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Part One

A Time to Tear

[image: ]


June 30th, 2003

Dear Cally,

This is the last morning I will wait for you. One month of silent death, Cally. I did not know you would be so cruel. But it is over. Your absence again has spoken it to me. I have been tossed between hope and despair. But no more. I have a life to live, and I must learn to live it again.

Why am I writing? For what purpose? You will never see this letter. I don’t know where to send it. I tried to call, but you changed your number.

I have no excuse to take any more mornings off. Jon threatened me last night that I am in jeopardy of breaching my contract. He can’t make a movie without his lead.  I have been deluding myself. You are gone and are lost to me. You took a part of my heart with you. Give it back.

I spent the best and most innocent month of my life with you, and I meant it when I asked you to marry me. I did not pick the right way. I said it in anger, and it was the last conversation we had with each other. I will never forget it. We walked around the lake together. Every little while we kissed. I could not get enough of the feel of you in my arms and the taste of your lips. My desire for you grew and grew. After kissing you again, I said, “I want you.”

You pulled out of my arms and said, “I know you want me. That has already been established, but do you love me?”

I said with anger, “Would saying I love you convince you to go to bed with me?”

You simply said, “No.”

I said with anger in my voice, “Then marry me.”

And you said, “No.”

I was stunned by your answer, but the way I had asked you to marry me should have given me a clue as to how you would react. I said, “Why not?”

You said, and I will never forget it, “You don't believe in marriage, Michael. You only want me, and when you've had enough, you'll leave.”

I grew even more angry. “Is that what you think I'll do?”

You stuck your chin in the air and nodded. You began walking away. I followed you and grabbed your arm. You slapped me across the face.

I grabbed your arms and shook you. “Marry me!” I shouted at you.

You said, “I can't,” and came into my arms.

I was still angry with you. “More like, you won't.” I kissed you hard and with anger. You struggled against me and shoved me away. I almost fell.

And then you left with tears streaming down your cheeks. You were gone, and I haven't seen you since. 

You were right. I didn’t believe in marriage. I had scoffed at it for years. There were times I argued with you that marriage did not make people love each other more. It was simply an outdated convention, but as I knew you more, I changed my mind. Not once in my life had I ever felt that way. Not until you. 

You can't know how sorry I am for how I acted. If I had known, then that with my angry proposal I would kill our relationship I never would have said what I said. I never would have grown angry with you. I never would have said, “I want you.” I never would have pressured you to have sex with me. I would have taken things slower.

Cally. Cally. Cally—the litany in my head. Your eyes—Emeralds. The sunlight on your hair—the way it cascaded around you like a glorious waterfall. You were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen because you were so much more than a physical being to me. I want you so much I ache inside.

Writing to you is like torture. Cally, tell me how to let go of you.

Eclipse is not an easy film for me to do right now. It reminds me too much of what I had with you and lost. And every line I say, I think of you. Every time I shout and argue in a scene I am shouting and arguing with you. And the hard part of filming hasn’t begun. In two weeks, the climax of the film will be shot. The character has to face what he had put in front of love and his family and sees himself as he truly is. I have to weep and don’t want to. These tears I’ve bottled up I refuse to shed. There is just this barren wasteland of emptiness.

All my other films were not this introspective. They were simply light comedies and action movies. I did not have to dig inside to find a character before. Tears have never been “easy” for me. Anger. Sure. Passion. You bet. But Tears? No way. Why did Jon Kent want me specifically? It is not the type of movie I had ever done before, so why? Why did I agree? And why of all places did it have to be filmed here where there are so many demons of my past to face?

I can no longer forget who I had been once upon a time and where I came from.

And then you.

Why’s and What if’s. I don’t know tomorrow and yesterday is gone. And now stretches out like an eternity in front of me.

How can after just one month with you make me feel as if I lost a part of me. It does not make any sense to me. I could understand if it were after five years or even ten years, but one innocent month? Ridiculous. Idiotic, in fact.

Maybe now I can find a way to forget you. 

Michael
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“Michael” was all I could think as I clutched a book of Emily Dickinson’s poetry to my chest, blinding tears streaming down my cheeks in torrents. Again, I was sitting on the park bench where my life had irrevocably shifted.

I opened my eyes and through the blurry haze of tears, Michael’s face shone—his jade eyes, dazzling smile, and his long black hair that curled slightly at the ends. I could still taste him, smell him.

Memories crowded my mind. How we met...the sound of his laugh...

Lilac bushes stood behind the park bench where we most often sat together, and in front of it was the mile and a half walking path that circled Lake Como. This place belonged to “us.” My reality and his could not invade it. We met nearly every morning at that park bench for the entire month of May. Some days we met for only an hour or two and others for the entire day, walking around the lake, talking, arguing, cuddling.

I suppose we both knew in some quiet place in our hearts that we belonged to each other here and could nowhere else. We never spoke of it. It was simply known.

He was only Michael.

I was only Cally.

But secret worlds do not last for long, and reality must dash the dreams of the most romantic. I visited the filming of his movie and pretending died.

I think I knew then that we could never be, but I saw him one more day. I will never forget the look on Michael's face when I told him I would not marry him. A part of me wanted to say yes and to take what I could from marriage to him. But I wanted and needed forever. I did not believe that Michael would stay with me. I did not believe that Michael truly wanted to marry me. He “wanted” me. I needed to know he loved me—loved me enough to be his bride.

I didn’t have the courage to tell him to his face that it was over. For the month of June, I watched him from my window. He sat on that park bench cradling his head or staring out over the lake. My heart broke to look at him. I churned with indecision, but in the end, I never went to him.

Then he no longer came. Grief. Relief. Which pulsed through my heart? But I see now that I mostly felt numb.

July melted into August, and I saw him through my window again with a film crew and crowds of spectators in tow. As I picked him out through the shifting maze of people, I knew then I had made the right decision.

It was far kinder for both of us that I left before our lives became too entwined. I never would fit in his world. He would never fit in mine. I forced myself to move on, and I vowed I would never look back.

Until this night when desolation gripped me and refused to ease his hold on me. The love I killed haunted and tormented me, and I could not stop my body from shaking as tears swept down my cheeks.

And then a whisper in my mind floated on the pain.

Write.

The word repeated with quiet persistence. I stilled.

Write to Michael.

A strange sense of peace enveloped me. In my darkest hour, I felt somehow comforted, and hope pressed me forward. I stood up, arched my back, and stretched. 

I sank into my forest green recliner next to me and reached for a fresh inspirational journal with a bouquet of flowers on its cover. Under the bouquet of flowers was this inscription: “All things made beautiful in its time.” I tried to drink the hopeful words into my thirsty heart.

December 2, 2004

Dear Michael

It has been a year and a half since I last saw you. I had been a fool to leave—simply put. I miss you. If I could swallow the past up to the moment I met you, I would. I would live every moment with you over, and I would make different choices. I am living in a perilous present. Every moment I live, I am farther away from the time I spent with you and loved you so, though I had been too afraid to admit it at the time. I caused you and me needless hurt. I just hope that there is some lesson for you and me at the end of all of this.

Tonight, I felt an inexplicable urge to write to you. I have no idea where you are—I have no address, no phone number. The questions I am asking myself at this moment is would I send you this letter that I feel pulled to write? The answer to these two questions is a resounding, “I don’t know.” Please forgive me for my continued uncertainty. I hope that one day I will be through this pain. I long for a miracle—that one day you would appear at the lake and we could begin again. I would try harder to tear down those walls you hated, and I would persuade you to tear down yours. Simply put I love you. I shall forever. Funny how I am now able to admit it to you—gone is the fear of loving. The fear that once sustained me no longer does—instead, Despair and Regret have befriended me.

Michael, I think I told you when we met that Emily Dickinson’s poetry seemed dismal to me. Did I tell you that despite my antipathy toward her poetry that I read it often? I had felt a mixture of aversion to and intrigue with her morose style, and I felt inexplicably drawn to it. Her pain permeated almost every poem I had read, and, Michael, I admit now that I always felt intrigued by that pain—a pain that seemed so foreign to me. I had never enjoyed such torment, for every day held a promise for me. I reveled in my studies. I drank in the sun, and I sipped the nectar of moonbeams. You see, sweetheart, I thought I had found the secret to finding delight in every moment in every day. Even though I spent most of my time in seclusion and often felt like an outsider looking in at life, as Dickinson often did, I was never sustained by Despair, and he had never greeted me or called me friend.

A few days after I left you, Despair befriended me, and lately he’s been visiting me every day. He is ever lurking at my door—I am ever evading him, and, Michael, ever since he began calling me friend, I have rarely felt peace. Some days when he knocks on my door, I let him in, and we have a lengthy chat. He points out the folly in my ways and shows me the futility in striving every day for he says that everything is meaningless now that you are gone—a chasing after the wind. Some days I agree with him and he holds my hand as if to comfort me. Strangely, though, I do not feel consoled by his presence. He has become for me as he had for Emily Dickinson, “That White Sustenance.”

Tonight, Despair knocked on my door, and I felt powerless to keep him out. I was searching through my cedar chest of books looking for some notes on John Donne’s poetry. I want to write an essay about how Donne’s conversion to Anglicanism influenced his poetry. Initially, he wrote satirical love poems, and later, after his conversion, he wrote religious verse. Why am I boring you with these details? Who reads Donne now but crazy English Lit scholars?

Is it possible that I don’t want to talk about how Despair’s hand feels in mine? Michael, I would much rather remember the way you kissed me. I wish I could remember your kisses without Despair’s greedy hand tightening around mine. I don’t want to write to you anymore. It is getting harder and harder to write, and the tears are plopping mercilessly into this journal.

Why am I writing to you, Michael? Why?

As I was searching for those notes, my hand came in contact with a book, and I pulled it out of the chest. My eyes glanced down at the title (The Poems of Emily Dickinson) and my heart froze. I had not held that volume of poems in my hand since the day I met you. Tonight, when my eyes scanned the title of that book, Despair knocked, and I invited him in.

Now we are discussing the moment you and I met. He says to me in his harsh, rasping voice, Do you remember the look in his eyes after he freed your hair from its ponytail—languorous and smoky?

I nod my head at Despair. I wish he would stay silent, but he doesn’t. Can you remember how he caressed your hand with his thumb? Can you remember his scent? Can you remember...?

Regret pipes in. You were a crazy fool for walking away from the only man you will ever love.

SHUT UP! But they do not shut up, Michael. They never shut up!

You were the only one in my life that I could not hide from. I gave you more of me than I have ever given to anyone. Michael, give me back my heart! Give me back my breath. I am dying inside, day by day. One month of heaven. Eighteen months of hell.

Did some force really draw us together? Did I spit at the beautiful face of God when He had handed me a gift so perfect, so beautiful that I couldn’t believe would truly be mine? Did I break that gift God had given to me? 

Michael, I did fall in love with you within minutes of our meeting. I had been too afraid to admit it. You awakened feelings in me that I had never known existed.

Were you the half that made me whole? I never would have believed it. Not until this moment had I ever thought it were possible that I would need a man to complete me. I thought I was strong on my own. Why do I need you? Can’t I rely on my own strength, principles, and faith to make my life the way I want it? Why is my heart screaming at me that I need you? Why must Regret scream at me? YOU FOOL. YOU NEEDED HIM.

I must argue back. No, I need no one. I am all I need—have been all I have needed. This argument seems rational enough to me. 

Regret does not agree. He simply jeers at me. You need someone to love and to love you.

No, I don’t. I have God to love me. Surely this time Regret will leave me in peace.

His voice is quieter now. No, Cally, you don’t believe that God is all you need. You don’t need some lofty notion of God.

I do to need God. I argue.

Not the God you know...

I don’t know what Regret is talking about, Michael. 

Oh, why can’t I love Paul instead? He is brilliant, witty, and caring. I can still see him the day we officially met. We had other classes together our first year of college, but we did not meet each other until the beginning of our second year. I was leaning on the clock in the center of the courtyard and reading Jane Eyre. He sat down next to me, and I recognized him—his light brown hair and intense blue eyes were hard to forget. I found his studious aura attractive, and in his eyes, I saw a kindred spirit looking back at me. We became instant friends and have been since.

We’ve shared so much together—laughter, intelligent conversation, and most of all friendship. We’ve shared much of what good marriages are made of—respect, consideration, similar goals, and similar beliefs.

We’ve not shared all consuming passion. 

If I could feel just a little bit of the passion I felt for you with Paul, then I would find a way to forget you. I would force myself to stop looking back. I want passion, Michael. I hate this weakness I see in me.

I remember the morning I kissed him for the first and only time. It was after I met you. I had to know if I could feel with Paul what I felt with you. I continued the kiss for a few moments longer hoping that the same feelings that stirred in me when you kissed me would stir in me when Paul did. Maybe they eventually would have if Paul hadn’t extricated himself from my arms and backed several steps away from me. When I looked into his eyes, I read fear—not passion. That look sent me back into your arms. I hate myself even more now when I remember what I have done to Paul. If he knew about you, I would lose him. Forgive me, Michael, but I think I need him in my life.

He has been my support for years. It is he who convinced me to go on for my PHD in English. It is he who encourages me to write. He believes in me, when I often do not believe in me. He wants to marry me, Michael. You really didn’t even though you said you did. You thought marriage an outdated convention.

Michael, I wanted marriage. I did not want to have an affair with you or with anyone. Can you ever understand that I had to end it with you? I could not live with myself if I had a physical affair with you.

You were far too cynical. Too jaded. Power, sex, and money were the ultimate goals of life for you. I didn’t misread you, did I? Maybe, if I had stayed with you longer, you would have changed your mind about marriage. No. I can’t think that. I have to believe that I made the right decision in leaving. I have to believe that, or I won’t know how to go on.

I can’t face this loss, Michael. Not this one. I created this pain. No one else did this time. I should never have let myself fall in love with you. I should have walked away when you came back to me. I should never have kissed you so thoroughly within minutes of meeting you. I should never have let anything start. 

Oh, but then I would never have known bliss. Juxtaposed together are happy images of you twirling me around and around until we were both laughing like children and distressing images of the last time I saw your face. Juxtaposed together is incredible completeness and terrible loss.

Despair holds me close and whispers words that are seemingly truthful. My mind warns that he lies, and yet...? He says to me that I deserve this pain.

Inside, I am screaming. No, I do not. I did not deserve my dad leaving my life at age twelve. I did not deserve living with a morally bankrupt mother. I did not deserve that Aunt Mindy died leaving me to face this world alone. I DO NOT DESRVE THIS.

I am losing my mind, Michael.

I can’t stop thinking of Daddy. I felt when he left almost as desolate as I feel now.

I remember when I was twelve.

I had flounced into the kitchen and proudly laid a yellow envelope on the counter and beamed to Aunt Mindy, “Daddy, has finally sent me a letter. I told you he would!” I bent down, untied my shoes, slipped them off, and took off my raincoat to drape over a kitchen chair. I picked up the envelope and traced my name on the front of it with my finger, “See?” I said with a grin.

Aunt Melinda smiled at me fondly. “Open it, then.”

I slowly opened the envelope, slipped the single piece of paper out of the envelope and with meticulous care unfolded it. I took a deep breath, anticipating my father’s profession of love. Slowly, I read the letter. It read simply:

Dear Cally,

Please stop sending me letters and cards.

Dad

The letter and envelope slipped out of my fingers, and numbly I watched their floating, fluttering descent until they landed on top of my discarded shoes.

“What does the letter say?” Aunt Melinda asked, her voice muffled as she retrieved a pan from the back of the corner cupboard, “Is he going to come and see you soon?” She stood up with the pan absently held in her hand, and our eyes met. I could feel that the color had drained from my face, and I saw the concerned look in her eyes. “What is it, honey?” she asked with a catch in her voice.

I ran out of the room and up the stairs to my bedroom. I sat down on my bed and collapsed into a reclining position with my head resting on my arm. I heard the familiar creak of the stairs, and I forced my eyes to look at the maple tree.

I felt the bed shift as she sat down next to me and felt her soothing hand on my back. I felt too desolate to cry. I had sent my father a letter every week since he had stopped visitations almost a year before. Occasionally, he had replied to them—one letter every two or three months. Each consecutive letter had been shorter than the one before. This letter had been the shortest and the most direct, and it had made one quick cut deep into my heart. My father had completely withdrawn himself from me, and I felt numb.

My aunt said, “Honey, what your father did just now was completely cruel, and you must feel like you are in some way unlovable. Do not blame yourself for your father’s rejection of you. You, honey, had very little to do with it.” I turned my head and looked in her eyes and read sympathy in them. She smiled at me gently and continued, “I know that it must be hard for you right now. You believe that your father doesn’t want you. I tell you that he did love you, and that he must be in terrible pain to be so cruel to you.” I just looked at her with questioning eyes. “Honey, you know that your mother has been taking him to court for him to pay more child support. She had always been quite nasty to him, whenever he did pick you up ... Maybe this isn’t the right thing to say to you right now. You might think that I am blaming your mother. I’m not.” Aunt Melinda paused. I turned my head to gaze out the window at the turbulent gray sky that effectively reflected the condition of my heart.

“Cally, no matter what happens in your life, know that I love you.”

I whispered, “I know. I just wish that Mom and Daddy would too.”

Aunt Melinda patted my hand and said, “They love you, but they don’t know how to show it.”

In a voice that I could barely recognize as my own, I rasped, “I just don’t know how I’ll live without someone loving me—without my dad...” I cried then. Sobs shook my body, and Aunt Melinda picked me up into her arms.

When my sobs subsided, Aunt Melinda said, “Don’t ever blame yourself for this. Try not to take this too much to heart. I know that will be hard. Try to forgive him.”

“I won’t ever forgive him,” I said with quiet determination, tears shimmering in my hostile eyes.

“Hush, now. You must forgive him. Forgiveness is a gift we give to ourselves, Cally. Maybe if you can’t forgive him now, then I hope that you will soon. Cally, the love you desire can only come from God, and He is the only one who can make you feel right about yourself. His love should be the love that sustains you. Human love is too imperfect. It will always let us down.”

I sat quietly listening to Aunt Melinda’s advice. I only understood her meaning in part, but I longed to have a love that would sustain me—a love that Aunt Melinda always seemed to rely upon. At her words, I felt a slow peace permeate my being, and I clung to the hope that one day I would understand such a love. I thought about the forgiveness that Aunt Melinda had urged me to, but I still was not ready to let go of the pain that my father had so efficiently inflicted.

“Cally, honey, I want you to remember what I am about to tell you: suffering produces perseverance, perseverance creates character, and character leads to hope and hope does not disappoint us.”

Later on, after she left, I wrote down what she had said, and I went to the dictionary to find out what each word meant. That saying sustained me through that time. Several years later, I found out where that saying came from—after I understood more fully the love that Aunt Melinda had been trying to impart to me.

Now I know why I had to write that story, tonight. I had to remember Aunt Melinda’s words to me again. The promise in these words—the promise of hope—is what I must long for. I must cling to this truth even more now than I ever did before. 

Michael, I must persevere through this suffering—suffering of my own creation. As I persevere, my character will grow. At this moment I have a clearer picture of what character entails. Character understands temptation and seeks to flee from it. Character sees adversity and rises to meet it. Character understands weakness and yet knows how not to succumb to it.

I always prided myself on my strong moral convictions. At this moment, I see that I had never been faced with anything in my life before you that had challenged it so effectively. I am not alien to weakness. Before you, I assumed I was.

At this moment, Despair wishes to wrap me in a tight embrace.  But now a light shines through the gaps of his mostly opaque arms. It is that light which I look to for hope. It is that light that guides me as I take one hesitant step after another towards it. I am not yet free of Despair’s arms; he wishes to hold me close, but I am valiantly trying to free myself from his embrace. I cling to the promise that one day I will have hope again—a hope that will not disappoint me.

Michael, are you suffering as I am?

Why did I leave you? Why? I had been so certain that you would cloud my convictions. If I saw you anymore, I would give in to your pleading that I sleep with you. But to leave you without one word of why was the cruelest thing I have ever done. Why did I do that? I did not want to yoke myself to a man who did not share my faith. Even if you meant it when you asked me to marry you ... I still would have walked away. And everyone would applaud me my strength, but I am not strong. Strength would have found a way to say goodbye.

But if you were a believer and we were married now, then ... Oh, Michael, the nights we never shared together is a tortured memory in my soul. The glory and beauty of being with you permeates my mind, but the loss I feel as I think of it now nearly drowns me in a sea of tortured agony. I gasp for breath in the murky, turbulent water of my memory that is trying to pull me down deeper into it and away from the lifeline that hope is sending me. I left a piece of my soul with you—a piece of which I may never find again.

Tonight, the book of Emily Dickinson’s poems opened on its own. Fluttering to the ground were some folded papers. As I read my analysis these pages contained of I Cannot Live With You, Pain has an element of Bank, and One Need not be a Chamber to be Haunted, I grieved. I had judged Dickinson for falling in love with a married man. I had judged her for not rising above that love. I had felt disdain that to her a man would eclipse the grace offered by God. I remembered all my ignorant judgment of her, and I abhorred my presumption.

I remembered then that you had picked up those very same typed sheets of paper I had unwittingly dropped. You then leafed through them placing them in order by the page number on the bottom. Afterwards, you read my analysis, a frown crinkling your brow. When you were finished, you looked at me with a look of censure and said, “You are much too critical over something you know little about.” You told me that I looked at Dickinson’s poetry too simplistically and too harshly.

Tonight, when I remembered that look of censure you had given me and the wisdom that you had imparted to me then, I wept with all the pent-up longing that I had tried to bottle up. I cried for the naïve woman I had been and for Emily Dickinson who dared to fall in love with the wrong man. I finally understood her pain, for I knew in that moment rereading her poem “I Cannot Live With You,” what it meant to love a man and to not be able to be with him. I understood personally what she had written over a century before that living with him would be life, but that life was behind a shelf.

When I had walked away from you, I ceased to live. I have been a walking corpse since that day, and life is for me behind that shelf—a shelf that only God could ever open for me again.

I finally understood Emily Dickinson when she wrote that she could not rise with him because his face would put out Jesus'.

Michael, your face had shown brighter in my eyes than Jesus’ face had. Because your face had begun to blot out the face of my Savior, I became frightened. Perhaps it was that fear that I would one day worship you instead of God that led me to leave you. But for me now, leaving you hasn’t helped. Your face is the one I see when I fall asleep at night, yours is the face I see when I wake in the mornings and yours is the face I see in my dreams. Your face still eclipses Jesus’ face, and I am beginning to feel powerless to change it.

Despair held my hand this evening and then that still soft voice spoke to me, “Write.” And now I have. 

Oh Michael. I don’t want to cry anymore.

Cally

November 20, 2003

Dear Cally,

The fire is dancing behind the grate, and I sit here with my hand dangling over my upraised knee watching the flames flicker and trying to imagine how your skin would look in this light. From the moment I saw you, with your legs tucked under you while you wrote in your journal, you captivated my mind. 

It seems as if, Cally, I have become an over-romantic fool. This is out of character for me. I’ve forgotten how to play the role of Michael Paige—world renowned movie star. I’m simply Michael, but I don’t know how to be him. It seems as if I have spent my life playing one role or another. And I don’t know the role I am to play now or how to perform it. I don’t know who I am. 

I sound maudlin.

I want to forget you.

I can’t.

My will blots you out of my mind during the day, but at night you come to visit me. To torture me. Tonight, I woke believing you were in my arms. My hateful heart will not let you go.

I am the greatest of fools.

The climax of the film that I told you about was as difficult for me to film as I thought it would be. I hated feeling and weeping. It was the best performance of my life, but the thing is, I wasn’t performing. And afterwards, I heard the buzzes from the production crew and from the other cast members that I should be nominated for an Oscar. I laughed inside—or was it more like weeping—when I heard their whispers. I wanted to scream at them, “I wasn’t acting!”

Cally, I’ve stopped caring about everything—everything but the feel of you, the scent of you, the taste of you. I’ve turned down five movie offers in the past month. My agent is astounded by the amount of money I’m being offered. I think he’s worried that my withdrawal from the business will affect his livelihood, but money has lost appeal. 

When I wake up in the morning you are with me. When I sleep at night your illusive arms are open to me, and every time I reach out to you, you dissipate in the mist.

And tonight, what ifs are torturing me. Is there anything I could have said or done to make you want to stay with me? But I think that the only answer to these questions I am torturing myself with is simpler than I’ve wanted it to be. You left because I tried to force more from you than you were prepared to give. You left because I had begun to become even more important to you than your God was to you, and because of it, you were afraid to continue on as we had. I think that is it. I wanted you too badly to think about how it would make you feel. You had a conscience. I did not—had long since killed it.

If you would have had the courage to give me a chance, maybe we could have found a way. Instead, you walked away from me without a word of why. You didn’t even say goodbye.

Michael 
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Chapter Two
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For over an hour, I rested my head on the back of my chair with my eyes closed. My heart ached and from time-to-time tears streaked over my cheeks. It took all my concentration to continue breathing. Maybe I should remember. I blinked. The thought was foreign to me. In all these many months I had avoided remembering.

Remember.

I traveled over memories allowing my mind to take turns and detours. As I remembered, the pain lessoned, and a faint smile began to hover on my lips.

Maybe I should write it.

Suddenly, I had an urge to write it all down.

I picked up my laptop sitting next to my chair and turned it on. As it went through its regular clicks and hums, I felt anxious. I wondered if what I was about to do was the right thing. Wouldn’t writing my story make it all worse?

But I could not ignore the compelling I felt in my heart.

Dear Michael,
My memory takes me back to the day we met. I sat down on a secluded park bench that gray, wet May morning intending to write in my journal and spend a few quiet hours before I was to meet Paul for coffee that afternoon. I noticed down the path a lone man sitting on a park bench—the man was you. I paid you little attention.

I set the papers with my analysis of Emily Dickinson's poems on my lap and opened my journal. Biting the end of my pen, I felt struck by the inadequacy of my own writing ability. Let the words flow. Just write. Don’t critique. What’s wrong with you? This isn’t an important paper. You don’t have to even be fluent. I bit back frustration and began to write.

The air is crisp today. The wind tugs at my hair caught up in a ponytail. I taste the excitement of something yet to come. Like a fluttering deep inside me, and yet a strange sense of fear envelops me as well.

The water is gray today, reflecting the gray sky, and the grayness of my mind.

Oh, I am not a profound writer, though I long to be ... Hmm. Can I capture the images I see in my mind’s eye or the dreams that I have at night. No, I lose my train of thought and the images scatter. To taste greatness would be so lovely, and yet I fear my own inadequacy.

Hmm ...  I can imagine a tender kiss upon my neck and a gentle touch on my arm, but can I picture his face? No. The dream fades quicker than I can capture it on paper.

I reread what I wrote. This is awful. Woefully inadequate. I was just about to tear the page out of my journal and crinkle it up when I heard a deep voice ask me, “What are you writing about?”

I looked up and saw a breathtakingly handsome man grinning at me. Your eyes were like jade stones and your face looked like it had been sculpted by a master artist—square jaw, tiny cleft in chin, long, straight nose. Your visage was framed with long black hair that curled slightly at the ends. You seemed vaguely familiar to me. You saw my confusion, laughed, and said in disbelief, “Have I met a woman who has no idea who I am?”

I smiled weakly at you, trying to place you. Awkwardly, I said, “I’m sorry. Do I know you?” I was sure that I had never met you before. 

You laughed again. “Haven’t you ever heard of Michael Paige?”

Chagrined, I finally did recognize you. I had seen your face on the covers of magazines. I suppose any modern woman would have known instantly who you were, and I felt a little silly because I did not. “I’m sorry. I don’t see too many movies, so I didn’t recognize you.”

“You must have seen one of my movies." Your self-assured smile spread over your face.

At this moment, my confusion and embarrassment dissolved. I saw you for what you were—an incredibly handsome celebrity too arrogant for words. Cynicism lived in your eyes. Instantly, I did not like you.

I shook my head and looked you directly in the eye. Your smile broadened, and you chuckled slightly furthering my dislike. However, my traitorous body responded to you. I felt uncomfortably aware of you as a man, and I began to loathe you for eliciting this awareness in me.

Our eyes locked together, and though my heart raced uncomfortably, I did not look away from you. Then your smile faded, and your eyes flicked over my face and then over the rest of me. Then your eyes locked to mine again. Your eyes held a deeper meaning. Your look and your meaning thrilled some primitive part of me. I hated you, and I hated myself for the fierce attraction I felt for you.

I frowned. You needed to know your place, and I hoped my look would put you in it.

But you laughed instead. "You've never seen one of my movies?"

"Sorry," I said flippantly. You were too sure of yourself.  

"Hmm," you said and then grinned at me. "I find this a little hard to believe."

"What, Mr. Paige, that I've never seen one of your movies or that I'm not impressed with you?"

I knew that you were a world-renowned star, and I also knew that you probably had swarms of women desirous of your attentions. Though I found you physically appealing (What woman wouldn't?), I found your arrogance odious. 

I felt a bit like gloating at having found the right words to effectively set you down.

You frowned slightly and looked at the lake. After a moment, you sighed and raked your fingers through your thick black hair. Mesmerized by the change in you, I watched you intently. You grimaced slightly. When you turned your head slightly, I followed your gaze to the pavilion. A shadow of pain passed over your face. I think you had forgotten me. Watching you in silence for a few moments made you human to me, and, suddenly, I felt sorry for my perverse reaction to you and my rudeness.

"I'm sorry," I said.

You looked at me. At first you simply stared through me, and then, the shadow lifted from your face to be replaced by your self-assured grin. I wondered if I had merely imagined the genuineness of your melancholic mood.

Another change. Your eyes softened. The cynicism and arrogance faded from your expression, and you studied my face with new intensity. This perusal of me somehow made me feel more uncomfortable than your earlier one. Your earlier study of me had not touched me because you had seen me then as some tantalizing treat to taste. This time you were seeing me, and I did not wish to be seen by anyone. 

You gazed gently into my eyes and whispered, "Can you be real?"

You had me then, Michael. So completely had me. Four words and a gentle look, and I melted. I looked into your eyes and saw all that could be—all the promises that lovers had ever promised to each other. You were Troilus to my Criseyde, Romeo to my Juliet, Mark Anthony to my Cleopatra. Lancelot to my Guinevere. I had become a romantic fool, and hope mingled with confusion.

Then I shook my head and all romantic fancy fled, leaving a dazed sense of wonder—in you and in me.

Too soon, Michael. Too soon.

What was it about me that so intrigued you?

I have never seen one of your movies. I do not go to popular movies. Mostly, I entertain myself with nineteenth century lit. And when I do want to see a movie, I prefer obscure, artsy ones that most people have never heard of. I would be the last person I know who would fall for a pop-culture hero. Furthermore, I would never fall in love with anyone in minutes. Not logical, rational me. But Michael, when I saw that lost and pained look on your face, some compassionate side of me took over, and I wanted to save you.

In minutes, I experienced a myriad of emotions with you. Wonder, confusion, attraction, disgust, compassion, uncertainty, hope, and then wonder again. Too many feelings—too much emotion. What was I supposed to do? Walk away from you?

November 24, 2003

Dear Cally,

I’m in Colorado and have been here since September. I don’t have much to do. Frank and Jamison handle things well without me. You have no idea who I’m talking about, and, well, seeing as how you probably will never read these letters I’m writing; I probably don’t need to explain anything. I probably don’t need to write to you at all, except that when I do, I somehow feel close to you again. But I am weary of wanting to be close to you—for all you are is mist and memory.

I could not fall asleep again last night. I lit another fire. Then I sat down at my piano and started playing. I learned to play when I was a young boy—my mother insisted that it would be good for me to learn. I really hated reading notes. I preferred to make up songs, so as long as I played, Mom didn’t care what I played. I had forgotten how I used to feel playing the piano and how I enjoyed just plucking away at the keys and forming a melody. The songs I used to make up were quite silly, but last night’s song was not. I poured all my emotions into it.

Afterwards I penned these amateurish words in a notebook.

Outside the snow is falling.

I watch its slow descent.

Where are you now?

It collects in tree branches.

And dances on the wind.

Why did you leave?

Don’t hide in the mist.

I need you so.

Inside my tears are falling.

Imagine their descent.

Where are you now?

They collect in my lashes,

And dance down my cheek.

Why did you leave?

Don’t hide in the mist

I want you so.

Mist like arms an elusive embrace

You visit my nights and I touch your face

In my dreams I see your emerald eyes.

Tell me now, Cally, had it been only lies.

Lady

Lady

Lady

Lady you’re no lady to me.

Please, leave me be.

You cold hearted one,

Who tortures my nights

And blots out the sun.

I want to forget you.

I see you running,

And I try to catch you

Where are you now? 

I feel your hand in mine, dear,

And then it is gone.

You’re lost in the mist.

That’s where you’ve gone.

But why did you leave?

Why are you there?

If I had said vows,

Would you be here?

Come back to me,

I’ll forget it all.

If I’d held you closer

Would you have stayed?

I’ll look in the mist,

And find you there.

Wait till I do.

Your arms wrap around me.

I’ve found you in the mist.

Here you are now.

Don’t go again.

You’re translucent charms,

Captivate my mind.

I’ll hold you in the mist, and

Merge your lips with mine.

Don’t dissipate again.

I’d lose my mind.

I’ve rarely given into sentiment, Cally. Why you bring out that feeling in me, I don’t know. I’ve always been determined and sure of myself.

It is difficult to pen my feelings. It would be much easier for me to blurt out the truth of my longing for you and be crude but being crude would probably push you further away from me. 

I must admit, Cally, that no matter how much I love you, I hate you, too. I am angry with you for not trusting me and giving whatever we had a chance. Sometimes I hate you more than I love you.

I dream of a way of releasing these feelings I have for you. I wish I could forget that month I spent with you. There are moments in a day that I successfully force you out of my mind, but it is little things that nudge you to the forefront again. Little things like a beautiful sunset make me remember you. I’ll remember the nights we sat on the park bench and watched the sun go down and the moon’s rising.

To be honest, I doubt if any person or any place could ever blot out the memory of your hair shimmering in the sun, your emerald eyes, or your smile. I will never forget how alive I felt when I was with you. The feeling was more spiritual than physical. I felt like I was finding my way home again and coming to a place in my spirit that I hadn’t felt for more years than I care to remember. I felt much more than physical desire for you, though I hadn’t been able to convey that truth to you at the time. I touched you too much. Physical “love” is always so much easier to express than the more profound, and I chose too much the physical.

I’ve come to the sad conclusion that I need you. I realize, too, that I needed you then more than I had been able to admit—to you, certainly, but mostly to myself.  I wanted to possess you as if you were some priceless gem that I didn’t want to pay for. I tried to steal from you what I should have purchased with my life, and I regret this truth more than you could ever know. I fear that it is too late to pay the price for you and for your love. It is too late for us, my darling. It is too late for me to give you a ring.

Michael
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Chapter Three
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I rubbed my shoulders and sighed. Writing about Michael's and my story was much harder than I had expected it to be. How would I have felt later if I had simply walked away from him? I certainly would not have enjoyed such torment for months on end, but then I would not have enjoyed the dance with him. What ifs were pointless. I did dance with Michael for one unforgettable month.

I continued to write.

Why didn't I walk away from you? What kind of game were we playing, darling?

The mood lightened, and I smiled with relief. 

You smiled back at me. “What are you writing?”

Embarrassed and now unsure of myself, I said, “This lake and the wind, I suppose. Nothing too terribly interesting ...” I trailed off and twirled a curl of my hair. I bit my bottom lip nervously. Realizing at how gauche I must have looked to you, I stopped biting my lip, placed my hand in my lap, and looked out at the lake. I felt my cheeks color with continued embarrassment.

“You seemed engrossed,” I heard you say.

“Mm.” I smiled wanly.

“Are you always so evasive?”

"No, not usually."

"Then tell me what in your writing held your interest so much that you didn't notice I sat down next to you."

I remembered with an embarrassed flush the last two lines that I had written in my journal. I looked at you and seemed a bit dazed by the fact that my imagination and reality had met. Had my journal entry been a foreshadowing then? I quickly rejected that idea and attributed it to mere coincidence instead.

"Were you writing about a man?" you teased and winked at me.

You had figured it out then, and I wondered if I should admit it or lie. Take a chance, a tiny part of me encouraged. I flirted for the first time in my life. I looked you up and down as you had done to me earlier, grinned at you, and said, "Maybe."

You laughed then, loud and hard.

I felt a little bemused and a bit hurt. I looked down at my journal in my lap not knowing what to expect next. I felt almost like crying, because a good-looking man laughed at my flirting ability.

"Sorry, I didn't expect you to say that or to look at me that way based on your earlier attitude toward me."

"Mm," I said beginning to draw little pictures in the margins of my journal.

I saw you lean forward and try to peer over my hands at what I had written. For some strange reason, I let you read what I wrote.

"That's pretty good," you said when you finished.

"Thanks.”

"Have you been writing long?"

"For a while."

"You are a writer then."

"I suppose."

"What do you write?"

"Oh," I smiled, shrugged, and said, "a little of this and a little of that." I smiled at you, and you frowned at me. I enjoyed watching the frustration you felt play on your face. I doodled some more. I didn't try to hide the grin I felt spreading across my face.

"Can anyone get a clear answer out of you?" you asked after a few moments obviously frustrated with my slippery responses.

I looked you straight in the eyes and said, "And do you, Mr. Paige, always ask so many questions?" I quirked my eyebrow at you.

You laughed and relaxed. “I’m sorry. I’m just used to having fans accost me and asking me inane questions. I’ve forgotten how to get to know someone."

"Apology accepted." I regally nodded my head.

You smiled at me. I saw the gleam in your eye before you teased, "And what would you think if instead I said this to you: I have forgotten how to carry on a sensible conversation with the peasantry?”

“The peasantry?”

You grinned. “That’s what I call people who don’t have to dwell in the realm of Celebritihood.”

“Celebritihood?” I looked at you with a mixture of sham disbelief and annoyance.

Your grin broadened.

So, this was a game—a contest of wits so to speak. I jumped into the game eagerly. I preened a bit by fluffing my hair and pinching my cheeks. You laughed at my actions—fully understanding me.

I drew in a deep breath and watched your eyes dip over me. I almost lost it then and laughed. But I controlled my mirth and said with a slight simper, “Your lofty highness." I folded my hands under my chin and batted my eyelashes at you, "Why are you sitting here next to this commoner?”

“The peasants are comely.”

“Hmm. I wonder what peasant you are referring to.” I pouted slightly.

“You, of course.”

“Me?” I said pointing to myself. Then inspiration struck. I smiled stupidly, rolled my eyes back into my head, and then made a horrible face.

You bit back laughter and said with a slight lisp, "My darling peasant, of course there is no other lovelier than you."

“Hmm." I thought of my next line for a moment and then said, "Then you must be hopelessly nearsighted, my lord. Can I retrieve a monocle for you?”

I stiffened slightly when you drew close to me.

“No, my darling fair one." You took my hand in yours and placed delicate kisses on the back of my hand and up my arm to my elbow before I drew my arm from your grasp. You chuckled. "You can sit on my lap instead. This lord would like some diversion.”

I sat up rod straight, folded my hands in my lap, tilted my chin up, and said huffily. “You’ll have to find diversion elsewhere, for this lowly commoner is not impressed with you.”

You placed your hand on my shoulder and gently turned me to face you. "Aren't you?" The game we were playing was nearly over, and I regretted it. You looked at me with a serious expression in your eyes. You sincerely wanted to know if I was impressed with you.

But I was not ready to tell you the truth. I simply looked down my nose at you and said, "No."

The pleasant game we were playing ended abruptly. You frowned at me and the cynicism that had disappeared returned in full force. With your earlier lisp but now with a nasty tone in your voice, you said, “Then, my dear, you would be the first.” Your steel gaze sliced through me. “So, then you are leading me on a merry chase hoping that I will gift you with more than a quick romp in the grass?”

At first, I was annoyed by your direct assumption that I was playing a game with you hoping that you would be more attracted to me than any other woman simply by my playing hard to get. Then I felt irrationally angry with you for taking me on this crazy ride of emotions and for not leaving me to write in peace. But as I frowned at you in righteous indignation and you frowned back at me, I suddenly felt sad. I saw in your eyes and in your stance something more than anger. I saw great hurt and disillusionment.

I placed my hand on your knee. Your eyes looked down at my hand and then back into my eyes. Your face had softened slightly, but your eyes were still filled with cynicism and distrust. I said softly, "Don't you remember? You sat down next to me."

You looked away, grew still, and sighed. “Sorry again."

"Apology accepted again." 

We both looked at the lake, and after a couple minutes of silence, you said quietly, "You do that well, by the way.”

“I do what well?”

“Act.”

“I am not an actress.” I laughed.

“You could have fooled me.” We looked at each other, and our eyes met again. You appeared nearly as uncertain as I felt. I swallowed the nervous lump that had formed in my throat.

Suddenly, I seemed to be standing on a precipice—awkward and dazed. You were very much "human." Were you really Michael Paige the movie star? “You are Michael Paige?”

A half-smile tugged at your lips. “Yes. In the flesh.”

“Why are you sitting here next to me?” I brushed my moist hands on my skirt. 

The laughter faded from your eyes as they fixed intently on mine. “I wondered what your hair would look like down and flowing all around your face.” You draped your arm behind me, leaning it on the back of the park bench.

Your masculine scent drifted over to me, leaving me breathless and shaky. I croaked “Why?” Your attraction to me dazed me.

I looked at the lake and nervously anticipated what you would say or do next. You leaned close to me. “You’re pretty.” I felt your breath on my cheek. I felt your hand gently ease the band
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