A TIME TO DANCE

by Catherine Edwards
(from TUNNELCON TWO)

As Mouse and Vincent rounded the corner, two figures danced in and out of the chamber light with
measured steps. Vincent inclined his head and listened tolerantly as Mouse talked without ceasing
about his latest project. Zach walked ahead of them through the dimness.

"No, left - that's good — no - turn to the right, step to the left, Samantha. Here - let's try it again." Jamie
took Samantha's hands and led her through the steps for the umpteenth time, getting her toes
stepped on in the process.

Samantha sighed with frustration. "I'm never going to learn to dance, Jamie," she wailed. She
plopped down on the floor, took off her shoes and rubbed her feet.

"Sure you will," Jamie insisted, patting her shoulder in a comforting manner. "You'll be the best
dancer at Winterfest."

Zach had stopped in the doorway, scowling at them. "Where have you been?" he complained. "I've
been lookin' for you all afternoon. We were s'posed to go Topside, remember? | gotta find a gift for
Mary."

Samantha stood, picking up her shoes and giving Zach an exasperated look.

"l didn't forget," she said primly. "I had a previous engagement." She beamed up at Jamie. "Jamie's
teaching me to dance."

Zach rolled his eyes, unimpressed, but Vincent shouldered into the room and squatted in front of
Samantha. His eyes twinkled with mischief.

"Save a dance for me?" he teased.
Samantha's eyes went wide. She blushed furiously and nodded.

"Well, unless you have another 'engagement,' I'm going Topside," Zach said petulantly. "You comin’
or not?"

Samantha stood silent for a moment longer, mesmerized by the blue depths of Vincent's eyes. With
an effort, she tore herself away.

"Sure," she called after Zach's retreating figure. "I'm coming." She turned back to Jamie, rapidly
regaining her composure. "Men," she sniffed. "They're so exasperating."

Jamie nodded solemnly, fighting the urge to laugh. With a huge sigh, Samantha picked up her shoe
bag and started out the door. She hesitated, then took two quick steps back into the room.

"Vincent," she said earnestly, "l wasn't talking about you." Samantha turned and fled after Zach.
Vincent laughed, reaching for Jamie's shoulders. Expertly, he massaged the tension away.
"How are dance lessons coming?" he queried softly.

Jamie made a soft rueful noise, covering her face with her hands. "They're coming, Vincent - oh,
they're coming." She smiled up at him and patted the huge hands resting lightly on her shoulders.



"Actually, Samantha's doing very well - this has just been a long day for both of us. She'll be light on
her feet by Winterfest."

"If anyone can make a dancer out of our Samantha, it will be you," Vincent reassured her.

Mouse looked up from the gadget in his hands. "Jamie's a good dancer," he said matter-of-factly.
"Better than good - better than better. Best there is."

Jamie shot Mouse a quick look of astonishment, blushing before his unexpected praise. Her
expression softened, but she ducked her head quickly and walked back toward the doorway without
saying anything. This little interchange was not lost on Vincent. He looked from one to the other, his
expression thoughtful, and quiet filled the room.

"Jamie," Vincent prompted, "Catherine will be here soon. Are you ready?" Jamie wiped her hands on
her jeans and glanced around the room.

"Yeah," she said at last, zipping her overnight beg. "l guess I'm as ready as I'm going to get."
Vincent held out his hand for her duffle, and she surrendered it reluctantly.

"Catherine and | will come for you," Vincent acknowledged. With one more thoughtful look at Mouse,
he was gone.

Jamie trailed over to where Mouse was sitting, fiddling idly with something he'd taken from his pocket.
She cast a shadow over his hands and he looked up.

"Jamie," Mouse complained. "You're blocking my light."
"Well, you're on my bed," she shot back, nudging him with her knee. "What're you working on?"

He held a slender metal tool up to the light. "Gizmo," he explained. "Made it. Makes little things -
clocks, jewelry - toys." He grinned, and his enthusiasm was contagious.

Jamie smiled in spite of herself while he put the little tool back into his pocket and peered at her
intently.

"Ready to go Topside with Catherine?"

Jamie wiped her hands on her jeans again and smiled, a little nervously, "l guess so." Mouse touched
her arm and she started and gave a little gasp, pulling away in surprise. Hastily, he withdrew his
hand.

"Scared?" he asked hesitantly, watching her face.
There was a thoughtful pause. "No," she answered at last, her voice low and quiet.
"I'm not scared. Nervous maybe. It's ... been a long time, you know?"

Mouse nodded, fishing out the slender silver tool again. "Be fine," he said gruffly. "Mouse has been
UpTop lots of times."

Jamie laughed and pushed his shoulder playfully. "Yes, Mouse," she teased. "We know."

Mouse gave her a reproachful look and turned pointedly away, busying herself with the gizmo. Jamie
pulled a note pad from her pocket and flipped through it, looking for something. She found the right
page and thrust it under his nose.

"Need anything that's not on this list?" she demanded. He shook his head after a moment, still
hunched over his hands.

"Nope," he said shortly. Jamie put her hand lightly on his arm and he looked up in surprise, somewhat
appeased. Suddenly uncomfortable, Jamie stood and paced across the room.



“I'm teaching Samantha to dance," she said brightly. "She wants to be ready for Winterfest." Mouse
merely grunted in acknowledgment. Jamie shot him a dark look over her shoulder but he was
oblivious to her frustration. She tried again. "Are you ready for Winterfest, Mouse?" she prompted.

He looked up in astonishment. "Always ready for Winterfest."

Jamie sighed and buried her hands in her pockets. "Who are you going with?" she asked bluntly. This
time, Mouse didn't even look up.

"You," he muttered, bewilderment and irritation in his voice. "Always go with you to Winterfest." There
was a split second of awkward silence, then Jamie raised her chin defiantly.

"Says who?" she demanded. Mouse stood suddenly, slamming the tool down on the bed. His
expression was a mixture of anger and confusion and he stared at her.

"Always go with me to Winterfest!" he insisted. "Every year — yes! - since five seasons!"

"You could ask," she snorted. They glared at each other for a long moment. Jamie dropped her eyes,
shuffled her feet, and Mouse turned away, arms crossed tightly across his chest. Finally, he sighed.

"Okay, good - okay, fine," he mumbled. "You going to Winterfest with me or not?" Jamie's head
snapped up and she gave him an exasperated look.

She opened her mouth and said, "Mouse, | ..."
He whirled around. "Well?!" he demanded angrily. Jamie's resolve broke.

"No," she hissed. "I'm not going with you. | already have a date!" She spun on her heel and left
Mouse standing in the silence of her empty room.
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The secret door slid back with a groan. Catherine peered into the dim light, smiling when she caught
sight of Vincent. She held out her hand and let him pull her into the doorway. Vincent smiled down at
her while she leaned affectionately against his chest.

"Hi," she said softly. "I'm sorry I'm late. | would have been here sooner but work was impossible
today. | didn't even have time to change clothes." She sighed deeply. "This is not always the season
to be jolly."

Vincent smiled and curved his arms around her slim form.

"It's a busy time - in your world and mine. The season is always hectic," Vincent mused.
Catherine nodded wearily. "Yes," she agreed, "especially in my world."

Vincent reached inside his vest and produced a small package, wrapped carefully in brown paper.
"l hate to ask...," he began.

Gingerly, Catherine took the parcel and looked up at his anxious face.

"Is this the book, Vincent?"

He nodded, his eyes serious. "Do you think your friend can restore the binding? It's very old..." He
trailed off. "It was a gift."

Catherine tucked the package into her bag and squeezed his arm.
"If anyone can restore the original binding, Jenny will know. She's an expert - and a friend. She'll be



very careful with it - | promise."
Vincent smiled sheepishly and they fell in step, holding hands as they strolled toward Jamie's room.

Catherine looked up at Vincent, her face troubled. "Is Jamie ready to go? Maybe it would be better
to..."

"She's ready," Vincent assured her, his brow furrowed. "Jamie has not been Topside in almost a year
- she's refused every opportunity, even to go with Mouse. She's eager to accept your invitation, but
she also reluctant."

"Why, Vincent - what happened?"

He shrugged helplessly. "She refuses to talk about it. Something has frightened her - something that
happened that last time she went Above. | don't know what."

Catherine chewed her lower lip for a moment. "Who would?" she prompted.
"Mouse," Vincent said immediately. "Pascal, or perhaps Father."

"l should have guessed," Catherine said wryly. Vincent shot her a puzzled look, and she laughed at
him. "Don't tell me you haven't noticed!?"

"Mouse and Jamie are best friends ...," he began doubtfully.

"Mouse says you are his best friend. Jamie and Mouse are in love," Catherine insisted happily,
"whether they know it or not."

Deeply content, she rested her head on Vincent's shoulder as they strolled toward Jamie's room.
They came upon Father around the next bend, treading slowly in the same direction. He smiled and
took Catherine's small hands in his.

"Cathy! We haven't seen much of you lately," Father reminded warmly, then fixed her with a mock
stern look. "Surely you're coming for Winerfest?"

Catherine laughed and smiled up at Vincent. Her voice was light, her eyes dancing as she teased
him. "l didn't think | had a choice." Father chuckled appreciatively and patted her hands with genuine
fondness. "l wouldn't miss it for anything, Father," Catherine assured him, squeezing his hands in
return. Father fell into step with them, somewhat slower because of his cane.

"Things have been rather hectic lately," Father admitted, "but | believe it's settling down in time for the
celebration. Everyone seems in high spirits." No sooner were the words out of his mouth than Mouse
rounded the corner at full speed, furious and muttering to himself. Oblivious to their greetings, he
stalked past them and stomped down the tunnel. Vincent and Catherine exchanged startled looks.

Father stopped to watch him go, deeply troubled. "THmmmmmmm," he murmured, "Perhaps | was
mistaken." They left him staring after Mouse.

A little further down the tunnel, Jamie appeared out of the dimness. Her jaw was squared defiantly,
two high spots of color blazed on her cheeks and she shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, but her
expression was calm, subdued. Catherine shot Vincent a look, but he shrugged ever-so-slightly and
shook his head once, equally bewildered.

"We were just coming to meet you, Jamie," Catherine said carefully. "Are you ready to go?"
Jamie nodded, sighing nervously and rolling her eyes. "l guess so."

Catherine reached out and took Jamie's hand, wrapping her gloved fingers around it and squeezing.
"Come on," she coaxed. "This won't be so bad. It'll be fun. And you'll be back in no time." She peered
at Jamie closely. "You're sure you want to do this? | can get everything myself if you aren't sure ..."



"No," Jamie insisted. "l want to do this. It's just been a long time since ... | mean since | felt like ... I'm
sure. It's no big deal - really."

Catherine took her at her word. She hugged Vincent quickly and took Jamie's duffle from his hand. "If
you need to reach us, you know where. After we run our errands, we'll be home in the evening."

Vincent nodded once and gave Catherine's hand a final squeeze before releasing it.

Jamie stepped up and looked Vincent squarely in the eye, playing with the worn edge of her sweater.
"Vincent, | ... try to keep Mouse out of trouble while I'm gone, okay?"

Again, Vincent nodded. "l will," he promised solemnly.

Jamie opened her mouth to say something else, but closed it determinedly after a moment and turned
away. Awkwardly, she took Catherine's hand and walked toward the tunnel entrance without looking
back. Vincent leaned against the smooth stone wall and watched as they went up and out, to the
teeming city Above.
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Catherine dragged a wide-eyed Jamie through what seemed like half of Manhattan. Bit by bit they
checked off Jamie's list of supplies for Below and waddled back to Catherine's car, heavily laden with
boxes, bags and odd-shaped packages. They crammed everything into the trunk and climbed in,
sinking into the plush seats with relief. Seated wearily behind the wheel, Catherine turned to Jamie
and smiled.

"Did we get everything on your list?"

Jamie sighed, leafing through the dog-eared notebook. "All but one," she admitted. Her voice dropped
to a whisper. "A gift."

"For ...?" Catherine prompted.

Jamie blushed and put a hand to her hot face. "For Mouse," she muttered, fidgeting uncomfortably.
"It's hard to get a gift for him!" she insisted. "It's so ..., | mean, he's just ... it just js!"

Catherine nodded with understanding. "Yes, Mouse is a unique personality." Jamie looked up
hopefully. "You aren't alone," Catherine continued. "I'm still looking for a gift for Father, and | haven't
even decided what to get Vincent."

Some of the chagrin eased out of Jamie's features and she smiled, looking unexpectedly animated
and lovely. Catherine returned the smile fondly, understanding some of Jamie's frustration all too well.
In the quiet of the moment, Catherine's stomach rumbled audibly and she laughed.

"I'm starved! What say we grab a bite to eat? Sound good to you?"
Jamie nodded enthusiastically. "Sounds good to me."
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By the time the pizza arrived, Catherine had changed into baggy grey sweatpants and an oversized t-
shirt, her hair pulled back into an impromptu pony-tail.

"What do you want to drink?" she called from the kitchen. "I've got a couple of bottles of beer - it goes



great with pizza..."

"l don't .. think so," Jamie said hastily.

Catherine poked her head around the door frame. "How 'bout lemonade, then?"
"That's fine."

Catherine trailed in with a glass, an open bottle of beer and a pitcher of lemonade. She kicked off her
shoes and sat down cross-legged on the floor, facing Jamie over the pizza box. Hungrily, they dug in,
scornful of forks and plates. Surreptitiously, Catherine studied her houseguest over a steaming slice
of pepperoni pizza. Jamie had relaxed noticeably once they arrived in the apartment, taking off her
outer sweater and low boots.

"So - what are you going to get Mouse?" Catherine teased.

Jamie's face clouded over and she looked down, picking the green peppers out of her pizza. "l
wanted to get him a set of watch-makers tools, but they're too exprensive. | don't have enough money
left." She scowled for a moment, then shook her head. "l already got something for Arthur. | may not
get Mouse anything," she muttered.

Catherine started on her second piece. "Mouse can be very trying at times," she said gently. "Did you
two have an argument?"

Jamie looked up suspiciously, then away. "Yeah, | guess we sort of did."
"Do you want to talk about it?" Catherine prodded, but Jamie backed away hastily.
"No. It's nothing. Forget it."

"That's fine," Catherine assured her. She chewed her lower lip thoughtfully, wondering how to
reestablish the rapport. "Why don't you tell me about Winterfest? Vincent said there's dancing and
singing and music ... I've never been, but | can't wait to come this year."

Jamie looked up, brown eyes dancing. "It's terrific! William cooks everything, and everybody dresses
up in their best clothes. We trade presents, and sing, and all the musicians take turns playing for the
dances. Sometimes the dancing lasts all night." She gave Catherine a wicked grin. "I know all the
dances, so Father always let me stay the whole time, ever since | was Samantha's age. Even when
all the other children had to go to bed!"

Catherine laughed and took a sip from her bottle. "Even Mouse?"
Jamie nodded solemnly. "Even Mouse - and he hated it, too!" They giggled, heads bent together.
"Vincent said you were teaching Samantha to dance ...," Catherine prompted.

"Yeah," Jamie conceded. "I'm trying. She's doing really well, too, for someone who's never danced at
all before. Her rhythm is good - Samantha just gets nervous. | think she's going to be a good dancer
someday."

"Not as good as you, | hear."

Jamie blushed before this unexpected praise and smiled up at Catherine. "l love to dance. Father
taught me when -" She hesitated slightly. "When | was ... little. Mouse and | always lead the
Winterfest dancing."

Jamie fell strangely silent. Catherine said, "Jamie," and reached out to touch her arm. Before she
could complete the gesture, Jamie moved her arm just out of reach. Smoothly, Catherine covered,
picking up a napkin instead. Jamie frowned and glared at the floor. "That's what we had the fight
about."



"l see," said Catherine, not seeing.

"We always go together," Jamie said, the words coming in a rush. "But he never asks me if | want to
go with him, or even if I'm going to go with someone else - he just assumes that ... no one will ask
me."

The light dawned for Catherine. "Did ... someone else?" she probed tentatively.

Jamie nodded morosely. "Winston. He's sweet, but he's just a friend. Mouse is well - he's different. |
want to go with Mouse but | hate his not asking me. He can be so infuriating, so - oh, damn him
anyway!" She fumed, looking up into Catherine's surprised face. They laughed again, the ice finally
broken.

Catherine handed Jamie another piece of pizza and took one herself. She took a swig from her bottle
and wiped the corner of her mouth with her thumb, balancing everything precariously on the palm of
one hand. When she looked up, Jamie was watching her intently, her expression wistful.

"You're so pretty," Jamie blurted unceremoniously. "l think you're the most beautiful person I've ever
seen in my life. | - | wish | looked like you!"

Catherine stopped chewing, flabbergasted by Jamie's confession. She swallowed with effort and
looked into the sad brown eyes in front of her.

"Oh, but you're pretty, too, Jamie -," Catherine began, but Jamie shook her head and looked away.

"Not like you!" she snorted. Catherine leaned across the pizza box and took Jamie's hands. This time,
Jamie tolerated the touch.

"No," Catherine said slowly, "Not like me. But Jamie, you have lovely eyes, and such beautiful hair.
You're very pretty." Impatiently, she shook Jamie's hands and her voice dropped low. "And you're
tall."

In spite of herself, Jamie smiled. She looked up suddenly, her expression pensive, her eyes very
bright. "Mouse thinks you're beautiful," Jamie whispered.

Catherine sighed and looked away. When she turned back, her expression was rueful. "Well," she
murmured wryly, "We just may have to teach Mouse a thing or two. Come on!" Catherine stood
abruptly, and pulled Jamie after her into the bedroom.
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Catherine's closet was a storehouse of treasures. Jamie stared in open-mouthed astonishment while
Catherine pulled skirts, sweaters and dresses off hangers and tossed them carelessly on the bed.

"This is way too long on me," she muttered, "and | haven't worn this since law school." The stack of
clothing grew steadily while Jamie watched. Breathlessly, Catherine turned and regarded her
reluctant guest. "Don't just stand there, silly," she called. "Try something on!"

"l - 1 don't know," Jamie stammered. "l can't just ..."

Catherine gave her the sternest look she was capable of giving and pointed imperiously at the stack
on the bed. "Try something on!" she demanded.

Startled, Jamie took a step backward and snatched up the first thing she touched, her expression
incredulous. At last, she cuold stand it no longer and burst out laughing.

"You look just like Father," she giggled, sinking down into the piles of fabric.



Catherine struggled unsuccessfully to maintain her composure. She leaned against the closet doors
and laughed.

"That bad, huh? I'll try not to be so dictatorial. Please, Jamie - try something on. I'll be right back."
Catherine disappeared around the doorframe as Jamie reached for a soft woolen skirt.

The skirt was gold and brown plaid, very long, and full at the hem with lots of tiny knife-pleats. The
wool felt soft and scratchy beneath her fingers. Jamie slipped it on over her jeans and fastened the
waistband securely. There was a matching sweater in gold. She held it up to her face in the mirror,
eyeing the color critically. With a hasty backward glance, she slipped out of her worn sweater and
thrust her arms into the new one. It fell easily over her slim arms, but the neckband caught on her
ponytail and she struggled nervously to get free. The sweater fell down over her back just as
Catherine reentered the room.

The sewing box fell with a crash to the floor and Catherine covered her mouth with her hands, stifling
a gasp.

"Oh my God," Catherine whispered.

Jamie whirled, frightened and furious. She tugged the sweater over the waistband, but it was too late
- Catherine had already seen the deep scars that criss-crossed on her slim back. Jamie backed up
against the mirror and glared at her, while Catherine bent hastily and retrieved the pieces of her

sewing kit, fighting to regain her composure and her calm. When she straightened, the panic had left
Jamie's face but not the venom.

"Jamie," she began gently, but Jamie cut her off with a savage sweep across the air.
"Now you know - big deal," she snapped. "It's nothing | can't handle myself."
Catherine's voice was level. "l guess you've had to handle a lot by yourself, haven't you, Jamie?"

Sullenly, Jamie nodded. The room seemed suddenly oppressive. She fidgeted with her hands,
casting occasional backward glances at Catherine's anxious face. Suddenly, she turned and thrust
her arms out, palms up, wrists exposed; the scars were plainly visible. Jamie's voice was edged with
bitterness.

"Just in case you're wondering - | didn't do those either."

Catherine chose her next words carefully. "l believe you, Jamie. You're much stronger than that - |
know you are."

"You don't know me. Nobody knows me," Jamie said flatly. "What would you know about how strong |
am?"

Jamie paced the length of the room like a caged animal, arms crossed tightly across her chest,
shoulders hunched miserably. The skirt swished around her ankles, distracting her, and she lighted
on the edge of the bed, staring fixedly at her hands.

"l guess you're wondering what happened - who did this to me?"

Catherine sat, wrapping her arms around her legs and leaning back against the door frame. "Only if
you want to tell me."

Jamie looked up suddenly. For an instant, there was something almost wistful in her face, but she
masked it quickly and scowled, wiping the mood away. "That's the kind of answer social workers are
supposed to give, isn'tit?" Jamie said scornfully. Catherine did not flinch away.

"l don't know," she answered truthfully. "I'm not a social worker. I'm just someone who cares about
you, Jamie, about what happened to you. About what happens to you." She paused for a long



moment, searching for the right words. "Not so very long ago something ... bad ... happened to me.
Something | don't talk about. That's how | met Vincent." She trailed off, shaken by the memory, and
her fingers traced the jagged outline of her one remaining scar.

With a start, Jamie recalled the rumors that she'd heard - rumors about a Topsider woman seriously
hurt. She remembered Vincent's preoccupation, and Father's worried distraction. The pieces began to
fall into place.

Catherine shivered suddenly and gave a shaky smile. "It's okay to be angry, Jamie. It's okay to be
afraid." Startled, Jamie looked away and her fine features worked for several minutes. When she
looked up her face was deadly calm, devoid of any expression.

"I hate him," she said flatly. "I hate him for what he did to me and my Mom. | wish he was dead."
"Your father?" Catherine prompted.

Jamie shook her head shortly. "I never knew my father. This guy moved in with Mom when her
drinking had almost killed her." Involuntarily, their eyes moved to the beer bottle propped on the chest
of drawers and Catherine felt ill. "And then he started to hit her. And me. | was seven years old."
Unable to sit, Jamie stood and began to pace. She walked the length of the room twice and stopped
in front of Catherine. "He said it was my fault, that it was me - that | couldn't be good so he had to hit
me."

Tears slipped unnoticed down Catherine's face as she listened. Jamie was trembling, shaking with
the effort this cost her, but her eyes were dry. "But it wasn't me," Jamie said at last. She pressed a
finger into her chest and shook her head slowly. "It was him - not me. You're not supposed to hit
people. You're not supposed to hit children. You're supposed to love children, not hit them. Not hurt
them." Jamie's chest heaved painfully and she struggled to keep her voice level.

"When | was nine, | ran away for the first time. | lived out on the streets for almost a month before
they found me and hauled me back home. After that, | ran away all the time - sometimes for weeks -
but they always caught me and brought me back to my Mom." Jamie looked up suddenly, her eyes
bright with unshed tears. "Half the time she didn't even know I'd been gone." Jamie sat down
suddenly on the floor, close to Catherine, but not touching. Her voice dropped to a husky whisper.

"One night, | went into my Mom's room to kiss her good night. She'd ... taken a whole bottle of pills
and she was just ... just lying there, all still and ... | guess she just couldn't take it anymore. He was
drunk - passed out in front of the T.V. He ... didn't know.

"l ... remember trying to feel bad because she was ... dead - trying to feel something - but all |
remember is being afraid. Afraid that it was my fault - that she died because | didn't love her." Jamie's
expression betrayed her agonized relief and guilt.

"I, uh, started packing. | wanted to get away before anyone found out and | ended up in some
second-rate foster home. It was creepy, being in the house like that, but | knew | had to wait until it
got dark. Finally, the stars came out. | remember looking up at them through the window, all bright
and hopeful... | started for the door and ..."

Jamie's eyes took on a faraway look and her breathing harshened painfully. "I thought he was asleep,
or passed out completely ... He wasn't. He ... he caught me going out the door. I'd never seen him so
furious. And he started to hit me, and tell me it was all my fault and - he hit me so many times |
stopped counting." She looked up at Catherine, her expression a curious mixture of anguish and
ruefulness. "l used to always count - to make it go faster, you know?"

Catherine covered her mouth, feeling sick.
"l think he thought he'd killed me that time, cause he, uh, cut my wrists with a kitchen knife and threw



me in a garbage dumpster." Painfully, Jamie laughed, shaking her head. "He just ... threw me away."

Jamie fell suddenly silent, all her energy spent. Catherine looked up, her eyes full of pain and
empathy. "Jamie, I'm so sorry this happened to you. | don't know what else to say."

Jamie pulled herself together and wiped her eyes. She shrugged. "Nothing to say. Winslow found me,
brought me Below. The first thing | saw when | woke up was Father leaning over my bed. He looked
so kind, and he was so gentle ... | wasn't afraid of him. It was like waking up in another world, a world
you thought you just dreamed up. I've lived Below ever since - it's my home." She stood, wiping her
damp hands on the skirt. Jamie lifted her chin and looked at Catherine levelly. "And I'm fine now - just
fine. That happened a long time ago - it doesn't bother me anymore, okay?"

Catherine studied Jamie's slight figure sympathetically. "Okay. So........ why don't you tell me what
happened last time you were Above?"

Jamie whirled, eyes narrowed defensively. "What do you know about that?"

Catherine half-smiled and stood slowly. "Nothing, really. Does it have something to do with ...?" She
trailed off, waiting.

"Sort of," Jamie mumbled. She was silent for so long Catherine feared she'd lost her, but Jamie
laughed abruptly, shaking her head. "Oh hell, why not? It seems silly now anyway.

"Last fall | went Up Top with Mouse to get some things for Pascal, you know, caulking and stuff? We
were supposed to meet one of the Helpers in this store. Mouse wandered off, and |, uh, turned
around and there was this man standing over against the wall, and he was ... he was staring at me.
Like he knew me." Jamie's head fell forward and her voice dropped to a whisper. "l thought it was
him. | couldn't breath, | couldn't think. | tried to find Mouse - to tell him - but | couldn't say anything. | -
| just panicked and ran away."

"Was it him?" Catherine said gently. "If it is we can -"

"It wasn't him," she said flatly. "l ran like a scared rabbit and it wasn't even him." Jamie looked up at
Catherine's tear-stained face, anxiety and defeat in her eyes. "Running away is something I'm pretty
good at. | guess that makes me a coward."

Slowly, Catherine reached out for Jamie's hand. This time, Jamie did not move away.

"You didn't run when Vincent and Father were trapped in the Maze," Catherine reminded. "You didn't
run away when Winslow was killed - you stayed and fought for your friends. Jamie," she said softly,
"You're one of the bravest people | know."

Jamie shook her head. "That was different. They're my friends."

"It's not different," Catherine insisted, shaking her arm in exasperation, but her attempts to catch
Jamie's eye were unsuccessful. Thoughtfully, Catherine returned to the open closet, lifting down a
large cardboard dress box. She set it on the bed and pulled Jamie over, motioning to the unopened
box. Jamie looked uncertain.

"Open it, Jamie."

Wordlessly, Jamie lifted the lid and stared into the box. The dress inside was the most beautiful,
feminine, lovely creation she had ever seen. Jamie made as if to touch the stiff lace, the soft, shiny
fabric of the skirt, but stepped back, pulling her hand away quickly.

"l can't!"

Catherine lifted the dress from its box, steering Jamie over to the mirror and holding the dress before
her. "You can - | want you to."



The rich apricot material turned Jamie's pale skin creamy, and the darker lace enhanced the honey
color of her hair. Hesitantly, Jamie touched the neckline, fingering the tiny rows of lace.

"It was my Grandmother's," Catherine said simply. "Now it's yours."

Jamie began to protest but her eyes were drawn back again and again to the pale silk of the dress.
“It's beautiful," she said at last.

Catherine smiled and turned Jamie's face back to the Mirror above the high neckline of the dress.
She unclipped the barrette from the nape of Jamie's neck and spread her long hair over her
shoulders.

"No, Jamie," Catherine whispered. "You're beautiful."”
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Vincent met them at the base of the ladder. When the last of the goods had been passed down and
on to waiting arms, he offered a steadying hand as they made the final jump. He set Jamie down
carefully, eyeing the new clothes with approval. She blushed under his scrutiny.

"They're from Catherine," Jamie said, glancing gratefully over her shoulder.

"We cleaned out my closet," Catherine explained. Vincent nodded solemnly. He took Jamie's duffle
and the trio started down the tunnel.

"You look well," he said. "Did you enjoy your stay with Catherine?"

Jamie nodded vigorously. "Yeah. We ordered pizza." Vincent gave her a rueful look and she laughed.
"I'll bring you a piece next time." Out of Jamie's sight, Catherine squeezed Vincent's hand tightly and
beamed up at him.

"How's Mouse?" Jamie asked quickly, looking away as her cheeks bloomed with color.
Vincent peered at Jamie carefully.

"Mouse is ... not himself. He seems upset about something. | thought perhaps you might ..."
Jamie rolled her eyes up and sighed.

"We had a fight about Winterfest," Jamie said shortly. "I guess I'd better go see." Vincent started to
question her further, but she ran ahead of them down the tunnel. Catherine shot Vincent an 'l told you
so' look and giggled, leaning into his side.

"We had a good time, Vincent and - we talked. About a lot of things."

Vincent nodded, looking thoughtful. "She seems unafraid to return. Perhaps Jamie has worked
through whatever frightened her."

Catherine's voice was hopeful. "She's working on it."

Vincent stopped, turning to face her. "You know what happened then?" He sounded surprised and
pleased. "Tell me."

Catherine's brow furrowed for a moment, and when she smiled up at him, her eyes were sad. "l don't
think | should. Jamie will tell you in her own time, Vincent. When she's ready."

Vincent sighed and nodded, trusting her judgment. They fell into step again, walking slowly through
the dimly lit tunnel.



"Jenny said she doesn't see any problem with redoing the binding," Catherine murmured. Vincent
nodded, making some response. His words were lost as they walked farther and farther into the world
Below the city.

*kkkx

Jamie tripped down the corridors to Mouse's room, clutching Arthur's collar tightly. The full skirt
swirled around her ankles as she padded down the tunnel and the hair bow bobbed at the nape of her
neck. Her new clothes made her feel feminine and somewhat uncomfortable. She darted through the
doorway to Mouse's room and stopped cold, not sure what to say. Mouse sat bent over one of the
tablets, giving his undivided attention to something small and shiny in his hands. Oblivious to his
surroundings, he did not hear her enter the room. Jamie began to ease back out when she heard the
tell-tale scrape of Mouse's stool on the hard floor. He stood and turned, staring at her in surprise.

"Jamie ..."
"Hi Mouse." Her voice was very small. "I'm back from Up Top."

Mouse stuffed what he'd been working on in his pocket and crossed his arms across his chest,
looking away. "Look different," he observed. "Like a Topsider."

Jamie swallowed. She smoothed her skirt self-consciously and stared at her toes. "Catherine gave
these to me."

Mouse picked up a length of twine from the table and played with it, looking over his shoulder at her.
"Looked fine before."

Jamie glanced up in surprise. Their eyes met briefly and they both looked away. The room seemed
suddenly quiet, broken only by Arthur's chatter. Grateful for something to do, Jamie thrust the collar at
Mouse.

"For Arthur," she mumbled. Gingerly, Mouse lifted the collar from her open hand. He smiled in wonder
and delight.

"Beautiful! Thank you Jamie." He caught her hand and dragged her across the room. While Mouse
held Arthur, Jamie fastened the collar loosely but securely about Arthur's neck. Arthur was
unimpressed, and scampered off the moment he was released. They laughed, then fell silent again,
uncomfortable. Jamie stared at her hands and Mouse hunched over the desk, neither one willing to
make the first move away. The silence grew unbearable.

"Mouse," Jamie blurted out at last, "I'm sorry we had a fight. | don't really have a date for the
Winterfest - |, | said no - because | thought you would at least ask me and, well, when you didn't | got
angry. It was stupid and I'm sorry."

Mouse looked up guiltily. "My fault too." He picked up the twine again and fidgeted. "Thought you
wanted to go with me," he admitted.

Jamie turned to him. "But | do!"

Thoroughly confused, Mouse stared in surprise and frustration. "Should've said so," he insisted
angrily.

Completely exasperated, Jamie groaned and hit the desk with her fists. "l tried, Mouse! You just
never noticed! You never notice!"

Mouse's mouth dropped open and he stared at her, blue eyes wide with astonishment.



"Do so!"
"Do not!"
"Do so!"
"Do not!"
"Do so!"

"Mouse, this is stupid!" Jamie cried. Unexpectedly, a tear slipped down her cheek. She wiped at it
savagely with the back of her hand. Jamie spun away from him, hiding her face in her hands. Mouse
was horrified. Jamie - crying? The hair bow snapped open, sliding slowly onto her shoulder. Jamie
jerked it free and hurled it to the floor at his feet.

"Just forget it - forget the whole thing!" She ran from the room, once again leaving Mouse alone with
his thoughts.

*kkkk

In the quiet of her room, Jamie pulled on her faded jeans and shimmied out of the pleated wool skirt,
throwing it in a heap on the bed. Muttering to herself, she unpacked her duffle, slamming things into
drawers while she dabbed at her eyes. She picked up the skirt, intending to hurl it from sight but her
hand opened slowly against the scratchy softness. She smoothed the tiny pleats with her hand,
caressing the rich material. All the fight went out of her. Jamie slumped on the edge of the bed and
cried into the soft folds of the skirt to her heart's content.

*kkkk

The sun had set hours ago, but rest was hardly forthcoming. Mouse crept quietly into Jamie's
chamber doorway, looking miserable and determined.

"Jamie -," he began.
She whirled around, startled and angry. "Get out of my room!"
Mouse stood his ground. "No - want to talk. Stupid argument."

Jamie turned away from him and pressed her hands to her hot face. "The only thing stupid is me,"
Jamie muttered. "Go away."

Mouse planted both feet firmly on the floor. "Not leaving. Want to talk."

"Then I'll leave," Jamie said defiantly. She tried to push past him to the entrance but he stepped in
front of the doorway, shaking his head.

"Can't run away anymore."

The words stung like a slap, and the determinded look in his eye stopped Jamie in her tracks. She
stuffed her hands in her pockets and paced back toward the bed, refusing to look at him. Resolutely,
Mouse approached her and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. She started wildly at his touch, turning
and jerking away, but Mouse caught her other arm and held her fast. Still holding Jamie's arm firmly,
he released her shoulder and dug in his pocket for a moment. He proffered his hand, palm up and
open.



After a awkward moment, Jamie looked down, her brown eyes wide - and smiled in spite of himself.
Gingerly she lifted her hair bow from his hand.

"Thank you," she mumbled, dropping her gaze.

Mouse looked down and under until he caught her eyes, making her look at him. "Looked nice - yes.
Noticed." He tried a smile. "Pretty."

Instead of smiling back, Jamie put her face in her hands and began to cry. Instinctively, Mouse
reached out and pulled her more securely into his arms, completely baffled by this odd behavior.
Jamie's arms crept to his shoulders and she hid her face gratefully against the comforting bulk of his
chest. Lost in the moment, Mouse closed his eyes and curved his arms around her slim form, holding
her tenderly until she pulled away. Her eyes were red and puffy and she wiped at them with the back
of her hand, sniffling. As if by magic, Mouse produced a none-too-spotless handkerchief and she
blew her nose, dabbing at her eyes. She smiled a watery smile and tried unsuccessfully to laugh.

"Oh Mouse," she blurted unhappily. "I don't know why I'm being so silly. | just want things to be like
they were with us. | want to go back to the way things were before."

Mouse shook his head sadly, his expression grim. "Can't go back."

Jamie saw the look in his eyes and felt a new flood of tears coming. She looked down and nodded
despondently. "I know, | know," she began. She tried to disentangle herself, but Mouse held her fast
against him. With infinite tenderness, Mouse lifted her face so that she could see his eyes.

"Can't go back," he repeated softly. "Must go forward." He touched away her tears and brushed the
escaping tendrils of hair back from her face. Jamie sniffled, gazing into his eyes with dawning
wonder. Awkwardly, they leaned together, eyes closed, lips brushing timidly in the dim light of the
chamber.

"Mmmmmm. Nice." They did it again, a little more purposefully.

Mouse sighed with contentment and tucked Jamie's head under his chin. They stood together for a
long moment, swaying back and forth in the quiet.

"Going to Winterfest with me?" Mouse demanded gruffly. It was not exactly a request.

Jamie poked him playfully, then giggled and snuggled up against him. "I guess | don't have any
choice."

*kkkk

Catherine dropped her pile of packages outside the secret door and tapped resolutely on the pipers.
The door slid back before the echo had died and Mouse popped out anxiously.

"Got it?" he demanded. Catherine laughed and put a calmiing hand on his shoulder.
"Yes, Mouse. It's right here." She handed him a small sack and he peeped inside.
His mouth fell open. "Beautiful."

"The florist said to keep it in a cool place until it's ready to be worn. And not to touch the petals - it will
turn them brown."

Mouse nodded, then stared back into the sack. "Smells pretty, too. Thank you Catherine."
"It's quite all right, my partner-in-crime," she teased. "You can thank me by helping me with all this



stuff."

Catherine bent and picked up an armful of boxes, bags and sacks which she immediately stuffed into
Mouse's waiting hands.

"There's more in the car," she whispered and disappeared the way she had come. Mouse nodded
and scuttled through the doorway and out of sight. It took several furtive trips from car to tunnel to get
everything shuttfled in. Finally, Catherine handed the last clumsy arm-full to Mouse and looked him
sternly in the eye.

"You're sure you know who gets what?" Mouse nodded, rolling his eyes.
"Been over this already," he protested.

"l know, | know, but you have to make sure no one knows where these toys came from - no one, not
even Vincent."

"Okay, good - okay, fine," Mouse insisted, fidgeting. Catherine smiled and let him go.

"Thank you Mouse," she whispered. "I'll see you tonight at Winterfest." Mouse scurried down the
tunnel, and Catherine walked up and into Central Park.

*kkkk

Father adjusted his jabot in the small mirror and smoothed back his hair, scowling automatically at the
grey. Someone touched his shoulder and he turned.

"Ah, Vincent, | was on my way to your room."
Vincent settled his large frame into a chair and smiled indulgently. "So | see."

Father shot him a sour look and tugged on the high-collared jabot again. "You know," he muttered,
"I'd forgotten how uncomfortable these things are."

"Just be glad neckties aren't the fashion here," Vincent teased, steepling his fingers.

"Thank heaven!" came the reply. At last, Father turned, presenting himself for his son's scrutiny.
Vincent gave him a thoughtful once over.

"You look splendid, Father," he conceded at last, coming to his feet.

Father looked him up and down in kind, motioning for Vincent to precede him out the door. "I must
say you look ready for the evening. I'm so glad Catherine is able to join us. | know how much that
means to you."

He started to turn, but Vincent reached out and stopped him with a gentle hand on his arm. Father
turned, surprised, and accepted the package that Vincent proffered. He looked up uncertainly and

peeled the brown paper back from the book's cover. Careful of the new binding, Father opened the
book and ran his finger slowly down the gold-trimmed page.

"To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven," Father read slowly.
"A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted; a
time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down and a time to build up; a time to weep, and a time
to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance..."

He looked up, tears glistening in his eyes. "Thank you Vincent. | - | don't know what to say."
Vincent put a hand on his shoulder. "Then don't say anything - I'll never recover from the shock."



Laughing, they embraced. Father pulled away first, gazing almost reverently at the book in his hands.

"You know, Vincent, my father gave me this book when | was accepted into medical school. It's one
of the few things | have left from him."

Eyes shining, Vincent inclined his head. "l know."

Father caressed the fine leather binding, laughing in wonderment and surprise. "How did
you ...7"

"Catherine. She has a friend who deals with books."
"Hmmmmmm ... Catherine. | should have guessed."

Father walked slowly over to the wardrobe and returned with a brown-wrapped package. Wordlessly,
he handed it to Vincent and stood back, leaning heavily on his cane. Vincent turned the paper back
and peered inside. His eyes widened in surprise and he pulled the paper free. Inside, to Vincent's
astonishment, was a pocket watch. He looked up at Father suspiciously.

"This was yours, Father. | remember it from when | was a child." Father nodded, eyes twinkling with
humor.

"It was. It hasn't worked for years - Mouse couldn't get the parts. | ... managed to work something
out." He smiled encouragingly. "Wind it up."

Obediently, Vincent wound up the tiny spring, held it to his ear. He laughed delightedly. "How...?"

"Now who do you suppose? | believe your Catherine has more going on than either of us suspect,”
Father murmured. He put a hand on Vincent's shoulder and steered him toward the door. "Perhaps
you ought to keep a better watch..."

*kkkk

They encountered Mouse along the way to Jamie's room. Father eyed his freshly-scrubbed look with
approval and reached to straighten his collar. "Are you ready, Mouse?" Father prompted, smoothing
an unruly cowlick.

Mouse swallowed and bobbed his head. "Ready," he answered breathlessly, clutching Jamie's
corsage.

"Yes, | can see that you are," Father murmured dryly. "In that case, I'll leave you to collect the ladies,
and go see if William needs any final help setting up."

Vincent slapped Mouse affectionately on the back and started him down the hall. Father stood in the
dimness and watched until the noise of their footfalls faded completely.

*kkkk

Catherine answered their first knock and literally pulled Jamie out into the hallway. Ready or not,
nothing had prepared Mouse for the way Jamie looked. Her hair fell golden over her shoulders and
her eyes were huge and dark. From where he stood, Mouse could see the nervous trembling of her
lips and his mouth went suddenly dry.

"Wow," he breathed. "Jamie ..." With fingers gone numb, he fumbled with the corsage, holding it out



awkwardly. Jamie's smile lit up the hallway as she lifted the delicately-scented flower from his hands.
To Mouse's immense relief, Catherine offered to pin the orchid to Jamie's shoulder.

Conspicuously, Mouse proffered his arm. Jamie tucked her hand under his elbow. They walked on
toward the music, and the night. Catherine sighed contentedly and turned back to Vincent. He cocked
his head and studied her face. The simple blouse she wore laced up the front and the full skirts were
pulled in at the waist with a bright sash. She wore a garland of fresh flowers in her hair.

"What do you think?" Catherine teased. She twirled on her toes, revealing ruffly petticoats and slim
ankles. Vincent caught her as she spun, gazing at her in delight and wonder.

"Catherine," he murmured. "How lovely you look!"

"In these clothes, | almost feel like | belong here," she admitted. She turned her face up to him and
her expression was bittersweet, but the melancholy was only temporary. "You look wonderful," she
insisted, "except for one thing." She produced a boutonniere and pinned it to his shirt. "There."

His hand closed over hers; their fingers twined slowly together. Wordlessly, they fell in step, hands
clasped tightly. They had not gone far when Vincent reached inside his vest and pulled out a slim
package wrapped in brown paper.

"For you. For Winterfest," Vincent explained. Catherine took the package gingerly.

"Vincent," she admonished, "you promised..." The paper gave way and Catherine trailed off, her
breath caught in her throat.

“Oh... Vincent... it's lovely."

The frame had been painstakingly carved by hand - the glass fitted with infinite care. Shakespeare's
twenty-fourth sonnet had been meticulously scripted in Vincent's long, loopy handwriting. Against the
parchment, one lone rose nestled sweetly, sealed forever fresh behind the glass. Catherine read
through the familiar words slowly, and when she smiled up at him, her eyes were very bright.

"l have something for you, too," Catherine produced a package wrapped awkwardly in Christmas
paper, a small green bow perched pertly on top. Vincent studied the package for a long moment,
eyeing the bow.

"No wisecracks about my gift-wrapping ability - just open it!" she prodded. Vincent tugged the paper
free, folding it while Catherine waited with mock impatience. The box opened to reveal a very ornate,
very masculine hand mirror. Vincent's eyes were wide and he looked to her, surprised.

"l ... kind of broke the last one..." Catherine mumbled, searching his eyes for his reaction. "l wanted to
replace it." She gazed at him uncertainly.

With infinite tenderness, Vincent enfolded her in his arms. Catherine laughed and pressed against
him, buried her face in the ruffled front of his shirt. They stood together for several moments.

"Someone left presents for all of the children in the common chamber," Vincent said casually,
stepping back to study her face.

"Really?" Catherine was the picture of nonchalance.
Vincent nodded solemnly, watching her. "Really. You wouldn't know anything about that, would you?"
Catherine had the wild desire to giggle. "Who, me!?"

Vincent steered her down the corridor, an arm around her shoulders. "Well, whoever it was, the
children are grateful. Eric is working on a new model plane, and Dennis has been playing with his
new train set all afternoon --"



"Dennis?!" Catherine burst out. "The train set was for Kipper — Oh - you!" She slugged Vincent
soundly in the shoulder and glared at him while he chuckled. He reached for her, but she stepped
back out of range, fighting a smile even as she glowered.

"Come on," she said at last. "We're going to miss all the dancing!" She darted down the tunnel ahead
of him.

Vincent caught her just around the second bend. Laughing and gasping, Catherine fell back against
the tunnel wall, Vincent's arms around her waist. Vincent looked at her sternly, in his best imitation of
Father.

"The musicians aren't even set up yet," Vincent admonished. "The dancing won't begin for another
half hour." Catherine pouted prettily, her hands on his chest.

"Half an hour! What ever shall we do until then?" She looked up and froze, mesmerized by the look
on his face.

"l - can't imagine," Vincent said thickly. The walls began to press close and he bent to her -

- just as Catherine fell back around the corner, literally dragging Vincent after her. They were barely
out of sight when Jamie and Mouse rounded the corner, holding hands. Jamie stopped, leaning back
against the wall just as Catherine had. She held out a brown-wrapped package to Mouse, who
promptly tore the paper free. His mouth fell open and he blinked.

"Better than good, better than better!" He pulled the bright red scarf from the package and touched
the soft wool fringe.

"Soft," he said solemnly. "Thank you, Jamie."

"l wanted to get you some watchmaker's tools," Jamie said hastily, "but | ran out of money." Mouse
shook his head.

"Have tools already." He stroked the scarf again. "Better." Jamie took the scarf and slipped it around
his neck, smoothng the ends down across his chest.

Mouse reached in his vest pocket and produced his own gift, cupped carefully in his palms. Jamie
shot him a look and pried his fingers open, peeked inside.

"Oh Mouse," Jamie whispered, "it's beautiful." Strand upon strand of gold wire had been intricately
intertwined to form a slim gold bracelet. Gingerly, Mouse fastened it around her wrist.

"l - | can't take this," Jamie stammered.
"Made it for you," Mouse said simply.
"Oh, but Mouse -"

"Made it for you," he repeated belligerently, sticking his chin out. Jamie fell silent, her dark eyes
shining, and Mouse indulged in a split-second of triumph. "Okay good, okay fi -"

Jamie clasped the ends of the scarf tightly in her hands and kissed him - kissed him right down to his
toes! - and left him dumb-founded and a little in awe. She gazed up at him adoringly.

"- fine," Mouse finished dazedly. He looked at Jamie with new respect, not to mention renewed
interest. Tucking her arm firmly under his, he led her toward the dancing.

In the stiliness of the corridor, Catherine's head popped out from around the corner as she gazed
after them. Seconds later - and higher up - Vincent's head appeared. Catherine smirked up at him as
he stared in wonder at the retreating figures.

"Told you so," she quipped. "Now let's go!"
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The musicians were just getting warmed up for the first number, when Mouse bounded up to the
small table and stopped abruptly, almost overbalancing. Vincent put a firm hand on his waist,
steadying him. Jamie was not far behind. Her cheeks were flushed with excitement and her hair
swirled loosely about her shoulders.

"Jamie," Father exclaimed. "How lovely you look tonight!" She ducked her head, catching Catherine's
eye. Catherine smiled reassuringly and nodded.

"Thank you, Father," Jamie murmured shyly.
Mouse held out his hand to Catherine. His eyes were bright with mischief and delight.

"Catherine - come dance!" he urged enthusiastically. No amount of protest would have dissuaded
Mouse from claiming this dance, but Catherine was not interested in protesting. She offered her hand
and let him pull her to her feet. Catherine shot Vincent a playful look over her shoulder and followed
Mouse out on the dance floor.

Jamie had regained her composure. She squared her jaw and waggled a finger at Father. "Dance
with me, Father," she demanded. Father's dismay was evident. He shook his head hastily, holding his
cane aloft.

"Oh, no, Jamie," he blustered. "I, uh, don't dance." She put both hands on her lean hips, not having
any of it.

"Liar," she accused bluntly. "You taught me - remember?"

Father glanced hopefully around the table, but there was no quarter there. Pascal had both hands
over his mouth, ostensibly not grinning. Vincent became intrigued with his own fingers and would not
meet Father's eyes. With a dour look at his companions, Father stood slowly and faced Jamie. He
gave her his sternest look, but she only laughed, not backing down.

"Just this once," he said at last, proffering his arm. Jamie laid her hand lightly on the crook of Father's
elbow and they walked into the swirling figures of the dance. Pascal followed their progress
thoughtfully.

"Vincent," he said softly," she's growing up."
Vincent nodded solemnly. "Yes," he agreed. "She certainly is."
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Everyone took part in the dance, from the youngest to the oldest. Father escaped the dance floor
after a turn or two and leaned against the wall with his punch, smiling fondly out at the scene before
him. Vincent and Catherine met up for the third dance and were promptly separated in a hand-off.
They passed each other in the circle at each turn, but the music spun sweetly and swept them away
from each other.

Vincent claimed a dance with Samantha, who stomped on his toes a time or two, amid profuse
apologies. Pascal cut in on them, and it was he who took Samantha down the aisle of dancers with
the utmost dignity and aplomb. Through it all, Jamie's lithe figure could be seen leading in and out,
mostly with Mouse's arms wrapped firmly around her waist.



Vincent stood to the side and searched the crowd for Catherine, but she was swallowed up in the
swell of movement. Mary glided up and stood with him, an orchid pinned to her shoulder.

"Aren't they all beautiful?" she whispered, watching the dancers tread lightly in the cavern light.
Vincent nodded.

"Yes," he agreed. He caught the faint scent of the orchid she wore and turned to her. "The corsage
you're wearing - it's lovely." She touched the petals lightly and smiled.

"Thank you, Vincent. Kipper got it for me. It even matched my dress."
"It matches your eyes, Mary," Vincent teased, his eyes twinkling.

"Don't try to charm one of your old teachers," Mary said gently. She patted his cheek with genuine
fondness. "You may be grown up now, but | remember when it wasn't Kipper - but you, Vincent, and
that rascal Devin who were always into mischief. Where has Father gone?" She searched the crowd.

Vincent fought to keep a straight face and crossed his arms across his chest. "Hiding behind the
punch bowl," he said quietly.

Mary's clear eyes were scandalized. "Vincent!" she admonished, but he was unabashed, grinning in
spite of himself. Mary peered across the room until she spotted Father, then gave Vincent a look of
pure devilment. "Well, we can't have that - can we?" she said coyly, and went in pursuit of her
reluctant dance partner. Vincent watched her go.

Almost magically, Catherine materialized before him. Vincent gazed at her, and it was as though he
saw her — truly - for the very first time. The wreath of flowers in her hair was intoxicating, and the
peasant blouse had slipped enticingly off her shoulders. Catherine took a step toward him, full skirts
swirling over her flat slippers. She smiled into his eyes, blushing and held out her hands to him.

"Dance with me," she whispered.

Like a man in a dream, Vincent stepped forward and took her hands. She seemed very slight, her
hands tiny in his, but for Vincent at that moment, she was the whole world in a package. He let her
lead him onto the floor, through the host of bright dancers. The music started low and sweet, and she
stepped close to him, one hand resting lightly on his shoulder.

"And this time," Catherine murmured, “don't let me go!"

END



