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About the Author

Judy Fischer is a teacher turned novelist, born in Budapest, Hungary, in 1949.

She is Hungarian by birth but Canadian by choice.

Judy is a proud mother to two daughters and a stepson.

Presently, she lives in Pointe Claire, Quebec, with her husband.

She is a lover of dogs, an advocate of human rights and a passionate believer in justice and peace.

She is a former high school teacher, now retired, who has recently written several books of fiction. The departure from a full-time career as a teacher and a mother has given Ms. Fischer time to dive into a serious writing career. Life has given her a wealth of experiences from which she draws her stories. Her books are deep pockets, full of realistic characters, based on those authentic ones, who had once touched the very fibre of her soul.

She blends fantasy with reality, but maintains a human element to her tales that are not only believable, but plausible. Her romantic narratives are marked with symbolisms and metaphors about life’s complexities and adversities. "Every secret of a writer’s soul, every experience of his life, every quality of his mind, is written large in his works" is her favorite quote of Virginia Woolf’s.
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About the Book

Melissa Drake only heard stories of love and passion as a child. Love became her guiding light and in 1978, this light shone down on a homeless boy. René came into Melissa’s life unexpectedly but a bond between them blossomed quickly. Together they set out on an adventure on which they found what they were seeking, truth and love everlasting.

As René found the blessing of selfless love in a young girl’s heart, they emerged from loneliness and despair to find the gift of gentleness and compassion.

Missy and René both found their identity and self-worth, which became their miracle.

Missy loves René is a story of redemption; it is also a tale of friendship, perseverance, fortitude, personal growth, forgiveness and human tragedy.

Follow Missy and René’s powerful story exemplifying the power of love.
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Strange is our situation here upon earth.

Each of us comes for a short visit,

Not knowing why,

Yet sometimes seeming to a divine purpose.

From the standpoint of daily life, however

There is one thing we do know:

That we are here for the sake of others…

For the countless unknown souls

With whose fate we are connected

By a bond of sympathy. Many times a day

I realize how much my outer and inner life is built

Upon the labors of people, both living and dead,

And how earnestly I must exert myself

In order to give in return

As much as I have received.

Albert Einstein





Gentle Touch

My mother was reading A Prologue to Love, a romance novel by Taylor Caldwell, while slouching on a park bench in the middle of a fine day in July of ’62. The bench sat anchored under a magnificent oak, branches reaching out shading her space. Her feet were engorged and throbbing, hence one was resting on the seat in front of her while the other hung low to the ground. It was a hot day; skin melting, sweltering and crotch-chafing hot. Her sundress was a cotton print, loosely draped over her slender body. At 18, she kept a firm and slight physique. Her pregnancy was obvious but barely noticeable.

She let the pocketbook rest on her swollen belly as she read the words out loud. She knew the baby growing inside her was listening, and although the content was quite racy, soul-bending and laden with profound emotions, she read it to me, Melissa Drake, nonetheless. Carla Drake was young and unwed. She was a soft-hearted woman, peace loving and, yet, not a hippy. She was often called one, however, because of the clothes she wore, her nonchalant attitude and her bohemian lifestyle. Her long blonde hair hugged a daisy behind her ear and the image she portrayed was indicative of the times: the era of lovefests and of a pot-smoking generation. Everyone called it the ‘60s. It is not surprising I was born a lover. I am sure of it, for I had listened to the words of Taylor Caldwell and to eight other romance novelists filling my mother’s head with their idealistic words. There were stacks of books lying on the floor of her tiny apartment in the Plateau region of Montreal. The common theme of those books was love, some with happy endings, some with not. For every month of her pregnancy, another book was read. During the nine-month gestation period, I heard more words about love and loving, sex and lust than I did following my birth and throughout my formative years. However, I believe that somehow hearing those tender words of affection, devotion, unconditional adoration and passion had set the stage for my life’s story. ’Was it a curse or a gift?’ I could never determine the answer.

By the age of seven, I was reading Erich Segal’s Love Story and I bowed to love. It became my guiding light.

My formative years were ordinary, yet similar to every other young girl growing up in the ’60s; when the fall and relaxation of certain social taboos were lifted.

John F. Kennedy was the young president of the United States, filling the world with optimism and a joie de vivre, and my country, Canada, found its forever flag, the Red Maple Leaf. The ‘60s was also a time of rejuvenation spread thick under a dome of love. ’Flower’ children represented the era with their music, their sexual freedom and their revolutionary ideas. And ‘Rock ’n’ Roll’ ruled their lives.

I was too young to follow the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and even Del Shannon. Their music, however, was my lullaby. My mother, the free spirited gentle lover who she was, continued to nurture me with affection; I only saw, felt and later imitated her passionate philosophy.

I grew up in the ‘Me’ decade. Never before the ’70s did life exist as it did from then on.

I survived the assassination of a beloved president, I endured the impeachment of another. I was shocked by the Munich Massacres, rejoiced with my mother when Margaret Thatcher became the first female leader of the free world. We wondered in awe when ‘man’ placed his footprint on the surface of the moon and we danced with joy when the end of the Vietnam War was declared.

To further load my heart with goodness, my mom played the music of the Doobie Brothers, James Taylor and Carly Simon during the formative years of my life. The continual feed of love songs to my brain did make an effective impact.

Carla Drake’s favourite singer was Otis Redding. His soulful renditions of love songs made her cry and her heart truly broke when the singer died an early death. I cried along with her. For weeks following his death, the sounds of his songs These Arms of Mine, Pain in My Heart, My Girl and My Lover’s Prayer resonated throughout my home uninterruptedly.

When I reached the age of reason, her efforts of moulding me into a loving individual started to manifest itself. As far back as my memory allows me to go, I remember loving animals. It didn’t matter what type of creature it was as long as it moved and breathed. Whether it was small or big, it did not matter. I can recall bringing home ants in jars, wayward garden snakes in bottles, abandoned guinea pigs in my pocket, stray cats and dogs in my red wooden wagon. I can remember and still mourn the death of an alley mouse I found one day, wounded and too lame to walk. I caressed its broken body, combed its matted hair and lay it in a matchbox before burying him in my back yard.

I cried for the pigeon that couldn’t fly, I wept for the squirrel whose tale was missing and I prayed for the tired old horses pulling the calèches down the cobblestone streets of downtown Montreal, on hot summer days. There was too much love and compassion in my little heart.

I adored the father who my mother found for me in 1963. Harry Nagy. Carla told me he was older, much older. But to erase the negative undertone, she also said he was wiser and more valuable than any other man she had ever known. And, he was all that and more. I used to rub his balding head and snuggle into his warm accepting arms before I went to sleep. The memories of my childhood were also warm and fuzzy because of him.





Stranger

In the year of my high school graduation, I turned 16. I was physically in sync with my age: a blossoming figure, raging hormones, capricious thoughts and embracing a constant hunger for righteousness. Whatever my parents told me, I said the contrary. Belligerence too and rebellion were qualities of my teenage years. To compensate for my occasional lack of patience, however, I did kiss and hug them with gratitude every night.

In 1978, in the 16th year of my life, I took a violent turn to the left; ‘1978 was the year the world never had it so good; perfect balance of wealth, work and happiness.’ It was also known as the year when the quality of life, as we know it, peaked. And so did mine. It peaked because I found the raison d’ètre, my purpose for living.

I remember clearly the time in my life when, through a rash choice of actions, I found myself drawn into the life of a young man who was the kindest and gentlest human being I had ever met. Mind you, I would not have allowed myself to assume such a reckless act, if that day had been today.

Presently, we live in a different type of world, a world in which we have too many doubts, fears and mistrust toward other people. Following the peak of 1978, unfortunately, the world began its decline toward a dimmer future. The world became less safe. Today, we are no longer open to letting random strangers into our lives, let alone into our hearts.

The urge to help the less fortunate, however, returned to me with a strength I could not control. The days of my yesteryears, caring for wounded creatures was over, however, my attention turned instead toward helping humanity.

In my reality, René was considered a homeless person, a vagrant, a street urchin, a drifter, but when I first met him, to me, he was a mere lad of 19 who might have been poor at the time, in the material sense, but he still had a richness of spirit, great merit, extraordinary worth, a true purpose in life and an amazingly charismatic personality.

An unexpected bond formed between René and me and what it was exactly at the start, drawing us together, really doesn’t matter now.

The fact is, through the course of several years, I shared a part of me, the better part, loving and caring for the unique person who found his way into my very soul. The day I am referring to, changed my life and his forever.

It was October 4, 1978, a typical cool, fall Tuesday evening in Montreal. Most of the leaves from the trees had already dropped to the ground, turning brown and brittle. The sidewalks were littered with those last remnants of summer. The flocks of Canada geese were in full formation in the skies above, flying as far south, away from our approaching Canadian winter, as was possible.

By then, the clocks had been turned back an hour, reminding us we were heading for a darker and bleaker time of the year; a time when daylight was a commodity, being offered far less freely and in smaller doses compared to the summer months.

I was still in high school that year, completing the final stretch before graduation. The realm of experiences I had as a 16-year-old girl lacked many fundamental skills I still needed to prepare myself for the world in which I lived.

My parents provided me with a comfortable lifestyle without spoiling me. Being an immigrant in Canada, my adoptive father instilled in me a good sense of European values. For that reason, I tried not to take things for granted. I was an only child and my parents brought me up to respect others and myself too. I spent most of my early years learning to become independent, mostly out of necessity. Harry and Carla worked long hours and thus, I had to find my way through many situations without too much parental guidance.

By 16, I had learned to navigate myself through life, relying on my own instincts and common sense. I’m not saying I had all the answers or even the ability to keep myself out of trouble. I’m only saying that I made many decisions on my own, without having to run to my parents to solve those everyday little problems I may have encountered. I saw myself as an individual who was independent and ready to make adult choices. I was naïve and maybe somewhat too self-confident for my own good.

We chose to live in Quebec and although there are two languages there, we made an honest effort to learn them both. It was a prerequisite to prosper and assimilate into the Quebec society. Having started my education there, learning both languages was just a normal part of my everyday school experience. I went to an English school, but I also struggled to make French my own. Back then, French was taught in a haphazardly fashion in schools, not allowing its natural acquisition.

It was only in my final year in high school when my parents finally sought the help of a tutor to help me better understand and speak French. The schools did teach it, but the emphasis was mostly on vocabulary, grammar and verb conjugation. That archaic method of teaching another language lacked one crucial element—speaking.

My tutor and I spent hours, twice a week, conversing in the language and reading French literature. In addition to the other skills I learned in school, she helped me to integrate all the elements of the language, therefore, providing the opportunity to speak it.

Mme. Houle was an elderly woman with unruly white hair, thin and frail, like she was. Her face revealed the brutality of age and weather; she looked much older than she probably was. As I was very young and because my mother had always taught me to be polite, I never asked for her age. If I were to take an educated guess, or even a wild estimate, I’d feel comfortable in giving her 80 years. She could have been 60, but the deep crevices and bent back said otherwise.

I used to ring her doorbell punctually at five and it took her forever to reach the door. Her fragile condition and lack of agility limited her movements.

Mme. Houle’s services were recommended to my parents by another couple who had found her style of tutoring very effective. Her style of teaching proved to be a successful intervention for their child. Mme. Houle didn’t have many students but those she did help, had always improved their school marks. It is also worthwhile to mention that all her students learned to speak French fluently, including me.

I liked Mme. Houle very much, even though, at 16, I resented my extra time out of school being allocated to additional studying. I craved for the social facet of my young life. Most of my friends hung out together after school to talk about boys and the music of the bands who were popular in those days, and I envied them.

However, when I was with Mme. Houle, she took me to places through literature where I had only dreamed of going. When we read Les Misérables, for example, she also taught me the words of the French national anthem. I sang it with her patriotically and proudly standing beside the small tea-stained coffee table. I truly felt as if I was transported to stand somewhere in France in order to see what the characters did in Victor Hugo’s classic tale.

She was an eccentric individual extremely gifted in teaching yet lacking the fundamentals of good house-keeping. There were books scattered throughout her tiny apartment, the dust lay thick on the furniture, there was an odour of mildew in the air and the tablecloth on the table, where we sat, was stained with drippings from her lunchtime meal. She was rough in her mannerisms too, but she had a kind heart and a free spirit. There was always a fresh pot of tea waiting for me and the stained tea cups in their saucers were set on the table where we did our work. My scheduled time to see her was on Tuesdays and Thursdays after school at five o’clock. Rain or shine, cold or hot, snow or hail, light or dark, I was there.

On one of those autumn evenings, following my session with her and as it was already dark outside, I decided to walk up to my father’s place of business. Because Mme. Houle’s apartment was dusty, and the smell of mothballs permeated the air, going for a long walk afterward always helped me to breathe in some fresh air and to lose the pungent odour of the mothballs clinging to my clothes. The strong smell had crept into every fibre of my wool sweater. I always wore the same one to her place, on purpose. That way, only one item from my wardrobe took on the distinct stench of mothballs.

My dad’s shop was just below Sherbrook Street, on the east side of Boulevard St. Laurent. From Mme. Houle’s apartment on Crescent Street, it usually took me about one hour, walking at a steady pace. The shop, Photo Shoppe, was given the same name my paternal grandfather had given to his own business in Bulgaria before the Second World War.

My father started his business soon following his arrival in Montreal, Quebec, many years ago. The shop was not located in a first-class neighbourhood, it was the storefront of an old building ready for demolition. It was close to being condemned by the city and it was not in one of the best of locations either.

Harry had arrived from an oppressed country where having your own business was impossible, it was something special to him, regardless of its lack of glamour.

The shop was old and weathered on the outside and not the greatest on the inside either. The wooden floors squeaked, the walls had many cracks and the humid, crawl space beneath it was home to many rats, not to mention swarms of cockroaches that infested the whole city block, or even further.

There was also a vacant, tiny apartment above the shop. The windows of the flat were barred, and the awnings were dirty and torn. It had stayed vacant, because no one in their right mind would make it their home. The landlord had tried to renovate it without success and make it available for rent. Once, I vaguely remember, there was a student who had braved the attempt and the ordeal. Eventually, however, he gave up and moved away, escaped without notice during a stormy night.

My father had a key. The landlord needed someone to have proper and continual access to the flat just in case of fire or water pipe damage. Honestly, the landlord didn’t bother with the place. He gave up on it once the former tenant skipped town.

When I arrived on the night in question, the store lights had already been turned off and the chain-linked gate, erected between the two display windows, was closed and locked. I had missed them. We lived quite close to my father’s place of business, only a few blocks away. We also lived close to my school and close to the city’s centre. Coming back from my tutor’s apartment was a short detour I usually didn’t mind taking. My father usually counted on my visits, however he didn’t wait for me that night.

I noticed in the corner of my eye a shadow of an individual sitting on the steps, to my right, leading to the door of the upstairs flat. I stepped farther away, not because I was sacred, but to get a better look. I saw a young man sitting slouched down with his head in his hands. It was obvious he was trying to hide his presence. I didn’t see his face as it was already quite dark, and the street lights didn’t shine in his direction.

I assumed it was a homeless person needing shelter. There were so many poor people in my city living on the streets, homeless and begging for money. Walking on the streets of the city regularly, I saw many who looked at me sadly, with hope and hunger blaring from their eyes. I wished I could help them in some way.

I noticed in silence he was dressed in a relatively new pair of jeans, a grey hoodie and a decent pair of running shoes.

I was never in the habit of talking to strangers, but he looked as if he would not be a threat to my safety. However, I turned and started to walk away but something made me stop. I turned back toward his direction. I looked closer and I saw the face of a young, scared, boy about my age.

“Excuse me, sir. Are you okay?” I said, softly but loudly enough for him to hear.

“Yes, Missy, I am fine,” he said, softly in a broken English.

“Is there something I can do for you?”

“Please, just sit with me for a while, if you have some time,” he asked. His voice was soft, gentle and inviting.

I sat down on the step, in front of his, my back toward him and without saying anything, I stayed. We sat in silence for what seemed like minutes before he finally spoke again.

“My name is René, thank you for staying.”

“René, do you live near here?” I asked innocently.

“I used to, but now, I live here, there, wherever I can.”

It took me a while to fully understand his implications. I realized I was sitting with someone who was claiming to have no home. I felt sad because he looked lonely and in dire need of comfort and perhaps a friend. I almost reached out to embrace him, but I didn’t.

“Tell me about yourself,” I said, becoming braver with my questions.

“Missy, it’s a long and boring story. I don’t think you want to hear it.”

“Tell me,” I encouraged him to talk to me, it was obvious he wanted to.

He began to tell me his story in a broken English which, at first, was difficult to understand but the more I listened, the more his voice and speech pattern became comprehendible.

He told me, that due to some disastrous circumstances, he had lost his family and himself one day when fate had cruelly dealt his family the tragedy card. If I understood correctly, he said, “My father used to be a stockbroker, earning a substantial income to support his young family but he had a major problem with the consumption of alcohol. One night, two years ago, under the influence of a few beers, he drove his car to pick up my sister from a dance recital and on their way back home, he ran a red light on the corner of Sherbrook Street and Green Avenue. The accident had instantly claimed both their lives and the story appeared in the local newspaper the following day, describing the untimely death of a father and his young daughter,” he stopped talking. He looked into my eyes to see my reaction and then continued,

"What the news reporters didn’t mention, however, were the aftermath events driving my grieving mother to throw herself in front of the 7am metro bus at the Atwater Station, two days later.

“No one mentioned that all the tragic events that had happened to the three members of my family, had left one other member, me, alone in the world,” he said as tears were streaming down his weary face. I was lost for words myself. I stayed silent and thought about those unfortunate events leading this young man to lose his family, his home and everything else he had ever known or owned. There were no other relatives to turn to, he told me later, and he was old enough at the time to not allow himself to be snatched up by child services. “I came home from school on the day when my mother killed herself. I took a duffle bag from the closet, filled it with clothes, emptied the piggy banks, took the grocery money from the kitchen cupboard and left. The social services were never able to locate me. I ceased to be. Before this unexpected turn in my life, I was a senior in a private school for boys in Westmount, getting ready for graduation that year, attending one of the most elite schools in Montreal. My future was bright and full of positive goals. My grades were above average, my teachers loved my passion and my devotion. There was no place but up for me. I had many friends, I was welcomed in their homes until the day when I had really needed someone to hold me tightly and tell me that everything was going to be all right,” he said as he wiped the tears away.

As I listened carefully to his story, tears appeared in my eyes and I counted my lucky stars for never having had that kind of experience in my life.

“What now, René?” I asked in-between my sobs.

“Missy, don’t cry for me. I’ve been through much during the last two years. I am still here. It hasn’t been easy but I will find a way to survive. I am not totally broken. Maybe a little bit lost, but not broken.”

René was honest with me, there was no reason for him not to be. I was only a passer-by, someone who took a moment from her life to listen to a story which, now so many years later, I can say, changed my life forever.

I stood and as I turned to leave, he placed a hand on my arm.

“Thank you, Missy,” he said. Then he stood and walked the other way.





The Key

With the coming of another heavy winter in Montreal, I was worried about my new, special friend. After we parted, I went home and closed the door to my room and lay on my bed. I thought about the unfairness of life. I didn’t understand how a young man, at the start of his life, was thrown into such a predicament from which escaping was more impossible than breaking out of prison. He had no one until he met me. I swore to myself soon after meeting him, I would be his guardian angel, the one to save him from the grips of desolation.

I was only 16 myself, maybe a little naïve, but I found a soul to save and no matter how immense a task it could become, I vowed to do whatever I could do for the poor, lost boy. Although René begged me not to feel sorry for him, how could I have ignored his silent cry for help?

I spent years of my childhood caring for stray animals and mending sick ones. Not helping René was inconceivable. I had never heard of such a terrible thing happening to anyone, let alone someone I knew, no matter how short our friendship. Destiny put me onto his path and I felt a force pushing me to stay there with him, in any capacity that could be of some assistance. All the values instilled in me while growing up, obliged me to help him.

I called my best friend.

“Hey, are you still up?”

“Yes, Melissa, I am swamped with homework. I stayed out too long with friends and now I have to complete tomorrow’s assignments.”

“Listen, Beatrice, does your brother have any warm sweaters he doesn’t need any longer?”

Beatrice had an older brother, a little bit older than René but with the approximate same physique. I had other friends at school too who had brothers, so I intended to ask them as well.

“Why do you ask?”

“I am doing a charity clothes drive for a local shelter. My tutor volunteers there and she asked me to help her. Could you ask your mother, please? They need mostly male clothing, for someone the same size as your brother.”

“OK. I will do that, is it urgent?”

“As soon as possible. Thanks.”

We said goodnight and I went to do my homework as well, but the thoughts of René never left me for a minute. My dreams too were about him that night.

The following day, I spent time before and after school, searching my own home. I looked for possible items I could find for him. Having no home, no place to call his space, he couldn’t have had too many belongings; it was the clothes on his back and a backpack full of items I had only seen bulging from it.

During one of my classes, the day after my encounter with René, I conceived a brilliant idea.

The flat above my father’s place of business was begging to be converted into a temporary refuge for René, a place where he could hide from the harsh elements of the approaching Canadian winter.

It was not the greatest place, having been condemned by the city, but if we went in together, with the right attitude and elbow grease, we could shape it into a makeshift shelter. It could protect him at least during that coming winter. I decided to tell him the next time I was going to meet him, it being on the following Thursday, minutes following my next tutoring session.

I decided to keep him a secret from everyone around me. I figured no one would understand why I had a need to help this young man fate had mysteriously dropped onto my path.

I didn’t ask my father for the key to the upstairs apartment because I knew where he kept it. If I had asked, he would have asked to know the reason. I was not willing to share my secret with anyone, not even my beloved father. I didn’t want to hear his voice of reason, I didn’t want to listen to all his arguments. ‘Why should a girl my age interfere in someone else’s life, especially a homeless person’s life?’

What my parents wouldn’t understand, however, was that this chance meeting had touched me in such a profound way, I can’t describe it, not even now, after so many years.

The key, which the landlord had given to my father long ago, was not something my dad ever used. He had probably long forgotten about it. He was a very busy entrepreneur whose time was valued and devoted to doing more important things in his life. The key was available and no one had ever touched it, until I found this crazy need for it.

Late the next day, I dropped by the shop on my way home from the library I frequented on a regular basis. I had made it a habit from my freshman year and beyond to study at the public library for various reasons. The school library was not very spacious and it lacked a good variety of books. The mother superior closed the school library’s doors at five o’clock, every day. Besides, I loved the smell of leather-bound books at the library. It was filled with an array of new and old books and on every subject and topic one could dream of. The quiet nature of the magnificent halls of knowledge was the perfect location to concentrate and to focus on learning. Often, I read random books that were not even on my reading list to get ideas about the world I inhabited. One of my favourite subjects in school used to be History, and the city library provided me with thousands of books chronicling every decade, every century and every millennium in the history of every country around the world. The library was my favourite place in my city.

I arrived at the shop purposely at the exact time when I knew my father would be closing. When I went in, he was surprised to see me.

“What are you doing here so late, Melissa?”

“I wanted to walk home with you. I just finished my work at the library and I hurried here to catch you. Why don’t you finish up in the back and I’ll close the cash for you?”

He went away to do his final sweep of the place and I opened the cash drawer. Just as I expected, under the tray, I found the key. I placed it into my pocket and counted and balanced the day’s money. I placed the paper money into an envelope, as I always did when I helped him. By the time he came back to the front, I was ready to go home, with the key safely tucked away in my back pocket.

After the evening dinner, I asked for an extra helping claiming to be very hungry. I was always a slow eater as a young child and staying at the supper table was not out of the ordinary. My parents had long finished their meals, cleared the table and had even washed the dishes while I was still sitting there chewing my food and pushing the rest of it around the plate with my fork. I was stalling, I was waiting for the right moment to start putting aside some food for René. There was a piece of fried chicken on my plate I was intending to put away into a Tupperware and hiding it under some other dish in the fridge. I was collecting, accumulating food to give away to whom I thought was a very hungry boy.

My father’s business was open from seven in the morning until seven at night, every day throughout the year except for Christmas Day and Sundays. Every morning, very early, the two of them snuck out of the house quietly, not to disturb me. My school day started at 8:30am and it was a hop, skip and a jump away, well, almost. Most of the time, I just bounced out of bed at 8:15, quickly took a shower, dressed and then ran to school with wet hair.

Now that I had a mission to accomplish, the minute when I heard the door closing, I jumped out of bed, got ready and started to gather up the food I set aside. I also checked around each closet, looking for extra blankets, hats, scarves and also for the cleaning materials we needed to make the flat liveable. I wasn’t even sure René was going to accept this offer from me, but I needed to be ready, if he did.

I placed all my findings hurriedly into a big garbage bag and brought it down to the dark and dingy garage. There, under a massive blue tarp, slept my father’s Nissan Altima. He never used his car in the winter, it is one of the reasons why we had moved so close to his place of work. I placed the bag into the car, by lifting the covering and opening the trunk with the spare key I grabbed from the hook in the hallway of our apartment. When I was pleased with my accomplishments, I took my schoolbag and left for school.

I met all my friends in the basement cafeteria of Thomas D’Arcy McGee High School. Beatrice, my best friend, had arrived before me and she was waiting with a black plastic bag. She proudly handed it to me and I could tell it was full of clothing.

“Thank you so much,” I said.

“There’s a few things my mom thought would be acceptable. My brother is a slob, most of his stuff isn’t wearable. I was lucky to have found a few decent ones. He might miss them, but hey.”

Other girls stood around us as the bag exchanged hands and they were curious to know what was transpiring. I told them about the clothes drive and they all promised to bring something from home too. I had great friends.

By the end of the week, I had six bags of clothes for René.

The day of tutoring arrived at last and all along I was thinking only of the lost boy who was waiting for me in the same place, at the same time as on the previous Tuesday night. I put the key on an old key chain I found in one of my drawers and placed it into my schoolbag, into an empty compartment I never used.

During my classes, I was haunted by the thoughts of René and his depressing tale. I didn’t listen to the teachers, I didn’t pass notes to my friends, I just sat there in silence and tried to put on an interested look on my face. If, however, anyone looked more closely, they saw only the blank stare of an otherwise preoccupied young girl’s foolish mind.

The hours and minutes crawled by extremely slowly on Thursday; time seemed to have stood still. I kept looking at my watch, but when I noticed there were only minutes between my glances, I gave up and tried to let the time have its way.

Lunchtime was even more stressful, everyone carried on with their usual mealtime conversations and I couldn’t bring myself to engage in any of them. All I wanted was the day to end, to run out of there so I could help my new friend. I pictured him walking aimlessly through the streets of Montreal, lost, without a friend. I couldn’t even empathize with his dilemma. I knew nothing of that part of society or of the people who fall under the cracks, to be ignored, to be unloved and, worse, to be left to die alone. My heart ached for him and the others as well. I thought that if I could help only one of those less fortunate human beings, my reward would be a thousand-fold. It was not charity work I was looking for, it was a need to be a human being helping another human being to find dignity in his life. Finally, the school bell rang to signal the end of the day and after I quickly said my farewells to my friends, I ran down the front steps of the main entrance and made my way to the bus stop. In good weather, I usually walked to my tutor’s apartment, however, I was in such a hurry. I wanted to get there much faster, even if it meant waiting outside of her door until my scheduled time. Arriving earlier had never given me free access to her time. She always made me wait until 5pm, even when there was no one else there. I used to sit outside her apartment, listening at the door for any signs of movement within. Through the door, I heard the shrill sound of the steaming tea boiling on her stove. As usual and as I walked in, it was steeping in its pot and a plate full of fresh cookies was set out on the table waiting for me. While Mme. Houle was making her way slowly back from the kitchen, I grabbed a handful of those freshly baked goodies and placed them into my bag next to the other bag of food. I felt ashamed, I had never stolen anything before. To ease my guilt, I praised her. I told her again and again, her cookies were the best I had ever eaten. From stealing to lying, what was I going to do next?

Oh. Yes, breaking and entering, scheduled for later that night. There was an element of thrill and excitement involved in my new adventure and I was really enjoying the feeling.

The lesson of the day was to continue reading the next chapter of the famous classic by Victor Hugo. We were deeply into the book, continuing was the obvious choice for the duration of my time with her that day.

It just so happened, in the story, Jean Valjean, the protagonist in Les Misérables was on the run and because he was an undesirable person, he was refused food and lodging by the town-folk with whom he was in contact. It sounded to me like he was an old-time version of a modern homeless person, living in the era of which Hugo had written.

The story became more personal to me. As we kept reading, the story became more relevant than on the other occasions when we had examined it. We read it very slowly; I couldn’t understand the words otherwise. It was written in French after all. The slow tempo made Mme. Houle and me talk more about the plight of the ex-convict and his miserable life. The story started to come to life, in a peculiar way. Suddenly, I realized I knew someone whose life could be truly called miserable. René’s. It drove my empathy into a frenzy. I fidgeted until the moment I could make my escape.

I left Mme. Houle’s in a state of pessimism and optimism at the same time. I realized, as seen through the eyes of Victor Hugo, a person could live a dubious life, a secret one due to unavoidable circumstances and in the end, could live to prosper and become a valid member of society. Of course, the said person needed the help of those who were in position to help but, yes, it was possible. The end of the story could be a happy one and I designated myself to be the person who could make the happy ending come true for René.

I finished my session and had left Mme. Houle’s with a feeling of hope I hadn’t felt since the previous Tuesday night. I knew there was so much I could do, even at 16, that could possibly alter the life of René in a positive way.

I picked up my pace. I hurried to tell him I would be there for him, if he let me. I wasn’t planning to come on too strong either; I didn’t want him to feel a sense of false hope in my promises. I needed to explain clearly my intentions. He needed to understand I was truly interested in his welfare and I was not a mere pretentious and artificial individual. I was going to persuade him to put his trust in me and make him believe I would follow through with my offer. Hopefully he was going to.





The Flat

My school bag was weighing heavy on my back as I walked the nearly deserted streets toward the shop. St. Laurent Boulevard was a steep incline from Ontario Street. I had climbed it many times before, going back and forth from the bank located at the corner of Ontario and St. Laurent Street. My father sent me often to do some of his errands. When I was old enough, I visited him often and he was proud of me when I helped. Making him proud was always of importance to me.

There was a pet shop halfway up the street where I always stopped, first to catch my breath and second, to admire the puppies and dream of one day owning one of my own. There were no puppies in the window that night and I didn’t stop to rest.

In the dark of the evening, my thoughts were not about puppies but about one boy. He had been the focus of my attention ever since the first night when we met. As I neared the location of our scheduled rendezvous, my heart started to beat faster with the anticipation of seeing him again. I stopped a few times, not from fatigue, but from apprehension. I feared he had decided not to come back, even though he said he would. He had no reason to trust me or need me and I had no right to expect him to.

That area of the city was not a very busy part of town, especially after dark. There were only a few people who had a reason to be on the ill-lit stretch of street, for there were no commercial businesses along the way, open at night. As there were many immigrants living in the neighbourhood, only those who were going home late from work trod the pavements of the forsaken street.

As I approached the barred shop, I saw him in the distance, with his hoodie, leaning on a lamppost just metres from the steps of the flat. There was the shadow of another individual standing facing him. Engaged in a hidden conversation, they stood too intimately and for a minute I stalled, too scared to move. I couldn’t make out who the person was but, as I approached, he left quickly. With thoughts unbecoming a young girl, I looked at René. As I stood facing him, I restrained myself from asking any questions; after all, it was not my place to do so.

“René,” I softly whispered his name.

“Missy, you came,” he said as he looked at me with a welcoming smile.

“I told you I would.”

“People say many things they don’t mean.”

“I guess I am not one of them. What did you do today?”

“I am starting to look for a job but so far, no luck. I have tried different ways to look after myself but until now, I’ve had to rely on all kinds of terrible things and those I don’t want you to know about. It’s difficult, Missy.”

He started to form tears in his eyes again and I could feel the desperation, the loneliness and the futility of his predicament. He looked away from me with obvious embarrassment and as he stood under the muted street light, it highlighted his gloomy existence.

It was the first time I had a proper look at him, without the hood on his head, his blond curly hair hung to his shoulder and, as I looked at his green eyes, I saw his welcoming stare. Something about the look in his eyes melted mine.

“Maybe I can help you in some way,” I started to give him hints about my intentions.

I walked to stand closer to him. I stood very close to give him a sense of security and to show him my sincerity.

“Right now, I need to find a place to keep me safe from the cold. Sleeping on park benches and in doorways or in alley ways is against the law and I don’t want to get into any more trouble than I am in already.”

“You are in trouble?” I sounded alarmed and he answered quickly.

“Just a few acts of vagrancy, nothing serious. They caught me sleeping on a park bench in Westmount Park. It’s against the law. But where am I supposed to sleep?”

“I have a plan. You have to trust me. René, I want to be your friend. I want to help you.”

“Now, why would you say that? You don’t even know me, Missy. What’s your real name, by the way?”

“My name is Melissa. But, I like ‘Missy’, please continue calling me that.”

“Okay, did you know that ‘Missy’ was my sister’s name? She was a beautiful girl, just like you. She was young and idealistic on the verge of recklessness. You remind me so much of her.”

He lifted his right hand and touched my hair but pulled it away quickly as if he had crossed some sort of forbidden line.

I let him though, I did not pull away. Instead, I took his hand and put it to my face. He seemed harmless and the touch of his hand gave me an indication of his genuine gentleness, his craving for the life ripped away from him too abruptly. The spell he unintentionally cast over me made me yearn to embrace him, to pull him closer to my bosom and to cradle him in my arms, only until fate could give him back what it had taken away.

I didn’t understand then and I don’t understand now what our relationship was meant to become, I only knew that fate had thrown us together for a reason. I believe, though, my need for him in my life was far greater than his need for me.

I turned him around with my hands, turning him toward the entrance of the flat, pushing his back lightly, gently guiding him toward the three steps leading to the locked door of the flat. Because he was hesitating, I took his hand and nudged him toward the door. Then, I stepped in front of him, still holding his hand firmly, taking the key out of my bag. With key in my free hand, I unlocked and opened the door.

The stairwell leading upstairs was in horrible condition, the wooden steps were broken, there were cobwebs hanging from the ceiling. In the dark, we failed to notice the graffiti on the cracked walls and the dust balls lining every step. The top door was unlocked because it did not have a key. We went inside, only to find a semi-dark room with a dirty mattress in the middle of it and beside the mattress, a free-standing porcelain bathtub with a broken leg and many rusty holes stood waiting. Somewhere, there was also a toilet we couldn’t see right away. There was garbage piled on top of the counter separating the room from a so-called kitchen. Empty pizza boxes, old newspapers and an array of plastic cups and bottles covered the entire surface of it. A light fixture, with no bulb was hanging from the extremely high ceiling of the main room.

We stood there looking around and as the only light source was coming from the street lights streaming in through the tiny cracks of the bars on the windows, it made it very difficult to see anything. We looked at each other and started to laugh. We laughed because of the overwhelmingly absurd image in front of us. The laughter broke the futility as well as the strained bond we were starting to feel.

I was embarrassed to have imagined the flat could be salvaged and transformed into a decent place to live. We both stood there and then sighed.

“So, René, what do you think?”

“Missy, I’ve lived in worse places than this. If there is any way I can stay here, I could try to clean it up a bit.”

“I would help you. You can stay here tonight, just don’t touch anything. I wouldn’t want you to catch some terrible disease. I must get home. My parents are probably worried. I don’t usually stay out so late on a school night. Here is the key, don’t lose it. The only thing I must insist is, you leave by 6:45 in the morning. My parents come to work for seven. I don’t want you, or me, for that matter, to get into trouble. This is not our place but as you can see and lucky for us, no one really wants to live here.”

“I am so grateful. I’ll do as you say. Thank you. When will I see you again?”

“Oh, don’t worry, I’ll be here again tomorrow night. When my father closes shop, I will join you here. I will bring cleaning materials tomorrowrags, a broom and some blankets. Have a good, sleep. I would say ‘open the windows’, but don’t. Besides, I don’t think you can. Watch out for the rats and cockroaches, I hear they are merciless.”

I heard him laughing as I walked with caution down the stairs in the dark.





Friends

For the following two weeks, I went to the flat almost every night, even though my parents started to become somewhat suspicious of my whereabouts. Each day, I left for school before they awoke. I didn’t tell them why, I made up a reasonable excuse, one they actually believed. I did go to school early but not before my new routine. The trip to the garage was first. I had to deposit the leftover dinner food and other items into the trunk of my father’s sleeping car. When school was out at 4pm, I went straight home to do all my homework. Then, just before seven o’clock, I retrieved the hidden bag or bags and left toward the flat, avoiding the route my parents habitually took to and from home. Out of courtesy, I left notes every time explaining my absences. My excuse was either going to the library or over to a friend’s house and on Tuesdays and Thursdays to my tutor. I came up with plausible reasons for being out of the house.

My best friend Beatrice, on the other hand, started to become leery about my sudden unusual behaviour. She questioned me incessantly demanding a logical basis for ignoring her. She told me she missed our usual variety of activities. Finally, I made up some lame excuse and although she looked as if she believed me, I knew she still had serious and huge doubts. Considering she lived on the other side of town, there was never a time when she insisted on going with me anywhere after school and I was grateful.

Every weeknight after 7pm, I met René at the flat and together we spent hours cleaning and preparing it for his winter nest. I brought clean sheets for the mattress, two thick Hudson’s Bay blankets my mother had stored away, a pillow with its case, a two-burner stove I found in the dumpster at my building’s garbage dump, candles, soap, towels, light bulbs and lots of canned foods.

My time with him was limited to a couple of hours at a time. I made it a point of being home by 9 every night. I took great care. I couldn’t let my behaviour be considered different from the time before I met René. I cherished my new found friendship with him, so much, I shuddered at the thought of losing it.

While we cleaned, we talked. We had to whisper, though, because we valued our time together and we were always weary someone would discover our secret hideaway. We shared our feelings, our hopes and our dreams. Mine seemed more realistic than his, but only because of our different circumstances and opportunities. I listened carefully to what he had to say. His words were filled with futility and hopelessness. I wanted to find ways to help him without showing too much control. I needed to help him and to make his life more meaningful and with more hope attached.

His days consisted of leaving the flat early in the morning and then, pretty much, walking around looking for a job. Unfortunately, there was no one who wanted to hire a young man who had no address, no social security number and no references. He came back every night after a fruitless day, miserable and as close to despair as one could get. It broke my heart.

When I arrived in the evening, following one of those futile days, I found him sitting in the dark by the window, staring at the shutters, those he could never open. That was the way he saw his own life, he told me, like those shudders. Beyond them, there was light. On his side, however, there was only darkness. And to make matters worse, the path to the light was blocked and inaccessible.

My heart broke every time I saw him in that mood and I tried to cheer him up with some silly jokes I had heard during the day. Sometimes, when I could steal some fresh cookies from Mme. Houle, I brought them to him. I showered him with food but, most of all, with kindness.

I encouraged his efforts to find a job but as time went by, the prospects looked less and less likely. I started giving him chores to do, to keep him occupied and out of trouble during those grey, cold days of winter. I sent him to the library to do research for me. I had many assignments for school and it was good to have someone helping me. He had always been a good student; giving him those missions helped him to reclaim his life at least as a student. It was a miniscule attempt at normalcy in comparison, but it worked.

I had someone make a fake library card for me, with René’s name on it. No one at the library ever questioned the validity of the counterfeit card. He continued to go there regularly.

On the nights when we met, René had papers full of research material to hand over to me. Those were the times when we wanted to celebrate. And we did. We laughed, we sang, we ate, and we were happy.

We spent time together in the flat with only candles to light our view. Those candlelit evenings were filled with conversations between two individuals who, with time, became the best of friends.

I started to know every detail about his past life and he started to share some of the awful experiences he endured during the first two years of living on the street. With every dreadful incident he had to tolerate to get his hands on money, his self-worth suffered immensely. Although I never said anything and listened with an open mind, my heart bled for him.

One night before the Christmas break, I went over to check up on him and I found him curled up in a ball, in the corner of the room. I knew the coming of a special family holiday such as Christmas was going to upset the balance in his life again. A special holiday was certain to remind him of a time when he had a family and people who loved him.

I boiled some water on the two-burner stove and slowly filled the bathtub. I let the water flow into the tub to make it deep. The holes, however, prevented it from being full. I was careful not to let the water drip onto the floor. If it did, the leak would have caused a flood in my dad’s shop downstairs.

Without a word, I took René into my arms and undressed him. He didn’t resist my forwardness. I guided him into the tub to soak away his pain. He stared at me, unsure of my intentions, but I assured him I meant him no harm. Physical contact probably meant only one thing to him, he had been abused by selfish people for their own pleasures.

I held his frail, limp and naked body next to mine, attempting to show my love and wanting nothing in return. After I helped him into the warm water, I washed his rigid body. He sat, at first, covering himself with his arms and hands, his head hanging down. He was unable to look at me. I sensed the embarrassment he had toward his broken body. I noticed too the many scars and bruises. I kissed each and every one of them tenderly. Slowly, he started to relax and eventually he lay down and I could see the pain and suffering wash away. I placed a dry towel beside the tub, I left a candle burning softly beside it and then I walked away.

Our friendship grew stronger with time and as time went by, he became my secret friend, my brother and my confidante.





The Job

Christmas Eve I spent with my parents, as was our custom, but Christmas morning, while my parents were getting their well-deserved sleep, I snuck out of the house and went over to spend a few hours with René. My intention was to create a warm and festive time for him. He told me during one of our many evening talks that he had not made any friends from the time he fell into the desolate world of the homeless.

“There are too many young, homeless kids on the streets, Missy. Everyone has their own burdens to carry and even if I had befriended someone, there was nowhere for us to go and nothing I could offer them, anyway. Besides, I didn’t want to spend time with sad people. There are some good shelters and there are even shelters for the younger street kids. I found myself in one once and I didn’t feel as if I belonged there. Many of the clients at the shelters have chosen to live that style of life; however, I was forced to walk the streets by an unfortunate and unforeseen circumstance. If I am ever given a chance or opportunity, I will leave it in a heartbeat,” he said.

A few days before Christmas, I took a branch from my tree at home and glued some ornaments on it and dragged it over to the flat. I didn’t put any lights on it, for our evenings together was spent in the dark.

The flat had started to become very cold in late fall. The heating system didn’t work and we couldn’t call anyone to fix it. Although it became his home and my home away from home, we were not supposed to be there. I found an electric heater in a second-hand shop in late November and I bargained it down to a price I could afford. It was that heater keeping him warm all winter. The blankets and the hot tea we made helped too.

My father always gave me an allowance and lunch money. I saved every cent ever since I met René. With my savings, I bought him food and a few extras. I gave him what I could and gave up many of my own trivial indulgences.

I begged René not to sell himself to strangers for money. I had seen the scars on his body from the assault he was subjected to in the past. I knew and had often heard on the news that young prostitutes, male and female, were often the targets of human traffickers. I promised to look after his needs by using my own resources. If I had to sacrifice some of my own luxuries, I would, and I did. I was lucky to be in the kind of environment and affluence to allow me to make a promise so serious. He never asked for anything. René only wanted someone to talk to, to be with, and in return, he showed his gratitude by giving the only thing he could: mutual respect and love. It was enough for me.

He was desperate for love, not for the physical love between a woman and a man, but the love between two human beings.

The time passed quickly from winter to spring and with spring came my final exams. René and I spent many evenings cramming for my finals. I had gradually carried most of my books over to the flat. René took them to read during the days at the library. He got to know all my subjects and, thus, helped me to review and to do all the practice tests with me. Sometimes, I met him at the library and we studied together.

Our stay at the flat had gone unnoticed until one day in March, when someone from municipal hall had unexpectedly stopped by. An inspector requested the key to the upstairs apartment. As it was the year when the city was planning to revitalize the streets of downtown, sprucing up its image, all those buildings in need of repair were being given another chance to shine.

Luckily, I had made two spare keys, one for René and one for myself. The original, I had placed back into the cash drawer, under the tray, where it had always been before. Innocently, my father gave the maintenance people the key, not suspecting anything ominous.

I guess, when they entered, they were pleasantly surprised by the cleanliness and the care someone had given to it. They drew up a report and probably sent it to the landlord. I can only presume that the report was favourable, because no one ever came back again.

We were still safe in keeping it for the nights but during the days, we agreed to stay clear of it.

It became a ritual keeping the flat looking like no one lived there. It was actually quite a chore to empty everything, every morning. There was a secret trap door we had found and behind it was a crawl space we turned into a makeshift locker.

Every morning, from the beginning of his stay, René placed his bedding, his clothes and any other evidence of human presence. Also, he took out the garbage and left the flat as we had originally found it, but I must say, much cleaner.

The spring days started to bring with it a renewal of life, which happened every time after a miserably cold and wretched winter. The days became lighter for longer and we got rid of the candles at our evening meetings. With my schoolwork keeping me busy, our evening rendezvous happened less frequently. We agreed I should return to my former life, to divert people’s attention before someone discovered our hideout. We counted our blessings, no one was onto us.

My parents and my friends had already started questioning my whereabouts and after many lies, I had to accept that the only way to appease them was to resume my normal activities. It was not easy for me. I had become very attached to René. I missed our customary time together.

René eventually got a part-time job as a dishwasher in a sleazy restaurant where he managed to persuade the owner to pay his wages under the table. The owner of the restaurant was hard up for help and given his stingy wages, no one really wanted to work for him. This man however, gave him only a few hours per day of work but at least René finally felt he was a useful member of society. At 19, he still had no legal address and thus, no proof of identity. At least he finally had an income. The small stipend kept him more cheerful and more optimistic.

The numerous yearly festivals opened by June. Montreal was home to countless summer festivities and with them came the tourists and more jobs. The city was in full bloom and René’s hours were increased. The owner had come to like him well. He gave him a substantial raise and more responsibilities. The best part of being employed at that restaurant was its proximity to the flat. René had only two blocks to walk to his place of work. It was not in a good neighbourhood, but it was within an easy walking distance for him. There were many street-walkers around that part of town; many prostitutes who stood on the corners waiting for possible johns. With prosperity came the crime too.

I also found a job at the festival. I was offered a sales position at an onsite souvenir shop. I loved my whole experience during the summer and I was especially happy for René.

With both of us working, we didn’t see each other too often. I had given him my phone number many months before and I told him to call me if he ever needed to contact me, for any reason. I explicitly told him it was not just an emergency number but one he could call even if it was just to say “hi”.

As his hours at work were irregular, I didn’t go to the flat anymore. I only went there if he left a message or called me. He never did. We were too involved in our own lives. Yes, I missed him tremendously, but the time had arrived to set him free. I had mended him to the best of my ability. I couldn’t keep him as I had the wounded animals I used to care for. Furthermore, if you love someone, you must learn to set them free.

I was tired, as well, after a full day at work. Sometimes, it was a relief just to be able to go home and rest. We still saw each other from time to time and our relationship shifted toward another, more normal one.

During that summer, both our jobs kept us apart. Sometimes, on his day off, he joined me at the festival site, it being close to his place of work. He hung around until my shift was over, standing and watching all the pedestrians who passed by. Often I stared at him from afar and admired his new attitude and confidence. There was a charm about him I had not previously seen.

We walked the grounds together and discovered all the various spots of interest. There were many stages and attractions at the festival and sometimes we stayed to listen to one or more free outdoor concerts. Many famous and not-so-famous musicians came to Montreal to participate in the popular yearly spectacle. It was a great time to be young.

We both had more money by then, thus we did some other fun things as well. We went to see a few movies. We both cried when we watched Kramer vs. Kramer, the movie that eventually ended up winning many awards at the 1979 Oscars.

On pay days when we felt extra rich, we ate out too. Some food trucks were in operation during the summer months and the quality and diversity of their menus was becoming very trendy. We were content and we finally felt optimistic about both our futures. René still had many obstacles to overcome but for the first time that summer, he was on top of the world and I loved seeing him there.

They say when things are going your way, beware, for something will most likely happen to upset the natural flow of your life. A Murphy’s Law, I think. Bad luck showed its ugly face to us in the late fall of 1979.

One night, René was walking back toward the flat following his shift. It was late. He was still using the flat as his shelter at nights. I had not planned on meeting him. I was already at home, sleeping in my comfortable bed, when my phone rang unexpectedly. Alarmed, I heard a familiar voice.

“Missy, I need you,” I heard René’s weak, trembling voice.

“Who is calling so late, Melissa?” I heard my father say as he came rushing into my room.

“A friend needs me, Dad, I must go out.” The panic in my voice must have scared him, because he went back to his room and closed the door, all the while shouting obscenities.

I dressed in a flash and left my apartment to run nonstop to the flat.





Witness

The street was deserted and the street lights were dim. I had a hard time putting the key into the lock. I was nervous, fearful and my hands were trembling, making matters worse. I ran up the steps but it was pitch black and ultimately, there was nobody there. I sat down to catch my breath but then I knew something was terribly wrong. I had to find him. I had a bad feeling in my gut. My stomach nerves always acted up when I panicked. An ailment I inherited from my mother.

I locked up and ran down the two blocks to the restaurant where he worked but the lights were out. The door was locked. I yanked on it for a while desperately hoping someone was going to come out from somewhere and open it for me. Alas, no one did. I stood around staring at people who were either hookers on the street or tourists who had ventured into the wrong part of town. Everyone was staring back at me. Then I noticed a woman who was sweeping the sidewalk in front of a hotdog joint. As a last, ditch effort, I asked her if she had seen or heard of anyone getting hurt near there. It was what I felt. I had a sense René was in terrible trouble.

“About an hour ago, I did see an ambulance leaving in a hurry,” she confessed in a hush, hush manner.

Immediately, I hailed a taxi and made my way to the Reddy Memorial Hospital. It was the closest one I could think of. I did take a chance, because there was another French hospital nearby. The ambulance could have gone to either one.

The emergency section of the hospital was crammed with people and I couldn’t see René anywhere. There were nurses rushing by me and I asked one if a young man had been brought in recently. No one could give me any straight answers, thus, I snuck into the area where they kept all the recently admitted patients. Frantically, I peeked into each and every cubicle until finally I found him. I pulled the curtain apart and slipped into the tiny room unnoticed.

“René?” I whispered, “What happened? You look terrible.”

I could see several bruises on his face and a black eye.

“René, René, talk to me,” I started to panic, as no answer came.

“Missy, Missy, I tried to stop them,” he replied. He was agitated, in shock and barely able to speak.

“Who, who did this to you?” Just then, two police officers came up behind me and pushed me aside.

“I’m sorry, miss, you will have to leave,” one of the officers looked at me and gently shoved me out of there.

Faintly, I heard from outside of the enclosure their failed attempt to interrogate him. If I heard correctly, they were trying to find out something about a crime. I listened closely for some answers to my own questions.

“Sir, you must answer. What is your name, where do you live?”

They had too many questions René could not answer without giving away his questionable status. He was not responsive anyway and at last his doctor came in to save him from the incessant queries of the police.

“I am sorry, officers, but this young man is in critical condition. You will have to come back later,” his doctor sternly told them.

As soon as they left, I snuck back in. I closed the curtains, separating us from the rest of the world, and put my hands on his hands trying to console and soothe him. He looked awful. There was dried blood on his face and hair and his wounds had not been attended to.

“René, can you talk?” I asked again out of concern. I just wanted to get him out of there as it was obvious his situation was more severe than the cuts and bruises on his body indicated. At long last, in a very weak voice, he spoke,

“I was walking back home when I saw three men grabbing a young guy. Missy, I tried to help him. I’ve seen those men before. They are always bothering the young ones on the street and, on many occasions, I’d seen them shoving them into vans, right in front of people’s eyes. Nobody cares, Missy, you can’t believe what goes on under our own eyes. The police can’t stop it, no one can. I usually mind my own business, Missy, but this time, I felt I had to do something.”

As he finished his last words, the sedative the doctor had given him earlier started to take effect and he dozed off into a deep sleep. For a second, I thought he died. His slow but steady breathing however, gave me hope for an eventual recovery.

I decided to call home to explain my abrupt exit. I decided months before that René would have my total devotion and I was not going to change my mind for anyone. Now, with this new development and reason for concern my resolve intensified. He needed me more than ever.

I hung around the hospital watching all the different people coming and going. There was one homeless young man whom the nurses knew very well. His name was Bobby and, according to them, he was a regular at the hospital. I overheard two nurses discussing his case. It appeared that on cold nights, Bobby would fake some sort of illness to be admitted through the emergency process, with the intention of getting a decent meal and spending his night in a clean, comfortable bed. They had allowed this to go on over a long period of time, ignoring the obvious deception, only to help one desperate man from going hungry. Their oversight kept him from sleeping in the cold. I vowed again not to let René ever fall into the grip hopelessness and homelessness again.

The two police officers came back and, seeing me still there, decided to talk to me instead of René.

“Miss, what is your name please?”

“My name is Melissa Drake. What is this all about, Officer?”

“Your friend was a witness to a possible kidnapping or perhaps even a homicide,” he answered in a very serious voice.

“My friend is a kind and gentle individual, sir. I’m sure he was just an innocent bystander who was at the wrong place and at the wrong time. Why do you think he was involved? There must have been other people in the area as well.”

“Yes, and they told us your friend stepped up to protect the person who was taken by those perpetrators, who were also responsible for your friend’s injuries. We need him to give us a good description of them.”

“I understand, but please, let him recuperate first. He looked quite hurt to me,” I said.

“Those men may be part of a group of suspects we’ve been tracking. They are very dangerous. You don’t want to mess with them. The sooner we apprehend them, the better.”

I waited for them to leave and then I started to panic. René was in danger. I had to do something to intervene. If he were to cooperate with the police, the danger was not going to disappear either way. The law was not going to protect someone who had nothing to lose. Those thugs had the means also to go after him if they realized he could point a finger at them. I had to think of a plan to save René, from both the police and from the men who had hurt him.

I went home to talk with my parents. I had to tell them everything if I wanted their help. I crept into the house quietly, but the sound of the door opening roused them from, what I later learned, a restless sleep. I recounted the events of the past year and as they listened, I saw the hurt and disappointment on their pale faces. They had a hard time believing my story. They couldn’t believe all those events had happened behind their backs and under their noses, for over a period of one year. I am not sure if they blamed themselves for not having noticed my behaviour but I must say, they were more than displeased with the choices I had made.

They couldn’t understand or accept my lack of common sense.

“How could you have allowed a strange boy into your life? What were you thinking, Melissa? I thought you were past the ‘bleeding-heart’ stage of your life,” Carla said.

“Didn’t you think, Melissa, his chosen lifestyle could in some way bring you into danger?” Harry asked.

No matter how much I had tried to sway them to understand and accept my judgement, they refused to back me or support my choices.

“But I must help him, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I let something happen to him now,” I pleaded with them.

“Look, Melissa, you are old enough. Do what you feel is right but don’t expect us to give you our consent.”

My father was emphatic with his harsh words.

“I’m going to get him out of the city. I am not sure how I will do that, but please don’t try to stop me. I have some money saved up and I can take some from my college fund, the one Nana set up for me.”

“What about college in the fall?” my mother asked.

“I will do my best to be back by then, but I can’t make any promises.”

I went to my room, leaving my parents more bewildered, distressed than frustrated. I felt sorry for them for having expected something else from me. They brought me up thinking that human life was of great value and now that I showed them I learned their lessons and emulated their values, they turned their backs on me.





The Escape

I went back to the hospital the following day to see René and I was shocked to find him in worse condition than when I saw him the day before. They had put him into a hospital room with three other patients, but he was the only one there when I entered the sterile room. A nurse came by and I asked her why he was in such a terrible state.

“He had some internal bleeding during the night and the doctor had to perform an emergency surgery. He should be fine now, he is just recovering and will be asleep for a while. May I ask who you are?”

“I’m his sister, Missy. I will come back later. When do you think he will be discharged?”

“Oh, baby, I can’t really say but I don’t think he will be going anywhere for a few days.”

There was a policewoman standing by his door who wasn’t there when I first entered, just a few minutes before. I tried to make myself invisible and I slipped by her unnoticed. Given the new information, time was on my side again. I had more time to make my plans; to prepare for a hasty departure the minute René was well enough to travel.

I went back to the flat during the night to gather up any evidence of our infringement. I wanted to make sure there were no clues to reveal our identities. I should say my identity, for René had none. And as I took my situation very seriously, I wiped everything clean with a wet rag. Fingerprints were a dead give-away. It was imperative to obliterate all the evidence of my name, address or any other details about our lives. Even though they didn’t buy into my resolve, one thing was for sure, I didn’t want my parents to suffer for my choices.

As it turned out, the person who had made the fake library card for René was also astute in the art of counterfeit. He could make any phony document a person could possibly need. It had always been about money, not about his ability. He was never my friend, he was introduced to me by one of my classmate’s brothers who was consistently in trouble with the law. I was not proud to have ever needed such services, I prided my ‘good girl’ status. I had never looked for trouble. I guess, when you step over the fine line between the fortunate and the unfortunate, things do change in your life. My parents were probably right. Helping a person such as René, no matter how innocent he was, opened a door to an area of life I had previously avoided.

At this early age in my life, I was involved in breaking and entering, falsifying information, lying and now I was about to flee the law with a person of interest. All I had ever wanted to do was to save a young man from a desperate situation, to be a Good Samaritan.

Until then, I was planning to follow my parents’ wishes for me: to go to university. I had thought of myself only through the eyes of convention. Following the norm was going to lead me into college, maybe find a suitable partner in life, get married, have children and do all those day-to-day mundane chores that having the former would entail. I had never thought seriously about doing anything other than what was expected of me.

Repeatedly, my friends had expressed in detail their life goals. Some had already made up their minds to skip school and bypass university and just jump right into the next phase of life. For them, it was important to get married and have children right away.

I had more aspirations than that. I always had. I once dreamed of becoming a flight attendant because I thought I wanted to spend my life travelling all over the world; visiting all those places I only read about.

My Nana Drake spent her whole life dreaming about travelling, she made me promise once, when I was little, to embrace her dreams as mine and make them a reality. Those words she used were now echoing in my ear.

I was struggling with the idea of breaking tradition and taking on a lifestyle so foreign to me. I knew my friends and family were in no position to offer the kind of advice I needed. There was only one person I could think of who was going to take my side and give me moral support and perhaps a little financial aid at the same time. That person was my Nana.

She lived in a cottage north of Montreal, on a beautiful lake surrounded only by nature. Tall pine trees lined the shore of the lakefront and her house was fenced off a few yards away from a dirt road leading to it.

I spent many summers of my carefree youth running in the tall grasses, chasing butterflies during the day and fireflies at night. For me, it was the pureness of the countryside and the freedom of the open space drawing me there.

After turning 60, she became a sort of recluse. She moved out of the city and chose to abandon her conventional lifestyle by avoiding people all together. My mother disapproved of her mother’s decisions and choices and, thus, a rift had developed in their relationship. For many years, while I was growing up, the only contact between them was during brief drop-off periods when I found myself sitting on her front porch, waiting for her to open her door. My mother handed me over into her care and left without one word between them.

I loved my time with my Nana. Living alone in the wilderness liberated her spirit and she became uninhibited. Maybe she was a little too free, but for a little girl, she was a great companion. Her house had many rooms and all of them were filled with the treasures children love to rummage through. I spent hours looking at old photographs, travel magazines and reading old romance novels.

She was a gem and I valued her outlook on life. While I was with her, the ordinary, everyday kind of activities were dismissed and we involved ourselves in childish activities and outlandish games. Once, I remember this so well, we painted our faces and ran naked through the fields, then we jumped into the lake, swimming for hours. Her Peter Pan way of life was refreshing and alluring.

I was allowed to spend my summers with her until my mother deemed my visits did me more harm than good. Carla called a doctor to check in on my grandmother and she seriously entertained the idea of having her mother committed to an institution where she could get the type of help my mother considered necessary. The doctor persuaded Carla to back off and let my Nana live her life in peace and in her own home.

“She is not hurting anyone, Carla. Let her be. Don’t take away her freedom, I believe you value those liberties yourself,” he advised.

Unfortunately, slowly, I lost regular contact with her. My school obligations became more taxing and truth be told, my parents forbade me to see her. Hence, I had not seen her for a long time, until the fall of ’79.

I arrived on her doorstep without calling. When she opened the door, she was surprised to see me, but the twinkle in her eyes, which I longed to see, was missing. I noticed the many changes in her. She was walking with a cane and her mobility was everything but good. The medications she was taking had dulled her personality and that bubbly nature of hers had long been stifled and perhaps even distinguished.

She was very happy to see me, not many visitors had kept her company in the past few years. However, she didn’t complain about being lonely, she told me many times in the past that she preferred the tranquillity and the peacefulness of nature instead. She read, she knitted and when she craved for human contact, she had a few friends who still came to see her when she called them. There were a few cats and one dog also, keeping her days from being totally void of warm physical contact.

I told her the whole story about René and how my life had changed after meeting him.

I told her about the trouble circling our lives.

“I have to leave Montreal, Nana. It’s the only way to resolve this situation. I will be back one day, I don’t know when.”

“Honey, follow your heart. I can’t and won’t stop you. You are a unique individual, Melissa. You have always been loving, pure and with too much love in your precious heart.”

Then she reminded me of the money she had set aside for my future.

Nana Drake also reminded me of the promise I had made to her as a young child: to travel and to see the world through her eyes.

To inspire and to encourage my dream of discovering the world, she had started a savings fund on my behalf many years ago. My parents had always looked upon that money as my college tuition fund. Then again, while her faculties were still sharp and acute, Nana had set up the trust fund in my name. It was guaranteed I was to be the only one who had the last say in the handling and dispersing of the funds. The bank account had my name on it, only my signature was required. I had ignored the existence of that money. It was my intention to use it wisely.

With the new developments in my life, I decided to follow my dreams. I was going to dip into that pot of gold to get my own education by seeing the world.

Nana had a car in her garage, it had been parked there for years. She gave up driving when her arthritis had progressed to the stage when she had no more control over the movement in her right leg. Her driver’s license had expired as well. She offered the car to me and even arranged for a mechanic to give it a second life. After spending a few days with her, I drove back home in my own car, carrying a firm commitment to my plan.

Every day, following the visit with Nana Drake and until the day when René was fully recovered, I spent preparing for our escape. I had some fake identification papers drawn up for René and I applied for my own legal Canadian passport.

The driver’s license I had studied for during my last year in high school arrived in the mail. Slowly and patiently, I accumulated all the important and necessary documents and itineraries to facilitate our departure. I said goodbye to all those who I called my friends and avoided answering their questions about where I was planning to go. For every question, I had but one comment, “I will write to you.”

I sat with my parents for hours, trying to persuade them one last time to understand my choices. Sadly, without their blessing, I continued to execute my plan.





South

In the middle of November, driving away from Montreal usually meant that the direction you took was the southern one. The road west kept you heading into a direct line with winter; however, going south, as the birds do, made the most sense. René and I had discussed our plans briefly, but I knew it was my determination that had persuaded him to go along with them. He had never been out of Quebec, perhaps once when he was a little boy and went to Maine for a family vacation. He only had a very faint recollection of the time. The tragic events of his past had all but shocked his fond memories from his memory bank. He had placed his former life into a safe spot there and he had thrown away the keys. For him, it was all about today and tomorrow. For the time being, I was his present and his day after. He trusted my judgement, for he planted his life into my hands without having doubts. Never had it crossed his mind that I could do anything to jeopardize his future, one for which he didn’t have too much passion anyway.

We stopped for a few minutes at the police station, where Officer Michel took René’s statement again and as soon as the interview finished, he insisted we not leave town. Regardless of the warning, we left.

On the 15th of November, two days after I wheeled René out from the hospital, we drove south, leaving the skyline of Montreal steadily diminishing in our rear-view mirror.

I had a road map drawn up by a touring company at the same time I was making my exit preparations. Their job, as directed by me, was to draw out the closest, quickest, least expensive, least noticeable route to the farthest point south on a map of North America. When I checked their findings, I was not surprised. They recommended I pass through the border between Canada and the United States at a border crossing hidden in the farmlands of eastern Quebec. There was an inconspicuous border crossing; a lone building housing one border guard. I was told my chances of a successful entrance into the USA was through that one inconspicuous checkpoint.

René’s documents were professionally made but were far from perfect. We needed a very unsuspecting eye to look at them. His wounds had all healed, giving his face an angelic appearance, with no suspicious scars or bruises. Marks on a person’s face always brought an unnecessary scrutiny from the law. Before leaving, I took him to a barber shop and the man gave René a clean cut, conservative-styled hairdo.

We were both dressed for the occasion in ordinary clothes bringing practically no attention to our getaway. I drove, as I had the only valid driver’s license and experience. René had one also as part of his phony documents but he had never driven in his life. And he had no desire to drive, anyway.

We looked like an ordinary young couple, lovers or friends, going on a day trip to visit a friend in Upstate New York. According to the papers we had created for René, his legal name was René Martin. I never knew his real family name, it had never been mentioned. I had never heard him say his name, the name tying him to the other significant people previously part of his life. René had conveniently rubbed out the memory of his family members. It appeared that if he didn’t have the family name, he didn’t have the pain that went along with the memory of them. To think and remember his loved ones was to accept their fate and his. He was very comfortable, it seemed, with this new name someone of absolutely no significance had given to him.

We drove in silence, looking at the scenery, barren farmland, which only a few months ago was lush with produce of diverse variety. The autumn harvest and the colder pre-winter weather had all but levelled the land now, begging for the white blanket that would soon cover it.

Since the recent attack on his life, René had relapsed into his former state of depression and despair. I was mistaken and fooling myself thinking I had somehow cured him.

He had never been much of a talker but with the help of my friendship, he had started to become more open and fluid with his words. Our trip toward freedom, however, was happening in a subdued and quiet atmosphere. There was an element of apprehension, a fear of the unknown and everything we talked about was well-measured for value.

“I packed some new clothes for you, René. My friends were very generous with their gifts. I hope you don’t mind my flare for fashion.”

“Whatever you chose will be fine for me. I am not very concerned about the fashion trends of today.”

“You know, René, we are leaving for your own safety.”

“I know, Missy, you mean well. I just think staying would have given me more freedom in the eyes of the law. Now, I will always have to look behind my back, wondering if someone is out to get me.”

“If you would have stayed, René, those people would have the chance to find and perhaps hurt you again and this time for keeps. The police don’t care about your safety. They just want you to help them catch those assholes. Unfortunately, your lifestyle has given you an undesirable status in society and the police look upon people like you as burdens. Trust me, they would not lift a finger to give you the kind of safety net you deserve.”

“But now your life has turned upside down because of me,” he looked at me and touched my hand.

“Not exactly, I have always had an itch to travel and this gave me the push I needed. It is yet to be determined whose life we have chosen to disturb. Let’s just go and find out what lies in our path and make the best of it. Besides, I have this crazy need to have you in my life, so just sit back and enjoy the ride.” I needed to say that, to reassure him and me.

I truly meant those last words, more than I had even known at the time. There was something compelling me to bind myself to him. I had felt the urge right from the moment I had laid eyes on him. I loved him in a very special way. Somehow, and I can’t find the words to explain it, he gave me an affirmation of my existence. I was me because of him. It doesn’t make sense, yet, it is how I felt.

Crossing the border was less complicated than I had imagined. The border guard was cordial and quite pleasant. He didn’t ask any questions we weren’t able to answer and our documents passed his examination without any challenge.

According to the map someone had taken the trouble and my money to plot, we were to head south following the course that eventually would bring us to the Florida Keys. Key West was the most southern point, our destination if we stayed in the same longitude as our home province. The length of time to reach our journey’s end was up to us. The drive itself was estimated to being 30-some hours nonstop.

For the first day, I decided to drive until the air outside was pleasant enough to throw away our winter jackets. I had packed a light suitcase for myself and one even lighter for René. Too much stuff seemed to be an obvious show of our intentions. I told the officer at the border we were only going to visit friends; we were not intending to move in with them. Whatever we needed from then on had to be purchased.

My financial picture was positive, but frugality had to be upheld. Nana Drake, bless her heart, had provided quite a nest egg for me. However, the money she had saved generously was not meant to last forever. I knew it would eventually be depleted, depending on my spending choices. René was a good travelling companion but the events in his past had prevented him from learning the life skills necessary to help me make wise decisions.





Road Trip

We lived on bacon and eggs for the first day. I intentionally only stopped for gas fill-ups at the gas stations off the main highway and drove within the recommended speed limits to avoid the wrath of the state troopers. They were known to treat young drivers with no mercy. I was fortunate to have gathered such information from friends who had learned their lessons by making those same mistakes I was now avoiding.

“Melissa, stay invisible.” I followed that advice religiously. I, personally, had nothing to fear. I was not the one whom the police needed for an investigation, I was not the one whom thugs were out to eliminate, I was not the one who had no legitimate legal papers but the person sitting beside me in the passenger seat, my precious cargo, did.

René seemed to be oblivious to my anxieties, he had just resigned himself to the situation and was showing signs of total compliance. I didn’t hold it against him; on the contrary, it started to excite me in many ways. His nonchalant attitude reminded me of my Nana. His boyish charm on the other hand was sexually exhilarating. I think it was that, I honestly didn’t know. Yet, it felt right.

René was starting to arouse some strange feelings in me, feelings I had never experienced. I don’t know if I could call it a sexual stirring, but it was some form of that beast. We had never been in such proximity before and for such an extended period of time. The pheromones he was emitting did resemble a form of those released chemicals that had probably triggered my initial attraction to him. I don’t think he was aware of what he was doing. Of course, it seemed one-sided at the time. I must admit, though, I liked the feeling of him sitting next to me; seeing his infectious smile from time to time, hearing his sensual voice speaking with me and enjoying his unusual sense of humour. As we drove further south, René started to evolve into the kind of person who would have charmed me off my feet had he been like that a year ago. That desperate, dispassionate and broken young man, who I first met, was finally coming out of his shell. We drove into the State of Virginia by the following morning and I was blinded by my fatigue. The sudden change from darkness to dusk, at the break of day, brought such weight onto my eyes, keeping them opened was next to impossible. I pulled into the first motel having a vacancy sign turned on. I went into the office alone. I asked for one single room with two twin beds. When I was told that all the rooms had a double bed, I didn’t even hesitate, I took it. It wasn’t as if René and I had not lain on the same bed side by side for months, talking and getting to know each other. Furthermore, it was always in the dark, with candles glowing and nothing had ever happened romantically between us. We were that close for over a year and we had never felt anything but respect for each other.

Having left our old selves behind, feeling the ultimate freedom of the open roads and perhaps having grown up a little more with each mile, made me see him through different eyes. I even imagined him looking at me like a man looks at a woman, with lust in his eyes. When he touched me, when our eyes met, I wanted to feel something and to see something which had not been there before.

We checked in as Mr. and Mrs. Martin just because we didn’t want to go through a whole slew of explanations. “Keep it simple” was another suggestion from my well-travelled friends. The front manager didn’t even look up from his newspaper as I registered filling out the required questionnaire. He couldn’t care less. He handed me a key to a room, he told me was around the corner from the office. I paid with the credit card the bank in Montreal had helped me to set up. I had deposited a substantial amount of money into that account; I intended to use it for the trip south. The less cash I had in my pocket, the better.

I was barely able to get back into the car to drive it to the assigned room, the fatigue had drained every bit of energy from me. René grabbed the suitcases from the trunk of the car while I opened the front door.

The place had seen better days, but it was still a hundred times better than the flat René called home for so long. I found my way to the shower and quickly undressed and using the complimentary shower gel and shampoo, washed way the 15 hours of road behind us by then. I was also very hungry, but sleeping was the only thing on my mind.

“I will go out to find us some food,” René told me as I was about to pass out on the bed.

“Yes, there’s some money in my purse. Help yourself.”

“No, it’s okay, I have some of my own, it’s my treat,” he said, proudly.

My eyes started to shut when I heard the door close and a sudden thought came to interfere with the needed sleep. I had not allowed René to feel like an equal participant in our relationship. I had not only taken over the driver’s seat, but I was treating him like a child, like a person who couldn’t look after himself. All the months when I had to make decisions on my own, had stirred the mother instinct in me: taking over control of his life. If I had any hope he would one day look at me and see the woman who needed him as a man, I had to change my own behaviour. With that in mind, I fell into a profound sleep, only permitting me to open my eyes ten hours later.

It was still dark outside when my eyes laboured to open. There were rays of red, green and blue light streaming in through the holes in the brown curtain, covering the windows. The neon lights glimmering from the motel sign was flashing to attract tourists but was very intrusive for those who had already chosen it to sleep. René was next to me on the bed, sleeping soundly without noise or movement. His clothes were on the chair next to the bed and the only garment he chose to cover his body was his briefs. White Fruit of the Looms I had picked out myself. Bright white cotton briefs, way too small. It left me with no surprises. I stared.

His lean and naked body lay motionless next to mine. I wanted to touch him, to feel his maleness in my hands. The temptation was so great I was scared to breathe. I lay there glaring at him, wondering how our future together would play out. As if he heard my silent and naughty thoughts, he turned his body to face me and spontaneously I kissed his face and moved in closer to him. I just lost control, I couldn’t resist. I longed to feel his skin next to mine. I loved his presence in my life and I loved the way he needed me. I fell back into another dream, a beautiful dream of a man loving a woman with all the trimmings, looming as a result.

With the arrival of early dawn, a dim sunlight peered through the white clouds that formed during the night and as its brightness touched our eyelids, our tired eyes opened. We stared at each other and smiled when we realized where we were. The warm Virginian air had also managed to seep into the room through the cracks from under the door and it felt so refreshingly tropical that it made us jump out of bed to open the door. Bushes of red hibiscus were guarding the property around the motel and with the hot sun shining on them, they sent a sweet scent to tickle our nostrils. The moist humid air, too, carried that fragrance everywhere. It was as if we had arrived in paradise.

Somehow, the sun shone in a different way in the south; its rays wrapped themselves around our bodies, giving them an immediate bronzed hue. As René stood outside having his first cigarette of our trip, I quickly showered and packed up the few things we had used from the suitcases. I slipped into a light-blue summer dress and put my long blonde hair up into a ponytail. I was about to pick out a shirt for him to wear but I stopped and decided not to. From that moment on, I would let him be in control of his own life. Mommy me let the apron strings go.





Hospitality

For the year and some we knew each other, there was always just René and me. We had no circle of friends, no common acquaintances, for heaven’s sake, he never met anyone I had known in my entire life and I never met anyone he knew either. Everything that happened to us, except those external forces invading our quiet existence, was because of my choices. I met him because I wanted to, I offered him help because I wanted to, we fled the country because that is what I wanted to do. I needed finally to be free of the responsibility and to give him the reins. I had to let him make some of the decisions to empower him as a vital member of our partnership.

“Should we eat something?” I asked him.

“Let’s have some coffee and a bite to eat,” he looked at me with an understanding expression. He sensed the relinquishment of power and he accepted the challenge with grace and humility. He straightened his body, the boyish look transformed into a look of maturity and pride. For the first time, he appeared in front of me as a man not an impoverished and homeless boy.

The motel had no restaurant of its own; however, across the road, there was a small diner with a revolving door in constant motion. People were flocking in through it. We got in line behind two truck drivers. Immediately upon entering, a smiling waitress showed us to a table by the window. There were four chairs, so we sat opposite each other, leaving the other two chairs, beside us, empty. She took our orders in haste and left us; she had to attend to the other clients who were pouring in after us and just as hungry it seemed. There were no more places to sit. Without me noticing, a man and his wife were standing next to us and I heard the man politely requesting the two seats at our table.

“Please, sit down,” I said, looking up to the man towering above me.

“I’m Fred Anderson and this is my lady, Irma. Are you from around here?” he asked in a very heavy southern accent I could barely understand.

“No, we are from the north,” René replied and then introduced us to our new friends.

“Really, how interesting is that, Irma?”

“We’ve never been north, I have never seen snow myself,” Irma confessed. She was a plump woman with curly black hair and a beautiful southern tan that looked flawless. Fred looked much older with deep wrinkles on his face, but he possessed a smile and laugh so inviting. Looking and listening to him was a sheer delight.

“We are heading to the deep south,” I volunteered the information to keep the conversation going.

“Anywhere in particular?” Fred asked.

“Somewhere in the Florida Keys,” René answered.

“Virginia is also a beautiful place, you know. Are you in a hurry?” Irma asked.

“We have all the time in the world,” I confessed.

“Why don’t the two of you do us the honour of joining us at our humble home for some southern hospitality?” Fred asked in a kind and genuine manner.

“Do you live around here?” I asked.

“Yes, we do live quite close. Not far from here, down the coast by the sea, it’s a beautiful spot, you’ll see, if you accept our invitation.”

“So why do you come here to eat?” René asked.

“You see, René, we’ve made it a date, once a week to have our breakfast here at George’s. I try to let my woman have the occasional day off. Today, I treat her to breakfast. She can relax. Every other day she caters to me. It’s the decent thing for me to do. We also like to patronize our local businesses. I’m retired now but I know what it is to work hard,” Fred beamed with pride.

“Fred, enough. Let these youngsters enjoy their day, no need to brag.”

Our orders arrived, and we spent the rest of the breakfast time eating and listening to Fred and Irma talk about Virginia and all its beauty. In one hour we got the best introduction to Virginia Beach possible.

When we all finished our meals, Fred insisted on picking up the tab and to show our appreciation, we accepted their very kind invite to join them at their home. I left a generous tip for the waitress who was partially responsible for putting the couple with us at our table.

We followed them closely, by car, to their property by the sea. The sight made our jaws drop as we drove through the front gates of their vast estate. Humble it was not. Their part of the coast was very widespread yet the house itself was of an average size. There were two smaller guest houses on either side of the main house. They looked like the summer cottages I had seen in the Laurentian Mountains north of Montreal, not far Nana Drake’s modest home.

The beach was not visible from the house; there were tall reeds, sand grass and wild brush lining and separating the shore between the two. In the far distance, René and I could see the dark blue and emerald waters of the Atlantic Ocean.

As we drove up closer to the house, I looked at René and didn’t know what he was thinking, but I couldn’t help feeling as if I had died and gone to heaven. I had always loved seeing photographs of beach front properties. I had seen many of those in the travel magazines I thumbed through with my Nana. Being this close to something I had only dreamed about, made me say,

“Pinch me, René, I think I’m still dreaming.”

We got out of the car and stood still, we didn’t move until they beckoned us to join them.

“Let’s take a tour, I want you to see what we’ve been looking at for most of our lives.” Fred led the way and we followed behind. Bragging was just not enough to do justice to the place. It was not surprising that Fred took such pride in the beauty of nature’s unlimited wonders. If there had been a song written, a symphony orchestrated, a painting etched, it still wouldn’t have been enough to give nature the praise it deserved.

“I want to live and die here,” I whispered into René’s ears.

As Fred continued leading us through his wonderland, I had an urge to sit down somewhere close to this amazing array of natural beauty and write. I had never felt such sensations before in my life, yet there it was. Suddenly, out of the blue, my life’s ambition was staring me in the face. It was as clear as the blue of the ocean. I made my decision: I was going to become a writer and I would write in settings such as this. Inspirations were to be found here without searching.

“So, let’s find Irma, I’m sure she has some goodies for us,” Fred insisted and pulled our focus into a different direction.

We strolled back toward the house, René took my hand and squeezed it several times during our tour to indicate his own reactions. He must have been in shock. I was.

I was able to feel from the intensity of those squeezes how much he enjoyed the sights being presented to us.

“Fred, before René and I leave today, would you permit us to walk on your beach for a while? I can’t seem to tear myself away from it,” I asked. No, I begged him.

“First of all, Missy, the beach is for everyone, I just happen to have a house close to it. You and René are free to walk along the shores as long as you need to.”

“We can’t thank you enough, sir,” René added.

Sure enough, Irma had set the dining room table with wine glasses and a Red Bordeaux from France, some cheeses, crackers and honey. The inside of their home was as glamorous as I imagined while I staring at it from the beach.

The kitchen, we were told, was recently renovated and the spaciousness was overwhelming. We sat, drank and ate for hours; our conversation flowed as did the wine. Before long, the day had turned to night and we had to say goodbye.

“Now, just one minute, you guys, drinking and driving are not recommended in these parts. I suggest the two of you put yourselves into one of our guest houses and stay a while longer.”

“Are you sure? We don’t want to impose on your hospitality.”

“Nonsense. We insist.”

Fred showed us to the guest house that was the closer of the two and the one which happened to be the closest to the coast as well. He switched on the fuses located in a box just outside on the west wall and while I went inside, René and Fred retrieved our two suitcases.

In my opinion, the guest house was more like a mansion than a cottage. It had one humungous master bedroom with two queen-sized beds and a bathroom with a floor-to-ceiling shower stall. The main room had a fireplace with a gas heater and a window facing the ocean. The windows reached from floor to the ceiling, as well as having a skylight on top, covering most of it. All the stars were visible through that opening and the effect, well, it can’t even be described. I looked up moments before the lights were turned on and all I saw was million sparkling dots above my head.

“I hope you like it and do make yourselves comfortable. If you still feel up to it, go ahead, go for your walk along the beach. It will definitely put you into a very romantic mood. I often take Irma for long walks,” he started to laugh and winked at René at the same moment.

“Goodnight, Fred, and thank you so much,” we both said.

“Sleep well, we’ll see you at breakfast.” Then he left.

René walked all over the house, looking in disbelief at the size of it. He touched every piece of furniture, he sat in the couch to test it out and then he went to the fireplace and pushed a button. Amazingly, it started the flow of bluish-coloured flames in front of us. Without another word, he went back into the hallway and returned with a bottle of wine and two wine glasses.

“Fred gave this to me to share with you tonight.”

“That was kind, thoughtful and presumptuous of him, do you think we should drink more?” I asked.

“We could have one more glass, let’s toast to our good fortune.”

“Let’s, René. You pour, I’ll be right back,” I left to change and to put our bags into the bedroom.

When I came back, the lights were out, the wine was poured, and René was standing in front of the massive window, looking out toward the sea. His profile, lighted only by the flames from the fire and by the light of the moon, made me crave for his caress. I walked over, picking up the glasses of wine, and as I passed his to him, our hands touched and an ache in my heart wanted to reach for him and pull him closer to me.

“Will you walk with me?” I asked him instead of dwelling on my foolish impulses.

“Yes, Missy, let’s go.”

We took our wine with us and walked along the walkway, a narrow strip of sandy ground, lined on both sides by some sort of low vegetation. The moonlight lit our way, but we had difficulty seeing too far in front of us. We kept walking closer to the shore, guided only by the rhythmic sound of the tide coming in and going out. We tried to get as close to the surf as we could. We saw the top of the waves; a shimmering glow as the white caps came crashing in toward us. However, by the time our feet met the tide, it only touched our toes with a gentle wash. I loved the feeling of the cool water touching my feet and René did as well. It was his first time, as was mine.

We stood there for a few minutes and finished drinking the wine. Then we placed the glasses delicately on the sand and took off all our clothes and ran naked into the warm waters, not caring if anybody saw us.

There was not a soul on the beach. Someone had forgotten to tell us we were all alone in this world, trapped by innocence. The moment was singular perhaps even timeless.

The wine, the climate, our new friends, our home by the beach turned us into irrational beings, leaving us on our own to act like foolish children. We jumped, we frolicked, we laughed and then we hugged and kissed each other with a passion that came out of nowhere. All the bottled-up feelings we had suppressed until then came gushing out, as did the waves to the shore.

“René, are you sure?” I asked him.

“Missy, do you remember the time when you bathed me and when you kissed my sore, broken body? I wanted to kiss you then, but I was ashamed of my life and my ways. Here, I feel free and I want to show you how I have loved you from the beginning of time. Be mine.”

“I haven’t forgotten, René. I’ve loved you for my whole life too, it seems. There is no rush, we have so much time.”

I picked up my clothes and the glasses and reached out my hand to his and together we returned to the house by the beach. I was sending him signals all day, trying to bring out the side of him I had never known before. However, I didn’t want him to respond, I wanted him to pursue. I wanted him to seduce me, not vice versa. This time, I expected him to take the initiative and I was willing to wait for the right time. The ambiance and the alcohol had put him into the romantic mood.

My first time to make love had to be because of me, not the wine nor the ambiance. We both fell asleep in our separate beds.





Seaside

I woke up with the rise of the sun the following morning and without waking René, I showered, dressed and took a walk along the sandy beach. There were thousands of sandpipers scouring the shores in search of their morning meals; they were running up and down the coast, frenzy feeding on the algae, washed ashore with the high tide. Their tiny feet were frantically moving them around to scavenge the array of food the ocean provided for them. When they saw me, they flew away and complained all the way. It was their beach, unspoiled, a sanctuary for a variety of birds and I dared to invade, uninvited and unwanted.

The main house was toward the north and I took that direction. Far in the distance, I saw a man walking his dog. They were enjoying their morning run almost as much as I was mine. I stopped and then sat down on the cool sand, staring out toward the horizon. I had never felt so much at peace as at that moment. I was a lonely speck of sand in the universe, insignificant, until the day would come and somehow I could find a way to make a difference in my world.

My thoughts were thousands of miles away, staring out onto the calm waters of the ocean, when a gentle hand touched my head.

“Hey, Missy, why didn’t you wake me?” René stood behind me whispering. I believe he was hoping he was not invading my privacy.

“You were sleeping so soundly, I didn’t want to disturb you.”

My answer, he accepted. Yet, as he sat down beside me, he left a hefty space between us.

“I’m sorry about last night, I didn’t want to pressure you. You know, the wine had screwed with my head,” he said quietly.

“I know” was all I wanted to say.

So, for what seemed like forever, we sat in silence. Those minutes allowed our bodies and minds to absorb our new reality and shed the past year’s anxieties, pain, uncertainties and confusions about our life together. We were being reborn, and our relationship was being transformed. For the first time, we sat there as a man and a woman who cared for each other more out of love than necessity.

“René, Missy. Come to the house, breakfast is ready,” distant voices called out our names.

We turned our heads to see Irma and Fred standing on their white-washed balcony, waving and beckoning us.

“I met Fred before coming down here to join you; they have something they want to ask us,” René told me as we walked slowly back toward the main house.

I was curious about what those two were up to, not in a suspicious way; on the contrary, they had been so nice to us I felt somewhat uneasy about accepting all their graciousness. There was something I needed to think of: a way to repay their hospitality, but I was lost for ideas.

Irma had a table set outside on the balcony. She had filled the plates with a variety of freshly baked goods, she had a big carafe of hot coffee ready to pour and a pitcher of freshly squeezed orange juice. There was a calm, soothing breeze coming in from the west, perfect for sitting outside, without worrying about the wind blowing things off the table. Either she was up, all night baking or she had found someone from a near-by bakery to deliver the assortment displayed on the white linen tablecloth before our eyes.

“Sit down, enjoy,” Irma said as she beamed with joy.

“Yes, isn’t it the perfect day for breakfast by the sea?” Fred interrupted.

René started to pour the coffee for everyone and passed out the small handcrafted plates Irma had placed there. It was a gorgeous setting for a perfect day. We ate and talked about life in general and then, out of the blue, Irma asked us a question I had not expected.

“Missy, are you all in a rush to leave? If you all want to, you could stay on for a while. I do have an offer to pass on to you all, if you are interested,” her heavy southern talk was charming.

I looked at René who had a croissant halfway in his mouth and had stopped eating after Irma’s question. He was staring at me, waiting for my response. I didn’t want to make the decision on my own but looking at René’s expression and the croissant sticking out of his mouth gave me the green light to answer without him.

“We would love to hear your proposal. We love your place and we would do just about anything to stay here.”

“Well then, listen first and then decide. Every winter around this time of the year, we rent out one or both of our guest houses to tourists who want to spend Thanksgiving and/or Christmas around these shores. This year, we have only rented one. The family will be arriving in approximately one week from today. I usually have a lady staying with us who helps me around the house, to cook and clean, while we have extra people around. She has fallen ill recently, and I couldn’t find anyone to replace her. You look like the type of people who are young and strong and with no set direction. René could help Fred who has lost some of his stamina over the years and, Missy, you could help me with some chores around the house and do the groceries. The work is not too strenuous but for Fred and me, it is. For your help, we offer you the use of the other guest house, the one you are using now and full board as well. Because there are no kitchens in the other houses, as you have probably discovered, all meals are served at the main house. The family who is paying a hefty fee for the use of our beautiful surroundings will be eating breakfast and dinner with us. So, what do you all think?”

“I can’t think of one reason to refuse your offer, Irma. René? What do you think?”

“I’d love to help Fred. It would be my honour to work for you,” he looked first at Fred, whose hand he took and shook, and then got up and gave Irma a huge hug and a kiss on both cheeks.

“In that case, we would love to help out in any way we can. I will start today. First, by clearing this table and then, if you would like, Irma, I would love to help you prepare dinner.”

“My dear, you are a godsend. Thank the Lord who had placed the two of you at that table for four at George’s yesterday. I do believe in miracles.”

Irma sang the praises to her Lord. In our own minds, we felt the same gratitude, but instead, we called it a windfall, destiny or pure luck.

For the next week, René and I did our share in preparing for the arrival of the paying guests. There were some repairs Fred and René undertook. For René, it was a ten-hour shift for three days in a row. I hardly saw him, except during the nights when I saw only his shadow in bed.

The floor in the guest house had to be redone and Fred had already ordered all the material before we arrived.

Fred told René he had built the three houses with his two sons who had since moved to Richmond. Following their graduation from high school, they left to pursue higher educations. Both sons had gone to the University of Virginia and had married and settled there. They were scheduled to come for the Christmas festivities but only for a couple of days.

One morning, I was given the keys to Irma’s Land Rover and a long list of groceries to buy. Irma gave me her credit card and sent me off to the nearest Publix Grocery Store in a town 20 miles south from their place. It was so refreshing to drive down the coast using Highway 1A. The winding road followed the path along the coastline. On my left was the ocean and on my right side were endless sand dunes and open fields. There was a bridge I had to cross over to arrive in the town of Hampton, where I was to do the shopping. The population of the town was approximately 120,000. For that area, it was a fair-sized development. I found the people very friendly and helpful.

I decided to call my parents. I felt that I owed them the respect for all the years of having put up with me. There was a public telephone booth beside the mall and I stopped there before proceeding with my duties.

“Hello?”

“Yes. Mom, it’s me, Melissa.”

“Melissa, where are you? The police came by looking for you and your friend. I told them I would tell you if I heard from you. Where are you and when are you coming back?”

“Mom, I am far away and for the time being, I am not going back. Please believe me I am well and I will keep in touch. Tell Daddy I love him. Don’t worry, I am healthy and happy.”

“We do worry about you. What should we tell your friends?”

“Tell them I will be in touch when the time is right, until then, don’t tell them anything else.”

“Are you still with that boy you are protecting?”

“Yes, we are together. We are looking out for each other. Please, don’t worry, I am not alone. I love you, till next time, bye, Mom.”

After I put the phone down, I went to sit on a nearby bench. It was awkward talking with my mother, we had not been on the same wavelength for ages, it seemed. I felt a sudden outbreak of shame and loss, so I did the only thing I could do with such feelings, I cried. I sat there and cried tears to wash away my pain. I didn’t want to lose my memories of them as they were the part of me I still needed; however, I had to find a way to manage my emotions. Reconnecting with people in my past life wasn’t easy. I realized I would always miss them, and I needed to have some form of link to them whenever I could. To deal with an empty heart was the challenge.

I took enough time sitting on the bench to cool off and regain my focus. The Land Rover was parked in front of the grocery store and I went about my business. The list Irma had given me was a long one. She was a good housekeeper, she had all the skills that I had not yet learned in my life. I had helped my parents in the past but not during the previous year; it had been booked with my self-imposed responsibilities toward René.

It took me an extra-long time to gather up the items she had listed. I went from section to section, aisle to aisle, finding the right quality and quantity of those products. Finally, when I had rechecked the list three times, I dared to walk out with my bags to the vehicle. I was also thankful that the cost of the groceries had been placed on Irma’s card as I never would have been able to afford the amount on mine.

The drive back was as calming as the drive to and there was even a warm air mast streaming through my window, blowing my hair every which way. Looking out toward the sea on my right, the mist that formed in the car erased the tearstains on my face and also cleansed my mind in order to continue on the journey I had chosen.





The Family

All the major tasks to be completed properly to welcome the paying guests were accomplished in the first four days of our stay at Irma and Fred’s. We worked a full-day schedule every day, as there were so many outstanding projects to finish. Irma was accurate in praising the Lord for having found René and me. Without our help, our hosts would not have been able to offer the kind of service the guests had requested and were paying a pretty penny for. It was mostly our youthful strength and keen sense of obligation Irma and Fred appreciated. Their hospitality more than made of for our meagre and inexperienced help. René and I were the true winners.

Every night for those few days, we prepared a light meal for dinner and after our usual glass of wine to end the day, we were barely able to walk back to our house. Not because of the wine, mind you, but because of the exhaustion. It was a real effort to shower and change just to get into bed. We had not seen the beach, nor the beautiful aquamarine colours of the ocean lying just metres away. My dreams of walking along the coast and sitting down to write was put on hold. The intention kept me up at nights but the fatigue quickly calmed the urge.

I must say, René had blossomed in attitude, in humour and foremost, in his physical appearance. His long, curly hair had grown longer, he smiled more than ever, and his musculature had developed too. Very noticeably. Being outside, doing the landscaping around the property, gave him the kind of tan I envied every time I looked at him. And at times, the look I gave was more than envious. It was more like lust. Lust, a feeling I never knew I had.

Personally, I was as white as the day I arrived. I was never the one to tan easily; however, this time, it was more because I was stuck indoors, cleaning glassware, dusting, doing laundry and going a few more times to Hampton for groceries. I had also been to that famous bakery to order our baked goods for the next month. They offered a delivery service as part of their price to those whose orders were so elaborate. They made their fresh deliveries twice a week and because Irma’s freezer was big, she was able to keep them as close to freshly baked as one could expect.

The evening before the guests were to arrive and after cleaning up from our casual dinner, Fred asked René to go out to the beach and help him set up a massive fire pit. A hell pit he called it. Their guests had requested it as part of their planned activities. We were trying to guess why they asked for that specific activity. We all had our own ideas.

“I think it’s for a special celebration. A birthday perhaps?” Fred guessed.

“No, silly. They probably like to have beach parties at night. Perhaps dance around the fire?” Irma said.

“No. No. I think they like to tell ghost stories. What a perfect setting for that. Sitting by the fire and scaring the pants off each other. I hope they invite me,” René added.

I don’t think he knew what a bonfire was, unless the fires burning in street cauldrons counted as his idea of one. I couldn’t understand if that was his vision than why he would wish be part of one again. And ghost stories? What was that about?

I had my own thoughts about why I would have enjoyed such an activity and I thought it was best to keep my speculations to myself. The thoughts were too naughty to come out of my mouth in public.

The two men went outside, and Irma asked me to sit and have a cup of herbal tea with her. Skipping the wine for one night wasn’t such a bad idea. I had never drunk so much wine before arriving in Virginia.

Irma and I had bonded well while we cleaned and cooked. I felt closer to her than I had expected to. Being alone with her didn’t agitate me in the least.

“Missy, how long have you and René known each other?” she asked me while she was still standing in the kitchen, waiting for the water to boil.

“We met more than a year ago.” I wasn’t sure where she was going with her query, but I wanted to be as truthful as I dared to be.

“Are the two of you married?” she brought the two mugs from the kitchen and placed mine in front of me.

“No, we are really just very good friends, for now,” I said, blushing.

“You two make a beautiful couple,” Irma said as she looked at me, hoping for the response I didn’t know how I was going to formulate.

“Well, Irma, our relationship is quite complicated. To be honest, I don’t know exactly what we are to each other. Sometimes, I feel he wants me to be his sister, sometimes his friend, sometimes his mother figure but I never feel he needs me as a lover,” I blurted out my best and most truthful reply.

“Hmm,” she said but got caught up in her own thoughts. I sipped my tea waiting for her to judge me or to show some compassion for my situation.

“You know, Missy, before I retired, I was a social worker. I dabbled a little bit in psychology while working for the State of Virginia. I came across many young women who had told me similar stories. I am just taking a wild guess here, but is your young man in trouble with the law?” she said as she glanced away.

“Why do you think that, Irma? Has he done something wrong by you? He is a really good person, you know,” I spoke but jumped to defend him.

“Missy, I anticipated your reaction before you even opened your mouth. It’s a classic case of victim vs protector syndrome, as I call it.”

“I’m sorry for my aggressive response, Irma. I’ve been protecting him for so long now, I’m sorry but I don’t know how else to react.”

“I understand, child, you mean well. I am just pointing out something very obvious to me. You can’t see it because you are the protector and he is the victim. Without knowing your whole story, I must tell you something crucial to this relationship. You must find a way to step back and change your role with him.”

“I don’t know how to do that, Irma.”

The door opened just as I finished my last word and the conversation came to a sudden halt.

“We have the biggest, badass fire pit in these parts,” yelled out a happy and quite intoxicated Fred. René also had a bottle of beer in his hand but seemed more clearheaded than his partner in crime.

“I think we should get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a crazy day,” René said as he looked at me and held out his hand for me to take it. I did get up and even though I wanted to further my private discussion with Irma, I reluctantly took his hand to leave.

“Good night, you two. Sleep well. We’ll talk some more another time,” Irma said.

We walked back to our guest house and like all the other nights, we showered, changed, kissed and then went to our own separate beds to sleep.

I set my alarm to six in the morning to wake up almost earlier than the sun. I tried to be quiet as not to wake or disturb René’s sleep. There was no reason why he had to get up as early as me. Irma and I had planned to start the day’s dinner early in the day, so we could give a proper orientation to the family who was to be arriving at some point during the day; the exact time had not been predesignated.

I snuck over to the main house without even distracting or disturbing the birds who were doing their first feeding of the day down on the beach, feasting on the abundant banquet the sea supplied daily for them.

Irma was already in the kitchen with two cups of coffee in front of her on the counter, waiting for my arrival. She had also left Fred in bed to sleep off the previous night’s spirits.

“Good morning, Missy. I hope you slept well. We have a big day ahead of us. Sorry we have enlisted your help so vigorously. By tomorrow, you will have more free time to enjoy the place. I will go over the plans with you and then you can make Fred’s and my life easier with the guests. I believe their intent is to stay for the two weeks as we had prearranged.”

“I really don’t mind the work. I actually prefer it to not having anything to do. René and I did not make any long-term plans. I did, however, upon seeing your beautiful estate, decide I would like to write in my free time. If you have a spare typewriter in the house, I would like to borrow it if you’d let me,” I asked, off hand.

“What would you be writing, Missy?”

“Wow. There are so many ideas in my head but with the multi-sensory stimuli that is provided here, I can write about anything and everything.”

“Have you written before?” She was wondering about my ambitions.

“I used to write poetry and many compositions. But it was always the teachers who gave us the topics. Now, I am free to be as creative as the inspirations allow.”

“Good for you, dear, I hope you will stay with us for a while so that I can read some of your work.”

“If you’ll let us.”

Irma got up to go to make another pot of coffee, knowing the two men would need some immediately after waking. The caffeine was a must to manage the after-effects of the beers they guzzled down the night before.

"Did you have a chance to reflect on our conversation of last night, Missy?

"I did. I don’t quite understand your stance, I do, however, recognize that my relationship with René is far from great. Right now, I will be satisfied for a mere friendship. That is all what we have been able to achieve until now. I am still very young and inexperienced when it comes to love and men. I love René and I know he loves me too. Maybe the trouble is we can’t shape the form of the love we give to each other.

“I told you last night we have had a strange kind of connection but what I didn’t mention was that René was living on the streets of Montreal when we first met. I loved him from the very first moment and it took me a while to make him trust me. Out of that trust, he started to show me too, he loved me.”

“Quite a story, Missy. You know, I have a friend, Father Williams. He is the pastor at the local church in Hampton. I’ve known him for most of my life. We went to school together. He is very judicious and sensitive to emotional struggles and conditions of the heart. He counsels many people in these areas and has helped many to deal with their own demons. If you ever feel like talking to a spiritual stranger with many credentials, I can arrange a meeting with him for you. He can even have a man to man with René if it’s something René wants.”

“René does need help of some sort, some form of counselling, I guess. His parents and sister died in a tragic turn of events, forcing him onto the streets three years ago. I don’t think he has ever talked about it to anyone but me.”

“Now it makes more sense, Missy. That poor boy. I can’t even dare to imagine what he had gone through in his young life until he met you. You see, I was right. You are his saviour and his mother. It is you who has given him a new life. He loves you like that, Missy. I’m sorry but a romantic love cannot come from gratitude. I think you will need to talk with someone who is better qualified to give you guidance.”

“Thank you, Irma. You have been a great help,” I said. I had tears in my eyes upon hearing René was never going to love me like I wanted him to.

“Maybe when your guests have left, we will have more time and then perhaps I would like to meet Father Williams. Would that work, do you think?”

“I sure do, sweetheart, now, let’s get cooking,” Irma said taking my hand.

She led me into the kitchen, where we started to peel potatoes, wash vegetables and marinate a few roasts of pork. There was so much to do in our final stretch before the arrival of the lodgers.

Fred appeared at the door to the kitchen with René right behind him. Irma shoved the mugs of coffee and a plate of toast into their hands and shooed them out to the porch.

“Go, we need the space and quiet.” They left without daring to make any comments or smart remarks. Fred knew his wife well, there was no use in bickering with her when she had chores to do.

Fred and René sat under a huge sun umbrella that protected the table on the balcony and those who sat there from the rays of the sun, which was at its brightest just before noon. They both looked as if the building of the fire pit and the beers had a toll on their mood that morning. The beers had helped them to be creative, but their after-effect was brutal. The headaches and the sour breath were sure signs and they hid them well.

“Those pints sure crawled into my head and bashed my brain about, how about you?” Fred looked at René with a slightly confused look on his face.

“I didn’t drink as much, Fred, but yes, I did sleep well and long.”

Fred fidgeted with a piece of toast and took a few gulps of his coffee and in-between bites, he almost said something but then stopped. After a few more swigs on his coffee, however, he finally got up the guts to ask his long-awaited question.

“I don’t want to pry but what is the deal with you and your girl?” Fred looked at René and turned his head to look him straight into his eyes.

“Missy means everything to me,” René said without hesitation.

“My mother means everything to me, René, what the hell are you saying?”

“I love her, dearly,” René tried again.

“That is not an answer, son. Do you love her like a woman?”

“I have tried but it isn’t what she wants,” René hung his head low.

“What do you mean by that? Has she told you to keep your hands off?”

“No, but I don’t know how to make my approach. We’ve been through so much together, I really don’t know where we stand in the romance department.”

“Okay. Son, we’ll talk later. I’ll have to think about this when I’m more alert. I can’t handle a serious situation as yours in the middle of a hangover. So, let’s walk. Come on René, let’s walk around and recheck everything before the company arrives.”

They took their breakfast dishes back into the kitchen and then slithered out through the front door to make their rounds.

At four o’clock in the afternoon, on November 24th, 1979, the Roberts family arrived in a RV packed with all their household belongings, a dog and a cat.

Fred and Irma went out to greet them and to guide their massive vehicle into the large parking lot that stretched out, covering the whole grounds in front of the three houses on their estate. René and I had stayed in the main house; me in the kitchen and he in the den. I was doing the final touches to the dinner and René was building a fire in the fireplace. The main house had an enormous wood fireplace and as the evenings had become cooler than normal in the last few days, Fred wanted the warmth of the fire to heat up the dining area. There was a dining room table in the main dining hall large enough for 12 people. We had joined forces before the arrival of our guests to set and decorate it. Lavishly. First impressions were imperative.

I was allocated the job of serving the dinner and René was chosen to help me. We were told we could have our dinner before or after the rest of them.

Irma told me before dinner, she would be introducing René and me as some friends who voluntarily stayed to help. I appreciated her choice of words to explain our role, she could have chosen a more demeaning description of our function. No matter what, I really couldn’t complain. Fred and Irma treated René and me as family from the day when we first arrived.

We had barely enough time to run home, shower and return in proper attire for 6:30, when dinner was to be served up.

Almost to the minute, the Roberts family filed into the main house in a single file, led by Mr. David Roberts, who appeared to be a man in his late 40s. Mrs. Sheila Roberts was a pretty woman, lean and tall, with shoulder-length blonde hair. A young man in his early 20s was introduced as Bob and his somewhat younger brother as Michael. The youngest sibling, a girl, was called Sally. They looked as an average, very suburban, upper-middle class family.

When everyone had found their seat, Irma called on René and me to appear from the kitchen, and as she had said she would, she introduced us.

“This is Missy and René, her friend. They have come to help me to make your stay here wonderful and a memorable one. They are two of my favourite people. Please accept them as part of my family,” Irma said. I listened with tender emotions stirring in my heart. She had this genuine way of making a person feel special and loved. Although René and I were strangers, we felt like Andersons.

Irma came into the kitchen with us and helped us to hand out the first course, a Caesar salad. Fred served the wine to all the adults and a root beer to Sally. The course of the evening went off without a hitch, everyone loved their meal and thanked the hosts for their wonderful first meal of their vacation.

I overheard Fred tell them about the rules of the property. There were not too many, René and I had already been given the same ones soon after our first night.

The main rule was simple and obvious: nature had to be respected. They were given access to the grounds behind and in front of their beach house, including one mile in both directions of the beach. Fred told them about the marina that was two miles by car to the south. There, boat rentals and deep-sea fishing was available for a reasonable price.

In the same way they filed in, they filed out, following Fred’s speech. It was still early in their stay. A certain formality was evident in the way everyone was behaving. Cordiality and no nonsense was the tone set for the first dinner. I saw Fred making the difficult task of holding back his corny jokes. It made me giggle silently.

I stayed to help Irma to load the dishwasher, to put away the leftovers and to have a glass of wine when we were finished. Fred and René went outside to offer their help with unloading the RV and to show them how to operate the different gadgets in their cottage. It so happened, according to René, their cottage had two bedrooms, a much larger living room with a pull-out couch and two separate bathrooms, one with a full bath and the other with a marble shower stall. While Irma and I were about to sit down, René and Fred came back in to join us. Fred had a Pinot Noir set aside for us and with some leftover cheese pieces, we sat outside on the patio and finished the whole bottle within minutes. We chatted about the Roberts family. Without malice, Fred said some nasty comments about certain members. It was the wine, I swear. Fred was a warm soul but easily uprooted by wine. The Pinot Noir turned him from Mr. Hyde in to the ugly Doctor Jekyll. Needless to say, René and I returned to our own quarters soon after and passed out on our beds without taking off our clothes and without saying another word.





Muse

It seems everyone was in need of rest and sleep because the scheduled breakfast at 9am the following morning was ignored by everyone. The only visitor to the vicinity of the kitchen was the family dog, Rufus. He came to sniff around the outside of the back door leading to the storage area near the kitchen. I was on my way there when I spotted him scratching at the door. He was a big, red Irish Setter and I immediately fell in love with him. He came over to me and started to give me wet kisses on my face when I bent down to pat his head and to grab his collar to lead him back to his family.

“Let me help you with him,” someone said behind my back.

I stood up and found Michael, the younger brother, standing behind me.

“Sorry, I was going to bring him back to your cottage. We were just getting acquainted,” I said to him.

“I will take him now. I believe he wants to be fed. We have his food in the RV. Thanks for helping. My name is Michael, by the way, and you are?”

“I’m Melissa, Missy for short, you choose.”

“Missy. I like that. I’ll see you at breakfast?”

“See you soon, Michael.”

I went into the house, where Fred and Irma were already frying bacon, flipping pancakes, pouring orange juice and brewing coffee. I made my apologies for being late and jumped right into the assembly line at the stove. René came in soon after to help Fred set the patio table for the breakfast buffet. Finally, at 10, everyone came to join us for the first buffet-style brunch.

The food was spread out on the kitchen counter on platters and the plates and silverware were placed neatly beside them. The juice and coffee were on the table. Irma was a master of the art of entertaining, she thought of every trick, which, she confessed she had read in Southern Hospitality, an entertaining-at-home book. René and I were asked to join them at the breakfast table and we started to get to know the kids better. Due to the conversations led mainly by David Roberts, the head of their family, too much information was being shared. Every detail about their lives was disclosed proudly and without filter by David and Sheila. They were not too interested in our stories; however, they were more intent in talking about themselves. It was evident from the expressions on Bob and Michael’s faces, they were somewhat annoyed with David’s narcissistic personality. Michael, who was sitting beside me, kicked me gently under the table to indicate his anger toward his father. He made faces too. The only one who seemed to be immune to the topics at the table was Sally. She seemed to rise above them. She wasn’t really paying any attention to them, despite the fact her name was mentioned several times. She was feeding scraps from the table to Rufus who was pestering her from under the table.

As soon as each person finished the meal, they all excused themselves, except for David and Sheila, who lingered on. Finally, Irma and Fed excused themselves with a valid explanation. They had to carry on with their other duties. René and I left as soon as the boys of the family did. We went to clean in the kitchen, to get another cup of coffee and to drink in silence. The Roberts family secrets were still tickling our imaginations.

When David and Sheila found themselves without an audience, they too left.

“I can’t believe that guy. He sure thinks highly of himself,” René said quietly so only I could hear.

“Yes, there are people like him, more than we have met, I’m sure.”

“Are you happy being here, Missy?”

“I’m okay for now. Things will change when these people leave,” I reassured him. I could see he was somewhat overwhelmed by the responsibilities we were given and by the elaborate venue we were in. His surroundings and his environment, until we arrived in Virginia, were so atypical; I was not surprised he felt out of place.

We both had a few hours off after the breakfast shift. Once everything was put away from the breakfast rush, Irma and Fred usually relaxed somewhere on the property. The members of the visiting family went about their own individual activities, while René and I did likewise. Sometimes we went for long walks along the shores, sometimes we went back to our house and did our own personal chores. Those few hours when we were alone were welcomed. The ones on duty were very hectic.

I encouraged René to find his own leisure interests. Living on the streets for three years, as difficult as it was, did not give him the opportunity to build a wealth of personal pursuits. Fending for himself was his foremost focus. He did, however, like to read, and there were many books lying around the house, the ones previous guests had left behind. There was a bookshelf in the main house, packed with best-selling paperbacks old and relevant.

From the day when I finally located the typewriter, I started to write and preferred the solitude of some tranquil place where I could concentrate on my own thoughts. During those times, René took his book and either went to the beach or found a quiet spot on one of the many porches around the house. He sat or lay down on a comfy chair to read.

A few days later, when the Roberts family were more relaxed and their new home became familiar, a more normal schedule evolved and we found ourselves better adapted to the routines of our days. I started getting up earlier and going for long jogs along the beach while everyone else was still dreaming. Rufus started to join me to keep me company and to get his morning exercise as well. One morning, I was doing my regular run when I realized there was another set of running shoes making tracks on the sand behind me. When I turned, I saw Michael catching up to me. I acknowledged his presence with a slight nod and we ran together in silence, trying not to disturb the natural flow of our tempo.

Running is not a team sport and we kept it as the individual sport it was meant to be. There was a sandbar stretched out into the ocean at the end of my intended finish line and I had recently enjoyed sitting down on it, facing the ocean and absorbing the gentle rays of the early morning sun.

When I stopped there again I sat down on the cool dry sand. I invited Michael to join me in doing just that. Rufus always brought his favourite ball along. His jaw gripped it and never dropped it until the appropriate time.

We sat there together, Michael and me, throwing the ball into the gentle waves, laughing at Rufus, who had a very interesting way of retrieving it.

“Missy, where are you from?” Michael asked in a soft voice.

“We are from Montreal, Canada.”

“Are you and René in a serious relationship?”

“Serious, yes, but our relationship is not what you think. We are merely friends,” I told him honestly, even though the knowledge was irrelevant to him, so I thought.

I stared at him as he engaged with Rufus, who was soaking wet by then, and I saw a young man who was full of life, yet there was a hint of sadness hidden behind his guise. Michael seemed to be an athlete, his body was in perfect condition. I took notice and heard during the previous breakfast chatter that he was a freshman at the University of Maryland, studying Animal Sciences. He was tall but not as tall as his brother or his dad. He was of a fair complexion compared to the bronzed godlike body of his older sibling. He was handsome and polite as well and not as conceited as the other members of his family. He almost appeared to not belong in the same gene pool as them.

“You know, Missy. You are so beautiful,” he said, catching me totally off guard.

“Thank you, Michael, you are not so bad looking yourself,” I said shyly but with resolve.

Suddenly, after he threw the ball as far into the distance as he could, he turned toward me, leaned in and kissed me. I was too surprised to have stopped him and besides, the attention felt good. I looked around to see if anybody had seen the act and luckily, we were still the only two people on that stretch of sand.

I never gave myself the chance, since I met René, to be the subject of someone’s flirtatious advances. The sensation felt quite exhilarating and instinctively, I leaned in for more kisses. There was a trace of guilt in the bottom of my thoughts, but I pushed those feelings aside in a hurry. I allowed myself to indulge in some human pleasures I was missing and delaying, for some time.

I had always hoped René would be the one to fulfil those natural needs but as Irma had said, it might never happen.

Michael and I sat secretly on that sandbar, as if it was a deserted island in the middle of the ocean, heedless of the world existing around us. We relished our impulsive and sensual encounter, so much so, neither one of us wanted it to end.

However, as abruptly as it had begun, it had to stop too. For a split second, I found myself forgetting where I was, who I was with and what my chores were. Then I came to my senses. I was needed back at the house to start the daily duties. I stood up first and then Michael followed.

“Michael, this was yummy, but you must promise me this stays here, at this spot. Let this be our secret place. No need to tell anyone, promise?”

“Sure, Missy,” he agreed.

He whistled to Rufus who had run off toward the sand grass at the crest of the dune behind us. I started my return jog toward our property and Michael and Rufus stayed behind to continue their play and to give me a head start to maintain the sanctity of our secret.

The American Thanksgiving gave Irma and me a big challenge for that day. We had a very big turkey to roast with all the trimmings. Irma had prepared meals as festive as this for her own family in the past and for other renters such as the Roberts in the years prior to this particular one.

When I got back, I first went to shower and change before going to help with the continental breakfast which was on the menu for the day. I noticed René had left, and I only found out later he had gone into Hampton with Fred to pick up fresh cranberries from the local market. As I entered the main house, Irma was already stuffing the oven with the baked goods I had brought home from the bakery a week ago. There was no sign of any Roberts’ family members lurking around, waiting for their breakfast.

As the days passed, the formality of the meal service had become softer because each guest started having different schedules. They stopped coming to breakfast as a unified group.

Bob and his father had signed up for scuba diving lessons at the dive shop in the marina and Sally and her mother went every second day to the spa in Hampton. Fred drove them there in the Land Rover that morning and I was on the roster to pick them up before the Thanksgiving meal that night. We were also booked for our first fire pit celebration, which everyone, including Fred and René, was looking forward to.

I worked with Irma in the kitchen, but my mind was still on the kissing sandbar, kissing Michael. It was amazing how my sexual desires had erupted because of a few kisses from a strange boy whom I had only met a couple of days before.

“Missy, where are you? You seem to be lost in your thoughts, girl.”

“Yes, Irma, I started writing the other day and I am lost in those words.”

“Good, I’m happy you have started your book. I hope to read it someday soon.”

“You will be one of the first, Irma, and if you don’t like it, you might be the last,” I told her honestly, because as a novice writer, I was afraid of a negative evaluation.

Michael was waiting for me after breakfast by the side of the house, eager it seemed, to continue our morning amorous adventure. The only person who stayed behind was Irma and she was half asleep on the couch in the den when I left the house. Knowing René and Fred were not going to be returning anytime soon, I found the thought of kissing Michael again, tantalizing.

“Would you like to go for a walk with Rufus and me?”

“Yes, Michael, I would, but a much shorter and slower one than this morning. I am a little tired.”

We took a right turn as our feet hit the sandy shore and we walked toward the southern direction, in the opposite direction of the morning run. Michael took Rufus off the leash and let him have the full freedom of sniffing wherever he wanted. Other dog owners who frequented that part of the Virginian coast often brought their dogs to enjoy a good romp and/or a swim.

Michael took my hand in his as soon as he felt we had left the scope of possible scrutiny. He turned a few times before he finally made his move. I appreciated his candour and his zeal to pull me closer to him. There was a real attraction between us. I was ripe for it and Michael was over ripe. He was too clutching and grabbing too. Yet, right or wrong, I loved it.

Michael became my muse for the duration of his stay and I looked forward every day to his advances and his relentless kissing. Other than a few touches to my breast, Michael never crossed the line. He allowed me to choose the degree of our physical contact and I never gave him the consent to take our play to the ultimate level. No one uncovered our secret, even though Sally had almost caught us together one morning at our usual secluded location.





Thanksgiving

My innocent affair, with Michael, if it can even be called that, went unnoticed mostly because we did not dare to stand or sit beside each other during social moments. It was somewhat awkward, not acknowledging our friendship at the amazing fire pit inauguration following the Thanksgiving feast.

Our fire blazed toward the sky. The flames reached so high we were sure people down the beach for miles could see it. We had a big cooler of beers, imported and domestic brands, to meet everyone’s taste. Irma brought down a tray of wieners and marshmallows to roast on skewers by the fire for the Roberts family, who were having more fun than can be described. Sally had started to mingle and interact with everyone more than at the start of her stay with us.

“Let’s tell ghost stories,” she screamed out loud, knowing those types of tales were to be expected at a bonfire. Everyone laughed and ignored her demands and continued to guzzle down the beers, begging for attention.

“I know what we should do,” Sheila added, “it’s Dad’s birthday next week. Let’s sing a happy birthday to him.”

She was ignored as well. It appeared the ladies of the Roberts family had many suggestions but little or no clout.

“Let’s drink the beer and be quiet,” Bob said, finally claiming victory.

They sat there by the fire until all the beer was consumed, and the fire became only smouldering timber. Only when the smoke started to bring tears to their eyes did they get up to leave.

Fred and Irma had left much earlier but René and I stayed to make sure the fire was well extinguished, and that only happened at three in the morning. Michael also volunteered to help us, but I think only because he wanted to keep as close to me as possible. Thanks to the beer, René didn’t notice Michael’s mission.

Once we retired for the night, René came to my side to talk.

“I think Michael has a crush on you.”

“Don’t be silly,” I made light of his comment.

“No. Missy, I see him looking at you all the time.”

“He’s a young man, René, and I’m the only girl here.”

“Maybe. But I still think he likes you.”

“Never mind, I’m so tired, let’s go to sleep,” I kissed him tenderly on his cheek and went to my bed.

My relationship with René had stayed the same, we still loved each other as before but during the time when I was busy kissing and fondling Michael, René’s lack of romantic feelings toward me didn’t bother me. Irma’s words had shed some light on the relationship I was desperate to have with René. A little sabbatical from my unrequited love-life was a blessing. Additionally, we were kept too occupied in making the Roberts family happy; we didn’t need to entertain each other.

René did a lot of reading, which was a good thing. Although I put my writing on hold, I still encouraged our private time apart. I needed my space and René was happy to be left alone at those times, too.

With Thanksgiving over, the daily tasks became very routine and much less time consuming. We had changed the time for breakfast to ten in the morning and dinner was also pushed forward to seven in the evening. The new timetable gave everyone the freedom to choose their daily activities in a more flexible fashion. Going deep sea fishing, for example, involved a full day and David, Michael and Bob had a passion for the adventure that the boat captain had promised them. There was a variety of fish in the oceans off the coast and they were known for their fighting spirit. The day they chose to participate, Fred and René decided to tag along. It made sense, for they were to drive them there anyway. The cost of the day’s undertaking was pricey, but the thrill was something no one wanted to pass up. They each paid their own way.

Sheila and Sally left with them early in the morning and as the men were dropped off at the marina, the ladies took the Rover and went shopping in Hampton. There was a mall in Hampton with many top-brand boutiques.

With the exception of Irma, I was alone. The alone time I had craved for ever since I first arrived was finally mine. The beach was mine, the birds were mine, the wind and smell of seaweed was mine. Mine alone, to enjoy. The gentle waves were beckoning, enticing me to swim and the typewriter also needed my attention. First however I went to see Irma. I wanted to hear from her mouth the words to set me free for the day.

“Irma, do we have anything pressing to do?”

“No, child, do your own thing today. You have earned this day. I will even take Rufus for a long walk in the opposite direction if you do go to the beach. Now that ‘the Roberts’ are staying until Christmas, we will try to offer them a more relaxed service,” with that said, she looked calmer and left to find the dog.

I walked back to my quarters but as I was about to go through the doorway, I heard a very loud sound of a truck’s engine making its way toward the property. I stood there watching to see what the truck was delivering to us or if it was picking up the garbage, but I knew the refuse pickup was not for another few days. The county only offered a one-day once a week sanitation run when they drove down along the seaside stretch of road to collect the waste materials from those who lived along those remote areas.

An 18-wheeler red rig pulled in carefully onto the grounds as I watched, still not recognizing who it belonged to. The driver sat high up in his cabin and I couldn’t identify his features from where I was standing. As he stopped his engine and slowly eased his way down to the ground, I saw a man who resembled Irma; however, it was a masculine version of her, wearing blue jeans a plaid shirt and a full beard. He looked Scottish.

“Hey there. Is Irma around?” he sent his question my way.

I walked closer to greet him. He appeared to have arrived in a friendly place, his actions indicated he knew my friends.

“Good morning. I’m Missy, a friend of Irma and Fred’s. Irma is walking on the beach with our visitor’s dog. May I help you?”

“Nice to meet you, Missy. I am Larry, Irma’s handsome brother. She mentioned you on the phone, but you are much more attractive than I had imagined. Are you married?” I ignored his silly question and replied instead with a more civilized question of my own.

“May I offer you some coffee, Larry?”

“You sure can. I’ll go to the house and freshen up. I’ll wait for you there,” he said.

Intending to go about my initial plans, I went into my cottage and changed into the beachwear I laid out. Then I hurried back to the main house. Larry was nowhere to be found when I entered but I was not worried about his whereabouts, he was family after all. I started brewing up some fresh coffee and placed a few baked goods into the toaster oven too. I knew Irma would be doing the same had she been the one to greet her brother.

He appeared a few minutes later, looking quite handsome in his clean shirt and navy, blue shorts. His face was shaven, and his blue eyes sparkled with mischief under the smile he gave to me. The beard too was gone.

“So where is everyone, I thought the house would be packed by this time of the year?” he claimed.

“Everyone is involved in some special activities today. There is no one home today, except Irma and me.”

“And now me, Larry Marshall, the handsomest guy in Virginia,” he started to laugh as he looked at me, expecting to hear me join in.

Just then, Irma emerged from the patio door.

“Larry. Larry, what are you doing here?” she ran into his arms, apparently very happy to see him. I did find relief in her outpour of affection toward him. I had visions of having allowed some person of non-grata into the sanctity of Fred and Irma’s home.

“I’ve just finished a long haul and before returning to Richmond, I decided to stop in and visit my favourite little sister.”

“You mean, your only sister,” she laughed, obviously enjoying his sense of humour. I went to get the coffee and Danishes that were smelling so good and ready. I could hear their conversation from where I was moving around.

“Larry, how long are you staying, please stay a few days,” Irma begged.

“I could stay till tomorrow, that’s how much time I have but I could come back and spend Christmas here. But only if you put out the invitation in such a way that I can’t refuse,” he winked at me as I was coming in with the mugs of coffee.

“OK, Larry. Would you do us the honour of being our guest for Christmas?” Irma played his game of seduction.

“Well, if you put it in those words, Irma, how can I refuse?”

So that was that, another guest was put on our list for Christmas dinner.

“Irma, I’m having a hard time finding help with my hauls, would you know anybody who is looking for a job and some fine wages as well?” he looked at his sister while downing a few gulps of black coffee. I couldn’t help but join into that conversation.

“Excuse me, Larry, what kind of job are you offering?” I asked, timidly.

“I’m taking a truckload to Toronto from Richmond. The company I work for prefers two guys in the truck on long hauls. Having another person in the front compartment helps the driver to focus. And at the finish line, I need a person to unload the truck, as well as reload the cargo coming back. Why, do you know someone? Maybe you? I can picture myself in my truck with you by my side,” he winked at me, but I knew he was pulling my leg.

“Larry. Stop with your flirting. I know exactly who Missy is thinking of. Personally, I think it’s a great idea. Larry, it’s René, Missy’s friend. He is just the person who you are looking for. He is young, virile, strong and unemployed at the moment. Why don’t you talk with him? He will be back at dinnertime.” Irma went to the kitchen for more coffee.

“Larry, if I may please say something. When you talk to René, please do not mention we had talked about this without him. I really want him to sense that he made this decision on his own, without my influence or interference. It will be his final say, anyway.”

“Sure, Missy, tell me about him, is he reliable?”

“Reliable, he is; experienced, he is not. You can ask Irma and Fred, he’s been someone whom they have counted on in the last week and some. René has had some bad luck in his past but nothing that would interfere in being your second in command. However, he doesn’t drive a car and definitely no trucks.”

“That’s fine, I’m the one who does the driving. I have the qualifications, experience, and I am a bonded driver. I just need a helper. It pays very well, I must say,” he said to console my fears.

“Do you live around here, Larry?” I asked.

“No. No, he has chosen to live as far from us as possible,” Irma added. She was on her way back with the carafe of coffee and sweets.

“I live in North Hollywood, Florida, Missy. I live alone, no wife, no mistress, no dog,” he said proudly.

“He’s never home, what woman would put up with a man who roams the country and is rarely home?” Irma said sadly.

“I’m happy doing just that. The open roads, the freedom of the highway, what a life I have,” Larry said. “My truck is my wife and I take good care of her.”

“Many people choose to become truck drivers, Irma. I think if you like that sort of lifestyle, then it’s okay,” I wanted to show Larry I thought his job was a valuable one. A terrible but clear comparison, however, developed in my thoughts. Being a truck driver and never being home was as close to being homeless as one may dare to presume.

“If you ladies will excuse me for now, I will get some serious zees before dinner.” He stood and made his way to the guest room he had used often in the past.

“Irma, I will go for a walk, I’ll see you back here soon,” I said.

My mind was preoccupied with Larry’s dilemma. I wondered if René would jump at the offer if it were offered to him. I figured, it all really depended on the chemistry between the two of them. If they needed to spend hours upon hours sitting side by side in the truck, they would have to have some sort of comradery between them. I walked along the beach, carrying the burden of those thoughts along with me.

Larry said he was going to return by Christmas, bringing René back, either having loved the experience and wanting the same lifestyle as Larry or hating it and me for having encouraged him to accept the offer. Either way, the end result would affect my life. I was already sorry for not having minded my own business.

The more I walked, the more upset I got with myself. René was not the best partner in life, but I had always hoped one day we would find our way toward the kind of love I had imagined long time ago, when I first fell in love with him. I knew my casual feelings for Michael had only been a way to cope with René’s rejection. Although my advances were subtle, I had never intended to lose track of whom I really cared for.

The thought really messing with my mind and throwing me into a spin was, one day René would not need me anymore and all my efforts to woe him would have been in vain. Sure, he would always be grateful for having been saved by a foolish girl who sat listening to his truly sad story, but I would never, ever reap the benefits of my selfless act. I guess, deep down inside, I had always known a scenario such as that was possible and likely.

What does ‘unconditional’ really mean, and were my feelings for René ever that? Can human beings ever give that kind of love or, worse, expect it from someone else? I walked back to the house battling that question, never feeling satisfied with any of my answers.





Sidekick

Dinner was already and twice warmed up by the time everyone came back from the day’s escapades. They all arrived at the same time, as they had all taken the same car. When everyone was at the supper table, Larry was introduced and became the recipient of everyone’s special story about his own deep-sea adventures.

The description of the size of the fish they sparred with became bigger with the different versions of the same story. Of course, David had caught the biggest, strongest and most relentless of them all. We cheered for their bravery and their manhood. They most certainly earned the title that day.

The shopping stories of Sally and Sheila went unheard, except perhaps when they had told David the amount they spent. No one noticed the menu, they all just ate and talked incessantly. I had persuaded René to sit at the table while I served the dinner. I knew he had spent a day in the company of people who were like aliens to him. I encouraged him to sit next to Larry instead, so a bond could develop between them. I was not surprised when I saw them relax and enjoy each other’s company. Larry was the kind of free spirit who René could identify with and did.

The beer started to flow again, but this time the fire pit was avoided. They sat instead on the back porch facing the open waters of the ocean. The men who were on the boat all day were struggling to regain their land legs and I wasn’t sure if the blame for falling all over the place was not really because of the beer they were all enjoying. They all blamed the rough waters.

Larry enjoyed a few bottles of beer too but because he was intending to leave the following day, he showed serious restraint. When René was introduced to Larry before dinner was served, both men had an immediate and positive attraction toward each other without knowing anything else about each other’s lives. They tried to talk during their meal, but the others did not allow any other topics to be shared other than those about the fishing trip.

When they gathered outside, Larry made sure to grab a seat right next to René, as I suggested. Irma too played her past well by giving René the night off. She was well aware that if René accepted Larry’s offer, he would have to pack and be ready to leave early the following morning.

“René, I hear you are from Montreal,” Larry said to René but looked over to me.

“Yes, I was born and raised there, have you ever visited the city?”

“Often. I truck there often. You know I am a truck driver?”

“No, really? That’s awesome,” René was truly showing interest.

“Yes, it’s me and the highway. It gets lonesome at times but there is nothing better than the open roads and the freedom that comes with it. Have you ever travelled in a truck, René?”

“No, I just arrived here by car. It was my first road trip.”

“Listen, René. I have a proposition for you,” Larry didn’t waste any time, he needed an answer as quickly as he could get one.

“I am due to haul a truckload to Toronto from Richmond and I am looking for a sidekick. The job pays really well, and the lucky person will have the pleasure of my company for two weeks. I will be joining my sister and all of you here for Christmas. I will be back here by then. Are you interested in the job, René?” Larry said and sounded hopeful.

René looked over to me, I was serving coffee by then to all the men who had drunk way too much beer and were in desperate need of caffeine to help them to walk back to their rooms. I smiled at René, knowing exactly why he looked my way. I had been silently watching Larry persuading him to join him on the road, as we had discussed earlier. I wanted René to make his own decision and not wait for my approval or disapproval. I decided it was his call and his call alone.

He walked over and gave me a hand with the coffee and followed me to the kitchen when everyone had a big mug of coffee in their hands. Michael kept winking at me but I knew he and his facial twitches were under the beer’s influence.

“Missy, Larry offered me a great job. I would like to take him up on it. What do you think?” it was René’s way of asking for permission.

“I think you must do what you think is right for you,” I said.

“Will you be angry with me if I go?”

“I will miss you, yes, but I will not be angry. I will see you at Christmas.” I choked back the tears.

He gave me a big hug and returned to Larry’s side. My heart started to ache and all of a sudden, I experienced this tremendous feeling of loss. René had once become my sidekick and now I was about to lose him to someone else who needed him in that same role.

The night activities ended abruptly, and everyone scurried back to their own quarters, feeling the effects of overexposure, being under the sun all day. I knew from what I saw that night, many would not be attending the breakfast service the following morning.

René and I returned to our cottage and he was having a hard time containing his excitement. I helped him pack his suitcase and we stayed up all night talking about and anticipating his imminent journey.

“Will you miss me, Missy?” he asked.

“I will, René. I will miss you every day. Please take care of yourself. I love you,” I told him as I held back my tears.

We dozed off for what seemed like seconds until I heard a knock on the front door, early the next morning.

“René? Are you ready?” Larry was whispering loudly enough for us to hear. René jumped up, washed his face and brushed his teeth before running out the door, giving me a quick sisterly kiss on the way.

The two of them snuck away as quietly as they could, in an 18-wheeler rig whose engine sounded almost like a jet engine on a Boeing 737. But there were no stirrings from anyone, except Rufus, who started to bark at the noise.

I stood leaning on the frame of my front door, watching the truck disappear out of my sight and I waved to them with regret. Everything had happened so fast. The umbilical cord tying me to René for two years was finally snipped and I stood there with a bleeding heart, feeling the emptiness as far down as possible, into my empty womb. I felt sorry for myself but happy for him. Those years together had made me form a certain dependency on René. It was neither healthy for me nor for him. Having Larry come into our lives was a good thing at the right time. I was going to have nearly one month to try to convince myself of that.





Solo

I went back to bed, five o’clock in the morning was too early to start preparing breakfast for people who had partied all night and wouldn’t want to see the light of day till much later. Going back into a house without René, however, was strange. The bed next to mine lay empty, only the scent of his cologne still lingered in the air and wherever I looked, I was expecting to see his smiling face and his unusually long curly hair.

His book was still opened to the page he had last read, lying on the table next to his bed. The tears streaming from my eyes did not relieve the immense ache I was feeling. I was missing him already, realizing he was gone indeed.

Sleep did not come back to me that morning, so I decided to distract myself by going for the usual jog along the beach. I knew t no one would be following me that day, the whole compound was under quarantine, it seemed, from the terrible disease of hangovers, sunburns and/ or alcohol poisoning.

Rufus, who was already awakened by the engine noise of the rig, was happy to see me when I emerged from my cottage and gladly followed me down to the shore. The darkness of the night was gradually being eliminated by the sun creeping up from the horizon. I had never run in the dark before, I never came outside before sunrise. The sight was surreal. The bluish rays of the moon and the orange hue of the sunrays were riding the waves together, like two lovers dancing a seductive tango.

I ran toward the south, not interested in seeing the sandbar which had become a place of reckless indulgence. I wanted only to imagine René’s face in my thoughts, at least while the wound of missing him was still tender.

Rufus and I ran. I was caught up in my own deep thoughts and he was jumping and trying to catch the waves that came rolling under my feet and his paws. He was always somewhere behind, making sure not to lose track of me. We ran till we could run no longer. I stopped and tried to catch my breath and my composure. I wanted to return to Irma’s kitchen without any signs of unhappiness plastered on my face. Irma had seen my eagerness for René to take Larry’s offer; she would not have understood if I was suddenly feeling differently about it.

I turned and began my return run, trying to cheer myself up along the way and to find the good mood I usually owned in the presence of others. I knew the Roberts family was counting on my smiley disposition to brighten their day.

By the time Rufus and I were nearing the property, the sun was already shining and lighting up our way. The first face we both saw was Michael’s. It made Rufus’ tail wag uncontrollably and my heart to flutter a little. He was so handsome and charming that for a second, I lost my thoughts of loneliness. His hand reached out to me and I took it readily. We walked back toward the house together.

“I heard René left with Larry this morning, are you very sad?” he asked. His sensitivity was honest and pure, no ulterior motive was evident.

“I do miss him, but I am happy for him,” I said.

“We will have more time together, now,” he added shyly.

“Yes. We could.”

“I will find time for you, Missy, you look so lonely. I want to cheer you up,” he said it in such a compassionate way that it warmed my heart dearly. I just didn’t want to mislead him or to take advantage of his interest and his good nature.

Technically, I still belonged to René, a status I had self-imposed. We had been joined together by circumstance because I had wanted to bring him out of a hopeless situation. Now that his future looked more promising and as we had never committed our lives together through sexual bonding, the time was slowly coming to the point when we would have to part ways, at least emotionally. We would always be friends, that, I knew with conviction, but I yearned to be in a relationship in which I could give all of myself to someone. Michael was never going to be the recipient of my love, he had always been a mere source of ego boosting.

I then made a promise to myself. I would leave Fred and Irma’s after the Christmas celebrations and find my place in the world, as I had promised my Nana. I owed it to myself to become the person I knew I wanted to be. Without René.

The departure of René stirred my soul to the brink of despair. After the breakfast ordeal, I begged Irma to refer me to the pastor she had mentioned a while back.

“Please, Irma, I think now is the time. I would like to talk with your friend, Father Williams.”

“OK. I’ll call him later today and set up an appointment for you. Do you want him to come out here?”

“Well, if possible, I would like to see him in private, without the eyes of the Roberts family watching.”

“OK. I’ll see if he can see you in his office or at a café, somewhere in Hampton.”

“Thank you, Irma.” Then we got back to the preparations for the evening meal which was going to be a BBQ on the fire grill. The men had moved the grill from the patio to the beach right after the morning meal.

Irma called Father Williams later, during the rest period. We looked forward daily to that quiet time. We insisted everyone respect that holy time of the day. Only in cases of disastrous situations, we had demanded, were we to be disturbed.

I was heading back to my place when Irma shouted after me,

“He’ll see you tomorrow afternoon, in town, at the Café du Monde, at two o’clock. You can take the Rover.”

“Thank you, Irma. I’ll see you later,” I shouted back.

I went back to my room and grabbed the typewriter, a portable one, easy to carry. I took it to the porch at the side of my cottage, facing west, hoping the sun would not arrive there until much later in the day. There was a comfortable chair with a pillow on the seat and a straight back giving enough support to sit for a long time without ending up with a sore back. I made myself comfortable and started to write. I had started to write a story, a love story between two unlikely individuals who met under false pretences. I had written many pages by then and the storyline was developing in an interesting way.

I sat there for a long time, not realizing time had passed so quickly. The sun started to burn my eyelids and doing that, it brought me back to the reality of my existence. The story I was writing had taken me to another world and time. and coming back from there was difficult. I glanced at my watch and packed up my papers and the typewriter to hurry over to the main house, where Irma and Fred were already waiting for my help.

The rest of the day gave me the distraction I needed to keep my mind off missing René. Even Fred seemed to be lost without his helper and friend. Irma still had me, but Fred just roamed around the property haphazardly, looking for things to do. It was funny seeing him talking to himself and attempting to hide the fact that he missed René’s company. We were all glad to finally start the dinner activities, filling the emptiness with diversions rather than missing René.

We had a variety of meats to barbecue on the open grill and the other side dishes came freshly out of the oven in the kitchen. Irma and I took turns bringing out the platters of food. Everyone sat on beach chairs and devoured their chosen grub. When the sun went down, Bob started a bonfire and the Roberts family sat around it, singing silly campfire songs. They made us all laugh.





Mentor

Until the age of 18, I had never been mature enough to ask for help. When I found myself unable to cope with a life situation, I always turned on the tears to cope with either the sorrow, frustration or anger. Asking to see Father Williams took a special kind of courage I had to dig deep for. Growing up as an only child, I was forced to depend on my own resources to handle everyday dilemmas and emotional stresses. My need to talk with someone professional or spiritual had come from a necessity to deal with a problem I knew nothing about. Irma had pointed out to me that I had a relationship with René needing a special type of therapy. She was the one who recommended her pastor to me. I was hoping Father Williams had the kind of insight and compassion to help me work out my dependency issues and my unusual love for René.

I didn’t dare to go for my morning run the day of my scheduled meeting with the pastor because I didn’t want a possible encounter with Michael to cloud my mind, my thoughts or my emotions. Michael had an interesting effect on me, he put me into a euphoric trance, one I enjoyed. However, it messed with my head. I wanted to be clearheaded in order to discuss my problems from a realistic stance.

I put on my best face in front of the group at breakfast and tried to make light of my nervous condition. Irma looked at me a few times, trying to make me feel better and she certainly understood why I was behaving as I was. The rest of the group had no awareness of my situation, maybe only Michael, who was eyeing me all morning at the breakfast table. I tried my best not to make eye contact with him, even though I craved for his compassionate stare. Michael did appeal to a part of me and I had started to develop a stronger-than-like feeling for him.

As we cleared the table, I made an impulsive announcement in front of everyone. I don’t know why I did that. To this day, I regret it immensely.

“I am going into town this afternoon to pick up some groceries. If anyone wants a ride, I will be glad to take you.” It was meant for everyone and then perhaps it was a subconscious cry for attention.

I only made the hasty comment because I didn’t necessarily want to travel by myself. I wanted to be kept company, by someone, anyone, who was available. I wasn’t aiming my invitation to anyone in particular, I was ready to drive with any member of the Roberts family who had a reason for wanting or needing a ride to Hampton.

The first and only person who put up their hand to indicate an interest was Michael.

“I would like to go if you are taking passengers. I have to get something at the drugstore. What time will you be leaving?” he asked politely and with hope in his tone.

I was, and in some ways I wasn’t surprised about his interest; however, I had to explain to him later in the car that I was going to be occupied with my own chores and that there wouldn’t be any shenanigans during the outing. It was going to be, ‘You do your thing, and I’ll do my thing, and then we’ll meet afterward.’

“I’ll be leaving around 12:30,” I said firmly.

“I’ll meet you at the car,” Michael said nonchalantly.

Nobody paid attention to the exchange of words between Michael and me. As our secret was still intact, I was the only one who felt awkward by the situation. It had not been a subconscious effort to get him alone, I really don’t believe so. I honestly thought Sheila and Sally were the ones who would ultimately sign up for the free ride to town.

I went about my post-breakfast duties and as soon as Irma gave me the heads up, I went to shower and prepare for my trip to Hampton. She did, however, give me a short list, on my way out, of some last-minute items she needed me to pick up for her.

Michael was standing by the Rover, waiting for me, and I knew I would have a tough time putting him at bay. He had an impatient look pasted on his face, anxious and ready for some alone time with me. I hated to be rude and when I turned away from him, it was an unexpected blow to his ego, but I needed to be in a unique frame of mind to be able to unload my anxieties to Father Williams. I knew in advance that being alone with me in the car was going to bring out Michael’s friskiness and he was sure to expect a positive reaction from me, for good reason. I had led him on in thinking I enjoyed his caresses. I had, and I still did, but I could not accept them on that day.

We got settled into the car and I drove off in a flash.

“Michael, please be on your best behaviour. I have a terrible headache and I need to concentrate on my driving,” I gave him those two excuses and hoped he would respect both. We drove in silence for a while when I guess he could no longer stay quiet.

“Missy, have I offended or hurt you in some way?”

“Michael, this is not about you. I am about to meet with someone in town and I am a little nervous about it,” I was willing to give him that much information to give him peace of mind.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know, I hoped you were giving us a chance to be alone. How presumptuous of me,” he said in a defeated way.

“Michael, don’t take this personally, please. I am not trying to hurt you. Maybe I should have just come alone,” I finally said.

“I really don’t have anything to do in town,” he confessed.

“I have an errand for you to keep you busy while I go to my meeting, if you don’t mind.”

“Good, I’ll do that. Will you be long?”

“No, I have to get back home by five. When I finish, I’ll meet you back at the same place where I will drop you off. Have a coffee on me if I take longer than it takes for you to do the errand. Thank you, Michael, you are one heck of a guy. You made this easier than I anticipated.”

“I’d do anything for you, Missy,” he said in his oh-so-sweet voice.

By the time all the drama during the drive had come to a good place, we arrived at our destination and I drove up to the front door of the grocery store, dropping Michael off. With the list in his hands and the money in his pocket, I left him there and drove away to the Café Du Monde. The coffee shop was approximately two to three blocks north of the grocery outlet.

It was not a busy day and the tourists were probably already at the beach or gathered in the local restaurants, of which there were many in the area. I parked the Rover into a safe parking space; I was always weary of other drivers scratching the car when they exited their own vehicles carelessly. As it wasn’t my car, I felt more responsible than had it been my own beat-up sedan.

Irma gave me a brief description of Father Williams, but as I walked into the café, I couldn’t spot anyone having the same description she had given me. There was only one male, sitting alone at a table, but he absolutely didn’t fit the profile of a spiritual leader. He was a handsome man, appearing to be in his early 40s, with dark brown hair and a smile that could have seduced any woman crossing his path, young or old. He turned toward me and stood up.

“Missy?” he said my name in a voice I would have followed anywhere. Mellow and inviting.

“Yes, I’m Missy.”

“Please join me,” he pointed to the empty chair beside him.

I walked over keeping my eyes aimed only at his gentle and calming expression. I usually didn’t take to strangers easily, but there was something about Father Williams that made getting to know him so inviting. I sat down and immediately felt comfortable in his presence. We shook hands, but all I really wanted to do was to hug him, not as a man, but as a good friend.

“Irma told me a little bit about you, Missy. I would like to help you if you will trust me. Please call me Oliver, not Father Williams,” he said.

Oliver had chosen a table which was not in direct line with the possible traffic in the café; however, there was not a soul in there when I walked in. A young woman wearing a white apron and a hairnet on her dark short hair brought two mugs of the famous coffee to our table. She also placed down a separate plate with sugar and milk. As she walked away, I turned to Oliver and thanked him for ordering the coffee. It took a few seconds for me to start talking. I had to think of how to start the conversation, a conversation in which René was the main subject. I had always enjoyed talking and thinking about René. After all, he was my favourite person. Bringing up a sensitive issue, however, was not something I was looking forward to doing.

“Oliver, thank you for letting me call you by your given name. It makes me feel somewhat closer to you, although you are a stranger to me. I have never confided in anyone until I met Irma. She was the first person who had looked into my soul and detected I had a problem in my relationship with the young man with whom I arrived into her life. For more than two years, I had kept him a secret from my parents and from everyone who I knew. It was not out of shame that I hid him, it was more because I wanted to protect him from the world because of the terrible ordeal he was subjected to in his young life. You see, he lost his whole family tragically and found himself on the streets of Montreal, homeless and without a friend in the world. Our paths crossed by chance and I helped him to survive the winter by giving him a place to live and by giving him scraps to eat. I helped him out of compassion toward a fellow human being. Slowly, with time and familiarity, I fell in love with him but even though I knew he loved me, it was not the kind of love I wanted in return for mine.” I took a breath, surprised at my own openness.

“I see. Did he ever tell you how he feels about you?” he asked as his first question.

“Sure, he has said ‘I love you’ many times. I say that to people too, but it doesn’t mean that he ‘loves’ me like I love him,” I said as I started to feel my heart beating faster.

“We all love in different ways and love is a complex emotion with many façades. Are you looking for a romantic love with René?”

“That is how I love him, Oliver, with passion and lust,” I had to be as honest as I could be. I started to sweat and the hot flush on my face became almost unbearable.

“What if the love he can offer you will never match yours?” Oliver asked with a sincere curiosity.

“I don’t know. I love him as a good friend too, but I did hope for a romantic relationship. I hoped he could love me like a man loves a woman.”

“Has he ever shown you he could love you that way?”

“Once recently, but he had too much to drink; the ambiance was perfect, and I was very flirtatious.”

“How did you react? Did you give in to his advances?”

“No, I stopped because I didn’t want him to wake up the next morning not remembering his actions. I want him to love me like that, without being under the effects of alcohol,” I said sadly.

“Maybe, Missy, he can’t. Maybe his past life experiences have extinguished those kinds of abilities. Perhaps, he has other issues. Do you understand?”

“Well, I know he was abused sexually by men and women who had taken advantage of his plight. He needed money to survive on the streets. I know that it had broken his spirit. I met him under those conditions,” tears started streaming down from my eyes and I looked for a napkin to wipe them away.

Father Williams got up from the table and went to get some napkins from the main counter. I watched him walking away from our table and I saw a man who had understood my story in a way no one had ever could. I started to feel a certain fondness toward him I cannot explain. He had, in that brief time, become my confessor, my idol, my friend and, I hoped, my saviour. His questions opened my eyes to a reality I had been ignoring or was blinded by.

“Missy, let’s talk some more but not today. I want you to reflect on our conversation and when we meet again, you will have some questions for me. I know that, I have done this before. You cannot find solutions after one meeting,” he said.

“Thank you, I believe you have helped me already,” I said.

“We will work this out for you, Missy. Maybe I can meet with René at some point soon. I would like to help him too. I think he could benefit from talking as well.”

“I think so too, I hope he will. I know he would feel as comfortable with you as I have. Thank you.”

“I am going to visit Irma in a few days, maybe we could slip away and have a private moment at their place.”

“That sounds fine to me. Thank you again, Oliver. You have been a godsend.”

“Nice pun, Missy,” he laughed.

I smiled, not intending to be disrespectful or funny, for that matter.

When I stood up, I gave him a hug, I needed to feel the closeness of his body to validate the bond he had created between us. He returned the favour by squeezing me even closer to himself, more than I dared to do.





Dilemma

Michael and I arrived back at the property before 4:30 that afternoon, without any unnecessary insensitivities or unintentional rejections during our return drive. I was lost in my thoughts about my talk with Father Williams. The profound probe into my personal dilemma had totally unnerved me and I was still reeling from it when I picked up Michael. He must have felt it or seen it on my face, because he didn’t say much to me on the drive home, which only lasted 30 minutes from the time we left the city limits until we parked the Rover into its regular spot.

“Sorry, Michael. I wasn’t good company.”

“I understand, Missy, you had many things on your mind. I’ve been through stuff like that, myself,” he said to me as we got out of the car. I didn’t pay any attention to his remarks. Absentminded and stuck in a dark place, I brushed off his words with careless inconsideration.

“I’ll see you at dinner. Be a dear and bring the groceries to the kitchen for me. I must rush to change and join Irma in the kitchen,” and without thinking, I blew him a kiss through the air and then ran toward my own quarters.

I felt a jolt of shame because I didn’t take Michael’s feelings into account, I turned my back on his obvious crush on me. I was so engrossed in my own problems I lost all sight of his. Usually, I was a sensitive person, more sensitive than I was that day. However, the day still had many open hours when making it up to Michael was still possible.

When I finally joined Irma at the main house, I thanked her for having referred Oliver to me. I told her how much I had liked his genuine concern and helpful suggestions.

“He is a gentle soul, Irma. I can’t believe how effortless the whole conversation went. I felt so soothed after, even though the subject was not an easy one to share. I can hardly wait to see him again.”

“Well, he’s coming for dinner next week, you can steal him away after dinner for a private heart-to-heart.”

“Yes, he told me about your kind invitation.”

“Fred and I have him over quite often. He is our pastor, but he is more of a friend. We always enjoy his visits.”

“I am not surprised. He is quite a man.”

The dinner was ready by seven, at which time, the members of the Roberts family were already sitting in the main dining room. A sudden and severe storm had developed, putting an abrupt end to the initial plan to eat outdoors. The patio was the preferred location for the evening meals. Dusk always provided the perfect lighting and Fred didn’t have to turn on the outdoor lights. A few candles on the table gave the dining area that picture-perfect setting. But not that evening. Everyone sat inside pouting and the expressions on their faces were showing the understandable disappointment. Sally kept looking outside, hoping the rain would stop.

The mood was not a happy one, there was a morose silence in the room while we ate. Even David and Sheila were unusually quiet.

As the storm raged around us, one by one, everyone left reluctantly after dinner. There were a few umbrellas by the front door and they all disappeared. As there was not much to do after dinner, everyone dispersed and returned to the solitude of their own spaces. I stayed to help with the usual after-dinner chores and then I too returned to my place.

The day’s events had set the type of mood perfect for continuing my novel. After starting up the gas fireplace, I sat in the most comfortable chair and resumed where I left off. The words spilled out of me without effort and the time passed went unnoticed until I heard a very dull knocking on my door. I wasn’t sure it was a knock because I heard the rain beating heavily on the rooftop; however, I did get up to see.

I opened the door and there was Michael holding a big black umbrella. The rain was pouring so heavily the umbrella had barely kept the rain from completely soaking him. He looked to be dejected and beaten.

“Michael, come in, come in,” I grabbed his jacket’s lapel and pulled his wet body out of the rain and closed the door right behind him. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“I had to see you, Missy. I am sorry to disturb you,” he apologized profusely.

“You are not disturbing me, but this visit is unusual. You have never come over. I don’t know if we should be doing this,” I said, feeling guilty. No one had ever set rules for fraternizing with the guests, and this sort of situation had never been an issue. I knew if anyone had seen Michael coming into my private quarters, there would be all sorts of gossip, or worse.

I turned off all the lights. I was not setting a romantic mood; on the contrary, I turned them off to make sure no one could see us in case they were looking toward my cottage. I didn’t want to throw him out either. I had been everything but kind to him that day. I felt an obligation to be civil.

I sent him into the bathroom to dry up. He returned wearing René’s bathrobe, making him look as if he belonged there, in my house. There was an awkward moment between us and I didn’t know what to do. My heart went out to him, he was probably feeling the same way as I had around René in the days before he left. I had tried to reach out in a loving way, only to be rejected, day after day.

“Michael, sit down,” I finally said.

He moved over to the fireplace and sank down into an armchair facing it. I guess my approach to his arrival had sent him the wrong message. He probably thought he should stay as far away from me as he could. I wanted to go over to him and give him a hug to erase any hurt I may have caused. I knew about one-sided love. It was the worst emotion a person could feel. I didn’t want that for Michael, but I didn’t want to send him any reckless and dishonest messages either.

“Michael, what is it that you feel toward me? Don’t be shy, tell me.”

“I love you, Missy.”

“But we have only known each other a short time. You hardly know me.”

“I know, it’s crazy, right?” he sounded so embarrassed.

“I guess it’s hard to control how we feel. I am just not able to return your kind feelings, Michael. I like you very much and we have had some precious moments. I liked kissing you, you brought out something in me I craved badly. But, Michael, I cannot be what you want me to be. I am so sorry.”

I watched his reaction but there were only tears. I felt so sad for us. I started to cry too. I took him into my arms and we stayed in that position for a while before he stood up and went to the bathroom to retrieve his jacket.

“I’m sorry, Missy. I meant no harm,” he walked out into the rain, leaving the umbrella standing by the door.

There was no mood left for writing, it took every ounce of my energy to stop myself from running after him. I regretted ever allowing him to kiss me on that first day on the sandbar. I hoped someone in his family could give him a shoulder to lean on and some words to lift his spirits. I had not noticed the dynamics of his family’s relationships, so I didn’t know if he could find a sympathetic ear. I hoped and prayed that he could.

I went to sleep late that night, thinking both of René and Michael. I wondered if René had found his calling in life and if he was missing me. Then I thought again of Michael and I wondered where his life was going to lead him now that I had refused his love.

I slept through the night with many nightmares that kept me tossing and turning. The storm lasted through until the early hours of the next day, the rain pounding heavily. I heard the sound of the angry sea thrashing the surf against the shore. When I finally awoke at daybreak, it was to the sound of the surf hitting the shores. The tide was high and rough from the previous night’s raging storm. It had passed but left behind remnants of its merciless force.

Irma came to knock on my door just as I came out of the shower. The hot water running down my body gave me some relief from the previous night’s agonies: Michael and the storm.

“Missy, come, Larry and René are on the phone.”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I grabbed my jeans and put them on quickly and ran up to the main house. The cottages were not hooked up to the phone lines and so calling or receiving calls was only possible in the Andersons’ house. When I arrived, Irma was talking to Larry. She then handed the phone over to me.

“Missy? How are you, I miss seeing your beautiful face. We are in Toronto now. We will be loading soon and then we will leave after a few days of rest.”

“I miss you too, René. It’s not the same without you. Hurry back.”

“We should be in Virginia before Christmas and I will see you then.”

“Take care of yourself. I love you,” I had to say that to him again, but I heard no reply; he had already hung up the phone.

Irma gave me a hug of comfort, seeing my stunned and disappointed expression. I must have looked silly waiting for a confirmation of love from René. She knew it hurt me terribly, always wondering where I stood with him.

“It’s OK. I’ll be fine,” I said to console her.

We got down to preparing breakfast for the Roberts family; however, there was no sign of any of them.

By 10:30, the food was getting cold and Irma had to send Fred to check the guest house for any signs of movement. When the door opened, as Fred left, we heard Sally’s faint voice coming from somewhere far down the beach.

“Michael? Michael?” she was calling out loudly.

Fred came back a few minutes later and asked,

“Have you seen Michael?”

Before I could answer, I felt a gut-wrenching pain in the pit of my stomach and my voice froze. I wanted to speak, but I couldn’t. I just stood there with a blank stare on my face, white as a sheet.

“Missy, what’s wrong?” Irma asked.

“I saw him last night, just for a minute,” I dared to say.

“And?” Fred wanted more information.

“He went back to his house,” I said.

“They’ve been looking for him all morning. He is nowhere to be found.”

We all put on some sort of jacket, as it was much cooler outside and there was a brisk westerly wind blowing. Someone had checked the parking lot and all the vehicles were there, so we assumed he was still somewhere close by. I thought of the sandbar. I took Fred with me in the northern direction, battling the fierce wind blowing sand into our faces. Bob, David and Sally went toward the opposite direction and Sheila stayed with Irma, in a hysterical state, at the house.

We all came back to the house, exhausted, but without Michael.

“Where can he be?” Sheila asked between sobs. “I saw him after dinner last night.”

“Me too,” David said.

“I saw him leave the house, but he didn’t say where he was going,” Bod added.

I had no choice but to share my brief encounter with Michael.

“He came by my place for a few minutes, but he left soon after,” I said sadly.

“Why would he do that?” Sheila asked.

“Because we were together during the day and he had forgot to give me back the change from the money I gave him. He came over to return the money to me,” I lied.

“In the pouring rain?” Fred asked.

“What can I say? I was surprised too,” I started to cry.

“We’ll find him, he’s probably walking around somewhere,” Bob said, trying to reassure his mother, who was crying uncontrollably.

“Maybe he took Rufus for a walk, has anyone seen the dog?” David asked.

“No. Let’s go out again and look,” Sally said hopefully.

We all got dressed again and ran up and down the beach shouting and whistling for Rufus. Far in the distance, up toward the north, we saw Rufus running down toward us, he was a mere red dot in the distance and it appeared he was being followed by some men dressed in navy blue suits.

Fred was the first one to greet them. Rufus had run right passed him and straight to Sally’s side. From the sound that Fred made, we all started to cry and stop in our tracks, unable to approach the police officers who had obviously given Fred some sort of horrific news. I turned back toward the house because I was in a state of denial and shock.

“Missy, what is going on? Why was everyone shouting? Where is Fred? What has happened? Speak to us,” Irma was holding and shaking me, but I was motionless, speechless and non-responsive.

Fred came into the house alone and went to pour himself a shot of bourbon.

“Fred, talk to me,” Irma yelled at him, trying to snap him into reality.

“Michael was found. He drowned,” then Fred wept.





Tragedy

I had known Michael for three weeks and in those short weeks, I had kissed him, joked with him and then rejected him. Was it my fault he drowned? Nobody would ever know. In my heart, however, I would always feel the guilt of causing that young man so much despair that he went out into a storm to find peace of mind, but instead he found his death.

His family was inconsolable, understandingly so. Irma and Fred did everything they could to try to ease their pain. Irma had even called Father Williams to come out to the house to give them some spiritual guidance, to deal with their tremendous loss.

We never saw Michael’s broken body, but his mother did reveal to us that Michael had been in a fragile emotional state. He had lost his steady girlfriend in a car accident three months before their arrival in Virginia.

Personally, I was not surprised to hear about that because it was odd, in my opinion, that he had reached out to me in such a hurried fashion, with such passion and desperation. He was on a rebound from a relationship that was ended by fate. He was frantically searching for the love he had lost. I had temporarily fit into that role for him, subconsciously, and now I had to absolve myself from the guilt I felt for having fallen prey to his damaged soul.

I knew deep inside that Michael’s drowning was not an accident. I was the last one to see him alive and I understood his pain better than even I had wanted to admit. He had succumbed to his desperate need to be loved and he went to join his beloved, whom death had stolen from him without warning.

The Roberts family had to cut short their time with us, for obvious reasons. Following Michael’s tragic passing, they stayed long enough to make the arrangements with the local authorities and to pack up their RV. We didn’t see much of them, only at meals and only during the last few remaining days.

Fred had driven David and Bob to Hampton, to the coroner’s office, to finalize the papers and to arrange for Michael’s body to be sent back to Maryland, where they lived. We gave our words of sympathy to all of them and expressed our sincere condolences. I tried to stay clear of them as much as was possible. My guilt was difficult to hide.

They drove away on a bleak day, December 20th, two days before Larry and René were scheduled to come back into our lives.





The Novel

There was no Christmas spirit left as soon as the ‘Roberts’ drove away from the estate in Virginia. The tragic events of Michael’s demise had redirected whatever joyful moments we had planned with them to the hereafter. Irma and Fred had intended to decorate the house with elaborate Christmas ornaments but did not take them out of storage, after all. There was a grey cloud hanging over our heads inside and outside. We walked around like zombies, barely talking, absorbed in our own self-pity and misery.

The only positive outcome of those solemn days was my novel. It took on a life of its own because of the continuous time I devoted to it. As there were no big meals to prepare, Irma gave me some time off. I anchored myself to the typewriter and wrote feverishly. I had ripped up all the pages I had previously written and started to write a new story. It was about two lovers who had become the victims of both fate and death. I decided at the last minute to name my book Michael and to dedicate it to his memory.

I wrote every day, from morning to morning sometimes. I could not stop the flow of the words, because I was on a mission to write the most beautiful love story of all time. The inspiration had been provided by that young man whose memory lingered steadfast in my mind. I aspired to capturing the beauty of his soul, the deepness of his pain and the strength of his character which had finally surrendered to life’s cruelty and pushed him into the abyss of the merciless sea.

The words of my yesteryears came gushing back. The words of the authors my mother had introduced to me as a young child revisited and the emotions those words conveyed guided my thoughts. As the story evolved, the plot became realistic, the characters authentic and the climax was so poignant that the resolution was nearly impossible to compose.

There was a box of tissue next to my typewriter and I used as much of those for my tears as I used paper to write on. In some moments, I had to stop, for the pain I felt, coming from the words I wrote, was too much to endure.

When I needed to take pauses, I went for long walks on the beach. I was still missing that silly red dog that had run in front of me to catch the ball I had thrown into the distance ahead. It was only a short while ago. I always walked toward the south because I dreaded the thought of seeing the sandbar where Michael and I had shared some delightful embraces. Now, it was only a sacred reminder of him.

I wrote until the story evolved into my own interpretation of the true story behind Michael and his battle with love. After I finished the manuscript, I took it and placed into Irma’s hands and asked her to read it. I left it in her care, at her discretion and for her objectivity. I told her, before I handed it over, to be open minded and to be honest with her critique.

While I waited for her to read it and to form some feedback, I started to consider my options. I thought about what I would do after René came back and if I wanted to remain in Virginia or to keep on the track from which I was diverted.

Irma and Fred had offered to let me stay on as a friend, who would work from time to time. They agreed to letting me write during those times when my help would not be required. I was very grateful for their generous offer but after the tragedy, I didn’t feel I could stay there any longer. I told them I would be leaving after Christmas.

On the afternoon of December 22nd, the big red 18-wheeler rolled into the driveway, bringing with it the only person who could turn my frown into a smile. When I saw his blond curly head of hair and his infectious smile, I realized that I had missed him more than I was willing to admit. I dropped what I was doing as soon as I heard the sound of the engine roaring closer. I ran outside, jumped into his unsuspecting arms and clung to him like a vine until he had to pry me off to stop Larry from making all sorts of lewd remarks.

“Oh, René. I have missed you so much,” I burst out crying for myself and for the memory of Michael which was still so fresh in my mind. The crying must have frightened them both into thinking there was some type of terrible trouble in their paradise.

“What is going on here? Why are you so fricken’ sad? Larry demanded to know.”Where is the RV? Where is everyone?"

I couldn’t bring myself to answering those questions. I still broke down into fits of crying when anyone mentioned the Roberts family.

Irma and Fred came quickly to join us in the parking lot, having also witnessed the careful manoeuvring Larry had executed in bringing the long truck through the gate and into the parking area.

“Irma, Fred, what’s with the long faces? Has something happened? Please, tell me.”

“We’ve had a tragic event to deal with, Larry,” tears also invaded his eyes and his voice broke and Fred stopped to regain his composure.

“We lost Michael Roberts a few days ago,” Fred said.

“Lost? What the hell does that mean? Did you find him in the end?”

“Lost to the sea, I’m afraid. He’s never coming back,” Irma finally spoke.

René just stared at me with too many questions in his thoughts, but he appeared to be in a state of shock too, unable to verbalize them. I was not prepared to answer them anyway, not at that moment.

The four of us went back to the main house to have a drink in honour of Larry and René’s return but the horrific news had put the two men into a different kind of mood, one more sombre than when they arrived.

We sat around the fireplace and reminisced about the good times in our lives, about the adventures Larry and René had found together and then finally about the approaching Christmas Day. We had planned for it weeks ago. We did not risk talking about the tragedy that Irma, Fred and I had tried to cope with and had managed to live with as long as we didn’t have to talk about it.

Larry and René respected our vulnerability and did not press for information. We directed our energy more toward the Christmas plans instead.

Our list of attendees at the celebration dinner had suffered a loss, so the amount of food we needed lessened as well. Irma and I had spent countless hours planning the menu and I had already shopped for 11 hungry people. The new list included Fred and Irma, her brother Larry, René and me, and Father Williams, who had already confirmed his invitation.

As an afterthought, Irma suggested we all attend church on Christmas Eve, a spiritual cleansing, she decided, is what we all needed. I agreed. Never having been a church-goer myself, I was still open to trying anything that would ease the loss I felt because of Michael.

I refrained from telling René the whole story, especially the part which transpired between Michael and me. There was no need for him to know. René had a different outlook on life, there were no grey areas for him. It was either white or black. Life had robbed him of those half-assed feelings.

Since his return, I noticed a tremendous transformation in his general behaviour and in his own self-confidence. Completing a successful haul with Larry gave René the kind of personal achievement he never had the opportunity to have ever since his life on the streets began. I was very happy for him, it was always my wish for him to find a suitable interest and occupation in his life in order to abandon the rut which had kept him in a personal prison for so long.

When we were alone together, on the nights in our cottage, he told me of his dream of one day owning his own rig. Larry had promised to train him and to prepare him to eventually pass his driver’s education. The training and license would eventually allow him to get the proper documentation to drive and operate semis and 18-wheelers.

“René, will you continue working with Larry?”

“He does need my help, so I would like to continue working with him. He does not have a regular contract with any company and as a free agent, he gets to pick those jobs paying the most. We are supposed to drive to Florida after Christmas and from there, we’ll get hooked up with many possible hauls. How about you, Missy, what do you want to do?”

“I think I will ask Larry to take me with him to Florida, and once I am there, I will decide.”

I was quite annoyed with his sudden disregard for my presence in his life. I wanted to tell him that I expected our lives to continue to be united; however, I decided to wait a few more days, to see if having me around again, day to day, would trigger those feelings we once shared. Although I wanted him to be happy, for some reason my happiness was all of a sudden important too. Michael’s passing had triggered too much sadness and wanting some pleasure from life mattered more than ever.

I decided to slip into town while everyone was busy with something else while my absence wouldn’t be noticed or my presence not missed. I cleared it first with Irma, I never wanted to do anything without her approval. I asked her to call Oliver Williams and to announce my arrival at his office. I took the liberty of assuming he would have time for me.

My small Canadian-bought car that we drove to Virginia was not often used. It was never used, for that matter, and Fred had advised me to start the engine occasionally anyway to keep it in working order. I did, periodically.

I didn’t want to take the Rover. The last time I was in it was the time with Michael. Everything that reminded me of him was still too painful to deal with. Besides, I needed to take my old car to a used-car dealership. I had the intention of selling it before leaving for Florida.

While driving, my mind was twisted with insecure thoughts. My emotional world was severely scarred by Michael’s passing and those scars, slowly on the mend were reinjured by René’s blatant detachment. I needed Oliver’s wisdom. I needed Oliver to reassure me that I will survive another loss, if it came to that. I felt as if I was sinking into the same abyss that lured Michael to surrender to death.

I arrived without even realizing the distance passing by. I’d never been to Oliver’s office at the church, I depended on the careful road directions Irma had so carefully drawn up. I never went into that part of Hampton on my shopping trips and I got lost. I had to ask for help. A kind old gentleman, who was sitting at a bus stop, was generous to offer his knowledge of the area.

When I finally arrived, I went into the rectory where the pastor’s assistant asked for my name and before I gave it, Father Williams came to greet me and graciously escorted me into the office.

“Missy, it’s so good to see you. Has something happened? I am worried about you. When Irma called, she was so insistent on me seeing you immediately. She really cares about you.”

“I love her too, Oliver. I have come for some of your wisdom and guidance. Nothing out of the ordinary has happened but I feel vulnerable and confused,” I started to say.

We sat down onto a couch opposite his office desk. The couch provided the comfort and proximity for the types of conversations for which intimacy was necessary and advantageous.

“I’m not sure if you know about the liaison Michael and I briefly had. It was nothing more than a few kisses and me giving him some sort of validation for his ego and he to mine. I didn’t realize, Oliver, the distress he was dealing with. I did not know about his fragile libido. To me, he was a zealous young man looking for a summer fling with a girl he met at the beach.”

“I did not know this, Missy. So, is that what troubles you, do you feel guilty in some way?”

“Of course, I feel guilty. He came to me the night of his drowning, he reached out to me, and I was too blind to see the frailty of his soul. I sent him away. I rejected his advances. I sent him to his death, Oliver. I can still hear his desperate cry for love,” my tears started to flow again, as they did every time I spoke or thought about him. I had so much to say. I continued, even though my voice was trembling with every word.

“Oliver, I feel I am setting myself up to finding these damaged souls. I am a magnet, attracting broken people. Why?”

“Missy, you are looking at this the wrong way. Try for a minute to see it from reverse. You see? You are not the magnet. They are. They seek out your generous, vulnerable, kind and unselfish nature because they need that from someone and not many can give back those types of emotions. Be proud that you are the type of individual who can bring a positive influence over others’ lives. Don’t feel guilty about Michael. You did bring joy to his world by giving him kisses and a physical acceptance. You cannot be held responsible for his choices. Missy, remember when we spoke about René? And how he had to learn to love himself? Well, Missy, you must do the same. Love yourself, Missy. For once in your life, be selfish.”

“Oliver, you are too wise. Why did I not see it like that?”

“Because you are too invested. You give too much of yourself. It is why you expect the same in return. Not everyone is like you. Try to remember that. Expect less and then maybe you’ll be surprised and not be so disappointed.”

I was again overwhelmed with his words and started to see my life from another perspective. When I got up to leave, I turned and gave him a heartfelt embrace, to transfer, if possible, the true emotions I felt for him at that moment. His wisdom, again, was straight from a power way above my head.

“Thank you again, see you at Christmas dinner,” I said before I got up to leave.

The outpouring of my soul during that visit was more than I could handle for the day. I didn’t stop at the dealership, I drove straight home.





Christmas

René never had much of a Christmas since he lost his family in 1976. Now, three years later, having one in Virginia with all the trimmings, brought back some old forgotten memories which rattled his mind, until Father Williams sat down to talk with him just hours before the scheduled festive dinner. They went to a quiet corner and spoke in private.

René embraced Oliver’s presence. Father Williams was introduced to René on the morning when Oliver arrived at the estate driving his old Chevy pickup truck. His attire and appearance always misled people into thinking he was of some other profession. As a matter of fact, people often mistook him for a celebrity. His extroverted personality, the friendly mannerism and the irresistible magnetism caught everyone off guard. There was no avoiding his persona. René too got sucked into his web of optimistic spiritual aura.

We didn’t discuss the possibility of an intervention for René, but once he met Oliver, he went with him without coercion or even suggestion. That is the kind of person Father Williams was and because of this gift, it made him a saviour for many in the State of Virginia and not only in the Hampton congregation.

Irma had told me that he was always being called upon to assist with the social services and was often asked to intervene with severe family disputes or with suicidal individuals. The courts had often enlisted his expertise in examining potential witnesses and/or victims or even those accused of the crime. Oliver’s ability to reach into the souls of people was, without a doubt, a talent or a God-given gift.

I never did find out what René and Oliver discussed but René came out from that room a different person. He had gone in as a boy and came out as a man. He looked at me and I could feel this good energy entering my body. The fusion was so tremendous, I started to blush. A sudden explosion of heat warmed every inch of my body. He walked over to me, and gave me a robust hug and a suggestive squeeze. In doing so, he also produced mysterious and unfamiliar feelings of serenity in his own heart.

Oliver Williams’ spiritual presence at our Christmas dinner also restored to our souls a sense of harmony that had been missing since the gloomy days prior. We were once again able to resume and embrace the true meaning of Christmas and to celebrate a time of year meant to rejoice in the rebirth of hope and salvation.

After dinner, we opened a few presents that lay hidden under a small tree Fred had snuck into the house only the day before. Larry and René had managed to wrap and decorate gifts for all of us; gifts they had purchased during their journey away.

We opened our presents one by one and marvelled at the unique wisdom going into each and every selection. I gave René a framed photograph of him and me, one Fred had taken of us by the seaside a couple of days after we first arrived in Virginia. Irma had knitted Fred a beautiful, cream-colored cable wool sweater. She had started it many months ago. I wondered where she had found the time to complete it during those busy times when we had guests to serve. Fred had snuck into Hampton and found a crystal vase for the dining room table and filled it too with a beautiful variety of cut flowers in season at the time. We had also chipped in for a bottle of good French wine for Oliver, knowing he had a taste for the better wines of the world.

The best gift, however, was the one Irma gave to me. She had taken my manuscript and had it reprinted and bound into a temporary book. With it, she gave me a ‘thank you’ card and when I read it, it brought me to tears.

"Dear Melissa,

Thank you for sharing your novel with me. I have never been so touched by words, as I have been by yours. The story you have written about Michael is one the whole world should read. You have captured the meaning of love, passion, character, lust, sorrow, determination, destiny, forgiveness, futility and hope, in a way that is realistic and a true example of the plight we, as human beings, can be subject to.

Congratulations

Irma Marshal Anderson"

The men looked at the two of us as we hugged, not understanding the show of affection we were sharing at that moment. The book I had written was composed at a time when most of them were not around, and Fred, well, he had been walking around the property then, traumatized and a prisoner of grief.

Not one of them promised to read it, except for one, Oliver. Men, for some reason, do not embrace sentimental, emotional tear-jerkers, so I did not feel betrayed by their disregard for my achievement. Larry did say though he would help me publish it as soon as we arrived in Florida, where he knew the editor of a publishing company.

It was a wonderful dinner and it was the company allowing all of us to feel festive and relaxed for the rest of the day. However, I missed my traditional Christmases with my parents and even though I had called them, being without them was not as easy as I had thought. I even missed the snow and the cold winters of the Montreal Christmases of the past. Since I had never known this time of the holiday season to have anything other than snow-covered trees and winter jackets, being by the seaside and walking on a sandy beach was very foreign indeed.

At midnight, we bade farewell to Father Williams and he left in a hurry, but his presence had been welcomed by all of us. We put everything away and were about to say goodnight when Fred asked us to stay for a glass of eggnog he himself made from scratch. He prided himself and claimed to be the only person in Virginia who had mastered the proper way of making it. And, he refused to hint at the recipe.

We sat around the fireplace in those cosy couches warmed by the heat of the burning wood. Even by the seaside, the nights were much cooler in December. René sat close to me, with his arm around my shoulders, and I could feel his inviting body inching itself closer and closer. It warmed my heart to feel this unusual need to be near me, for I had not sensed it from him for a long time. Perhaps never.

While Irma went to speak on the phone with her sons who had decided at the last moment not to come down for the holidays after all, Larry and Fred kept us entertained with their corny jokes. Finally, after what seemed like hours, we thanked the Andersons for a wonderful day and then René and I got up and made our way back to our cottage.

I started to go toward the shower when René stopped me.

“May we talk for a bit, Missy?” he took my hand as I nodded in agreement and gently led me toward the couch, where I sat down willingly.

“You know, Missy, I’ve never talked about this with you and maybe tonight is the right time for me to tell you what my deepest feelings are. We have known each other now for quite a while and I don’t think I have ever opened my heart to let you in. Talking with Oliver tonight, and I must add too that he is quite a wonderful guy, helped me to think about how unfair I have been toward you. From the moment we met, you have been my protector, my friend, my saviour, and I owe my life to you. Of course, I have held you on a pedestal because, in my eyes, you’ve earned that spot without question. From the age of 17, I have learned the hard way that love is something you can lose in a heartbeat. I have shielded myself with an armour protecting myself from another loss. My heart could not have taken losing someone I cared about, again, so I have been very careful. Loving you has never been a problem, the problem was always that I was afraid to show you. I felt vulnerable. Do you understand? Am I making any sense?”

“Yes, René, I do understand. Oliver and I have talked too. I had to tell someone how I felt. He opened many questions in my mind and some of those you have answered now. I appreciate your honesty. I have loved you for a long time and waited for you to be open with me. I needed to know how you felt about me.”

I held his face in my hands to make him understand I had longed for this time of honesty.

“I’m sorry I have kept you in the dark. You know, Missy, I felt that you wanted me to give you the kind of love they write about in romance books. I know about those sentimental, romantic, sexual feelings. I have those kinds of feelings for you, but I have never felt I was worthy of your love. I lived on the streets, for heaven’s sake. Who wants a boyfriend like that? I was ashamed of my life and I didn’t want to share that existence with you. Then there is the fact that I had lived the kind of life on the street I wish I could forget about, but it still haunts me to this day. Selling my body for money is not something I was or am proud of, Missy. I never thought you could love someone like me.”

“I do love you,” I gave him a gentle kiss on his lips.

“Oliver pointed out something I had not thought of or dared to consider. He said you had a free will, Missy, you chose to be by my side and if you loved me enough to have stuck around all this time, then I shouldn’t be afraid to show you my love.”

As I looked at René, I was grateful for his honesty and I felt I had to return that openness too.

“René, before we move forward, I need to be honest with you too,” I took his hand and as we sat face to face, I started to tell him the story of Michael.

“Michael Roberts was a troubled soul who reached out to me for love. I was starved for love myself, so there we were, two people, in desperate need for someone to love them and for a while, we gave each other some hope: love could still find us. We shared a few kisses but that was all I could offer him. René, he wanted me to replace the affections of his lost girlfriend; he saw me as her spirit. Maybe I reminded him of her in some way. I craved for your affection and your attention and, yes, I am guilty of reaching out to anyone who showed me some sort of compensation for that. I hope you can understand. When I closed my eyes, I was with you, René, not him. Crazy but true nonetheless.”

“Of course, I understand, I am the one to blame. If I had shown you how I really felt, then you would not have had to turn to someone else. I’m the one who is sorry. Please forgive me, Missy.”

He reached over and kissed me with the passion I had longed for. For the next few minutes, we just clung to each other, scared to lose the contact we had finally made. The feelings of comfort, satisfaction and contentment were so gratifying, we fell asleep in each other’s arms, on the couch, in the warmth of the Virginian cottage, by the sea, to end a perfect Christmas Day.





1980

Yes, René and I had finally communicated verbally our love for each other, but a physical union had not yet taken place. Both of us had our own reasons why making love was not foremost on our agenda. I was still recovering from the untimely death of Michael and from my own guilt because of it. René had felt my pain and my reluctance, so he did not press. He had his own issues also, which I’m sure he had discussed with Oliver but was hesitant in sharing those with me.

I was relieved to find out René had taken his rehabilitation seriously and was doing whatever he felt necessary to relinquish the lifestyle he had barely survived on the streets of Montreal. Oliver had told me in confidence that homeless people, no matter what the circumstances, find it almost impossible to leave that existence behind. Being homeless, he said, makes a person become emotionally fragile, physically and mentally addicted to that way of life. Oliver had compared it to being addicted to drugs of the worst kind. To give it up in the true sense, one had to seek professional help. René had never received any help other than my own naïve efforts. I had just plucked him out of it without knowing its ramifications.

Oliver also told me that making love to someone can only happen if you can love yourself. René had to find peace within himself before I could expect him to bond with me in all those intimate, loving ways. I wasn’t in a hurry, I really had no experience with the carnal pleasures of the body and I didn’t know what I was missing anyway. The most important need I had was for him to tell me that he loved me, which he finally did. I was content. Not fulfilled, but content nonetheless.

Larry announced to all of us during the next family breakfast he was preparing to leave Virginia the day after New Year’s Eve. It was already arranged that René would be accompanying him and now that he and I had finally committed ourselves to each other, I had every intention of tagging along too. Larry made it clear to me I was always welcome in his home. I rested assured that my travel plans were set.

Thus, it was with sadness that we told the Andersons about our impending departure from their loving home. I particularly felt unhappy because I had found a surrogate family in Irma and Fred. I was too young to have left home when I did and I couldn’t deny the fact to myself: I still needed the warmth and guidance of a family unit.

“It’s not forever, Irma,” I promised.

“I know, child, you must continue on your intended path. We were lucky to have been included on it, till now,” Irma said.

We sat for minutes in heart-rending silence, taking in the seriousness of the farewells being made.

“Hello. We are still here and let’s bring in the New Year with a bang,” Larry added to take the gloominess out of our goodbyes. We immediately snapped out of that desolate state and embraced Larry’s enthusiasm.

The preparations for a memorable party started and we all got involved. We cast aside all the misgivings, the sadness and past disappointments and vowed to look forward to better things. Fred’s suggestion to rekindle the monstrous fire pit, the one we had not touched since the Robert’s family BBQ, sounded like a wonderful plan.

“I think it’s long overdue. René and I had worked our asses off in building that mother. We should celebrate the New Year with a fire all of Virginia can see,” Fred declared with a firm tenacity.

Everyone agreed. The men got together to decide what had to be done to make it a reality. Irma and I went to the kitchen and took inventory of the fridge and freezer to see if we had all the right ingredients to make our dinner a gala. There was still so much food left over, we certainly had planned to feed our guests like royalty. Other than fresh fruits and vegetables, we didn’t need to shop for anything else.

“If you want me to, I will gladly go into town to pick up the fresh produce. I planned on going anyway, I wanted to mail the manuscript to the publisher Larry had suggested. Maybe, by the time I arrive in Florida, they will have an answer for me.”

“That sounds fine with me, but I should go with you, it’s been a long time since I left the house. I think I will stop and visit with Oliver too,” Irma said.

“Good, we’ll leave tomorrow after breakfast,” I replied.

For the rest of the day, I started to go through my belongings and determine what I should pack. There were a few items I had already put into a separate bag to give to the goodwill foundation I had seen in Hampton on my last visit. I had only one suitcase I brought with me from Montreal, and I didn’t need to have any more clothes than what fit into it originally. Irma had given me some of her clothes when I needed them and they were much nicer than the ones I had brought with me. I selected the newest and more fashionable ones and placed the others into the other bag. I also packaged my manuscript Michael and labelled it, giving Larry’s address in Florida as the return address.

Everything went as planned. Irma and I went to town and the three men stayed behind to become the true warriors of our pack; to build the kind of bonfire we would all remember as the one that had brought in the year 1980. For two days they planned, they drew up an architectural replica and presented it to us to get the final approval. They undertook the task very seriously, and Irma and I took pleasure from seeing their juvenile antics. The pit started to take shape and by the evening of our festivity, it was ready. It was like reliving Lord of the Flies all over again. The three warriors stood outside and lined up around the fire hole, staring at their achievement, proud as can be. They, however, did not paint their faces with pig’s blood nor did they prance around in their undies. Irma and I could have understood even that; their boyish need to reconnect with their primal origins. It was, it seems, an inherent male characteristic; the need to build a fire, it was crucial, after all, to the survival of the, human race.

The year 1979 had been a good one, we all agreed to that at the dinner table, as it had brought us all together, to which we toasted several times. We had all found such joy in our friendships, partnerships and mutual respect, celebrating it over and over seemed like the only decent thing to do.

The roast pork had always been a traditional meal in my family and I had suggested it to Irma. I explained to her that there was a superstition implying pigs push Lady Luck into the future because of the nature of its actions. No matter the reason, she said, any practice promising good luck, is worth following. The dinner, its trimmings, the wine and the ambiance, was the ideal end to a good year.

By 11 o’clock, we gathered around the fire, which did, as expected, blaze toward the heavens. We cheered every time a new flame roared and crackled. Fred took a seat next to Irma, René eased himself into a chair beside me, following Fred’s lead. As I watched him, it suddenly made sense to me, he was learning from Fred. I realized then that René never had a male role model after the death of his father. While living on the streets, he never learned how to treat a lady. Then, he hooked up with me, a young inexperienced and foolish girl. I also realized that my own expectations of him until then were so unrealistic. If only I had known before what I knew now.

Since he had never been with a woman and life on the street had never taught him the intricacies of dating or being in love, I was expecting something he was incapable of giving. Maybe, slowly, with time, he would learn. He was liberated now and found a new start on life.

It was a rather warm night, the stars shone brightly in the southern sky and to me, it was so unusual. Compared to the New Year’s Eves of my past life, this was different.

We sat with our glasses of champagne, looking at each other, anticipating the stroke of midnight, which would then, ultimately, launch the year 1980. The year I was going to turn 18.





Rolling

We spent the day after the New Year’s Eve celebrations tying up loose ends. Larry had to prepare the tractor-trailer for travel, which involved cleaning out the cabin and the sleeper, of which the latter was in worse condition, having had two men living, eating and sleeping out of it for days on end. He had to check all of the 18 tires for pressure and had to start the engine to lubricate all the engine components.

René went to Hampton with Fred to get haircuts. Both needed one badly. They were also scheduled for a brief meeting with Father Williams; René wanted to say goodbye.

I stayed to spend some more time with Irma who had started to show signs of separation pains.

“You have been such a pleasure to have, Missy, I don’t know what will become of us, now.”

“Irma, I will always be only a phone call away and you can come and join us at any time. I will probably appreciate some company when Larry and René will be away on a haul.”

“You are right but the minute the three of you get into that truck, my life will become lonely again. Fred is good company but with age, he has become less and less sociable. Sometimes, he just sits all day and reads or goes off alone for hours on the beach. I have often thought that one day he will not return, like Michael. I worry so much now, especially after that terrible day. I will miss you, Missy.” She then held me in her arms, unable to let go.

I returned her affection and kissed her face with tenderness and a true love which had evolved since we met. Even though our time together was short lived, it was the quality of those two months that gave me a reason for having such deep affections for them.

A new day, a new month and a new year made me feel extra nostalgic. As I gathered our belongings and tidied up the cottage, I reflected on the past but thought more about the future. I looked around the guest house that gave René and me the hospice we desperately needed at the time of our escape from Montreal. It was the welcoming arms waiting for us following our flight from the terrible reality of René’s life back home.

I felt a sudden loss for what I left behind. I missed my mother and my father who was already old when I left. I wondered how my mother was handling the loss of a child she had loved so much. However, I knew too that my chosen responsibilities toward someone who needed me was far beyond any selfish desires I may have to continue my previous carefree existence.

On the verge of another road trip and another leap into the unknown reminded me of what Oliver once told me. There will come a time, Missy, when you will have to set René free. You will have to give him the freedom to stay with you or to walk away. It is not as easy as it may sound today, when the time comes, it might be the hardest thing you will ever have to do.

By the time the sun set in the west and the tide had come in with a fierceness that only happens in January, Larry, René and I climbed into our respective places in the cabin of the beautiful red 18-wheeler truck and made our quick getaway before the effects of separation would not allow us to leave. I looked out the window to see the faces of the two precious people whom I now loved with passion. As Larry pulled us out of the driveway, I could see the tears in Irma’s eyes and the sorrowful look on Fred’s face. The moon was the only light shining but I could still see each and every teardrop and the mournful frown.

The road south, from Virginia to Florida, was going to take us through the two Carolinas, the peanut State of Georgia and then ultimately arriving into the sunshine State of Florida. The first night, I slept in the sleeper, undisturbed by the sounds of the engine or the incessant jokes Larry had in his wealth of data tucked away somewhere in his memory bank. He had accumulated many over the 50 years of his life. Besides, those senseless tales made my sleep come quicker and stay deeper. The 18 wheels of the truck generated such a comforting hum from rolling on the cement-covered flawless roads that it easily replaced any lullabies or sleep aids. I had never realized how comfy those truck sleepers were.

I woke up to the warm southern air of North Carolina’s fresh morning hours and René tugging at my blanket draped over me for the night.

“Breakfast is served, beautiful. Come, let me treat you to some bacon and eggs.”

I yawned and jumped, not realizing for a second where I was. I had dreamt of the seaside estate I loved so much, and I thought for sure I was waking up for my routine run on the beach before the sun rose in the sky.

“Oh, René, where are we?”

“We have just passed Raleigh and we thought having something to eat would be a good idea. Larry and I have finished everything Irma packed. Sorry,” he smiled his boyish smile, melting my heart.

René and I took turns in the sleeper throughout the trip, even during daytime. Larry had started giving René driving lessons on their previous trips and he was a natural. On those stretches of highway toward Florida those Larry knew were seldom patrolled by the police, he allowed René to take the wheel and to give himself some napping time.

When I was in the sleeper, I started to write again. Irma lent me her typewriter. She told me she had no more use for it, but I didn’t want to take advantage of her kindness and generosity. Therefore, I promised her that as soon as I had more money, I would send her a cheque to buy herself a new one.

Typing while riding the roads gave me a different motivation for composing. Sitting so high above the drifting miles being swept away under me, the inspirations were again taking over my world. The window separating the cabin from me was always kept closed. The only light guiding my hands came from the small opening behind my head. The compartment was not designed to facilitate a writer to write an epic novel, it was only meant for a tired truck driver to erase the fatigue of the endless roads he travelled.

I did make good use of the time while sitting there, alone with my own thoughts, oblivious to the changes in the landscape and foliage we passed from state to state. Whenever we stopped, I was intrigued again by nature’s endless surprises.

By the second day, we arrived near Jacksonville, Florida, where the groves of orange trees lined the roads. The winter had been gentle that year on the thousands upon thousands of young trees that were going to provide juice to millions of people around the world. While sitting with Larry in the cabin, as René slept, I received a formal education about the history, agriculture and commerce of the State of Florida. I enjoyed his transfer of information; however, his final remarks caught me unprepared.

“Missy, have you and René done the nasty?”

I looked at him with a puzzled look on my face, I had never heard the terminology before.

“You know, slept together?”

“Larry, I’m not comfortable talking about it,” I said.

“Missy, we are like family, I am old enough to be your dad. Besides, I’m concerned. I don’t mean anything negative or filthy. You know, René and I have talked a lot while we were travelling, and I think he wants to have those kinds of relations with you. However, he doesn’t know if you feel the same way.”

“We have talked about this since then and we are working out our issues.”

“He is a great guy, you know.”

“I do know. I’ve been with him for a long time. I love him very much, he knows that. Did he tell you everything?”

“You mean about his family? Yes, he did.”

“He hardly ever talks about them and I don’t think it’s healthy. I hope he came clean with Oliver. René needs a lot of help, Larry. I hope that you too can give him guidance. Don’t just fill his head with silly jokes, give him honest ways to cope with life and love. He didn’t get too much of that on the streets from the pimps or the street garbage he was imperilled by for two years.”

“You are very wise for someone so young, Missy,” he said in an earnest tone while he glanced toward me. “I will try my best, I will try to be a role model, but my years of experience with women hasn’t been without making mistakes.”

“We all make mistakes, Larry, it is the way life is. I want to tell you that I will eventually give René an ultimatum. He will have to choose a life with me on my terms or he will have to walk away from me.”

“What exactly do you mean by that, Missy?”

“Larry, I must know where my life is going. I took a big leap of faith getting him away from trouble and I did it for him. However, I need some things from life too. Selfish, I am not, but a fool I am not either. I think René might look upon me as his saviour and maybe he feels he owes me something. I know he loves me, but how is the question. No matter how hard we tried, romance has not blossomed between us. When he touches me, kisses me, holds me, I tremble and crave for his love. I don’t know if he gets those same kinds of cravings when I touch him.”

“I see. You’ve been very open, Missy. I didn’t, realize the severity of your dilemma.”

We drove in silence and it seemed like forever until René immerged from the sleeper, very much awake.

“I do love you, Missy,” he whispered in my ear.

I knew right away he had overheard some, most or all the conversation between Larry and me. I noticed some tearstains on his face and he wiped them away before I left him in the care of Larry. I went back to the solitude of my fortress behind them, to continue writing, for it was the writing that managed to console and soothe my aching heart.





Hollywood, Florida

Larry’s house in Hollywood, Florida, was a quaint hacienda; a Mexican-styled house with tiny white-washed pebbles scattered in the front yard. There were bushes of red oleander decorating the perimeter and under the blazing glow of the midday sun and the cloud-free blue skies, the stucco on the facade radiated its bleached white glamour. As we pulled into the driveway, a well-tanned middle-aged woman came to greet us from the house next door.

She was introduced to us and Larry made it clear, Maria, his next-door neighbour, was also the one who looked after his house in his absence. He insisted we were to call on her help if ever we needed it. She had a very welcoming smile and in her broken English, she excused herself.

Before we arrived at the house, Larry had driven the tractor to a parking lot about a mile away because the residential neighbourhood where he lived did not accommodate or appreciate trucks of that size anywhere in its vicinity. He had a small VW Beetle waiting for us close by and after we transferred our suitcases, we drove promptly to his home. The temperature had skyrocketed to almost 90 degrees F and a quick drive to the house soon put us into the air-conditioned setting vital to our comfort. The weather had always been ideal in Virginia, except for a few windy and cool evenings during a storm or two daring to cross our way. Larry had told me during his lecture on the State of Florida that the southern areas of the state had an extremely hot climate. The heat got interrupted only by rain or the occasional hurricane; however, January was not a month in which there was any threat from either. There were three small-sized bedrooms in the house, a full kitchen and two marble-tiled bathrooms with shower stalls. There was, in the backyard, an enclosed kidney-shaped pool, a tiled deck with a gas BBQ and white lawn chairs placed strategically around the whole area. Behind the enclosure, the grass lawn, ended and a moor appeared. There, a small-sized yacht was anchored. The canal, I was told later, led to a series of waterways for which southern Florida was well-known.

Again, as in Virginia, René and I looked at each other in disbelief.

“Pinch me again, I must still be dreaming,” I said again as we burst into a giddy laughter.

“Oh, I see you are both pleasantly surprised. Being a truck driver does have many advantages. I may not be home often to enjoy it, but it’s a great showpiece, no?” he beamed with pride.

“Missy, I will give you your own room where you can write in peace and quiet while René is snoring away in the other one. You do, however, have to share a bathroom. Everything else is common, please make yourselves at home. I am not much of a cook, so, Missy, feel free to cook whatever you want. There is plenty of food, Maria has done the grocery shopping for us.”

I was very impressed with Larry’s kindness, it showed that Irma and her family members were properly schooled in the art of southern hospitality. To show him my appreciation for having opened up his home to us, I decided to treat him to a home-cooked meal. I had learned many new recipes from Irma and I was happy to impress my new host with a decent meal.

While I was busy in the kitchen, René and Larry were having some beer poolside and did not hear the mailman ringing the bell impatiently at the front door. I finally ran to intercept.

“I have a registered letter for a Melissa Drake.”

“That’s me,” I responded with surprise. I signed the necessary papers and then returned to the kitchen quickly to, prevent the food from burning in the pot. I left the letter on the table, returning my attention to the meal I was trying to complete.

When Larry came back with the empty bottles, he noticed the letter on the table and picked it up.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“It just arrived. I haven’t had a chance to look at it.”

“Open it, Missy, it looks important.”

I had a feeling it was a letter from the publisher, who else knew I was there? I opened the envelope with some hesitation. My heart was beating overtime from the anticipation of what I would find inside.

I peeled away the first few pages, not reading the letter. Attached to the words was a cheque for $20,000. I stood and held it in my hand, too stunned to move.

“So, what on earth is it?” Larry asked as René joined us in the kitchen.

The three of us stood in silence as I held up the cheque for them to see. Then I read the letter out loud for them to hear.





Published

"Dear Miss Drake,

We are pleased to offer you an advance of $20,000 to show good faith in accepting your manuscript Michael. We would like to proceed with the publishing of your book and any royalties coming from the its sales as per the contract, will be then forwarded to, you. However, we ask you to read and sign the enclosed contract first and then return it to us. Please cash the check, if you accept our offer. For further information regarding this agreement, please contact me, Russell Grant at 555-5656 in Hollywood, Florida.

Yours sincerely

R. Grant"

It took us a while to fully accept the authenticity of the letter. I read it several times to clarify each and every word Mr. Grant had written.

“Oh, my goodness,” I finally gave out a yell.

“Congratulations, Missy,” Larry pitched in.

René picked me up and twirled me around the room, obviously pleased with the outcome of my efforts as a new writer. Once my feet finally touched the floor, I ran to the phone, eyeing Larry for permission.

“Go ahead, call her,” he said, knowing exactly who I was about to call.

“Hello, Irma? It’s Missy. They bought my book, Irma. Isn’t that amazing?”

“The book is amazing, I would have been surprised had they not liked it. That’s great news. Keep writing, honey. Make us proud. You will have to send me an autographed copy of the book when it comes out.”

“I most definitely will. Thank you for the opportunity and the encouragement. I love you,” I said finally before I hung up the receiver.

For the next few weeks, I was kept very busy with Mr. Russell Grant, who became my publisher and my agent as well. I didn’t know that I needed an agent, but he had persuaded me into believing I did. I signed all the endless paperwork, which was almost as long as my book. I opened up a bank account at the closest branch near Larry’s house, first to deposit the publisher’s cheque and, also, to deposit my Nana’s precious cash.

Russell Grant was a man in his early 30s who had made it in the publishing industry by having written one bestseller at the age of 25. His book was more of a travel chronicle than a fiction, but it had caught the public’s fascination and, overnight, Russell became the talk of the literary community. He explained his story to me, mainly to impress upon me the importance of having an agent, because he had had none. Without an agent, Russell’s good fortune was very short lived. As fast as his popularity had grown, it had fizzled out even faster. He had only been a one-book wonder. After his short career as a writer, he found a position with the same publishing company. Other than minimal royalties, he was now just a salaried employee, struggling like many others to make a decent living. He had started to hire himself out as an agent and when he found new writers, he was not just feeding off their rewards, but handing out crucial information and guiding their careers so the writers didn’t end up becoming one-book wonders like him.

He was a handsome man, single and very dedicated to his clients. His vibrant personality overshadowed his physical limitations. He was not a tall fellow and had a slight limp due to a childhood bout with polio. The limp was barely noticeable, yet he used to be self-conscious as a young man thus, he never pursued the company of women.

Russell took over my life, it seemed, with endless book signings in the Hollywood area and he started to set up similar signings in other states also. I never thought being a writer would change my life in so many ways. All I wanted to do was to keep on writing. Instead, I had to spend the next two months travelling, sleeping in unfriendly hotels, meeting people who were strangers to me and signing my name in books. People lined up to beg for my autograph and requested the strangest comments as dedications.

Russell became my travel companion. The company endorsed his travels in order to promote new books and their authors because the initial campaign was paramount in the ultimate success of the book. He was also my chaperone, in a way, because of my age. I needed his presence, for in some instances, I was not even eligible to attend certain functions because of it. The age of adulthood in the USA was 21 and I was not even 19. Missy Drake became my pen name and the public ate it up with an uncanny devotion. The line-ups at bookstores were endless and I was so caught up in the frenzy that every night after a day of work, I collapsed on my hotel bed, unable to move. I missed René so much, even though we talked almost every night after completing my obligations to the publisher. I arrived back to my room those nights, next to exhausted, and to make matters worse, I was homesick, not for Montreal, but for the place where René was. My life became a struggle. The life of fame sucked. At nights, before I closed my eyes, I thought of the place where I had written my bestseller, the place where I had met Michael, the place where life was filled with love, friends and peace. My dreams, however, were forever of René.

By the end of March 1980, I completed my tour and returned to Florida again, but to my dismay, the house was empty and there was a brief letter from René waiting on my bed.

"Dearest Missy,

Larry and I have left to do a long haul. We will travel to Montreal, then down to New York City, continuing south until we will arrive at home sometime in April. I will call you often. I hope you will rest and overcome the hardships of your past few weeks. Take care of yourself.

Love

René"

Although Larry’s house provided all the comforts I needed, I didn’t like the emptiness of it. After only a few days back, I started to feel the loneliness so deeply I decided to call on Russell and invite him out for dinner. Much to my surprise, he accepted my invitation. I would have invited someone my own age had I known anyone. I was still a newcomer in Southern Florida and I had not met anyone. I had become so immersed in my career as a writer I didn’t even know the area in which I lived.

Russell arrived to pick me up in his car and at his suggestion, because I had none, we went to a French restaurant, Oceanside. He was good company and we shared our life stories with each other over wine and lobster tails. Even though he was almost twice my age, my life story was longer and more interesting, for some reason. I attributed it to the fact that as a writer of fiction, compared to his travel documents, I was more astute in telling outrageous tales. I also told him, after the third glass of wine, about my non-existent love life. He laughed, telling me he didn’t have one either. Given our differences in age, we still had many things in common. He kept insisting he liked the very same foods, same songs and same hobbies. He continued to order more wine and with our good-natured exchange of stories, drinking was an accepted activity.

He confessed he had cried after reading my story about Michael; however, he also told me that while he was reading it, he was drinking red wine known to bring him to tears as well. I laughed because I knew that men don’t usually read stories such as mine, admitting to an emotional outburst was too candid, even for him.

Russell lived in Fort Lauderdale, a city near Hollywood, and he had to pass through it to drive me home. The dinner date was pleasant and even though I was somewhat inebriated from the wine, I really didn’t want the evening to end, thus, when he suggested I visit his condo, I agreed. He was so friendly and pleasant as a host.

His condo was on the 20th floor of a high-rise complex, right on the shores of the Atlantic Ocean, where many other structures similar to his lined the coast of Southern Florida. The coastline in Florida seemed to be very congested with hotels and condos to accommodate all the people who flocked there, escaping the poor weather of the north.

He parked the car in the indoor parking complex located under the building. We took the elevator up and when he opened the door to his place, I was pleasantly surprised. It had one main living area, with windows all around and the view from the 20th floor was breath-taking. The whole coast along the beach, all the way down to Miami, was visible and absolutely beautiful. I had always loved those picture-perfect vistas of nature. Russell dimmed the lights right away claiming I could get the ideal look out.

He opened a bottle of wine and offered some to me. After the first sip, the remaining events of that night became fuzzy and confusing. I remember sitting on a white leather couch, facing the windows, and as we sipped the wine, we talked more and more. Honestly, I don’t remember talking at all, but I do remember that before long Russell slipped his arms around my shoulders as he inched his way closer and closer to me. So close, I could smell the garlic on his breath. Before I knew it, he pulled me so close to him that suddenly, though reluctantly, I succumbed to my own sexual desires. He kissed me with a determination to entice me even more.

There was no unusual force, no insistent pressure, just a natural attraction between René and me. We finally got caught up in a moment of mutual desire. I had fought my body’s sexual needs for too long and the timing that night was perfect. I closed my eyes and kissed René’s lips and pressed his firm body next to mine. Suddenly, René lifted me up and carried me into the bedroom, where our king-sized bed was waiting for us. The room was spinning but I managed to unbutton my blouse and slip out of my skirt to wait for him to continue his erotic advances, touching those parts of my body which ached for him. In the dark, I reached for his naked flesh and as he ravaged mine, I cried out from the rapid rise of my ecstasy. His tight well-formed body lay there on top of me and as he reached his own climax, we lay there, silent and spent in each other’s arms.

“Oh. René. I love you,” I whispered before passing out.

The early morning sun edged its way slowly over the horizon and as its rays became more intense, they flooded the bedroom with a blinding light that shone directly toward me, causing my eyes to open. Still half asleep, I reached over to feel René’s soft skin, but I found myself with a stranger in my bed and a sudden wave of panic swept over my entire body. I leaped out of bed glaring at Russell who was still sound asleep. I was shocked to have found that man in my bed but upon further examination of my surroundings, I came to the realization that it was not my bed, not my room, nor my house. I dressed and ran. I took a taxi home, locked all the doors, took a long shower and went to my bed to cry myself back to sleep. I was hoping to awake from a terrible nightmare.

I woke up later to the ringing of the phone beside my bed. For a moment, I hesitated, still feeling the guilt of my actions the night before and not quite sure as to what really happened.

“Hello?” I whispered.

“Missy, I called you several times last night. Where have you been? I was worried,” René said frantically.

“Everything is okay. I went to grab something to eat. I am so sorry, René, that I wasn’t here to talk with you. I wish I had not gone out,” I started to cry.

“Missy, what’s wrong?”

“I miss you so much. I don’t like being apart. I don’t feel at home.”

“I’ll be back soon. Listen, I wanted to tell you that while Larry and I were in Montreal, I picked up my real birth certificate, so now I can proceed with re-establishing my true identity. I’ll explain everything in a few days.”

“Hurry back,” I finally said.

I stayed in my bedroom for the rest of the day, too ashamed to face the world outside of it. Slowly, the events of the previous night started to come back. I blamed myself, for I had fallen into a trap I had allowed someone to set. Blaming Russell was unjust, I was the one who drank too much, I was the one who willingly went to a strange man’s home. If he took advantage of me, I was the only one to blame. My head was still heavy with a peculiar drowsiness I couldn’t understand and I finally fell into a profound sleep, again.





Haven

Larry had left the Beetle in the driveway, knowing I would be back before them. The key was hanging on a hook by the front door and a keychain with my name on it was secretly attached as a surprise addition. With all the commotion of the past two months—the travelling, the crowds, and now the total silence and loneliness—I had only one choice, and that was to pack a bag and hit the road toward Virginia.

I grabbed a few of my books, a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, bathing suit and a few other odds and ends. I locked all the doors, turned off all the lights and wrote a letter to Larry explaining my absence. I didn’t call Russell, even though he was my agent. I had no reason to call him and I knew I probably never would.

The events of the night before placed a smear on his reputation in my mind and the gentleman I had thought he was, no longer applied. Whatever did happen was now in the past and I decided I would publish my next book using another company and another agent.

The drive back to Virginia seemed faster than I had remembered. I sped along State Highway 95 north until the sign for the Chesapeake Bay exit appeared on the billboard, some 950 miles from where I started.

I did not eat anything along the way. I stopped only to fill up the gas tank. There was an odd force which propelled me to get to my destination as fast as possible. There was an emptiness, a longing to be held by loving arms and the closest ones were those of Irma. I had not spoken with my own mother for many weeks and she was too far for me to crave for her embrace. However, the arms I really wanted around me were those of René’s.

Somehow, my short success as a writer had given me a monetary reward but the success had also taken away many more important things, and for those, I was desperately looking.

As I drove into the parking lot of the Anderson Estate, a flood of memories rushed through my mind and I had to stay in the car for a few minutes to find the strength to run up to the main house. The memories were a mixture of good and bad, sad and happy, I had to sort through them immediately and hold on to the positive ones only.

Irma and Fred were sitting on their back porch, unaware a visitor had unexpectedly arrived on their property. The main house was so far away from the front gate and parking area that there was no way of knowing when someone arrived. Many years ago, Fred had told me, he had installed an intercom connecting the gate to the house; however, it had been broken and never fixed due to infrequent use.

I walked down the path from the guest cottage, the one where René and I had lived, and made my way to the sandy beach. As I passed in front of the main house, I saw them relaxing, unaware of my presence. I had not called to tell Irma I was driving up to see them.

“Hello, lovers,” I yelled out loud enough for them to hear.

Irma stood up to see who had called out to them and when she saw that it was me, she made her way down the stairs and ran toward me.

“My Lord. Missy. What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to surprise you. I hope you are taking visitors.” I grabbed her and gave her a warm embrace. I could see Fred behind us, still standing on the porch, trying to see the two women down on the beach and not sure who one of them was. His eyesight was deteriorating and unless he had his glasses on, he couldn’t see very well.

We went back to the house, arm in arm, and the warmth of her precious soul next to mine was so comforting, I didn’t want to let go of her. Fred finally got gist of what was happening and grabbed and pulled me into his arms too. For me, it was like arriving in my childhood home, greeting my own parents. I realized then that my own parents were missing their own daughter and I promised to them in my heart they would be the next ones I would visit.

“I needed to see the both of you before I head back to a much overdue visit to Montreal. When I left Florida, my aim was to see only the two of you; however, I feel a need now to hold my parents in my arms and to thank them for their patience and to beg for their forgiveness. I had abandoned them and let them down. All the dreams they ever had for me were destroyed in a flash. I see things from a different point of view now. Older and wiser, as they say.”

“Missy, I spoke with Larry yesterday, they will stop over here before heading back down to Florida. You being here will be a pleasant surprise for them as well. Please wait for them before you go.”

“Oh. I’m not in a hurry. I would like to talk with Oliver too while I’m here. I hope you can put me up for a few days or weeks? I will pay for your hospitality. I am a famous writer now, so, I have some more money,” I laughed at my own conceit.

“Missy, you are our adoptive daughter, there is no need for you to feel you must pay for your stay. I appreciate your offer, but no. Give me an autographed copy of the book, that will be payment enough. We are both so proud of your achievement.”

I was touched by their admission of having found a close bond with me, so I did what I always do when I have deep feelings: I cried. I went over to them both to hold them closer to my body. I wanted to pour out all my emotions right there unto the patio table but I held back, not to disturb the positive aura of that moment.

The sky above was as blue as the water below it and had there been no horizon, the two would have merged into one solid colour of aquamarine. The gentle ocean breeze kept caressing our faces while the three of us just sat there staring out toward the sea, trapped in genuine serenity, each one of us holding unto some sublime contemplation of our own.

Again, as it had happened before, those inspirations that once overpowered my ordinary day-to-day thoughts activated my imagination and another idea was again forming in my mind. Luckily, I had packed the typewriter. I brought it back home to its owner but now it was going to be used again by me. Irma told me I could move back into the same cottage René and I had shared, but it was going to be rented out for the summer months. She explained that both cottages were already booked for July and August, but if I decided to come back, I could stay at the main house with them. I reconfirmed to her my plans to go to Montreal, but first, I had to attend to the book I knew I had to write. My trip to Montreal was an unplanned one, my parents had no idea I was going to startle them with my arrival, even though visiting them was all that it was going to be, a visit. The length of it depended on the sort of homecoming they had waiting for me We had grown apart over time, our outlook on life had changed and my ambitions, my beliefs, my lifestyle did not coincide with theirs. The rift between us had developed mainly because I was so headstrong and stubborn to help a homeless boy. To be honest, they were right in trying to discourage my youthful idealism. I was blinded by the love that was in my heart and in retrospect, I could have dealt with René’s predicament in different ways.

I often thought of the ‘what if’s’ of my life so far and I always came to the same conclusionI would not change anything about it. Certainly, there were many imperfections in my relationships, but they were mine and I treasured all of them, except the last one with my agent. That, I would rather exclude from my memory bank.

So, I moved into the guest house, alone for the time being, and gathered my tools to start on my next projectI decided to call The Guest House.

I asked Irma, in advance, to excuse my inevitable anti-social behaviour. I explained that I worked best alone and without sleep. I had this tendency to binge write. Time, hunger, even thirst had never stopped the flow. Once the words started spilling onto the paper, I couldn’t stop. We arranged, before my self-imposed exile, a meeting with Oliver to take place at some point in the following two weeks. Usually, if the manuscript was not finished in that period of time, I would end up trashing it. I always allowed my creativity to run that type of a course. Either it did or it didn’t measure up to the quality I had set as my standard.

Irma, the thoughtful person who she was, delivered meals to my door daily and in those moments when I needed a breath of fresh air for my physical and mental well-being, I went up to the main house where there was always fresh coffee to drink and/or food to eat. I would linger by her side, enjoying her company, and on one of those days, I had the urge to reveal to her how I had recently lost my innocence. I had not talked or thought about it since the fateful time and it had started to weigh heavily on my conscience again.

"You know, Irma, I had waited for René to be the first man, in my life as a woman, to initiate my sexual role as one; however, he was not emotionally prepared to undertake the task. Before I came here, I had a dinner date with my agent and, Irma, I think he took advantage of me. We had many glasses of wine, but I think he also laced my last glass with something.

‘It’, whatever it was, rendered me incapable of resisting his advances. Honestly, I don’t remember most of that night, but I had this strange dream about René and I making love. When I awoke, there he was, my agent, sleeping soundly next to me. I panicked and left in such a hurry and anger that I never confronted him. Until this moment, I have not heard or want to hear from or about him."

“You, poor child. He should be in jail,” Irma said sadly.

“I am to blame. I willingly went to his place, what was I thinking, Irma?”

“You are young and very trusting. He made sure you couldn’t have said no to him. He played you well, Missy. He knew what he was doing. I’m sure it wasn’t the first time he rendered someone helpless. He slipped you a mickey. That’s what those drugs do, they render people defenceless, vulnerable and very much incapable of resisting.”

“The worst part, Irma, is that I had always imagined making love for the first time to be special, with a person whom I loved. Now, I feel cheated and cheap. Do you think I should tell René?”

“I don’t think he needs to know about this, Missy. He had already been exposed to such treatment by those who took advantage of him and who took away his own innocence. You would only hurt him and remind him of his own pain. I know it will take time for you to overcome the guilt and the deception you feel now, but you will. Go write your book. Think of everything but this. You are still young and when René and you are ready to commit yourselves, your experience will be wonderful. I promise. I sound like Oliver, don’t I?” she giggled.

“You are both wonderful, gentle and wise souls.”

I left on those last words back to continue the writing and to follow Irma’s advice: to concentrate on anything that would eventually make me forget about Russell’s existence.





Birthright

In 12 days, my manuscript was near completion and as I was winding my way through the last chapter, which was always the most difficult to write, a familiar sound yanked me out of the fiction and into my own reality. The tractor-trailer was edging its way into the driveway and its engine, as loud as it was, gave me a rush of relief. I had not seen René for so long his face was becoming a faded image in my mind and I yearned to see it again, to refresh and imprint it into my heart. I dashed out, not realizing seeing me would be a bigger surprise for him.

“René, René!” I shouted, hoping that seeing me would be as pleasant as seeing him was for me.

“Missy, what has happened? How did you end up here?”

He grabbed me, pulled me so close that any more, closer would have hurt. We kissed, a long and a passionate kiss, and when we finished, we received a standing ovation from Fred, Irma and Larry, who gave a wolf’s whistle, as well. Hand in hand, arm in arm, we all went to the main house to share stories and to rekindle our relationships. We all treasured them, despite the absences that life had wedged in-between our times together.

“Missy, when did you get here? You didn’t tell me you were even thinking of coming. I tried calling you a thousand times in the last two weeks, but you never answered the phone. Now I know why.”

“I just got an urge to visit with Irma and Fred. It was an impulse that drove me here,” I confessed.

“But I’m glad I did, because, believe it or not, I am one chapter away from completing my second book, and I must say, I think it’s pretty decent.”

We sat outside on the deck, with our afternoon coffees and snacks, shielded well from the heat of the sun by the shadow the house had cast. We chatted to the person who sat beside us. To my left was Larry and to my right was René.

I directed most of my thoughts toward René but occasionally had words with Larry too. They both described their recent trip, giving every detail about the job, their antics in and out of bars and finally their return to René’s hometown of Montreal.

It seemed that the province of Quebec had kept every detail of the untimely deaths of René’s parents and giving both their names had produced the birth certificate he needed to officially be a person with an identity. He was still far from being legally accepted but it was the biggest step he could have taken.

“Missy,” he stood up in front of me, “I’d like to introduce myself to you. My name is René Michel Fortin,” he proudly said to me. “Now that I know who I am, I would like to get to know you better, if you will let me.”

He had caught me thoroughly off guard with his simple solution to our lack of intimacy. Not owning a birth name had interfered in his ability to commit to a true relationship. Who knew? Life, at that moment, made absolutely no sense to me but it did give me the inspiration to write the final chapter of The Guest House. I had struggled with a way to conclude the resolution part of my fiction and with all that had transpired, I knew exactly what had to be written to bring the novel to its finale.

“René Michel Fortin, what a beautiful name. I would be honoured to get to know you,” I replied, and I truly hoped, with those words, I offered him the consent to love me, as I loved himwith body, heart and soul.

This time, he sat beside me, between Larry and me, squeezing in tightly to secure his spot, the closest he could get. Since I had nobody on my right, he had tenaciously guaranteed to get all my attention. He reached his arm below the table and placed his right hand onto my left thigh, squeezing it ever so gently. Immediate goose-bumps. That, intentional or inadvertent act, sent a definite message, one that I had been waiting for a long time. To me, he was making his claim on me, giving me his intentional sign to possess me in the most intimate manner.

The gesture was so tender that in response, I put my hand on top of his, to accept his offer of affection. Irma had gone into the kitchen and then reappeared with a tray of tuna sandwiches we all devoured in seconds. There was a bucket of iced beer beside us, which became depleted by early evening, when finally, I rose from my seat and excused myself.

“It was a wonderful day, but I must return to my barracks, The Guest House is waiting for me.”

“I think I will join you if you don’t mind, I’m bushed,” René stood up right behind me.

“Good night, you two,” Larry chimed in as he sent a suggestive wink in René’s direction, which René missed, but I did not. The beer had already rendered Larry into a randy version of himself, to sleep it off was for him the only remedy.

There was already a sharp breeze coming in from the ocean and the overhead sky was turning from a light grey to an angrier and darker shade of the same colour.

The weather vanes on top of the three houses were wildly spinning in a clockwise direction, which usually indicated that the approaching storm would most definitely make contact with the ground beneath our feet. The northern air stream always indicated that ugly certainty.

Before René and I took leave of our friends, we decided to help Irma move all the items prone for flight; the tableware, dishes, bottles, tablecloths, we brought to the kitchen. The storm formed out of nowhere. We were already seeing dried brush carried down the beach by potent gusts of wind. Then, the power suddenly went out, but because it was still light, we had time to completely dismantle the patio set and secure it down for protection. Larry disappeared into his room, the beer had taken its nasty toll.





Lovers

The cottage lights went off, along with all the other residential and commercial buildings serviced by the electrical power grid of the lower Chesapeake Bay area. When that happened, which was more common than not, many hours passed before there was any hope of regaining electricity. There was no use in complaining, getting nervous or angry, only patience, optimism and plenty of candles were the wise choices. We had plenty of candles in each room, of each house, Irma had invested a small fortune in accumulating a wide assortment of those necessary torches which had lighted up her own way throughout her life living by the sea. It was not the best condition for writing a book; however, it was the perfect one for romance.

While there was a glimmer of daylight, we staged the house with the candles. I fetched a bottle of forgotten Pinot Noir and René scattered plush blankets on the couch. We had done that whole process in the past but there was a different mood in our cottage this stormy night.

We could see the flickering of the lit candles up at the main house from their windows facing ours. Everything was peaceful, except for the storm raging around us. All three houses were built to withstand small tropical storms as well as major hurricanes. Once all the candles were lit, we moved the couch closer to the windows which reached from floor to ceiling. Those huge windows had always given the perfect panoramic view of the sea and its surroundings.

The tall beach grass lining the crest of the sand dunes was swaying haphazardly in all directions, dancing in a frenzy to the howling music of the northern winds. The sky was a mess of wrathful clouds. It had ripped open and allowed torrents of rain to stream into the agitated sea. It was the most amazing entertainment René and I had found in those extraordinary times when we first arrived in Virginia, almost one year ago.

The storm outside increased in strength, but for René and me, our own tempest had just begun. As we sat side by side, we looked into each other’s eyes and saw something we had not dared to see until then. There it was, the same feeling I had felt from the moment I first fought to look into his eyes, the feeling I first had when I washed his broken body and tried to soothe his fragile soul. He had never felt worthy enough with his lack of identity and lack of self-respect to love me as a man, not until then.

With as much intensity as the storm raged outside, René held me in his arms, kissed my lips, my neck, my shoulders. There was a relentless drive within both of us to possess each other both in body and soul. His lean, firm body lay next to mine on the couch, and I started to remove all my clothing and his, the inhibitions had long vanished, there were no more restrictions between us, physical or emotional.

He relished every inch of my body and I adored every part of his. I found the fulfilment I had longed for as René kept whispering softly “I love you” into my ears. There was no stopping, we continued our love-making way into the night, finding more special ways to give each other the carnal pleasures we had discovered.

All the past disappointments, the lonely nights, the incident with Russell were permanently flushed from my mind, my only focus remained on the tremendous outpour of love from René. It was what I had been born for, it was the reason and my purpose in life, to love the broken boy whom I had found one cold autumn night, so long ago.

The significance and the importance of the physical culmination of our love lay far beyond the pleasures that were inherent in the sex act. For me, it was the exclamation at the end of a sentence, not a period, not a comma and, certainly, not a question mark.

I had always known that men and women can be friends only if eventually they allow themselves to become lovers too. Waiting for René to fuse our friendship through intimacy had taken me years of patience. Laying in his arms, on the night of the worst storm we had ever experienced, made all my past insecurities fade away. Even if our relationship had stopped there and could go no further, there was still a wonderful sense of confirmation. We had gone the distance. Together.

I knew also that loving René would always give me lonely times. Having a lover whose job took him to far off places for indefinite periods of time was not the ideal way to sustain a relationship, but I was willing to take that road with himwherever it took us for as long as possible.

“You know, René, I have loved you for so long I can’t see my life without you in it,” I said to him while cuddling close to him on the couch.

“We were meant to be together, Missy. You must have always felt I have also loved you, no?” he asked.

“Yes, but love comes in many forms, René, I have always known you loved me like a sister, maybe even as a friend, but I have always loved you as a lover.”

“I’m so sorry, Missy, for having kept you waiting all this time.”

“It was worth the wait; besides, there was a lot of growing up to do, in between, too.”

“What now, Missy? I will feel terrible every time when I’ll have to leave you. Larry and I must attend to our work. It will force us to be apart for days and weeks at a time. How do you feel about that?”

“I have my work too. Sometimes, I write for hours, days and even weeks, and I cannot be disturbed. I’ll schedule my writing when you are away, and when we are together, I’ll devote my life to you.” I kissed him again.

“We’ll make it work, Missy, I know we can.” He kissed me again.

“After you leave, I will return to Montreal, I need to see my parents and try to regain their trust and love. I will not stay too long. I must continue my writing. If my new book sells, I may have to go on the road again like last time. By the way, I am changing publishing companies, so I don’t know yet what the new one will expect from me.”

“Why? I thought you liked the one you’ve had till now.”

“It’s a long story, René. Let’s just say my agent was an asshole and instead of just changing agents, I need to make a complete change. He works with the publishing company, so they sort of go hand in hand. If I cut him off, I must cut the other one off as well.”

“I see,” René looked puzzled, but he did not insist on any further and more detailed answers. He dismissed it readily.

The storm subsided, the lights came back on and we fell asleep on the couch, cuddled together under the soft cashmere blanket René had put there for us. The previous night’s rainstorm had caused some serious alterations to the landscape by the sea and it also transformed my status with René. We were young, free and in love.





The Heart

Fred, Larry and René went around the property the next morning, collecting all the debris the storm had deposited randomly around the grounds near the houses, on the porches and on the immediate beach in front of the estate. Fred checked for any damages but other than multiple puddles of water throughout and a few broken tree branches, the property had escaped the wrath of the storm. Following our usual breakfast ritual, Larry announced his travel plans.

“René and I will be leaving tomorrow morning. We must head toward Richmond to pick up our next load and then we are off to Mississippi.”

“When will you return to Florida?” Fred asked.

“I think we should be back home by the end of May, unless another contract comes our way. We will keep in touch. Missy, I hear you will be doing some travelling of your own?”

“Yes, I have to complete my writing first but then, I will go to Montreal and spend some time there with my folks,” I glanced at René with a coy but warm signal, so noticeable, that Irma and Larry gave each other a quizzical expression, however, Irma soon caught on while leaving Fred behind, clueless.

“OK. The two of you are hiding something. Out with it,” Larry demanded to know.

“What? I didn’t say anything,” René replied with an expression of a young boy who had stolen the cookie from the cookie jar.

“Nobody looks that happy unless…” Larry winked at me.

I had to laugh at their inquisition but did not volunteer any response that would continue to give them more reasons to fuel their curiosity.

“I would love to return here, Irma, if you let me, following my visit with my parents. I would rather not go to Florida until the boys have returned,” I purposely changed the topic of the conversation.

“I would love that. The summer is the best time to be here in Virginia.”

Having been introduced the night before to the closest, most physical bond between René and me, I was not looking forward to the long separation coming up. All I had wanted to do was to crawl into every bed from here to eternity with him and adore and ravage his body. Those stirrings, those yearnings and the lust of the past had morphed into the ravenous and insatiable beast within me. How I was going to pacify it, only time would tell.

“I think, René, we should go back to the cottage now, to pack,” I finally and impatiently nudged him with the sexiest look I could give without the others noticing.

“Yes. By all means, go,” Larry responded and gave the loudest wolf howl I have ever heard, as we turned our backs to leave. Everyone laughed, including me and René.

I had a feeling Larry and René had discussed our relationship during their many hours of driving down the endless highways of the American eastern coast. After all, I had begged Larry to help René readjust to a more normal way of life. He had promised me he would. Maybe I was now reaping the benefits of his wisdom and hours of instruction. I must give credit where it was due Larry was a good teacher.

We took advantage of the time we still had before the following day’s departure. I put the thought of René leaving out of my mind and devoted all my energy trying to show him what he had missed in the last two years and what he will be missing subsequently.

There was something driving me to make up for all the lost time, because I was certainly trying my best to catch up.

It wasn’t until the wee hours of the next morning when, ultimately, I found the time to help him pack. Luckily, he wasn’t back long enough to have unpacked; besides, of late, we didn’t need any clothes.

At exactly five o’clock, the unavoidable signal arrived. It was Larry’s knock on our door. I was growing to hate the sound of knocking. In spite of it, I gave René a kiss I hoped would make him hurry back to me. Then I opened the door.

I did not want to flaunt my passion in front of Larry, even though he was probably the one who I should have thanked in person. I was sure the rantings of two men in a truck on the road from morning till night were not without sexual innuendos.

“Loverboy, get your ass in the truck. Now,” Larry said half-jokingly.

René had a firm hold on my waist and was having a difficult time letting go.

“It’s OK. Go have a successful trip,” I said, moving away from him. It wasn’t easy for me, but this was something I had signed up for and holding him back would have been a paradox.

I was not dressed, so I waved from inside and then closed my door. I went back to bed to cuddle with the blanket with René’s smell trapped subtly in it.

I needed to finish my book.

It was next to impossible for me to wrap myself around the plot I had started and left unattended for two days. Everywhere I looked, I saw René. He was in the shower, he was on the porch, he was walking on the beach. Most of all, he was lying in my head.

I dressed and ran to the beach, where I began a long jog taking the path south. North was still taboo. The sun was just peeking through the eastern sky, barely lighting my way. The exercise did me well, the sweat pouring down my back was rewarding and exhilarating too. By the time I reached the one-mile limit, I was exhausted and sat down on the cool sand and stopped thinking. I placed my mind in neutral, forcing the thoughts of René to stay in today’s rhythm. Then, without good reason, I thought of Russell. It was only for one split second, but it was long enough to snap me back to reality and my resolve to write returned. It was the adrenalin then, controlling my run back to the cottage, where I was finally ready to resume my work.

My resolution was to finish the last chapter I had so abruptly abandoned upon Larry and René’s arrival. I had changed the intended course of it, but I had to follow the general outline.

The typewriter was staring at me and I was staring at it too; however, my fingers were not moving.

I got up and took a cold shower and decided to go for coffee. Visiting with Irma would help, I knew, but before I left the house, I wanted to make the bed and tidy up after our night of passion. I was still self-conscious of my new-found sexuality, to hide it, was imperative.

On my night table, I noticed a small package. It was professionally wrapped, with a big red bow. There was also a card attached and my name, Melissa, was beautifully written on it. I opened the card first, reading René’s loving message. Next, I opened the box carefully and found a golden heart on a necklace. Inside the heart, both our initials were engraved on one side and on the other side, the word ‘forever’ stared back at me.

At first, all I had wanted to do was to hold it in my hand, to treasure the emotion he must have possessed when choosing it. I was fascinated by the message that lay between the lines of the card. I was touched to the core with his expression of love.

I placed the necklace around my neck and stood in front of the mirror. Tears streamed down my face. I was disheartened as well, I could not thank him for it.

Without thinking about anything other than René, I left everything in disarray and ran up to the main house.

Irma and Fred were sitting in the kitchen when I arrived drinking their first cup. They were surprised to see me, most likely thinking I had a very busy night and was still sleeping it off.

“Missy, we thought you were still sleeping,” Irma said softly.

“No, I couldn’t. I started writing again but the words were not coming. I think I need a little more time to readjust. Seeing René has cut my concentration and focus. I will try again tomorrow.”

“Don’t hurry, darling. You have all the time in the world. You are welcome to stay as long as you want to or need to.”

“Thank you but I do need to go to Montreal, it’s long overdue.”

We talked for most of the day and I shadowed Irma around the house. Being near her helped me to calm down and to find my way back again. I slept better that night because of her.

Somehow, during the following week, I completed the nagging final chapter and after spending three days editing, I placed the completed manuscript on the kitchen table of the main house. I asked Irma to read through it. I learned to value her judgement and even though she was a little biased, I knew she would give me an honest opinion. I took her hand and led her out onto the beach, I pushed her gently into a lawn chair and I told her I would take over her other chores while she read.

I prepared meals, did the laundry, chatted with Fred, and for the next few days, repeated those duties. Before completing her evaluation and when she was nearing the final chapters, I took Fred and we drove into Hampton to visit with Oliver. Fred went to visit a few of his old colleagues at a local coffee house while I recounted all the details I had not revealed to Oliver since our last visit.

“I come to you again, Oliver, with my miserable life stories. However, I do need to unload to someone (oops, I did mean something) and you are such a good listener.”

“Missy, I will always listen. It’s my vocation, I am God’s representative. There is nothing you can say that will shock me. I have heard stories that would shock you. Now tell me what’s on your mind.”

“I feel ashamed, I think I have sinned.”

“You? That’s not possible. You have the heart of an angel. Love surrounds you, Missy.”

“I had sex with a strange man. This happened in Florida while René was out of town. The man drugged me but for my part in it, I am guilty.”

"What part, Missy?

“I was naïve and stupid. I trusted him.”

“He is to blame, not you. You are too trusting, and you let people into your life who may not be worthy of your love. Don’t blame yourself. Move forward. Forget this ever happened.”

“I can forget, Father, but I can never forgive. So, maybe I am not guilty of reckless indulgence, but I am guilty of holding onto resentment and the inability to forgive.”

“Missy, Missy. God doesn’t want you to be perfect, only human. And you are one human who deserves his love and forgiveness. I think God has given you a lifetime of forgiveness for the kind and loving person who you are. Cash in.”

“You make me feel humbled, Oliver. Maybe you have placed me on a pedestal too.”

“Not a pedestal, Missy, but, yes, on a much higher scale than most. Go, be happy. Love René and let him love you back.”

“Thank you, Oliver. I have a lot to do.”

“Goodbye, Missy, see you soon.”

“I will call you when I get back from Montreal. Take care of Irma and Fred.”

I met Fred later. Our rendezvous spot was next to the Rover in the Publix parking lot. Fred was tuckered out from his visit and I was all talked out myself. We drove home in respectful silence.

By the time Fred and I returned home, Irma was already in the kitchen preparing our dinner. The manuscript was neatly laid out on the desk in the den with a short note.

“Missy, another Best Seller”

Although I respected her outlook on life and her devotion to those whom she loved, she did possess an over-enthusiastic favouritism toward me. Her message about my work was more imbedded in devotion than from a mere objective appraisal. Only the impartial eyes of an unknown editor or publisher would evaluate the manuscript without prejudice.

I found a local publishing company in Richmond and sent the manuscript with the mailman who came to deliver the mail twice a week. His mandate was to deliver and pick up mail from people on his route. I paid the necessary fee for a registered package and after seeing his truck pull away, I released all the thoughts, commitments and responsibilities I owned until the completion of The Guest House.

It took me two more days to put my own life in order, to regain my place in reality and the flow of my own destiny. For weeks, the characters and storyline of The Guest House was my only reality. All my thoughts, my emotions, my fantasies, my energy was absorbed and monopolized by the story and the characters. As they were part of me, a big part, it always took some time to re-enter my own world as myself. Like an actor, I had to shed the skin of the characters I assumed. Sometimes it was more difficult because of the intensity and depth of the protagonist’s soul.

I organized the cottage, packed my bag and resigned myself to facing my parents. I spent my final day enjoying Fred and Irma’s company. It was the perfect way of closing another chapter of my own life’s journal.

Both Fred and Irma drove me to the airport in Richmond, where I said my goodbyes and boarded the flight to the place I had once called home.

“Take care, you two. I will miss you and think of you daily,” I said, giving them a tight squeeze.

“You too, Missy, be gentle with your folks. They missed you. I know this because I missed when you went to Florida. Go. Don’t look back. Just hurry back,” Irma said as she blew me a kiss from afar.





Montréal

I arrived at the Dorval airport, in Montreal, knowing there would be no one waiting for me. All those people who I once called friends were now individuals who lived their own lives and, without intention, had forgotten Melissa Drake. I had barely or briefly touched their lives. Even my parents were forced to continue the course of their own lives without the daughter who they had raised with love and care, only to be abandoned by her for reasons they never understood.

I took a taxi to the address where I had lived with my mother and father, to find them both sitting alone in their living room, reading. They looked so much older; time had not been gentle with their aging. All the sorrow and pain that was caused by a wayward daughter took a heavy blow. I cried but embraced their frail bodies and tried to restore some of the comfort I had robbed. My father wept as my mother held him up, giving support to his ailing limbs. She had a bewildered expression on her face but in spite of her misery, she tried to show relief in my return.

“Why didn’t you call, Melissa?” she asked. “Your father isn’t well. He is so tired and sad these days.”

“I am so sorry, Mom. I didn’t know.”

“He had a small stroke a few months ago, he is getting better but the doctors say he will never recover fully.”

“Oh. Mom. I’m so sorry. Are you OK?”

“Well, it’s behind us now. We have a long battle ahead, but hopefully we will still have a, somewhat, good quality of life ahead of us. I just can’t work anymore. I know I am still young but taking care of your father is a full-time job.”

“Did you sell the shop?” I asked.

“Yes, the papers are being notarized, we should be closing the deal soon.”

“What will you do now?”

“I really don’t know, Melissa,” she sobbed. All the frustration of having a sick spouse, a forced end to a career and a daughter who appeared out of the blue, was released.

We placed my father back into his comfy chair and I followed my mother into the kitchen to make some tea.

“Mom, I’ve been published. I wrote a book and now I have just sent in the next manuscript. I’ve made some money and I would like to help you. I want try to make up for the sadness I have caused.”

"Melissa, I’ve read your book, it was one of the most emotionally charged books I have ever read, and you know I’ve read many. You did well! I am happy you have found your calling. We are very proud of you.

“Now that we are about to retire, I was thinking that your father and I would like to move to Florida, at least for six months of each year.”

“Well, that sounds fantastic,” I yelled in joy. “We would be closer and perhaps reconnect. What if I buy you a nice little house or condo? I have enough money to do that. It would be a small token to replace the unhappiness I have inflicted on the both of you.”

“Let’s wait and see. Your father will need his doctor’s consent to leave, it may not be for a while.”

“So, we will wait, but plan, we can plan in the meantime.”

“How long will you stay, Melissa?”

“I can stay for a little while but if they call me regarding my latest book, I may have to tend to that.”

“What happened with that boy, the homeless one?”

“Mom, René and I are still together. He is no longer homeless, and I love him more than life itself.” I had to be honest with my answer.

“Oh! Are you sure he is right the one for you?” she pressed.

“Please don’t be judgmental, Mom. He is a wonderful man. I am sure when you meet him, you will understand. I wish you could see him like I do. And if possible, love him as I do.” I pleaded. I don’t know why it was important for me to have them love René, yet it was.

“You’ve changed so much, Mom. What happened to the Carla who was carefree, passionate and who was my idol? Where is she, Mother? What have you done to her?”

“Melissa. I am here. In a body much older, with responsibilities I didn’t have when I was young, and when life takes away some of the idealism of yesterday. The idealism you inherited, it seems, from me. I don’t wish to sound defeated, there is still some fight left in me,” she said sadly.

I went back into the living room to see my father and sat beside him placing my head onto his lap. I cried for his physical pain but also for his emotional one. He patted my head with his gentle touch, yet the words could not come out of his mouth, instead his touches told me how much he had missed me.

I sat then on the couch beside him and we cried together; I, for my youth; and he, for my future.

The following day, after I drove them to one of their many doctor’s appointments, I took it upon myself to revisit some places I had frequented in my youth, especially those still reminding me of the first day I found René sitting alone in the night.

I walked most of the way on the street pavement, retracing the steps leading me to the flat. To my dismay, the building had been since torn down and an ultra-modern one replaced it. I stayed to study it from across the street and smiled when the symbolic significance become obvious. Where once a condemned structure stood, now a vibrant edifice of great worth and beauty was proudly standing. I thought only of René. The comparison was befitting all too well.

I left the car near the hospital, where I had dropped off my folks, and to return there by foot was causing me to be late. I decided to take the metro back. As I walked through the passageway of the metro station, near the part of town where I knew René had travelled. Maybe as a homeless boy, he had used it for shelter too. I noticed an extensive array of graffiti on the long stretches of walls.

I was always intrigued by the skills of the artists who were forced to hide their talents in the dark and dismal areas of the city. Instead of embracing their gifts to humanity, their art was washed away, painted over or left in the most obscure places. I took the time that day and showed my respect to them by spending a few minutes of my time observing and admiring their talent. I examined the different styles of art and they all left me in awe.

Hidden amongst the many graphic and artistic displays, I noticed a small drawing of a red heart almost too hidden to see. It caught my attention, mainly because it stood out in contrast to the others around it. I tried to get closer and closer until I saw the words someone had carved into it. The words I finally saw were “René loves Missy”. I was so overcome that I sat down on the cold cemented floor in front of it, frozen there for minutes, until my brain finally grasped what my eyes had seen so readily. I reached for the heart around my neck, I held it in my right hand, appreciating its value with a new empathy and love. René had loved, me, and he wanted the world to know. However, sadly, he never found the words to tell me.

I stayed there, not caring about where I was supposed to be, and cried till no more tears came.

Before I realized so much time had escaped, I hurried to meet my parents, who were waiting for too long outside the hospital.

We drove home in silence, I was lost in my thoughts about René and my mother and father were lost in their own thoughts loaded with my dad’s health issues.

For the following days, I tried to help at home, relieving some of my mom’s burdens with the household chores. She was busy with the care of my father, whose prognosis was positive but the recuperation period, according to his doctor, was expected to be a long one.

I called Irma to inquire about René, but she had not heard from them since my departure. However, a letter did arrive from the publishing company. She had forwarded it to me by mail. I had left her with all my contact information; I needed to feel we were still close, even though distance had temporarily put a pause into our lives together. I missed them so much; at times, I made my mother feel like an outsider and a person who no longer held the attention in my life. She expected I’m afraid, that somehow we could resume our former lives. I explained to her I was no longer a child and that my life had changed, drastically. I had grown up. However, I reassured her I would never abandon them again.

Secretly, one evening after they went to bed, I called an agent in Florida. I found her name in the Yellow Pages. I explained my situation.

“I’m looking for a house or condo with wheelchair access. I am planning to buy in the Hollywood area, close to 115 Sunrise Road. It should be ready-to-move-in condition. Price is not an issue,” I said.

"I can do that, no problem. Your name?

“Melissa Drake.”

“The Melissa Drake? The author?”

“Yes.”

She promised to give it her full attention. She vowed to get back to me with relevant results.

It was my wish to make true on my promise to my mother; it was my intention to make, it, one of my priorities.

Just as being home started to feel natural, the letter from the publisher arrived. They were very interested in publishing and promoting The Guest House, so, they sent a cashier’s cheque for $50,000 and a contract to sign. However, they wanted me to fly down to Richmond immediately to seal the deal.

I broke the news to my parents and although they were disappointed, they wished me luck. I also called Irma to give her the good news and to tell her I would be seeing them after my business was taken care of in Richmond. I begged her a second time to keep Larry and René at the estate until my return if they stopped by for another surprise visit.

I also had every intention to seek out a personal agent in Virginia who could represent me in such cases to free me up in order to pursue my writing. Instead of wasting time negotiating with the publishers, I preferred to spend time writing or loving René.

Russell had given me one good advice. He proved the importance of having an agent on your side. If only he had not meant in your bed too.

Saying goodbye to my parents was brutal. We huddled and cried for a long while.

I pledged my word to stay in touch with an honest resolve. Walking out the door of their apartment, my former home, did slip a few nostalgic wrenches into my heart.

I flew with Delta Air Lines, non-stop, from Montreal to Richmond, Virginia. The deal for the book went through without any complications and I was promised a free summer, without any out-of-town obligations. Yes, I did agree to promoting the book through the regular channels but not until the end of the summer season. In the midst of summer, people were usually too busy, anyway, with family and vacations to be bothered by a new book release.

With all that taken care of, I rented a car and drove to Hampton. Irma had agreed to pick me up. I already had two cars parked on their lot and to get rid of Nana’s was on my ‘to-do list’. I thought of my Nana often. I wrote to her from time to time and I was sorry I didn’t have the time for any visits. I received only one short letter from her after Christmas. She sounded confused and didn’t quite know where I was and why I was not coming around as before. She brought up a few memories she had managed to hold on to and I cried for days afterward. I wrote her again and again, but I never got a response from her again. But, I did remember our special bond and it made me sad and at the same time happy having her in my mind, soul and genes.

My reunion with the Anderson, after the weeks in Montreal, was as it had always been: warm and tender. On the drive home, I told Irma about my successful reunion with my parents and about my father’s ill health. I unveiled to her my recently devised plans to purchase a home for them in Florida.

“The good weather would perhaps contribute to a longer and healthier life for them. What do you think, Irma?”

“Yes, it would. I think it’s a great plan. What else did you do, Missy?”

“I revisited my hometown, I went back to all our special spots. I went back to where I first met René.”

I went on and on about having been reintroduced to the city where I had grown up and to the places where René and I had initially met and became close. Describing what I discovered in the subway halls was especially difficult. I told her it was as emotional, if not more, than the surprise gift René had left for me on my dresser the morning when he drove away with Larry.

Poor Irma couldn’t get a word in, my rantings monopolized the conversation all the way to the estate. Only when she finally drove the Rover through the gate and up to the main parking area did I stop talking. I had to. My silence came as a result of what my eyes saw. The red tractor-trailer was snuggly parked in-between the Beetle and my old car. I stared at Irma, almost angry she didn’t warn me.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

“I couldn’t get one word in, child, you never even stopped to take a breath.”

I didn’t wait for her to continue; I was about to jump out of the car and run up to the main house to find my man, when Irma’s hand on my arm stopped me.

“Hold on, not so fast, Missy. René doesn’t know you are here. It is a surprise for him too.”

It was midday. I ran up the steps of the back porch.

Larry knew everything and when I showed up, without even putting his beer down, he pointed toward the beach. I stood by the railing, searching both directions, for the curly headed fellow I was desperate to find.

Far to the south, I finally saw him. The curly blond head was attached to the tanned body of the young man whose heart had captured mine.

“René, René,” I shouted as I ran down the steps and onto the sandy shore aiming to catch up with him.

His head turned when he heard my voice and he turned to run toward me. Fred, Irma and Larry stood on the porch, staring at our two figures, trying not to miss out on the loving reunion of their adopted children.

And, yes, it was a wonderful reunion. He grabbed me and almost threw me into the air. I kissed his neck and kissed his bare chest. He touched my hair, he pulled me closer and to avoid scrutiny, we stopped and turned around to walk back to the house.

We enjoyed a twilight dinner by candlelight that evening out on the porch where there was an unusual calmness in the air. The early summer breeze had all but quit that night, giving us an early indication of the heat bounding our way, for the next two months, at least.

Montréal, holding many of our old memories, was not even mentioned.





Renovations

Before the day was over, after all the chores for the day were completed, we were ready to retire to our nest.

René and I went to the kitchen first and, with Irma’s guidance, threw a bottle of peanut butter, some bread, a few apples, a banana and cutlery into a bag. We were giggling in anticipation of the strange announcement we were about to make. Fred and Larry were outside, chatting about some politician who had made the news for having done some outlandish travesty against the American way of life.

I was pushing René toward the two men. I had delegated him to be the one to deliver the news.

“Gentlemen, Missy and I will be renovating the guest cottage and we will be unable to join you for any activities tomorrow. Please do not try to contact us, we will be indisposed. We don’t want to be rude, but our work is most important. Pointing a finger at Larry, René called him out before Larry could blurt out some innuendo or worse, a dirty remark. Larry, please keep your dirty thoughts to yourself,” René told him, without even cracking a smile or batting an eye.

The message was so unexpected that before the laughter erupted, there was an odd silence.

I could almost see their minds trying to unravel the message, word by word and insinuation by insinuation, finding whatever alternate message was perhaps hidden behind the peculiar announcement. Then, Fred spoke first.

“Can I help with the renovations?” he asked.

Those last words Fred had uttered made Larry roll onto the floor, holding his sides, in laughter.

“Yes, Fred, go and help René, I’m sure he needs your help,” he said when he could speak again. Larry had deciphered the coded message way before poor Fred did.

Irma looked at Fred and tried to animate a signal to him explaining our intentions. I could see her frustration in conveying it as it had nothing to do with hammers and nails. When he finally understood the intended euphemism, he winked at Larry and smiled at us. Despite Irma’s efforts, a lingering of confusion was still written boldly on Fred’s aging face.

“Go ahead, renovate at your will,” he added angrily as an after-thought.

We took our staples and bid them all good night and slipped out of their presence before they could continue Larry’s teasing.

It was another beautiful pre-summer night, the temperature hit an all-time high for that time of year. Both René and I got an urge to take a walk by the sea, for me, it was mainly to cool off and unwind from having travelled most of the day. We took our swimsuits and a couple of towels and left the cottage, sneaking down by the side of the main house, trying to avoid being seen. By then, Larry had gone in to watch some television and Fred and Irma had retired for the night, for, when we glanced back at the house, all the lights were turned off and only the light from the television was visible.

As we walked along the shore, I took René’s hand, but he preferred to put his arm around my waist instead. He pulled me closer and I stopped and turned to face him.

“René, I have to thank you in person for your precious gift. I was so touched by your loving gesture. If I could have, I would have run after you. Then, when I was in Montreal, I happened to discover something you probably have long forgotten about.”

“No, how is that even possible, Missy? You found my heart?” he looked so surprised and somewhat embarrassed.

“Yes, totally by chance. Why did you never tell me how you felt back then? I wondered for so long if there would ever be a real connection between us. You should have told me.”

“Well, thank goodness you did not have to wait forever. I was a lost soul back then, Missy. I had no right to love you. I was ashamed and I never thought my life would ever be worthy of your love.”

“But you did know or felt that I loved you, no?”

“All I knew back then, Missy, was that you were a very kind person, who wanted to help me. I was hurting badly, suffering from my loss and from my worthlessness. Thank God you pulled me out of the bottomless pit I had fallen into. It was only after I started to work with Larry that I figured out how I loved you. I wanted to be fair to you, I wanted to love you, like you loved me. I didn’t want only to feel gratitude, I wanted to feel romance, lust and the kind of love you wanted from me. Thank you, Missy, for having had the patience to wait for me.”

He pulled me closer and we kissed under the light of the moon hovering right above our heads. We continued our walk, in silence, both of us deeply immersed in our own private thoughts.

After we walked off the fatigue and allowed the warm breeze to cool our bodies, we returned to the cottage and started the renovations we had planned.

We made love all night and the passion kept us prisoners of our own bodies and souls. Something took over our minds; we just couldn’t get enough of each other. I needed him to possess me and I needed him to be part of me. The craving I had for him was one I could not satisfy. No matter how many times we reached the point of ecstasy, I wanted more. Luckily, René was a young, virile and healthy man. Satisfying me became his only mission. We were starved for love. For too long, we had waited and now the table was set, indulgence was expected.

We fell asleep for a few minutes now and then, long enough to regain some energy, only to have it wasted again and again. There was no place in that cottage where René and I did not use to engage in our quest to satiate our hunger for carnal gratification.

The peanut butter sustained our natural need for food. However, by the end of the following day, we started to regain our appetites for some of Irma’s delicious meals.

Before we went up to the main house, we hid any and every evidence of the destruction the cottage had sustained through our overactive imaginations.

Loving René came naturally, there was and had never been any inhibitions between us. I was never shy with him. I had always trusted him and the love we had for each other. He was, and had always been, my only lover.

Yes, I did use Michael as my toy, and I was used as a toy by Russell. As long as I lived, I would always have some guilt for my part in both. I had since promised I would never use a person as an insignificant object for my own pleasure or to be used by someone in the same manner.

Loving René became as important to me as breathing. Sharing him with life was something I had to accept, however. The profession he had chosen was going to come between us and no matter how much I wanted him to be with me for every second of my life, the reality of living in our driven society did not sanction that.

If I had to live my life being apart from him from time to time, so be it; however, when he was with me, he was all mine.

We went back to reality, back to the main house, where the table was set for five.

“Welcome back, you two,” Fred yelled out louder than necessary. His hearing had lost some of its acuteness and talking loudly made him hear his own words better. We had, by then, got used to it.

“Let’s eat,” added Larry, who ignored our arrival, intentionally or not.

“Thank you for waiting for us,” I said politely and with a blushing face. It would have been inappropriate for any one of them to bring attention to René’s and my absence. So, no one did.





Chores

The next few days were devoted to preparing the cottages for the summer renters and before Larry and René decided to leave, they helped Fred and Irma with those jobs, requiring brawn rather than brain. We all did our share to help.

Though I had no specific plans for the summer, there were still many business affairs I had to attend to.

When I was in Richmond, I requested a list of female agents from the publisher and that list had arrived at Irma’s since. I had to choose one from the long list and make an appointment to meet her. The real estate agent from Florida called while René and I were ‘renovating’ and had asked to meet with me as soon as possible.

I had to sell or scrap my old car, I had to do some banking and my head was spinning from all the responsibilities that suddenly I had to deal with.

Of course, having to part with René again was one thing I could never be prepared for, no matter how many times it happened. There was no evading it either. A crazy thought came and took over my mind. I had this vision in my head, that the day when I say goodbye to him next, would be the last time I would ever see him. It was a haunting feeling I got every time we parted. The thought of ever losing him was inconceivable.

I had attached my body and soul to his with an everlasting love and if ever I lost him, my life would make no more sense. That was my fear every night when I fell asleep beside him.

On June 21st, 1980, Larry and René bade farewell to us and drove down the highway toward Florida. I promised to join them as soon as my business with my publisher was finished. The real estate agent gave me a tentative date in early July. She was very excited when I spoke with her on the phone, because she claimed to have found the ideal house for me and my parents.

Making my parents happy took on a life of its own for a very good reason: I received a letter of sympathy from my parents a few days after I arrived at the Anderson Estate, giving me the bad news. My Nana had become very frail and she passed away alone in her cottage by the lake. I mourned her death and then celebrated her exciting and rewarding life. But, most of all, I missed her. The thought that my parents’ fate could ever be similar was a thought too hurtful to bare.

Driving Nana’s old car reminded me of her; her memory gave me an overwhelming peace of mind. The junk yard was ready to pay a sum for the car; instead, I gave it to them for free. Nana would have approved, I’m sure.

From Hampton, I took a bus to Richmond, and after endless hours of interviews, I found the perfect person to represent my interests. My new literary agent.

She was a woman in her early 40s, a mother and a wife, who had only a few clients. I liked her from the minute I met her, and I hired her on the spot. I gave her all the information I had recently received from the company and gave her the power to act on my behalf. We set up all the financial components of my life as an author, the royalty rewards, the up-front payments and her own fee for her services. She insisted I draw up a will and we did that together at a notary’s office. There was a substantial amount of money in my account and as it was invested, it kept multiplying.

Money was never my motive for writing, it was always because I had something to say or some inspiration to share. My childhood experiences with stories perhaps also motivated my ambitions. Actually, love was my main driving force. Not necessarily the love I had for René, but more, the love I had for life and people.

When I finished in Richmond, I returned by bus to Hampton, where I arranged to meet Fred and Irma. They were already waiting there when my bus pulled in. Together we did some shopping and picked up last-minute items necessary to fulfil their obligations to the renters who were scheduled to arrive soon.

Back at the house, I prepared myself for the long drive down to Hollywood. I had to vacate the cottage and let some strangers into my love nest. The image I created with my overactive imagination wasn’t one that thrilled me. Moving up to the main house, to take over Larry’s space, was also awkward, but necessary if I was to return during the summer to write and to help Irma with the summer occupants.

Before leaving, I helped to prepare a few meals to freeze, to make some orders on the phone and to keep Irma company while Fred did outdoor chores. Those people who were coming to take over the cottages for the summer had not requested full board. They were going to go out to eat, thus looking after their own meals. That alone eliminated significant work for the Andersons.

I stayed for a few more days but only because I was desperate in putting off the drive. Nine hundred fifty miles to Florida was a very long drive for one person.

Fred had given the Beetle his expert care and he had even asked a mechanic friend of his to come over to make a service call. It appeared the only thing it had needed was some oil and, of course, some gas.

The real estate agent from Hollywood called again to remind me of our imminent appointment, so the time had come again for me to make my exit from Virginia and to say goodbye again to my two favourite friends.

“I’ll be back soon, Irma, it appears I can only write here,” I told her as I drove off.

“Hurry back. This is the place for reunions, inspirations and love,” she added.





Doom

It took a while to get onto the I-95 South. I had to concentrate in order to follow the signs west first, following a stretch of rural road leading away from the ocean. There were a few homes along the way; however, I paid no attention to them. There were no other cars around. For the first time in a long time, I felt alone and scared. No matter how mature I thought I was, I was still only 18, going on 19. However, I did feel much older. My short life was already very full.

When I finally reached the main highway, I was relieved but, by then, bored and restless. To entertain and to distract myself, I turned on the radio, but someone had placed a cassette into the media player. As the music started, I knew immediately René had made another surprise donation to my life. All the songs he compiled and their lyrics had some meaning to our lives together. He must have spent hours choosing those he thought would make me think of him. Little did he know that every one of my thoughts revolved around him.

There was one song, Walk Away René, a song written a while ago, a song by ‘The Left Bank’. I listened to it, over and over, and the words brought to me tears, many tears while I tried to make sense of the hidden meaning behind the lyrics. René must have understood in a way I could not.

At the end of the recorded playlist, he also left a voice recorded message for me.

“Enjoy the melodies, enjoy the lyrics, but think of only me.”

I loved the sound of his voice, it had always sounded so warm and inviting.

Needless to say, the drive down to Florida turned out be more pleasant than I anticipated. Having René’s spirit with me was all I had ever needed.

This trip, unlike the last one I made in the opposite direction, I did without haste. Even though I had an appointment to meet, I tried to stay alert and, thus, stopped several times to eat and even rest. The solo road trip reminded me of the first one René and I had taken together in the fall of 1979. Many things had changed from those hectic days when we ran away together.

We finally found the peace we were looking for, the love we deserved and the friends whom we have embraced.

With balance and harmony in my heart, I drove till I reached my destination, knowing that all was good with the world.

I called Maria from the last pit stop I took and she had the house ready for me upon my arrival. She had turned on the air conditioner and had even prepared a quick dish for my dinner meal. It appeared that the boys had not arrived, which was odd, because they had left much earlier than I. There was no message from them on the answering machine; however, many messages from Russell had clogged up the system. I didn’t bother with listening to them, I erased them all on mass. Just hearing his voice brought a bad taste to my mouth. I called the agent then and told her I would meet her later that evening.

Being back home in Larry’s house was a relief. The scents of both men were everywhere, and I enjoyed the reminders of them.

I decided to call Irma only after my appointment, that way I would have more information about my pending plans to share. The house was empty and unusually abandoned.

Miss Grant, the real estate agent, had set up the appointment in the house in question. I drove over to meet her there at 7, as planned.

I liked the outside of the property, small, not requiring much maintenance. Inside was just as nice, the living areas were adequate for my parents, who would be the main occupants. I had no intention of ever making it my permanent residence. The newly renovated house had all the equipment to make the lives of seniors comfortable and manageable. There was a ramp at the side entrance, which could, if necessary, be used for wheelchair access. It was the perfect choice. Miss Grant had prepared all the papers. The offer to purchase was handed to me; all that was needed was for me to sign. I promised her to bring her the signed papers the following day.

There was no one home still when I arrived back at the house. It was already dark outside and after checking the messages, I realized there were none. When I looked at my watch and saw the time, I refrained from calling Irma or my parents. Instead, I crawled into my bed, tired and lonely. It didn’t take me long before missing René made me move over to his bed. Snuggling with his pillow and blanket somehow made him seem closer to me. I did fall asleep, but the sleep was not peaceful. I awoke several times to look at the clock and there was some strange and unexplainable sensation in the bottom of my heart.

The sound of our sprinkler system roused my sleep. It was a custom in Southern Florida to water the grass early in the morning to give it a coat of moisture before the scorching sun could destroy it. It had replaced the alarm clocks, for it was set to start the daily job at 5 on the dot. I stayed in bed waiting for a decent time to make my phone calls.

At exactly 8 a.m. on June 26, 1980, the phone rang and Irma, who was on the line, gave me news that shattered my life, took away all my future plans and gave me my death sentence.

She was so distraught that her words did not make too much sense. I heard “Larry”, “René” and “accident”. The rest of the news came from the mouth of Fred who became, unwillingly, the stronger of the two.

“Fred, my God. What has happened?”

“Missy, I am so, so very sorry. They did everything they could. He is gone, René is gone,” I heard his voice tremble and then he gave the phone over to a doctor who was standing there, supporting him through the ordeal.

“Are you related to the deceased?” he asked me. Using that description of my lover, my friend, my brother and the person who was my life, put a certain finality to my world.

“Yes, I am,” I proclaimed.

“I am so sorry, we did all we could to save him,” he muttered but I did not hear or cared to hear his apology.

“Please pass the gentleman back to me,” I asked for Fred.

“Fred, try to tell me what happened, please.”

“They ran off the road over a ridge, the tractor rolled several times before it burst into flames. They were trapped until the ambulance and first responders arrived. By then, it was too late, Missy. They both died on impact. We are devastated, Missy, as you must be. Please come, we need you.”

Before I could internalize the severity of the situation and before realizing the travesty of the implications, I booked a flight to Hampton. I did not stop to call my parents, I did not stop to tell Maria of my sudden departure.

The tears did not come. My brain had not yet understood my pain, only my heart started to feel the emptiness. The shock of the unexpected news was still in charge, forbidding my body and mind to react in the way it was going to, eventually. The strength and the adrenaline kept me from collapsing. I got to Virginia, arrived at the hospital, but how? I can’t, remember now.

Fred was waiting for me.

“There is nothing left for us do here, Missy. Irma went home with our son. Gary came, Tom could not.”

“I want to see him, Fred. I must see René. How can I get closure otherwise? For all I know, there’s been a terrible mistake. They have the wrong two people.”

“No. No, Missy, I am afraid it was really them. The officers retrieved their IDs. The bodies are here too. I haven’t seen them either but Irma has. She collapsed when she saw them. Please, Missy, you shouldn’t. There isn’t much left to see. The fire, the fire was terrible. Remember him as he used to be. Trust me, sweetheart. Come, let’s go to Irma. She needs us. She needs you.”

“Fred.” I was speechless. No words came to my mouth. I stood there beside him, stunned, speechless and horrified.

I looked at him then and I saw his despondent expression, it took great willpower to offer him my support. I needed the same support. We walked out of the hospital, arm in arm, giving each other the crutch we both needed to move forward.

I offered to drive. I mustered up enough strength to take us home to Irma who had lost her brother and an adopted son.

The minute, however, when I saw Irma’s face, I broke down. All the bottled-up pain, sorrow, emptiness and disbelief got the better of me. I collapsed into her arms and the two of us clung to each other for comfort. Neither one of us had ever thought life would deprive us of our loved ones so abruptly and so soon.

For the next few days, until the renters arrived, we walked around under a grey cloud that kept us from thinking, talking or finding peace.

I retreated to my room where Larry had once slept, and I rearranged it trying to place my own personal touch to ease the reminders of him.

Luckily, the cottage where René and I last spent our days and nights together was already transformed to meet the new renters’ requests. I didn’t go near it.





René Loves Missy

Father Williams was at the house every day, it seemed. I knew only because I came out of my room sporadically and saw him sitting in the kitchen with Irma. Consoling Irma was not coming easily it appeared; still, I never went near them. I could not bring myself to grieve with her. I had loved Larry too, in my own way, but I had my own demons to battle. And it was a terrible battle. I suspected I was not going to come out of it victorious.

My heart was supposed to be filled with love, whereas now I was looking toward a lifetime of heart ache. Where was the justice in that? Why was I being punished? Why was God so mean?

Oliver tapped gently on my door and called my name softly every time he visited with Irma. I snubbed his concern; I never opened my door.

I was furious with what God had done. Taking away René from my life was a low blow. Oliver was the go between God and me. As I was in a grave dispute with God, Oliver was not persona grata in my heart. There was nothing he could say to make me feel better.

Yet as stubborn as I was, I was still looking for a way to offset my despair. Occasionally, I listened with my ear glued to the door, in silence, when he was in the house. I was hoping to hear something that could possibly help me to cope with my own misery. There was nothing.

In the evenings, when Irma and Fred retired, I went to the kitchen or the dining room and, at times, I sat on the porch, staring out to sea. Solitude was my best friend and I felt some relief in its company.

Their door was closed, yet I heard their weeping. I heard their restless sleep and wanted to go in to comfort them. Inconsolable we were, the three of us.

To overcome my grief, I started to write another book. I locked my door, sat at a desk and the words cascaded onto the papers. When I composed, time stood still. Yet it did pass in spite of everything. When I arrived at the final page, I had a rough manuscript staring back at me. It was only a draft. I still had to refine and edit it.

The time must have been right; the melancholic mood was ideal and as always, the Anderson Estate was the perfect setting. Likewise, it was befitting to write the book where my life was once full of joy. It had taken two weeks of undisturbed concentration to completely pour out my soul, divulging my secrets and validating my loss.

You see, I wrote the book about René and me. It was a chronicle of love and devotion. In a sense, it was my autobiography disguised as a novel of fiction and, in many ways, my life with him was an imaginary tale, almost unbelievable.

The two weeks had drained me immensely, yet I found myself exhilarated and more at peace. Writing every detail of René’s and my story made me feel grateful for having had the opportunity to love and be loved. Reliving our lives through prose was rewarding emotionally and spiritually too. I was almost ready to forgive God and to call Oliver when the unthinkable happened.

It was late at night on July 15th and I was sitting on the porch alone. Irma had started leaving me some food, her strength and will to live had finally returned. I was still in a self-imposed exile, but I started to appear in public more often than before.

With a better disposition, the hunger had also returned and I enjoyed the tuna sandwich she left for me on the kitchen counter. I sat, as usual, alone, absorbed in my own thoughts, when I heard Irma calling my name. It was not her usual voice, it was a voice thick with fear and panic.

“Missy, come quick. Call 911, call Oliver. Please, help me.”

I ran inside straight to their room, where Irma was standing over the lifeless body of Fred.

“Oh no. No,” I screamed and bent down to touch his head. I bent closer to feel his breath but there was none.

“Go, Irma, call 911. I will do what I can. I took CPR in high school. Go get help now.”

She left immediately and I started the resuscitation I had learned years before. I pumped and then I listened. I pumped and then I listened. I was exhausted by the time the ambulance arrived. I knew, however, my attempts had been in vain. It had taken too long for the paramedics to arrive and Fred had passed away before I had even started to help him. A massive coronary infraction claimed his life.

Father Williams arrived the following morning, bringing Irma back from the coroner’s office. She was a wreck. The doctors gave her very strong sedatives and she went straight to sleep.

“Now what do we do, Oliver. Is this for real? Is God playing a joke or a terrible prank? I was almost ready to accept my fate before Fred’s demise. Now, however, I may have to return to my room and lock the door forever.”

“Missy. I don’t know what to say. My heart cries for you and Irma. Please accept my condolences.”

“I can’t. I just cannot accept anything about this. I will never forgive you or your God.”

“Missy, you will. You’ll see.”

I left him alone in the kitchen. I went to my room and did close my door. The next day, however, I went to check in on Irma. She was frail and drugged. The only way for her to cope was to escape reality with the help of the heavy medication she was taking.

I made some soup and fed it to her spoonful by spoonful but her condition worsened and I called her eldest son who was in Hampton, attending to his father’s funeral.

I had to take a step back into reality immediately and regain my composure to supervise and attend three funeral ceremonies.

We had waited with the burial of Larry and René for too long and now we had a third person, another loved one to add.

There were many people gathered to say farewell to Larry and Fred, but I was the only person on earth, the only living individual who belonged to René. Although Oliver guided my way through those final moments, I had to stand alone to say my final goodbye to René.

At the age of 19, I lost my partner, my lover and my will to live.

In the darkness of my room, soon after the funerals, I contemplated on planning my own. I made a list of all the outstanding things I had to attend to and slowly started making my way through them.

I was alone in the main house, Irma was taken to Richmond to stay and recuperate in her son’s home. I had the freedom to endow myself with pity. And I did, royally.

I called an attorney to come to the Anderson Estate to meet with me. There were so many legalities needing a lawyer’s input.

Refining and updating my manuscript kept me somewhat planted on the ground but barely. I found an appropriate title for it, René Loves Missy. Rereading it before I packaged it for mailing made me weep for hours; my pain, my suffering and my tears finally found the avenue on which to travel freely. I reluctantly gave it to the mailman on his next visit.

I got violently sick in mid-July, days after the funerals. I was so sick that an ambulance was called to take me away. The man in the guest house found me lying on the beach unconscious. The paramedic called Father Williams and he was waiting at the hospital in Hampton when I arrived.

“I’m dying, Oliver, I know it. I feel it. I want it. I’ve been vomiting, I’ve been feeling faint and I’m losing weight. Please call my parents, they may wish to come and say a final good-bye.”

“You are not dying, Missy. I can’t let you do that. You are weak, you are in despair and you need help. Let us help you. Please. Missy, you must try to get better.”

I don’t remember anything past Oliver’s last words. I must have passed out, because when I woke up, a doctor, a nurse and Father Williams were standing over me. I was in a hospital bed.

“Miss, can you hear me?” a doctor in a white hospital gown was whispering to me.

“Yes, I can hear you. Am I dead yet?”

“No. You are fine. You need food and water, but you are fine.”

“Missy, I need to talk with you, are you up for it?” Oliver asked.

The doctor and nurse left the room, Oliver stayed. He pulled up a chair and pulled it close to my bed and leaned over to my ear. He whispered something. I started to cry profusely. I don’t know if I was sad or happy and the tears didn’t care. Either one merited the flow. He handed me some tissue and I wiped my face.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yes, the doctor confirmed it just now. They did all the tests, Missy. You are going to have René’s baby.”

I lay in my bed. Oliver was holding my hand and, in a way, so was René.

I was in the hospital for one more week. They fed me and gave me instructions and some pills to keep the morning sickness at bay. I was numb however. The loss of René was a feeling I couldn’t dismiss, no matter what joy came into my life. How can a person mourn the death of a beloved and be happy at the same time for a new life? I was not ready to accept either reality.

The only thing I did know was I had to take better care of myself and somehow go on with my life.





Renée

On the drive home, Oliver had some disturbing news.

“Irma will not be coming back, Missy.”

“What do you mean, this is her home?”

“Without Fred, she can’t cope. There is too much work here. Alone, she will be lost. It was decided years ago that when one of them dies, the other will sell the property and he or she will move closer to the children. I am afraid the time has arrived.”

“When will this happen, Oliver?”

“Very soon, I’m afraid. Do you have an alternate plan, Missy?”

“I was planning to buy a house in Florida. Maybe I should reconsider.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I love this place. I write here. My inspiration is rooted in the Anderson Estate. I can’t leave. My life is here. I want to stay.”

“How, Missy? The boys are consulting with an agent as we speak.”

“I will buy it. I have plenty of money. I will bring my parents here. I will make renovations.”

“Are you sure this is what you want? Won’t the memories haunt you here?”

“Haunt me? No, Oliver. My memories will be my lifeline; my memories here were the best.”

“OK. I’ll call Charles. I’ll tell him to come here and talk with you.”

Charles did eventually come and we made a deal. I was going to keep the property and he was going to help me with the renovations. He was an expert carpenter, he had built the houses together with Fred years before.

I called the agent in Florida and cancelled the offer to purchase. She was disappointed but understood once I explained the details. She gave me her condolences and we parted ways.

I called my parents and told them my news, good and bad.

“Mom, I need you. Is it possible for you and Dad to come down to Virginia as soon as possible?”

“Well, your father is on the mend and I think we will be approved by the doctor to travel very soon.”

“Soon? In two weeks?” I asked, pressing for a firm commitment.

“I will try to make that happen. Melissa, I promise to be there soon,” Carla replied.

With all the converging issues I was facing, my healing took a positive direction. There was much to do and I had a definite schedule to follow. The nesting phase began.

One week after I returned home to the Anderson Estate, however, the mailman arrived with a letter. I was expecting a rejected manuscript. Instead, it was a plain white envelope. I opened it and read:

"Dear Missy Drake.

We loved your story however there are two minor changes we require.

First, rewrite the ending. Second, change the title to Missy loves René

Return it to us ASAP.

Yours sincerely

Anne Thomson

Thomson and Grove Publishers"

Seeing it was only a few paragraphs needing my attention, I resolved to take the time.

I didn’t reread the whole story; to mess with a hornet’s nest was not my desire. Instead, I wrote:

“The young woman on the beach was reading Candy, a romance novel by Terry Southern, while slouching on a lounger in the middle of a fine day in August of ’80. The lounger sat anchored in the sand, under a magnificent palm tree; branches reaching out shading her space. Her feet were aching and swollen, hence, one was resting on the seat in front of her while the other hung low to the ground. It was a hot day; skin melting, sweltering and crotch chafing hot. Her sundress was a cotton print loosely draped over her slender body. At 19, Melissa Drake kept a firm and slight physique. Her pregnancy was obvious but barely noticeable.”

She let the pocketbook rest on her swollen belly as she read the words out loud. She knew the baby growing inside her was listening and although the content was quite racy, soul-bending and laden with profound emotions; she read it to her daughter Renée Michelle Fortin, nonetheless. Melissa Drake, also known as Missy, was young and unwed. She was a soft-hearted woman, peace loving and a free spirit. She was often called that because of the clothes she wore, her nonchalant attitude and her bohemian lifestyle. Her long blonde hair hugged a daisy behind her ear and the image she portrayed was indicative of the times: the era of population explosions, Michael Jackson, Prince, teased hair and ripped jeans. Everyone called it the ’80s. It is not surprising that Missy’s daughter was born a lover. She is sure of it, for Renée had listened to the words of Terry Southern and his likes; eight other romance novelists filling her mother’s head and hers with idealistic words.

There were stacks of books lying on the floor of Missy’s beachfront home in the Chesapeake Bay oceanside estate. The common theme of those books was love, some with happy endings, some with not. For every month of Missy’s pregnancy, another book was read. During the nine-month gestation period, Renée, in utero, heard more words about love and loving, sex and lust than she did following her birth and throughout her formative years. However, it can be noted, somehow hearing those tender words of affection, devotion, unconditional adoration and passion set the stage for her life’s story.

‘Was it a curse or a gift?’ Renée could never determine the answer.
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