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The light from the chandelier glittered like the crisp shine of a newly polished shoe.  Everywhere ladies and gentlemen in elegant dresses and suits of dark solemn hues of high-class austerity walked about in random profile.  The great ballroom, garnished with exquisite arrays of fresh flowers and rainbow curtains, bestowed an air of celebrant magnificence to the incoming guests of honor.  It was the cuisine, however, that best described the sort of social gathering it really consisted of.  The variety of small portions included everything from rare Japanese delights wrapped in seaweed to delicious French sorbet served after a first dance.  But the real variety of foods was constricted by the limiting confines of price.  Variety?  What variety?

As the various guests moved in, the music of Johann Strauss, Jr. began syncopating the crowd on stage.  The last guest to enter the red-carpeted doorway was a younger gentleman in a polished gray suit and bright red signature tie.  He was distinguished from the other visitors by a facial nonchalance that expressed boredom on every encounter with people and objects.  Here in the soul of a young aristocrat was the essence of being: live life, dream life, make fun of life.  He quickly caught up with the rest of the group.  At the punch table, he encountered an old British gentleman.


“Good evening Prospero,” greeted the elderly gentleman with a shiny, white, almost bleached beard.  “You are late as usual.”


The younger gentleman looked upon the elder with humorous scorn.  “Thanks for the vote of confidence, old man.  But please, stop calling me by that formal title.  It sounds much too Shakespearean.”


“As you wish, Master Corm,” responded the old gentleman, in his usual British accent.  
The young man was annoyed by this new formal title as well.  Never-the-less, he didn’t seem to care and continued speaking in a humorous tone.  “As you well know, Old Shakespeare-lover, I hope to meet someone new in this great variety of a social gathering.  Got any chance?”


“Variety?  What variety?  Only the great social elite of this magnanimous country is represented here, Cormus.  I do not think it be the wisest choice to flirt around here.  However, you do have a chance with it because you always have a chance. There’s always a chance.”


“You know that’s not true, old man,” retorted young Cormus.  “I am only good with gentle old men like you, no one else.  I don’t have a damned chance.”


“Chance is a generous creature, my young friend.  It offers the strangest surprises at the most inopportune times.  Never forget that ‘there’s a divinity that shapes our ends,’” the bleach-bearded gentleman turned towards Cormus is a gesture of secrecy and whispered.  “Let us be strictly serious for a moment.  You and I both know that you are not here to meet someone new.  You are here to find her.  All other goals are subordinate.  Your obsessive fascination with her has been abnormally spirited.  If I were your father...”


“Don’t talk to me about my father,” Corm interrupted.  “His own sexual history is infamous.  My mother don’t seem to care one way or another.  Evil men don’t get punished.  Nothing is fair.  You can get away with things if you were rich.”


“Oh yes, sir.  But I myself am not rich.  Therefore, while you do have a chance at the pursuit, I, on the other hand, have no chance, and will be lost among eternity.”  The beard became even more white.


“Yes, that’s true; but you’re also old.  That’s the real reason for your bachelorhood, Hansen.”


The youngster’s argument proved to be decisive.  Old Hansen switched the topic.  “Have you my friend ever read Hamlet?  It offers the most direct observation of humanity’s struggle with the notion of chance.  You may find it quite informative, Prospero.”


“I don’t care.  You can talk to yourself about that, old man.  I’ll go visit our pretty friend.”  As the old bleach-bearded Briton stood at the punch table blabbering to himself about the ethics and morality of luck, Cormus moved slowly, effortlessly, and silently across the expansive ballroom to a ribboned corner dominated by elegantly-dressed females.


There she was, sitting with her legs crossed against a dealer’s table, leaning casually to her left.  She was wearing her blue satin dress with silver-laced collars extending down the shoulders.  At once Cormus fell in love once again: her shiny hair loose and displaced; her symmetrical, elegant face affected by a tinge of sadness; her delicate hips bent in against the chair; her slender legs curved smoothly under the protection of the table.  But something wasn’t right.  Her eyes, perturbed by some tragic occurrence, reflected the crimson tide of the waves.  Her hands, bound by some mysterious force, radiated the mark of a tightly-bound rope.


“‘Something’s rotten in the state of Denmark,’” Corm whispered to himself.  Every step toward the dealer’s table gave insight to a soul troubled by the probabilistic nature of chance.


“Corie, what’s wrong?” asked Cormus, as he sat down facing the woman he loves.  He could smell the sweet perfume of fresh flowers radiating the essence of innocence.


“Oh... Cormus, why are you here?” she answered by asking, in her sweet soft voice.


“To see you, Corie.  I can’t just forget you, you know.  Why?  What are you worrying about?”  Corm sensed a hidden fear in her heart.


Corie moved restlessly about her chair only to answer in the negative, stuttering.  “No, it’s nothing.  Just that your parents probably wouldn’t want to see us together...”


Was that the fear? he thought.  As soft piano music began playing in the parlor room next door, Corm pulled his chair closer to the table, grasped Corie’s cold, nervous, battered hands, held them close, and comforted her in his desperate voice.  “Corine, listen to me.  You are the only thing left in the world I can care about.  The world has gone to pieces.  Rich men kill ignorant men for game.  Heartless ‘gentlemen’ fuck around with who ever they want and then dump them out into the streets.  Corie, we have nothing left but each other.”  Corm gazed longingly at her loving, crimson eyes.


Corie turned away slightly.  “Yes, but they...”


“Don’t worry,” Cormus intercepted her.  “My mother gave her approval.  She would like to meet you Corie.  When it come to my father...”


Abruptly, Corie’s face turned pale.  Her suddenly trembling, battered hands moved out of Corm’s hold.  Cormus saw her eyes turn white with fear and trepidation.  The word ‘father’ triggered something within her.  Cormus realized that this was her hidden fear.


“Corine, what’s wrong?  What about my father?  What did he do to you?”  Cormus kept asking, almost short of breath.


Corie fearfully stumbled away slightly, only to be held firm by Cormus.  Forcefully, Corm took her to his heart.  They stood embracing.  Cormus knew from the helpless, despairing window of her heart that it was true.  In the heat of the moment, the lovers realized that there was not to be an answer.  Cormus’s face, trembling with anger, could only burn with the knowledge of the incestuous act.


The music of Johann Strauss, Jr., played slowly on the stage again.  The ball was about to start.  Corm knew immediately where an answer could be found.


“The dance.  The dance’s ‘the thing wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the King.’”

***


Shoes polished with the bright light of the chandeliers filled the dance floor.  Ladies and gentlemen with arrogant expressions on their powdered faces lined the stage in random profile.  The music started with a tremble and moved to a rhythmic and melodic contour on a minor scale.  Steps could be observed, but not heard.  Faces could be perceived, but not discerned.


At the carpeted center of the dance floor was Corm and Corie.  At the curtained windows of the left wing were the Prosperos, sitting in unison, watching the spectacle.  At the punch table, half way across the room, was Old bleach-bearded Hansen, grasping a dark mechanical device under his deep left pocket.  The stage is set.


As the music moved up and down the scale, Corm and Corie moved their way toward the left wing of the ballroom, dancing in spiritless formation.  Old Hansen darted quickly across the room, handing the gun to Corm in a paper bag.  They were almost there.  Life against life, the essence of being: live life, dream life, make fun of life.  The decision laid in chance.  It was the young spirit of righteousness against the dark side of humanity.


“‘To be or not to be, that is the question,’” whispered Cormus to himself.  One hand holding the weapon of destruction, one hand holding the pillar that is his love, thinking again over the circumstances of his life, asking if he’s got any chance.  There’s always a chance, he thought.  But was it a chance to live?  A chance to die?  A chance to love?  A chance to despair?  Do I have a damned chance?


Suddenly, Cormus stopped moving.  Other dancers stared at the apparent recklessness, but continued thoughtlessly on.  Standing there in the middle of the dance floor, Cormus smiled at his companion.  Corie seemed amused, but not surprised.  There they stood in the middle of all the hectic movements of people around them, far from the madding crowd.  The music played on endlessly and continuously.  Dancers moved effortlessly and briskly around them.  Light shone everywhere above and below them.  The whole world was there around their field of vision.  There they were, take it or leave it.

The couple smiled, almost laughed, at each other.  How was the play going to end?  What’s the chance for life?


“I am no Hamlet,” Cormus told himself.  And he reached inside the paper bag.
