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Smooth As Ice: A Second Chance Holiday Romance Short Story
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Settling The Score

Snowflakes gently fell from the night sky over Manhattan. They glistened like thousands of mini-diamonds among the spectacular holiday lights. 

Kate Collins maneuvered her way through the bustling crowds on the city sidewalk. Her unique vantage point forced her to dodge swinging purses and overstuffed shopping bags. Downcast eyes and hurried steps of her fellow New Yorkers occasionally yielded to a mumbled “Excuse me” or an almost inaudible “Sorry, go ahead.”

Kate stopped next to a sight as iconic in NYC this time of year as the towering Christmas tree in Rockefeller Center. She smiled at the man in the Santa suit ringing a bell next to a red kettle.

Kate dug some money out of her pocket and deposited the bills in his kettle. He looked down at her and smiled underneath his white beard. “Bless you. I hope you get all your Christmas wishes this year, my dear.”

She turned towards a building. Kate strained her neck to look all the way to the top of the residential high-rise in which she lived. The lower floor windows (that she could make out from her angle) created a patchwork quilt of light and dark spots depending on whether curtains were drawn and lights were on in the apartments.

Kate paused for a moment to enjoy the Christmas trees visible in some of those lower windows. A snowflake landed on her nose. She smiled, thankful for both the snow and the fact that she had arrived at her own building before the storm picked up. Slushy city sidewalks posed even more of a challenge than usual for her to get around.

Each glass door boasted giant wreaths decorated with shiny golden ornaments and sparkling silver painted evergreens. Kate exchanged pleasant greetings with the doorman as he ushered her into the lobby.

While she waited for the elevator, Kate took a moment to enjoy the festive decorations. An embroidered tree skirt hugged the base of the nine foot tall tree in the corner. The smell of fresh evergreens wafted throughout the lobby from the garland which was accented with red lights. Large poinsettias placed strategically around the lobby completed the picture.

The elevator doors opened. A young couple emerged holding hands, leaning in close, and whispering to each other. So engrossed with each other, they didn’t even notice Kate. She couldn’t really blame them or hold it against them.

A commotion at the main doors caught Kate’s attention. She heard the doorman ask, “May I help you with those, sir?” Then she heard a strong male voice say, “No. I’ve got them. Thank you.” She looked over her shoulder to see a man barely succeeding in balancing an armful of wrapped presents as well as bags loaded up on each arm. She could tell from the style that the packages had been wrapped at the gift-wrapping counter of an expensive NYC department store.

At first, Kate couldn’t imagine why he’d turned down the doorman’s offer for assistance. The brightly colored packages, and his moving back and forth to compensate for their shifting weights, made him look like a circus clown performing a balancing act with a bunch of oversized items. Kate decided to blame male ego; no different than when an obviously lost man refuses to ask for directions.

Although she preferred to ride the elevator alone, Kate decided to hold the elevator car for him. She didn’t want to be responsible for the inevitable sitcom-inspired tumbling package scene that was sure to ensue if the overzealous shopper had to wait for the next available elevator car.

The man peeked around his pile of presents so he could see where he was going. Unfortunately for Kate, the angle didn’t afford her a view of his face.

Because she waited, he grumbled a trademark New York “Hey, thanks,” which meant that he did the minimum to acknowledge a fellow city resident’s societal nicety. One of his bags slapped against the metal door as the man entered the elevator. 

Kate decided to just enjoy the holiday atmosphere. The building management had even decorated the elevator interior with a battery operated lighted wreath around the big digital number display. The numbers on the panel started to change as the elevator rose.

Holiday instrumental music played unobtrusively in the background. Kate closed her eyes and swayed, letting the soothing sounds wash over and seep through her like steaming hot cocoa pouring over giant marshmallows. Her mind generated the appropriate words, love and joy, come to you...

“You’re squishing my balls!”

The sharp-edged deep masculine voice shocked Kate out of her Christmas music-induced reverie.

“Excuse me, I’m so sorry,” Kate said as she rolled herself back until the rear wheels jolted against the elevator wall. “I must have nudged the joystick a little without realizing it. I was so caught up in the music. I just love Christmas carols, don’t you? Doesn’t everybody? What’s not to love, right? Anyway, the armrests on my wheelchair happen to be at just that certain height which coincides with a man’s, well, manly parts, and sometimes when I'm not paying attention...”

Kate scrunched up her face in a mixture of embarrassment and dread at imagining the damage those thick armrests could inflict on an unsuspecting stranger’s private parts if he was standing to close to her in an enclosed space.

“I was talking about my big package,” he said with irritation seeping into his voice.

“Indeed! Conceited much?”

Although Kate couldn’t see his face which was still hidden behind the abundance of presents balancing in his arms, she was sure he was glaring at her like she had three heads or something.

“I meant the bag hanging from my arm. It has holiday ornaments, aka Christmas balls, in it. You were squishing those with the arm of your wheelchair.”

“Oh! I see. I thought you meant, well, you know what I thought you meant. You know, because some words, like balls, for instance, can have multiple meanings and things can get confusing-”

“Now you’re babbling. Again” the man told her, more as an admonition than simply stating a fact.

“Sorry. I do that when I'm nervous. I’m Kate, by the way.” She pushed the joystick with her finger and maneuvered the wheelchair towards him.

“Ow,” the man wailed. “My shin!” The metal footrest smacked his pants leg. His natural reaction of pain and surprise caused him to jerk away and drop all his packages. Exactly the sitcom scene she had hoped to avoid. Most of his Christmas treasures landed on the floor. One fancy watch-sized box with red polka dot paper and gold ribbons landed directly in Kate’s lap.

The man stumbled forward. He reached out his hand towards the wall to stop himself. His fingers accidentally touched several numbered buttons. “Great. Now the elevator is going to ghost stop at numerous floors for nothing,” he said.

“Sorry!” she told him. “This electronic control on the wheelchair is so sensitive.”

Kate finally got a good look at the man for the first time. Square jawed and stunningly handsome, Kate could hardly take her eyes off him. So tall too! Kate laughed to herself as she acknowledged that everyone seemed tall to her these days from her viewpoint.

Kate had always been the kind of girl who dropped her books when a hot guy looked her way in school. She loved the irony that she was the one responsible for the hot guy dropping all his stuff – even if she directly caused it by accidentally slamming into him with her wheelchair.

As she looked at his face, she thought, Wait, is that...no, it can't be...him. Not here in New York.

“What was that?” Kate said as the elevator suddenly came to a surprising halt between floors.

“It’s your fault,” they each accused the other one simultaneously.

“You’re the one who pushed all those buttons at the same time,” Kate told him.

“You’re the one who tripped me.”

Kate sighed. “Fine. We’re both at fault then.”

“You tripped me first.”

Kate opened her mouth to protest, but something else caught her eye and demanded attention. The elevator phone! “Use the phone to call the lobby,” she commanded.

“It might not work,” he informed her.

“What makes you say that? We’re not in some high-rise building disaster movie!”

“OK. I'll try.” He turned away from her and removed the corded phone from its hook on the wall. “Hello? Is anyone there?” With the phone still up to his ear, the man turned back towards Kate and shook his head negatively.

She felt her blood pressure rise. “You were right. What are we going to do? We’re trapped!”

He stifled a laugh. “Fooled ya! It was playing a recording. It's actually ringing now.”

“Ugh!” Kate said. She wished she had something she could throw at him. Preferably something heavy.

Kate watched as he spoke to whomever answered the phone, presumably the guard manning the lobby security desk. He answered what was obviously a series of yes or no questions. Finally, he said, “Thank you,” and hung up.

The handsome man reported, “It’s going to take them a few minutes to reset the computer. Apparently, the system goes into emergency mode if too many buttons are pressed all at once. So we get to spend some extra time together.”

“Wow, it’s like an early Christmas present,” Kate commented, not trying to hide the sarcasm.

He grunted an acknowledgment. “Speaking of presents...” The man gathered up his gifts. This time, he stacked them neatly in front of him on the floor, rather than trying to load up his arms.

Only one box remained separated from the new pile. The one that had landed in Kate’s lap.

They both looked down at it, but neither of them made a move. Despite their bickering, it was obvious that neither of them could deny the instant attraction between them. His eyes swept over Kate’s long, dark hair which rested just below her shoulders, some of it visible in front and some tucked between her back and the back upholstery of the wheelchair.

Kate wanted to run her fingers over the freshly shaved sides of his faded haircut. She knew it would make her fingertips tingle with delight. Then she would let the strands of longer hair
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