The Ballerina, The Gymnast, And The Yoga Master
RJ Silver
Published on Smashwords
Copyright 2010 RJ Silver (www.rjsilver.com)
Cover By Katrina Joyner (www.spearcarrier.daportfolio.com)
Smashwords Edition, Licensing Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.
CHAPTER 1: THE HANDSOME STRANGER
Anna Simmons sat on the park bench beside Conservatory Pond, her eyes closed, and listened to the unique blend of birds singing, people talking, and traffic rushing along Fifth Avenue – what she affectionately called the “Central Park Symphony.” She inhaled the tantalizing scent of grilled hotdogs and imagined one smothered in onions, relish, and ketchup floating toward her mouth, offering itself to her, begging her to take a bite. Her stomach growled so loud, her eyes popped open. Another food fantasy. Why did her mind do that to her? Did it want her body to get fat? Was there some unspoken vendetta between the two?
She noticed that sometime between closing her eyes and her imaginary snack, a man had sat on the bench next to her. For a moment, she wondered if he, too, was imaginary. Tall, with muscular arms and lush blonde hair, he looked like a young Nordic prince. The Versace polo shirt, matching slacks, and gleaming gold watch on his left wrist did nothing to diminish this impression. He even had a dozen red roses in his right hand.
For a couple of palpitations, she thought this might be her Prince Charming – ten years late and missing a white horse, but otherwise exactly as she’d pictured him. A cold bucketful of reality quickly splashed over her. She was in her lazy-weekend garb of baggy sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt, which didn’t exactly minimize her slight pudginess. Her thick brown hair was in the I’ll-get-the-knots-out-later phase, and her face was au naturel. All of which meant that unless Prince Charming was willing to kiss a frog, she didn’t think a rescue imminent.
Self-conscious of her appearance, she raised her copy of Tennyson’s Idylls of the King. Besides, she thought as she continued to glance sideways at the man, even if she’d preened herself all morning, there was no way she’d have a chance with an Adonis like that. Romance had its rules of attraction. The homecoming king dated the homecoming queen. Hollywood stars paired with starlets. Professional athletes married cheerleaders.
Thanks to her countless jobs as an office temp, not to mention her acute hearing, she’d even deciphered the official system men used to rank women. A bikini model jogging along the beach in slow motion always scored a perfect ten. Classic beauty combined with a shapely form warranted an eight or nine, which was enough to make men swivel their heads and hoot like owls. The pretty girl-next-door type qualified as a seven and was ideal to bring home to mother. A six could look good on occasion, depending on the light, but tended to attract men of the shorter, bald variety. True plain-Janes, for whom the words “platonic” and “relationship” might as well be concatenated, garnered fives. The aesthetically challenged occupied the tiers at four and below, and were often assigned disparaging labels such as “twelve-beer beauty”, “double-bagger”, or worse.
At twenty-seven, Anna didn’t consider herself in either the top or bottom tier. In face, she was pleasant, not pretty. In body, she had slightly too much, owing to her fondness of food in general and chocolate in particular. In mind, she was intelligent and not afraid to show it, even when batting her eyes might be the more rewarding course.
The man beside her was therefore clearly out of her league. But, oh, how she enjoyed looking at him, even if he was like a friend’s chocolate mousse when she had no spoon, an éclair trapped on the other side of a baker’s window when she had no time, a plate of macaroons shoved under her nose only minutes after her annual New Year’s resolution.
The man, who’d yet to move or even blink, suddenly stirred, prompting her to focus on her book. She’d barely begun reading when she heard a mournful groan. She glanced sideways again and saw the man clutching his forehead with his left hand. “Why?” he said. “Why, why, why?”
She lowered her book, her compassion getting the best of her. “Are you okay?”
He looked over and at last registered her presence. She noticed he had deep blue eyes similar to the marbles she used to hoard as a child.
“What?” he said. “Yes, I’m fine.” He saw the book in her hand. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb your reading.”
She again took refuge in Tennyson’s towering words. A few moments later, the stranger burst forth again. “I’m such a fool, such a fool!”
She closed her book and set it on her lap. “You’re obviously upset. Would you like to talk about it?”
He shook his head no, then seemed to hedge. “I don’t know. It’d be kind of strange talking to a stranger about something personal, don’t you think?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Anna. “Sometimes it’s not the audience that matters. Just the act of expressing your thoughts can help.” She’d almost used the words “feelings” and “venting” but instinctively avoided them.
“Well,” he said, “I suppose it couldn’t hurt. The question is, where to begin?”
She walked over to his bench and sat beside him. “Anna Simmons,” she said, extending her hand.
“Vincent Rockford.”
His hand was as warm as a fresh-baked cookie. “This is clearly about love,” she observed.
He nodded and held up the roses. “I suppose these gave it away?”
“That and the groaning:
“I laid me down upon a bank,
Where Love lay sleeping;
I heard among the rushes dank
Weeping, weeping.”
“How apropos. Are you a poet?”
“Aspiring. Those were the words of William Blake. So what happened? Get rejected? Dumped? Betrayed?”
He sighed. “No, I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that. You see, it all began when I met Valeriya Nikolayeva, a Russian ballerina.”
CHAPTER 2: THE BALLERINA
“I’d never gone to the ballet. In truth, I’m more of an NFL fan. But my friends insisted. They said a person of my standing should become more cultured, so I soon found myself at the Metropolitan Opera, attending a production of Swan Lake. I must admit, I had no idea what to expect. Certainly, the theater itself heightened my anticipation. The spectacular water fountain and towering glass arches out front. The giant murals and ornate crystal chandeliers in the lobby. The glittering auditorium with its magnificent gold-leaf ceiling and massive gold curtains.”
“It sounds wonderful,” said Anna, who’d always wanted to go to the Met but could never afford the tickets.
“It is. And as the lights dimmed and the orchestra began to play, I felt on the cusp of a spiritual awakening. The curtains rose, and suddenly there I was, staring at a courtyard full of royalty, heralds, and countless others buzzing with activity. It was a celebration of some kind, the object of which was a young man the others repeatedly embraced and congratulated. Not a word had been spoken, yet I understood perfectly. I was also astonished at the ease with which all the characters moved, so light of foot they seemed almost weightless.
“Then the young man – Prince Siegfried, as my friends explained – took center stage, and as so often happens before a moment of great joy, I felt a pang of disappointment, even discomfort. Male danseurs, it turns out, wear tights made of the thinnest Lycra – in this case, a near-transparent white. Stretched over the lower physique of Prince Siegfried, who possessed thick, muscular legs and was otherwise generously endowed, this created an intimacy between us I didn’t desire, a Lycra relief of his manhood so detailed, it might as well have been in the flesh.
“Ah, I see you find this amusing. I can see why women enjoy the ballet, incidentally. But try to put yourself in my position. I didn’t always possess my current wealth. My past was much rougher than my present. Where I come from, men don’t flaunt themselves like that, and they certainly don’t dance and jiggle in front of other men. Nor would we willingly view such a display. In team showers, we keep our eyes at neck level and above. We don’t peek over the divider at the urinal. And if a man’s nakedness happens to invade our field of vision, we immediately turn the other way. In this case, however, boxed in by two high-society friends monitoring me for the slightest lack of sophistication, I could hardly employ such a defense. All I could do was sit there and endure the unwanted puppet show of the prince’s private parts for the remainder of Act I.”
Anna was having such difficulty restraining her laughter, her stomach hurt. She wasn’t sure what she found more amusing: Vincent’s narrative or the seriousness with which he delivered it. She also noticed that, despite his claim of a rough upbringing, his diction was extraordinary – much more like that of a literary scholar than someone from an underprivileged childhood. The contradiction piqued her curiosity.
“As Act II began,” he continued, “the stage darkened. The setting became that of a small lake in the forest at night. A pale moon hung low in the sky, barely illuminating the dark outlines of trees on the lake’s shore. The prince soon arrived, and for a moment, I feared another visual assault on my heterosexuality. But then he stepped back, as if in awe of a spectacle of a different kind. My eyes shot across the stage. There, out of the darkness, leapt a slender young woman in white, attaining such incredible height and distance, I couldn’t believe it. She landed so softly that, even had I pressed my ear to the floor at that very spot, I wouldn’t have heard her. More impressive still, she landed in a perfect pose, one leg bent at the knee, the other straight behind her, her entire upper body arched backward, arms outstretched. Her pose was such that, even without her white tutu and feathery headdress, I’d have guessed she was a swan.
“The length of her pose afforded me other observations, too. Everything about her – her petite form, delicate features, tight French braid, even the soft hues of her makeup – was so dainty and ladylike, she was, to me, the very essence of femininity. Yet all this was merely a prelude to her dancing. Never before had I seen someone move with such grace, elegance, and artistry. Never had I been so mesmerized than when watching her glide, twirl, and leap across the stage.
“I knew then I had to make her mine. In fact, it was all I could do to stop myself from leaping onstage, bending on one knee, and pledging my eternal love to her then and there.”
“Oh my God,” said Anna, touching her hand to her heart. “Is there anything more powerful than love at first sight?
“The reason no man knows, let it suffice,
What we behold is censured by our eyes.
Where both deliberate, the love is slight:
Who ever loved, that loved not at first sight?”
“Exactly. Yours?”
“No, Christopher Marlowe.”
“Ah. Unfortunately, my love at that point was unrequited. As I’d soon discover, the white of Valeriya Nikolayeva’s costume represented more than just the swan’s color.
“After the performance, I abandoned my friends and went backstage. Security was tight, and I was passing out hundred-dollar bills like candy at Halloween.”
“You’ve made a few references to your standing and wealth,” observed Anna. “What exactly do you do?”
“Not much anymore. I started a social networking company called Happyface when I was in college.”
“That was you?”
“Yes, but once it became large, with all those employees and business partners and pressures, my face was no longer happy, so I sold the company for billions. Now I just invest.”
“Billions?” Images of Knipschildt’s Chocopologie, Delafee, and Godiva unleashed a deluge of saliva in her mouth. But she quickly scolded herself for this reaction and suctioned the saliva away. She wasn’t a material person. Money didn’t matter to her. Still, she had to admit, there was something more attractive about a successful man than the ragged poets she’d dated since college.
“Anyways,” Vincent carried on, “I eventually purchased my way to Valeriya’s dressing room and knocked on her door. The door swung open and there she was: a petite, blonde Russian beauty in a long flowing dress, sparkling diamonds around her neck, her bright blue eyes staring up at me. ‘May I help you?’ she asked in perfect English but with a thick Russian accent.
“‘You certainly may,’ I answered. ‘Would you do me the great honor of having dinner with me tomorrow night?’
“She didn’t seem surprised by my request, but neither was she receptive. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said politely, ‘but I’m an artist. My only love is for my craft; my only lover, my audience.’ With that, she began to close the door.
“‘Please,’ I said, blocking the door, ‘you don’t understand. I’ve fallen completely under your spell. You must have dinner with me at least this once.’
“‘Sir,’ she said calmly, ‘you’ve asked and I’ve answered. Do not conduct yourself now as anything less than a gentleman.’ And so I was rebuffed.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Anna. “Is that why you’re sitting here with these roses? You finally found your true love but can’t pursue her?”
“No, of course I could pursue her. I’m a billionaire with nothing but time and money on my hands. Besides, I was so smitten, I could think of nothing else.
“To achieve anything in life, you need a plan. To plan, you need information. So my first step with Valeriya was to send out a small army of assistants to make discrete inquiries about where she lived and practiced, as well as her favorite activities, food, and music. If she liked it, I wanted to know about it.
“Armed with this information, I began my initial assault. Every morning when she left her apartment for practice, I had a limousine waiting for her with a fresh bouquet of flowers inside. The music of Delibes, Tchaikovsky, and Bach soothed her ears. A hostess poured her a fresh cup of Kusmi Anastasia tea – her favorite – while a world-famous chef personally served up his latest croissants, crepes, and sliced fruit.
“Throughout the day, that same limousine waited to take her wherever she wished, always with a fresh pot of tea and the food changing at lunch to black caviar and imported truffles, or on cooler days, to a hot bowl of Solyanka. Sometimes a manicurist was in attendance, sometimes a pedicurist, sometimes a masseuse. My goal was to make the limousine her personal paradise on wheels, for which I spared no expense.
“At her practice facility, I placed a man in tuxedo and top hat for her at every door, so she’d never have to open one on her own. If it rained, I had someone greet her at every exit with an umbrella already opened above her head. If it was cold, they wrapped a mink shawl around her shoulders. When she arrived home at night, I had another man waiting to hold open the front door of her building. Inside the lobby, I placed musicians to greet her with romantic melodies: sometimes violinists, sometimes flutists, sometimes a world-famous pianist. And once every day, I’d substitute myself in one of these roles, sometimes as the limousine driver, sometimes a doorman, sometimes one of the musicians, even though I don’t play. And as she passed by, I’d simply say, “Greetings, Valeriya Nikolayeva. You are the most talented and beautiful ballerina in all the world.”
“That’s so romantic,” said Anna. “What any woman would give to be pursued like that:
“I will make you brooches and toys for your delight
Of bird-song at morning and star-shine at night.
I will make a palace fit for you and me,
Of green days in forests and blue days at sea.”
“Yes, I’d have given her that and anything else. Yours, by the way?”
“No, Robert Louis Stevenson.”
“Huh, you certainly have an excellent memory for poetry. But frankly, it didn’t matter what I did. None of the warmth I offered her melted her glacial attitude toward me. She was polite, always the perfect lady, but remained firm: only her dancing mattered to her, and only that would she embrace.”
“So what did you do?”
“What else could I do? I took up ballet. Actually, I didn’t just take up ballet. I immersed myself in its origins in the French and Italian courts, its various forms from classical to romantic, its most famous compositions including not only Swan Lake, but also Giselle, The Nutcracker, and Sleeping Beauty. I flew in top instructors from London, Paris, and St. Petersburg – teachers even Valeriya admired. I rented a practice space adjacent to hers. I even donned a pair of tights, though, I must say, with greater modesty than Prince Siegfried.
“At first, I felt clumsy, even foolish. I had difficulty attaining the proper posture in the five basic positions. My pliés weren’t pliant. My ballons wouldn’t bounce. I fumbled my fouettés, lost the point off pointes, and couldn’t pivot properly during my pirouettes. My only achievement in my first few weeks was that I managed to amuse Valeriya when she came to visit my instructors.
“‘You’re too old to become a danseur,’ she’d say in her thick Russian accent as she walked past.
“‘Then I will grow younger,’ I’d reply.
“‘You are too big.’
“‘Then I will shrink.’
“‘You are too clumsy.’
“‘Then I will become more nimble.’
“Day and night, I worked hard to improve myself. Instructor after instructor left shaking his or her head, only to be followed the next day by new and even more famous instructors. At last, slowly but surely, I began to make progress, not only with my ballet, but also with Valeriya. ‘You’re ridiculous,’ she’d say as she watched me, but finally I could see a slight smile at the corners of her mouth.
“At last, the moment of my breakthrough arrived. I was standing along the outside barre at the practice facility, watching Valeriya skim across the floor like a mayfly across a glass pond, when I began to mimic the movements of the danseur who would normally accompany her. Spotting this, she invited me to dance.
“Oh, how nervous I was. I missed a step or two at first, and she was so sure-footed by comparison, I feared she might banish me again to the barre. But soon we fell into a wonderful rhythm, glissading, spinning, and bounding our way around the practice floor. Even more exciting, she allowed me to lift and carry her just like a real dance partner. My greatest thrill by far was placing my hands around her slender waist and hoisting her above my head. I could tell she was equally thrilled, for in this case, my size and strength served me well.
“Our dance didn’t stop on the practice floor, either. That night, we continued at my sprawling condominium, destined by then to be lovers as well as dance partners. We even made love the first time entirely on the tips of our toes, dancing en pointe across my living room, dressed in full costume from the waist up. What a marvelous experience it was to be with her like that, feeling her milky-white skin against mine, admiring her beauty, grace, and artistry as we sautéed, chasséed, and pirouetted the night away.
“We danced like that every night for three weeks, sometimes as Siegfried and Odette, sometimes as Albrecht and Giselle, and a few magical nights as Florimund and Aurora. But it was not only our dancing and lovemaking that enthralled me. It was our candlelit dinners in formal attire, our conversations of old Europe, and most of all, Valeriya’s refined elegance in everything she did. There were times I thought I was truly in a royal court, with her my authentic princess. If you’d asked me, I’d have bet my entire fortune I’d found true romantic happiness.”
“It does sound magical,” said Anna. “The ultimate fantasy come to life.”
“What, no poem?”
“Sorry. I don’t think anything’s been written for making love while dancing ballet.”
“Perhaps you’ve found a niche.”
She laughed.
He sighed. “Unfortunately, just when I thought everything was perfect with my pretty ballerina, I made a critical mistake.”
“What kind of mistake?”
“It’s a little embarrassing.”
“Come on. You can’t not tell me at this point.”
“I know. It’s just...”
“I won’t laugh, I promise.”
“Well, okay. We were making love – I forget the exact dance – and I was feeling a little frisky, so I slapped her on the behind.”
Anna shrugged. “That’s it?”
“That was more than enough, believe me. Don’t you remember me telling you how ladylike she was?”
“Yes, but who doesn’t get a little frisky at times in the throes of passion? Surely she didn’t get angry about that.”
“No, no, no. I’m explaining it all wrong. Valeriya didn’t get angry. She liked it.”
* * *
“Do you know what a self-perpetuating chemical reaction is, Anna?”
“I think so, but I’m not sure.”
“It’s where you introduce a new element into an environment that not only changes the environment, but also triggers a second transformative event, which in turn triggers a third, and so on until the environment is completely altered. Fire is an excellent example. You set a match to a single dry leaf in a field full of such leaves. The first leaf not only catches fire, it soon ignites those around it. Then five leaves are on fire, and they in turn ignite twenty more, and so on until the entire field is a charred ruin.
“That’s what happened with Valeriya. After the first time I slapped her, she asked me to do it again. Then she wanted two smacks. Then smack, smack, smack. Before I knew it, I was spanking her like a naughty schoolgirl caught stealing from the principal. ‘Harder, Vincent,’ she’d say to me. ‘You’re a sultan and I’m a saucy harem girl. You’re Genghis Khan and I’m a disobedient slave.’ And do you know what’s sad? Even as I complied, I knew I was changing more than just the color of her cheeks.
“A week after her first full-fledged spanking, she showed up at my door with her hair in curls instead of a French braid. Her formal evening gown had given way to a knee-length orange dress. Her complexion had changed from milky white to peaches and cream, her lipstick from pink pastel to bright apricot.”
“‘What’s this?’ I asked, pointing at the DVD in her hand.
“‘It’s called West Side Story,’ she replied. ‘It has a song called the Mambo I want us to try.’ So we watched the DVD. It was a cute dance. Rather simplistic and certainly not comparable to Swan Lake’s Spanish Dance, but to make her happy, I bopped around the living room with her for a while. For some reason, the jerky gyrations and frequent skirt lifts emboldened her. ‘Talk dirty to me,’ she said during our intimacy afterward. ‘Call me a nasty name.’
“‘Wench,’ I said somewhat hesitantly.
“‘Dirtier.’
“‘Tramp.’
“‘No, dirtier.’
“‘You cheap little ho.’
“‘Now add some swear words.’
“Four nights later, it got worse. I opened the door to find her leaning against the door frame in a tight black leather body suit and red high heels, her lips cherry red, her hair puffed eight inches above her head, a cigarette in one hand. Before I could say anything, she started tapping her foot on the ground and snapping her fingers in rhythm:
“‘If you’re filled with affection
You’re too shy to convey,
Meditate in my direction,
Feeeeelll your way.’
“She pointed at me expectantly, still tapping her foot and snapping her fingers. What else could I do? I recalled, to the best of my ability, the proper response:
“‘…I better shape up,
Cause you need a man,
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