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Prologue

 


Excerpt from
Silver Lining

 


“You wanted to see me,
Grier?” Tommy Garrison walked through the door of his cousin’s
study at Castle Garrison in Scotland. Wearing Levis, a plaid
flannel shirt and hiking boots, his rugged appearance never
surprised anyone. His archaeology tools, nestled in his work belt,
hung loosely around his waist. His straight, sandy blond hair was
parted to the side. The sea-green of his eyes, a Garrison family
trait, stood out against a tanned complexion.

“Hey, Tommy, I’ve gotta
surprise for ya. Let’s take a walk, shall we?” Grier led Tommy
outside Castle Garrison. They stood on the terrace overlooking the
sparsely landscaped lawn in front of the castle. Grier looked up at
the sky and held his hand over his brow to block the noonday
sun.

“What are we looking at?”
Tommy asked, looking at his watch like he had somewhere else more
important to be—digging in the ground somewhere.

“My helicopter, it’s due
to arrive any moment now from Edinburgh.” Grier kept his gaze on
the horizon. He moved his hand behind his ear and cocked his head
to the side to listen for the loud noise of the rotating chopper
blades.

“That’s nice, but what’s
this got to do with me?” Tommy’s tone rang with his impatience,
another Garrison family trait.

“Lilly is picking up one
of her girlfriends from the airport. I’m surprised I can’t see the
bird yet.”

Tommy shook his head, took a step back
and held up his hands in reluctance. “Oh, no, please don’t tell me
you’re setting me up with someone.”

Grier turned and smiled devilishly.
“Trust me on this one.”

Tommy threw his hands up in the air
and retreated. “Uh, uh, no way, I’m outta here.”

Grier grabbed him and pulled him into
a headlock. He treated Tommy like the little brother he never had
growing up.

“Dude, let go, you piece
of crap. I don’t have time for relationships. My work is my life.
No woman can put up with me being gone for six months at a time.
Believe me, I’ve tried.” Tommy sighed.

Grier released him. “She’s an
archaeologist, too.”

Tommy’s eyes lit up.

“Oh, and she looks like
Megan Fox.” Grier winked.

Tommy grabbed his chest over his heart
like it just stopped beating.

“You had me at
archaeologist.” Tommy smiled.

“Look, there she is.” He
pointed towards the small spec on the horizon. “Come on, let’s go
meet her.”

“You don’t have to tell me
twice.” Tommy followed Grier down a flight of stone steps off the
terrace to the lawn.

The helicopter grew bigger and bigger,
and the noise from the chopper’s blades grew louder and louder.
Tommy covered his ears. The wind from the blades blew through his
hair, and the helicopter hovered over the lawn before setting down.
When the blades finally slowed to a stop, two women, Lilly and
Victoria, emerged from the helicopter.

Both striking, the women were complete
opposites. Lilly with her long, blonde hair, and Victoria with her
long, brunette locks. Lilly wore a fitted suit, and Victoria
dressed exactly like Tommy.

“I think I’m in love,”
Tommy said.


Chapter One

 


“Hi, mom, I’m home.”
Victoria Ventures entered her parents’ tiny house in her hometown
of Charleston, South Carolina and dropped her duffel bag on the
terrazzo floor.

“Oh, Vicky, you’re home
early. I’ll be out in a minute, just putting my face on.”
Victoria’s mother hollered from the guest bathroom, knowing full
well that her daughter hated being called “Vicky” since she was a
teenager.

“Fox News Update with Brit
Hume.” The television blared from the corner of the living
room.

The bright light of the blaring
television drew Victoria like a zombie to a human. Slowly stepping,
she meandered through the maze of recliners and end tables to stand
in front of her parents’ ancient, tiny television.

“Another sinkhole in
Central Florida claims its next victim. No human casualties, but
this two-story home in Kissimmee, Florida collapsed into the newest
sinkhole.” Brit Hume’s face disappeared to reveal aerial footage of
the brick home sucked into the earth in a giant hole. “This is the
third sinkhole this month. The massive draught in the area lowered
water levels to a record low. The absence of water in Florida’s
underground caverns weakened the cave ceilings. Without the
underground water to support it, the cave ceilings collapsed to
create a sinkhole.”

“Isn’t it awful?” Anne,
Victoria’s mother, walked out of the bathroom. Her long, black
hair, pulled into a tight bun, stretched the pale skin back on her
face, now caked with make-up. Her beautiful, ice-blue eyes, like
Victoria’s, still stood out under layers of eyeshadow, eyeliner and
mascara. A faded, floral print house dress, also known as a mumu,
covered her petite frame.

“Hi, mom.” Victoria bent
down to hug her. She’d inherited her six-foot height from her
father, but her blue eyes and raven hair came from her mother.
Releasing the hug, she turned to the television. “Isn’t is awful?
At least no one was hurt.”

“Seems like there’s a new
one every week. It ain’t rained down der in months.” Anne’s
southern drawl made Victoria feel at home again.

“I hope Disney World
doesn’t fall into the Earth.” Victoria always wanted to go back to
the ‘Happiest place on Earth.’

“Is that another crack
about us not taking you to Disney as a child?” Anne grabbed her
pack of Pall Malls and a lighter. The skin between her eyebrows
wrinkled as she lit her cigarette and drew in her first
drag.

“No, mom. I know you and
dad couldn’t afford it.” Victoria referred to her parents’ riches
to rags story, thanks to the collapse of the real estate market in
eighties.

“At least I let you go
down to Disney with Lilly for her and Luke’s tenth birthday party.”
She stepped out onto the screened-in porch and blew her smoke
out.

Victoria followed her mom outside and
sat on the worn wicker loveseat. She’d given up getting her mom to
quit smoking, but prayed she’d kick the habit on her own one
day.

“Speaking of Lilly, the
wedding was beautiful. You should’ve come. I’d’ve paid for your
plane ticket.” Victoria referred to her healthy, yet hard earned
savings account.

“I can’t take your money.
I know how hard you work for it. Besides, I couldn’t go eight hours
on a plane to Scotland without a smoke. I’d go nuts.”

“You could’ve met Tommy.”
Victoria grinned just saying his name.

“Huh? Who’s Tommy?” Anne
flicked her ashes into the overfilled ashtray.

“Tommy Garrison, he’s the
Scottish cousin of Lilly’s husband, Grier Garrison.”

“You met someone? At the
wedding? Tell me all about it.” Anne crushed her cigarette butt
into the ashtray and leaned forward, obviously excited to hear news
about Victoria’s new man.

“He’s dreamy.” Victoria
closed her eyes, leaned back in the loveseat and sighed.

“You said he was Scottish?
As in, he lives in Scotland?” Anne’s thin, drawn-on eyebrows arched
inquisitively.

“Well, kinda sorta, but
not really.”

“Huh?”

“His home is in Scotland,
Castle Garrison actually, but he travels a lot.”

“Oh, then that’ll never
work, not as much as you travel, too.”

“But not if we work in the
same field.”

“You mean? He’s
an…”

“An archaeologist, too.”
Victoria finished her mother’s sentence.

“Well that’s convenient.
Ya’ll can dig around in the dirt together. You didn’t sleep with
him already, did you? You know how I always tell you not be
‘fast.’” Anne referred to the old-fashion saying about promiscuous
girls.

“No, mom. We just danced
at the wedding and talked shop all evening. He didn’t even give me
a real kiss yet, just a peck on the cheek goodnight.”

“What? Is he gay or
something?”

“I hope not. He said he
wanted to take me on a real date.”

Ring, ring,
ring.

Victoria pulled her cell phone out of
the back pocket of her skinny jeans. The name Tommy illuminated her
iPhone. “Speak of the devil. I’d better get this.”

“I’ll give you some
privacy. Besides, I was just fixin‘ to go to Walmart.” Anne stood
up and left the porch.

 



Chapter Two

 


“Hello, handsome.”
Victoria answered the phone and leaned back into the love seat with
the corners of her lips turned up. Hoping her boldness didn’t scare
him off, she lifted her feet onto the ottoman to get
comfy.

“Hello, beautiful.”
Tommy’s compliment with his Scottish accent hypnotized
her.

“Perfect timing, I just
got home.”

“Good, I’m glad you made
it home safe. That’s one of the reasons I called.”

“Oh, yeah? What’s the
other?”

“I wanted to tell you how
much I enjoyed meeting you and talking to you at the wedding,” he
said.

“Me, too. It’s refreshing
to get to talk about my passion without boring the other person.”
Twirling her hair, she was dying to bring up seeing him again.
Since he seemed like an old-fashioned gentleman, she’d let him
broach the subject. His calling her right away told her that he’d
felt a strong, romantic connection, too.

“You’re preaching to the
choir. In our line of work with constant traveling, it makes dating
impractical.”

“Not impossible I
hope.”

“No, not with you. Which
is why I want to ask you out on a date.”

Yes! Raising her arms over her head like a referee signally a
touchdown, she tried not to excessively celebrate her victory. “I’d
love to.”

“Fantastic,” he sighed,
obviously relieved.

“How’s it going over
there? Are you swamped with the silver mine?” She referred to the
recent discovery of a silver mine beneath Castle
Garrison.

“It’s insane here with all
of these people. And the silver mine is boring, nothing of any
archaeological significance, so far.”

“Are you able to get away
anytime soon?” Victoria already worried about their geography
problem.

“Yes, as a matter of fact,
I can. I just finished a three-year dig in Africa, and I have
nothing in the pipelines yet. But something always seems to come
up. I’m often asked to consult so I can write about it in our
professional journals.”

“I love reading your
articles. Attaching your name to a dig is highly coveted here in
the States. Your name brings lots of clout, and more importantly,
funding.”

“Thank you. It means a lot
that you read my articles.”

“You’re welcome. But back
to our first date. What time frame were you thinking?”

“This weekend if you’ll
have me. I can’t wait to see you again. How about I come to the
States? We can meet somewhere. Where would you like our first
official date to be?”

Although a little disappointed that he
didn’t want to plan their first date, she forgave him. After all,
he offered to fly across the Atlantic Ocean to see her. And his
giving her what she wanted thrilled her. Not wanting to do
something traditional for their first date, she knew exactly where
they’d go. “Disney World.”


Chapter Three

 


Flight just landed. Can’t
wait to see you.

 


Reading Tommy’s text, anticipation
filled Victoria. But she was nervous about spending the whole
weekend together. Getting a hotel with a man assumes certain,
physical things. But he swore he’d gotten a great deal on a
two-bedroom suite at the Grand Floridian, only a quick monorail
ride away from the Magic Kingdom.

 


I’m just outside of
security

 


Texting back, she stepped closer to
security. Trying not to appear too anxious, she watched arriving
passengers walk by at Orlando International Airport. But when she
spotted him, her aloofness faded.

Tommy’s straight, sandy blond hair,
feathered to the side, stood out on top of his six-foot, four-inch
muscular frame. He looked and sounded like a younger Ewan McGregor.
A smile formed while this handsome vision approached, and she waved
eagerly.

Spotting her, he smiled a perfect set
of teeth and ran towards her. Getting closer, his sea-green eyes
beckoned her, and she ran towards the most handsome man she’d ever
met. Picking her up in a bear hug, Tommy swung her around
effortlessly, like a soldier coming home to his girlfriend after
months apart. But for them it’d only been a few days.

“Oh, Victoria. You’re more
beautiful than I remember.” Tommy set her back down on Earth and
continued their embrace.

“It’s great to see you,
too, handsome.” Victoria tilted her head up and smiled at
him.

Grabbing her hand, he led her towards
the baggage claim. “I just need to fetch my suitcase, and then we
can head straight to Disney.”

“How was your flight?”
Grasping his big strong hand, she felt his calluses from digging in
the dirt for a living. Relief swept through her knowing that he
wouldn’t mind her own rough hands.

“It flew by. I slept most
of the way. I’m one of those lucky few who can sleep on
airplanes.”

“Me, too. Probably because
I’m used to long flights. A big meal, a glass or two of wine,
earplugs and a blanket and I’m out.” She snapped her
fingers.

“Ah, here it is.” Picking
up his suitcase effortlessly, he turned to her. “Where’s your
car?”

“This way. It was just
easier for me to drive down from Charleston. Besides, I packed way
too much stuff for a weekend away.”

“Tell me about it. I’m
worse than a girl. With so much to do at Disney, I packed for every
possibility.” His stride matched hers.

“I have a confession to
make. I always travel with my tools. You never know what you’ll
find.”

“Like silver in
Scotland.”

They laughed.

“Great minds think alike.
I brought my favorite tools, too.” Tommy nodded to his suitcase.
“Blew the fifty-pound weight limit, but I feel naked without
them.”

The word ‘naked’ caught her attention.
A sight she’d fantasized about since they’d met.

Stepping off the elevator in the
parking garage, she spotted her car. “There it is.” Pointing to her
Gator blue Jeep Liberty, she knew there’d be plenty of room for his
luggage.

“I think I’m in love. How
practical to drive a Jeep in our line of work.”

“I know. Plus, I have a
surprise for you.” Opening the back hatch, she waved her hands at
two sets of golf clubs.

“It’s official. I’m in
love.” He pecked her cheek.

“I remember your saying
how much you love to golf. So I borrowed my friend’s sets—his and
hers Titleist.”

Rubbing his hands along the driver, he
studied the excellent quality of the clubs. “Thank you so much,
Victoria. It’s a Scottish thing. We love to golf. I’ve played many
famous courses in Scotland. And I try to play whenever I travel.
It’s fun trying a new course, just to say I’ve played there. This
weekend I can scratch Disney off my Bucket List.”

“Well, unfortunately, I’m
terrible. But I promise my bad shots will be entertaining. I
brought plenty of balls for when I lose them in the
woods.”

“Perhaps we’ll get lucky
and stumble upon the archaeological find of the century.” Tommy
laughed.


Chapter Four

 


“Excellent choice for a
first date,” Tommy said.

They pulled up to the Grand Floridian
Resort at Walt Disney World and were greeted with bellhops in white
caps, blue and white striped shirts and white knickers. The white
hotel and its red intricate roof with turrets, took them back in
time to the Victorian Era. A refurbished horse-drawn carriage,
minus the horses, was parked on the sidewalk of the covered
driveway entrance to the hotel.

“I’ve always wanted to
come back to Disney, ever since I was a kid.” Stopping her Jeep,
she waited for the eager bellhop to open her door.

“When was the last time
you were here?” Tommy asked while the bellhops removed their
luggage and stacked them onto a rolling luggage cart.

“I was ten years old. But
I’m not saying how many years ago that was. It was for Lilly and
Luke’s birthday party. That’s the only time I’ve been here,” she
confessed.

“That’s some birthday
party.”

“Yeah. The best
ever. I know I picked
Disney for our first date. But I’m very inexperienced here. I’ve
only been to the Magic Kingdom, but I understand there are three
more theme parks here, plus two waterparks and Disney Springs,
formerly known as Downtown Disney.”

“Don’t fret, my love.
Grier gave me excellent tips. He says he takes Lilly here ‘all the
time.’” Using air quotes, Tommy mimicked Grier’s sarcasm
perfectly.

A monorail roared overheard, stopping
to pick up its next batch of passengers and tote them to the Magic
Kingdom, Transportation and Ticket Center, Contemporary Resort
Hotel or the Polynesian Resort.

“How cool is that.”
Covering her ears, Victoria craned her neck back.

“Welcome to the Grand
Floridian. Checking in?” a man in a dark suit and Disney name tag
asked.

Nodding, Tommy grabbed Victoria’s
hand. “Thank you, yes.”

“What the name on the
reservation?”

“Garrison.”

The man consulted his iPad. “Ah, I
see. Checking in today for seven nights?”

“Yes.” Tommy cringed, like
he didn’t want her to know he’d booked it for the whole
week.

Victoria shot him a confused look, a
little miffed at his presumption, but thrilled he had high
expectations for their future.

Turning to her, he squeezed her hand.
“Please forgive me for not telling you sooner, but they talked me
into a package deal including meals, park tickets and this hotel
for a week.”

“Best first date
ever.” She kissed his
cheek.

“Follow me. Are we
celebrating anything?” the greeter asked.

“Yes, my first trip,”
Tommy confessed.

“No, get out.” Victoria’s
tone oozed with incredulity.

“Scotland’s pretty far
away. And I never take vacations. When a dig or trip is finished, I
just want to go home and see my father.”

Walking into the grand
lobby, Victoria gasped. The high ceilings, four stories tall,
boasted an enormous chandelier. A wide staircase led to the second
level restaurants and balcony overlooking the lobby. Twin
birdcages, large enough for humans, decorated the lobby with exotic
plants. Victorian furnishings scattered the lobby in cozy seating
arrangements. But her favorite part of the lobby was the grand
piano with its pianist playing Disney songs. She immediately
recognized the Oscar winning tune—When You
Wish Upon a Star from the movie
Pinocchio.

“Right this way, Sandy
will check you in.” The suited man led them to the check-in desk.
“Enjoy your stay. The bellhop will hold your luggage until after
you check in.”

“Welcome to the Grand
Floridian. Is this your first time staying with us?” Sandy asked
with a pleasant smile.

They nodded.

“Are we celebrating
anything?” Sandy asked with a perky tone.

“It’s our first date,”
Victoria blurted. Please don’t judge
me.

“And my first time at
Disney,” Tommy added.

“Ah, then ya’ll need
buttons.” Sandy retrieved three buttons from her drawer. All
boasting Disney characters, one button read, “First Time.” And the
other two read, “Special Occasion.” On the blank space of the two
special occasion buttons, she wrote with a Sharpie, “First Date,”
dotting the i with Mickey Mouse ears. “Ya’ll can wear these on your shirts
for your whole trip.”

“Thank you.” Victoria and
Tommy eagerly pinned the buttons to their shirts, excited to act
like kids together.

“Now, for the fun part.
Let’s see if we can upgrade your suite to a park view. It’s not
often I hear of Disney being a first date.” Clicking the buttons,
Sandy made faces at the computer screen. “Just bear with me, I’m
not playing Tetris, I swear. Ah, here’s a great suite with a view
of the Magic Kingdom. You can even see the fireworks from your
balcony.”

“Wow. Sounds wonderful.”
Victoria smiled, hoping for fireworks with Tommy, too.

“Your Magic Bands
arrived.” Sandy retrieved a small rectangular box from the shelf
behind her. Opening the box revealed two Magic Bands—one pink and
one blue.

“What are these?” Victoria
asked.

“These are Magic Bands.
They are your room keys, park tickets and FastPasses, plus you can
use them for charging, too,” Sandy explained.

“Amazing technology.”
Victoria pulled her pink band from the box.

“Here, allow me.” Tommy
wrapped the pink bracelet with the Mickey Mouse emblem around her
wrist, snapping it into place. “You have tiny wrists, my
dear.”

“Now just enter your own
four-digit code into this machine. This will be your code to use
for charging privileges with this band.”

Tommy typed in four digits, showing
Victoria his number selection.

“Now enter the code again
to confirm.”

Tommy typed the code again.

“You’re all set. Now James
will show you to your room. Enjoy your stay.” Sandy waved
goodbye.

Victoria and Tommy followed James out
double glass doors onto a patio. “Now if you’ll wait here one
moment, I’ll put your luggage in the golf cart and drive it around
to pick you up and take you to your room.”

Nodding, Victoria and Tommy stood hand
in hand, enjoying the view of the resort. To the right was a pool
with water slides and fountains, perfect for families. To the left
was a quiet pool with two hot tubs and a bar. Beyond the pools was
a white, sandy beach at the shore of the Seven Seas
Lagoon.

Cabanas and lounge chairs lined the
beach. Although too cold for sunbathing in January, it looked
inviting for a place to relax. Across the lake to the right was the
Polynesian Resort. The tropical paradise with palm trees and tiki
huts contrasted the Grand Floridian’s Victorian style.

“Our chariot awaits,
milady.” Tommy waved his arm towards the approaching golf cart with
their luggage and golf bags.

Boarding the cart, Tommy slid in next
to her. The bellhop drove them around the pool towards their
building. “There are seven restaurants at the Grand
Floridian.”

“Which do you recommend?”
Tommy asked.

“My two favorites are the
Garden View Tea Room for a traditional English Tea with the all the
trimmings.”

“Just like home.” Tommy
pulled Victoria close.

“And my favorite
restaurant in the world is….”

“In the world?” she
asked.

“Victoria and Albert’s,
the epitome of fine dining. It’s the only five-star restaurant in
Orlando. Here we are.” James stopped the golf cart and transferred
the luggage to a rolling cart.

Exiting, Victoria and Tommy followed
James into the building and up to the fourth floor. Entering their
suite, a plush living room, dining room and kitchenette greeted
them. To the left was a bedroom with an en-suite bathroom. A king
size bed with gold and white linens beckoned them. To the right was
another bedroom with two queen beds.

While James brought in their luggage
and placed it on suitcase racks, Tommy pulled out a twenty-dollar
bill. “Thank you, James.”

“Thank you, sir. Have a
magical day.” James left the room twenty bucks richer.

Tommy and Victoria walked
out onto a large, private balcony overlooking the lagoon. On the
other side of the lagoon stood the Magic Kingdom with Space
Mountain and the park’s crowning glory—Cinderella’s castle.
Inspired by Schlöss Neuschwanstein in Germany, the
beautiful blue and cream-colored castle provided the best view
imaginable.

“I’ve wanted to do this
since I met you. Looks like a great spot for a first kiss. Tommy
looked into her eyes, slid his fingers behind her neck and kissed
her.

Victoria returned the kiss. Then
pulled apart slowly and said, “Now I see why they call this the
‘Happiest place on Earth.’” Victoria kissed him again.


Chapter Five

 


“What are these FastPasses
I keep hearing about?” Victoria asked. They walked down Main Street
USA in the Magic Kingdom, and the shops beckoned them. But the
magnificent view of Cinderella’s Castle ahead kept them on a
forward path.

“Instead of waiting in
line for an hour or two for a popular ride, you can schedule your
time in advance. Then just show up at your allotted time range and
avoid the wait time.” Tommy held her hand as they approached the
castle.

“That’s clever. What
FastPasses did you get?” Victoria kept her gaze forward, admiring
the castle and all its blue, glittering turrets.

“Space Mountain, Buzz
Lightyear and Under the Sea: Journey of The Little Mermaid,” he
said.

“I love those
movies—The Little Mermaid
and Toy
Story. I’ve watched all the Disney movies
with my girlfriends, Lilly, Britta and Chelsea.”

“So I chose wisely? I
wasn’t sure what to pick.”

“Those sound great,
but…”

“Uh, oh. But what?” Tommy
faced her with a concerned expression.

“It’s just that, one of my
favorite rides when I was a kid was 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea.
It’s a submarine ride underwater.”

“Are you a
Vernian?”

“Huh?” She stared at him,
confused.

“Vernian, an avid fan of
Jules Verne, the author of 20,000 Leagues
Under the Sea.”

“Oh, no, I just thought it
was the coolest thing, but I guess everything’s fascinating through
a ten-year-old’s eyes.”

“Hmmm. I don’t remember
seeing it on the FastPass list. Maybe we’ll just have to wait in
line with the rest of the schmucks. We have time before we ride
Space Mountain and shoot aliens on Buzz Lightyear. Let’s see if I
can find it on the map.”

“I remember where it
is—through the castle and to the right.” Grabbing Tommy’s arm, she
dragged him up the ramp and into the castle.

Walking into Cinderella’s
Castle, Victoria stopped and admired the intricate mosaic tiles
depicting various scenes from the movie Cinderella. Suffering from “Shiny
object syndrome,” she forgot all about the 20,000 Leagues Under the
Sea ride. Touching the shiny colored glass, she followed the story
from Cinderella scrubbing the floors, to marrying her Prince
Charming. Fantasies of her and Tommy filled her, and she wished for
her own “‘Happily Ever After.’”

Sliding his arm around her waist,
Tommy pulled her close. He looked into her eyes and kissed her,
right in Cinderella’s Castle.

Throwing her arms around Tommy’s neck,
Victoria kissed him back, ignoring all of the tourists and children
walking by. Finally ending the kiss, she hugged him and said,
“Sorry, I kinda got distracted.”

“So did I.” He hugged her
back.

“Oh, we have to ride the
carousel.” She pointed at the merry-go-round on the other side of
the castle. “Later, I guess.”

“Let’s take a picture.
Turn your back to the castle.” Tommy pointed. Spotting an eager
Cast Member, he asked, “Do you mind taking our picture?”

“Of course not.” Taking
the camera, the Cast Member stepped back and framed the shot to
include the back of the castle with its beautiful stained-glass
windows.

Tommy stood beside her, put his arm
around her and smiled for the camera.

“Say Mickey.” The Cast
Member took the picture.

“Thank you.” Tommy
retrieved his camera and viewed the picture on the display
screen.

“We make a lovely couple,”
Victoria blurted. Cringing, she hoped she didn’t scare him off for
referring to them as a couple so early in the relationship. Cursing
her “foot-in-mouth disease,” she held her breath waiting for
Tommy’s reaction.

“Yes, we do.” Then he
rewarded her with a kiss on the cheek.

Phew.

“Mickey Mouse ears, we
have to get them.” Pointing at a family all sporting the black ears
on a hat, Victoria enjoyed acting like a kid.

“Of course.” Tommy led her
into a store which displayed the mouse ear hats.

Each grabbing one, they tried them on
and studied each other.

“How do I look?” she
asked.

“Ridiculous and beautiful.
We have to buy these.” He carried the hats to a counter.

Noticing the sewing machine with gold
thread, she pointed. “Look, we can get our names sewn on the back
of the hats.”

Tommy paid the cashier, and they
watched the Cast Member sew their names on each hat in cursive with
gold thread.

Donning the hats like excited
five-year-old children, they left the store
hand-in-hand.

Walking past the carousel, Victoria
paused. “They’ve changed things. I remember that Snow White’s Scary
Adventure and Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride were right here.”

“Bummer, those sound like
fun rides.”

Turning to the right after
the carousel, she walked the path which she remembered led to her
favorite ride. A new castle stood near where the submarine ride
was supposed to
be.

“This is all different
than what I remember. I don’t recall another castle.” She wandered
aimlessly, hoping to find it. Staring at the castle in the New
Fantasyland, she recognized it from Disney’s animated version
of Beauty and the Beast. Taking a second to admire its magnificence, she recognized
the rock formation to the right of Belle’s Castle.

Pointing, she said, “That’s it. I
remember those rocks. It’s part of the cave which the submarine
ride goes into.” Grabbing Tommy’s hand, Victoria excitedly hurried
down the sloped sidewalk leading to the cave.

Passing tall rock
formations along the way, she searched for the entrance to the
ride. But instead of finding the steps up to the platform to ride
20,000 Leagues, she found disappointment. Little Mermaid? The Little Mermaid
ride didn’t disappoint her, but the absence of her favorite
submarine ride did.

“Ah, the Little Mermaid
ride. Now we know where to come back to after Space Mountain and
Buzz Lightyear.” Tommy placed his hand on her shoulder and pulled
her in.

“But, where’s my submarine
ride?” She whined like a toddler. Remembering the park map, she
retrieved it from her small backpack and consulted it. Starting
with where the 20,000 leagues ride should be, she scanned the entire
New Fantasyland. After finding nothing, she searched the list of
attractions in Fantasyland: Under the Sea—Journey of the Little
Mermaid, Seven Dwarfs Mine Train, Dumbo, Peter Pan’s Flight, It’s A
Small World, Philharmonic, Winnie the Pooh, etc.

“Can I help you?” a
cheerful Cast Member asked. The nice lady wore a medieval maiden
costume. Her name tag read, “Janine” from “Orlando”.

“Yes, please. I’m looking
for 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. That
attraction closed in 1994. It sat unused for the longest time, and
then they incorporated its cave structure into the Little Mermaid
ride when they built the New Fantasyland.” Janine waved towards the
new mermaid ride.

“Well, at least I was in
the right place.” Victoria forced a smile to mask her
disappointment.

“I’m sorry, my dear.”
Tommy squeezed her hand with a sympathetic pout of his
lips.

“Why did they close it? I
loved that ride when I was a kid.”

“Something about the
water,” Janine said.


Chapter Six

 


“Thanks again for bringing
these golf clubs.” Tommy drove the golf cart towards the first hole
of the golf course near the Grand Floridian Resort.

“You’re very welcome. But
remember to forgive my golf skills, or lack thereof.” Victoria
winced just thinking how bad her game was.

“There’s nobody behind us,
so we have plenty of time.” He stopped the cart at the first
hole.

“Maybe you could give me a
lesson.” She thought of Tommy’s arms around her under the ploy of
improving her swing.

“Anything for you, my
dear.” Walking to the back of the cart, Tommy read the sign at the
first hole. “Par three, 177 yards.”

Knowing her horrible swing, she pulled
the Florida Gator golf club protector off the driver and walked
towards the ladies’ tee.

Tommy pulled out a five iron and said,
“Uh, my dear, you don’t need a driver on this hole, especially from
the ladies’ tee.”

“Oh, trust me, I do.”
Leaning over to tee her pink golf ball, Victoria slightly bent her
knees and extended her club to the ball.

“I’ll watch your technique
on the first hole and then give you tips on the second.” Leaning on
the club with his right arm fully extended, he crossed his
legs.

Nervous with him watching, she told
herself, “It’s just a game.” She took two practice swings before
she sliced the ball into the woods, barely half the distance to the
green.

“Told you I’d never make
it to the green.” She banged her driver on the ground like a
frustrated golf pro.

“It’s okay. Here, let me
help you.” Tommy pulled a five iron from Victoria’s pink golf
bag.

Giving her the club, he stood behind
her. The warmth of his body consumed her. His hot breath on her
neck gave her goose bumps. “I warned you.” She bent her knees to
follow his stance.

“We’ll improve your game,”
he whispered into her ear with a sexy, bedroom voice. Grasping her
hands, he maneuvered her fingers. “Keep your fingers laced around
the club, like this.”

“Oh, I just kinda held it
awkwardly, but this feels so much better.”

“Keep your feet a
shoulder-width apart, and then swing back.” He kept his hands on
hers when she swung the club up behind her.

“Now, keep both feet on
the ground, and keep your eye on the ball. Then swing the club all
the way around, like a pendulum.”

“Oh, I just stopped once I
hit the ball.” Grimacing, she envisioned herself hitting the ball
perfectly with his arms around her.

“I know. It’s called
‘following through,’ You’ll want to end your swing back up where
you started—above your head.” Tommy stepped back to watch
her.

Holding the club above her, she kept
her eye on the ball and swung the club all the way
around.

Whoosh.

Holding her hand over her forehead,
she lost sight of the ball in the setting sun. The ball dropped
onto the green near the edge of the rough.

“Nice. That’s our goal on
a par three—first shot to the green, and then two putts to make
par.” Tommy gave her a high five.

“It was your excellent
teaching.” She stepped back with Tommy to the men’s tee.

“Normally, furthest from
the hole hits first, but I wanted to watch your swing. Now, watch
my technique and try to keep this stance and posture.”

Whoosh.

Tommy’s white ball flew towards the
sky and dropped onto the green. Rolling to the hole, the ball
disappeared.

“Where did it go?” she
asked.

“Oh my, gosh, I just got a
hole in one.” Grinning, he hugged Victoria, picked her up and swung
her around.

“Wow! Congratulations. You
made it look so easy.” She pecked him on the lips while he set her
back down.

“You’re my good luck
charm. That was my first hole-in-one.” Tommy escorted her back to
the cart.

“Everything’s magical at
Disney.” Grabbing the rail of the golf cart, she slid in next to
him. “What do they do for a hole in one?”

“I don’t know. Each golf
course is different. Some give trophies or plaques with the golf
ball incorporated into the trophy. Some have a wall they add your
name to. Surely Disney will do something nice.” He drove the cart
to the far side of the green, just before the second
tee.

“Let’s get your ball.”
Climbing out, she pulled her putter out of the bag and held it up.
“I know this one is right.”

Tommy laughed and walked towards the
hole. Pulling out his camera, he took a snapshot of the ball in the
hole.

“Do you mind?” After
handing her the camera, he pulled the ball out of the hole and held
it between his thumb and index finger.

“Oh, sure.” Taking the
camera, she stepped back a few feet and framed the shot, admiring
the handsome man grinning like a kid at… “like a kid at Disney.”
Chuckling at the irony of the metaphor, she clicked the
camera.

“Let’s see you sink this
one.” Tommy pocketed his ball and stepped back.

Encouraged by his optimism, Victoria
squatted to the ground and lined up her shot like a pro. Standing
back up, she putted the pink ball and watched with enthusiasm as it
rolled directly towards the hole and disappeared.

“Yippee!” She jumped up
and down to celebrate her birdie shot, ignoring the first slice
into the woods, of course.

“Nice shot, babe. I’m
impressed. They say putting is eighty percent of the game. We’ll
just work on your swing, and you’ll be good enough for the LPGA.”
Tommy high-fived her.

“My girlfriends and I
played a lot of mini-golf.” She admitted and walked towards the
golf cart to trade in her putter for a driver. Turning to Tommy,
she held up the club for his approval.

“Yes, you’ll need a driver
for this par five.” He hit his ball first, dropping it halfway
towards the second green.

“Nice drive.” Victoria
picked up on the golf lingo quickly.

“Do you see that large oak
tree to the right?” Tommy pointed.

“The one before the
half-empty pond?” She squinted towards the late afternoon
sun.

“Yes, drop your ball just
before that tree, and then you can cross the water on your second
drive.”

“Okey dokey.” Trying to
remember everything Tommy’d taught her, she placed her ball on the
tee and bent her knees.

“Now remember, you tend to
slice towards the right, so don’t end up in the woods again,” Tommy
said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Taking
a practice swing, she tried to focus on this being fun,
not frustrating. “Okay,
here it goes, to the left, but not too much.” She pulled the club
back and up over her head with an awkward pause at the top. Then
she swung the club like a pendulum.

Whoosh.

The ball sliced right into the woods,
again. Dropping her head with disappointment because she’d tried so
dang hard to do everything Tommy’d told her, she refrained from
banging her driver on the ground, again.

“Must be a cursed club.
Want a ‘do over’ with a three iron?” Using air quotes, Tommy
laughed.

“No. I’ll play it where it
lies. Or else I’ll run out of my pink balls. Something tells me I
need to find this one.” Sulking, she walked into the woods with her
head down. She walked at least twenty yards into the woods,
surprised the bright pink ball didn’t stand out against the pine
straw covered ground.

Turning back to Tommy, she
couldn’t see him through the trees which grew denser as she walked
further in. Don’t get lost in the woods
like Snow White. Half expecting to find a
cottage with seven little men, she plugged on. Finally, the bright
pink ball lay on the ground ten feet away.

“Victoria? Any luck. I’m
coming in to find you,” Tommy hollered from the second
fairway.

Picking up the ball, she paused. The
ground changed drastically ahead. The tops of the pine trees were
on the ground, not thirty feet above her like the rest.

“Victoria? Where are you?”
His tone rang desperate this time.

“Tommy, you’ve got to see
this,” she hollered back. Continuing towards the anomaly in the
forest, she picked up her pace with excitement. I think I know what this is. Stopping just short of the edge, she saw the pine trees which
had fallen into a large hole. But sunk was a more accurate term to
describe the nearly fifty-foot hole in the earth.

“Ah, there you are. I’ve
been running everywhere trying to find you.” Tommy jogged up to her
and bent at the waist, slightly out of breath.

Turning to him, she nodded towards the
big hole. “Check this out.”

“What? Another shiny
object?” Poking fun of her tendency for distractions, he stood
upright. His eyes widened once he saw what Victoria
meant.

“I’ll say.” She smiled,
thrilled to find one of these on her own.

“What is it?” Looking
perplexed, he tilted his head and raised his eyebrows.

“It’s a
sinkhole.”


Chapter Seven

 


“No way!” Tommy stepped
closer to the hole and placed his hands on his hips. “It’s
huge!”

“I know. I’m speechless.”
Victoria shook her head, incredulous at her find. Although there
probably wasn’t any archaeological significance to the sinkhole,
her fascination with geology piqued her curiosity to
explore.

“This is so cool. We don’t
get these in Scotland.” Stepping carefully, Tommy walked along the
perimeter of the hole.

“We don’t get these in
Charleston, either. Remember, Florida originally came from Africa
before the tectonic plates shifted.” Placing her hands on her hips,
she followed Tommy around the circumference of the sinkhole. She
estimated that the hole was at least one hundred feet in diameter,
and fifty feet deep.

“One hundred feet across,
at least.” He pointed.

“I reckon.” Cringing for
letting her Southern slang slip out, she recalled the recent news
stories about sinkholes in Florida.

“My mother said there have
been a lot of sinkholes in the news, about two or three a
month.”

“The water table must be
low.” He walked around to the opposite side of the hole.

“I’ll say. I wonder if
Disney knows about this?”

“Probably not. They’re
lucky this didn’t happen in one of the parks. We’re so close to the
Magic Kingdom.” He waved his arm towards the direction of
Cinderella’s Castle.

“Should we tell someone?”
She regretted the question because her curiosity made her want to
jump right in and explore.

“Maybe, eventually, but
I’m dying to explore this hole. You Americans with their
bureaucratic red tape would keep us from exploring.” Tommy pointed
at her.

Phew. “Don’t tell Jiminy Cricket.”

He laughed. Stepping on a tree, which
lay horizontal, Tommy tested his weight. “I think we can climb
down. There’s a bunch of uprooted trees that fell into the
sinkhole.” He extended his hand to hers.

“What about our golf cart
and clubs?” She remembered how they got here in the first place,
her sliced drive into the woods from the second tee.

“I booked the last tee
time of the day. That’s how I knew there was no one behind
us.”

“Oh, cool. We have time to
explore.” She took his hand and walked on the horizontal
timber.

“At least until the
sunlight runs out.”

“It must’ve happened
recently, because these pine needles are still green.” Letting go
of Tommy, she pointed to the tops of the trees.

“Easy there. I’d say don’t
look down, but we have to in order to climb down all of these
trees.”

“I’ve climbed worse
heights than this.” Looking down, she could almost see the bottom.
“Besides, even if we fall, a tree branch would break our fall
before we hit the bottom.”

“I don’t suppose you have
a flashlight with you?” His expression pleaded.

“In the hotel, of course,
but I think we can get down without one.” She sat down on the limb,
reached down to the next tree with her leg, and climbed one level
down.

“Okay, I’ll follow you
then. It’s your find, after all.”

“Our find, if there’s anything to find.” She grabbed the next branch below
and eased herself down another level.

“Hey, wait up, you little
monkey.” He followed her down the same route.

“I practically lived in
trees growing up.” Recalling her childhood summers in Charleston’s
gigantic oak trees, she descended two more levels with
ease.

“We won’t have much
sunlight soon.” He pointed to the rapidly setting sun.

“I know, but we can always
come back tomorrow with our gear.” Climbing her way to the center
and then down again, she easily traversed the next three
levels.

“What do you think is down
there?” Tommy asked from two levels above.

“Caves.” Her curiosity,
and short time frame, aided her rapid descent to the
bottom.

“Caves?”

“Underground caverns.
Think back to Geology 101 in college. Sinkholes are caused by
underground caverns filled with water. When the water level drops,
the cavern system weakens and sometimes the ground above collapses
in. The ground in central Florida is riddled with limestone
caverns. The underground is like swiss cheese, filled with holes,”
she recited a section of her college geology textbook from
memory.

“Ah, so you’re hoping that
this sinkhole will expose an entrance to an underground cave
system.”

Jumping down off the last tree trunk,
she hit the soft pine needles covering the ground. Standing up, she
surveyed the bottom of the hole. Exploring the bottom of the once
water-filled cavern, she peered through the waning sunlight. A
seven-foot hole in the cavern wall beckoned her.

She smiled. “I love being
right!”


Chapter Eight

 


The sunlight evaporated, leaving
Victoria and Tommy in the dark.

“Oh, no. It got dark
quick.” He turned on the flash light of his cell phone.

“I wanna explore so bad,”
she pleaded.

Tommy grasped her hands. “Let’s do
this, instead. We’ll get cleaned up, buy some supplies and have a
nice dinner to celebrate.”

She got lost in Tommy’s sea-green eyes
and could’ve easily agreed to anything. “And come back tomorrow?”
Holding her hands in prayer, she begged.

“Yes. We can come back
tomorrow. I’ll schedule an early tee time, and we can spend the
whole day down here exploring.” He kissed her hand.

“Yeah!” Throwing her arms
around Tommy, she hugged him tight.

“You don’t mind skipping
Disney?” His eyebrows rose with his tone of voice.

“Not for cave exploring.”
Her giddy tone matched her enthusiasm.

He looked up the sinkhole through the
tree trunks. “We better climb out of here right now, unless you
want to spend the night down here.”

“Race you to the top.”
Grabbing onto the nearest branch, she pulled herself up onto the
lowest tree and started ascending. She flew up the trees like a
monkey and reached the surface in less than a minute.

 


* * * *

 


“Mmmm. This is so good.” Victoria
hummed with the goodness dancing on her taste buds. The
Rigatoni con Funghi at
Il Mulino New York Trattoria tasted wonderful. The truffle oil
accentuated the wild mushrooms and garlic over pasta.

After shopping for supplies at the nearby
outlet malls, they drove to the Swan Hotel near Epcot to eat at
this restaurant based on Grier’s recommendation.

She wore a simple, yet low-cut red dress with
a flowing skirt. Her straightened, long black hair hung nearly to
her waist.

“It’s the truffle oil.” Tommy
poured them more Chianti. His teal-green dress shirt accentuated
his gorgeous eyes.

Patting her full belly, she said, “We’ll have
to walk off this pasta after dinner.”

“You read my mind, but not because
of the calories. After dinner, I planned a nice, romantic stroll
along the Boardwalk. We can walk to Epcot from here and catch the
Illuminations show and fireworks.”

“You’ve thought of everything. I’m
looking forward to tonight, but I can’t wait until tomorrow.” She
sipped her wine.

“Me, too.” He looked up like he
contemplated tomorrow’s logistics.

She read his mind and solved their dilemma.
“We can stuff both golf bags full of supplies. And then lower them
down into the sinkhole.”

“You’re both brilliant and
beautiful, Victoria.” Sitting back in his chair, he looked
impressed.

Loving the sound of her name with his Scottish
accent, she blushed. “Thank you. You’re pretty brilliant and
beautiful, too.”

Tearing off a piece of bread from the bread
basket, he dunked the bread into his mostly empty pasta bowl to
soak up the remaining truffle infused olive oil. “Mmmm. I’ve gotta
try to make this sometime.”

She followed his example and tore off a piece
of bread to sop up the oil in her pasta bowl. “I’m so glad you did
that because I was dying to do the same thing.”

“Be a shame to let this wonderful
sauce go to waste.” He took another bite of his bread dipped it
into pasta sauce.

“Did I hear you say, you cook?”
Her eyes widened with enthusiasm. A male
archaeologist who’s sweet, handsome and cooks. Let’s get married
and make brilliant, beautiful babies together.

“Yes, it’s a Garrison family
trait. All of the males love to cook. We’re descended from
Norwegian Vikings. The men had to cook when they were off on their
expeditions.”

“You mean off pillaging and what
not,” she quipped. Sipping the rest of her wine, she sat back in
her chair.

The waiter removed their empty pasta bowls and
asked, “Can I interest you in dessert this evening?”

Tommy looked at Victoria to ascertain her
interest in dessert.

“No, thanks, I’m
stuffed.”

“No, thanks,” Tommy said, then the
waiter left them. “Speaking of pillaging, what are we going to do
if we find anything?”

“We’ll do the right thing, of
course. I’m not in it for the money. I’m in it for the possible
archaeological significance, if there is any.”

“Good, me too, eventually. But I
want to document everything first before we announce it. Because
once we do, it’ll turn into a circus. Assuming we find anything, of
course.”

The waiter appeared with a silver bucket on
ice, two small wine glasses and a ladle.

“What’s this?” she asked,
adjusting the napkin in her lap.

“Limoncello. It’s an Italian
liqueur invented in Capri. It’s complimentary.” The waiter ladled
out a sample into each dessert wine glass. “Enjoy.” He stepped
away.

“To tomorrow.” Tommy raised his
glass to hers and clinked it.

“To tomorrow.” Raising the
Limoncello to her lips, Victoria sipped it. The tart balanced with
the sweet, and the chilled liqueur went down smooth. Happiness
filled her with the thought of tomorrow and the future with Tommy
Garrison.


Chapter Nine

 


“Do we have everything?”
Tommy asked from the living room of their hotel suite. He shuffled
through the empty bags from Gander Mountain, the camping/outdoor
supply store where they’d shopped at the night before.

“I think so. I even fit my
cave scanner in here.” Victoria nodded to her overstuffed, pink
golf cart.

“Who brings a cave scanner
and cave-plotting software to Disney?” Tommy joked.

“I just happened to have
it from the silver mine at Castle Garrison.” Wheeling her golf cart
towards Tommy, she walked through the door he held open. She pushed
the down button on the elevator.

Ding.

“Awesome.” He waved her
into the elevator and filed in after her.

She rolled her cart out of the
elevator and onto the first floor. After a quick drive in her Jeep,
they arrived at the golf course.

“Back again, Doctor
Garrison and Doctor Ventures?” the man at the golf course check-in
desk asked.

“Yes, we are. Bright and
early today,” Tommy said.

“Do you need a golf
cart?”

“No thanks. It’s a
beautiful morning. We’re going to walk the course today. Oh, can
you please put a couple of those breakfast sandwiches and waters on
our bill.”

“Certainly.” He retrieved
two wrapped sandwiches and waters. Placing them in a to-go bag he
said, “‘Have a magical day.’”

Walking towards the first tee, she
winked at him. “‘Walk the course?’ Good one.”

“Well, we couldn’t leave
the golf cart parked on the second hole all day. People would grow
suspicious.”

“And booking the first tee
time for the rest of the week isn’t suspicious?” She rolled her
cart to the tee and pulled out her five iron to keep up
appearances.

“Good, you remembered not
to use the driver on the first hole.” Tommy poked fun of her awful
swing from the day before.

“Hey, my lousy drive found
us that cave,” she hollered.

“Shhh. Play through until
we’re out of sight.” He pulled out his five iron, swung and landed
the ball on the green.

“Ahh. So close.” She
stared down the fairway.

“No hole-in-one today.”
Stomping his foot, he added, “Oh, shoot. I forgot to tell them
about my hole-in-one yesterday.”

“Well, we kinda got
distracted. Besides, we have all week to tell them.” Victoria teed
up her ball, bent her knees, swung, and watched her pink ball land
on the green near Tommy’s ball.

“Nice. You’re great with
an iron, just cursed with the driver.” He wheeled his golf cart to
the green.

“Thank goodness I stink
with the driver.” Winking, she followed him down the
fairway.

They arrived at the first hole green
and turned back towards the small golf building where they’d
checked in. With the building hidden from the trees on the first
hole fairway, they knew the coast was clear. Picking up their golf
balls without putting, they scurried past the second tee and into
the woods.

“Ugh. This golf bag
doesn’t roll very well on the pine straw.” Victoria struggled with
her heavy cart.

“Here, allow me, my dear.”
He grabbed her bag and pulled both behind him.

“Thank you.” His
effortlessness didn’t surprise her after seeing his strong, arm
muscles bulge with the extra load.

Twenty yards later, they arrived at
the sinkhole. “Okay, let’s get these carts down there.” He opened
his golf bag and pulled out one of several ropes. Lassoing one end
around a thick pine branch, he tied the other end around the strap
of the golf bag. He put on his golf gloves to reduce friction and
lowered the bag into the sinkhole.

“Should I go in first to
guide the bag down?” She’d already begun the descent before he
answered.

“Sure, go ahead. Don’t let
me stop you.” He laughed because she was nearly halfway down
already.

Guiding the bag through the trees,
Victoria found a path which led the golf bag straight down the rest
of the way. When the golf bag hit the bottom, she jumped down next
to it and untied the rope from the strap. “Okay, we’re down. Go
ahead and pull the rope up,” she hollered up to Tommy.

The roped disappeared back up through
the fallen tree trunks. She opened the bag, retrieved a flashlight,
and waved the beam around the cave.

“Hey, don’t forget we have
another bag to lower down,” he yelled.

Victoria chuckled because
Tommy already
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