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It was January of 1984, in mid-October I decided to ditch classes to spend the day at the mall. I grabbed my fake Gucci bag from the dresser on the way out of my room. Coming down the stairs, I heard voices in the parlor. I was sure one of the voices belonged to Miss Jane. She ran and owned the boarding house. I always wondered why she rented the rooms of her lovely home out to strangers since she appeared to be a woman of means and very stylish. I also heard male laughter as I passed by trying to hurry, so Miss Jane didn’t get the opportunity to hold me up with a half dozen questions like she was known to do quite often. She wasn’t exactly annoying but seemed to think everyone had all the time in the world for chit-chat. I liked her and thought her to be a nice older lady. Most days I would have stopped in to say good morning, but today I just wanted to get out of the house. Besides, she had company, if he were a new boarder, I’d meet him soon enough.

“Ramona?” It was Miss Jane calling me. I had barely passed the parlor door. “Come in here, dear. I want you to meet someone- my grandnephew.”

As I entered the room, the smiling visitor placed his coffee cup on the table between himself and his aunt. He stood as Miss Jane remained seated. A gentleman, I thought, or at least he had manners.

“Ramona, this is Robert. He just got back from Alaska.” Just from the introduction I could tell this man meant a lot to her. Her eyes were sparkling as she regarded him. “Robert, this is Ramona, the girl from Missouri I was telling you about. She’s closer to your age than all the rest.” 

“Hello, Ramona.” He extended his hand and took mine, but didn’t shake it. He merely applied a little pressure. It was warm, and I responded to it with a smile. I got the chance to study his face for a few seconds. He was very nice looking, and wore his dreads pulled back with a thick elastic. His beard was thick but nicely trimmed. 

“Hello,” I said. “It’s nice meeting you.”

“Same here.” He still held my hand.

“Why don’t you sit and join us?” Miss Jane asked as she made room for me on the sofa. Robert released my hand as I sat down. “Or do you need to be getting along to school?”

“I have a little time,” I said. I surprised myself and met Robert’s light gaze.  His teeth were very white and straight; his complexion was dark like my own. “So, do you live in Alaska?”

“At the moment. The company I work for is studying the ecology along the ocean fronts.”

“That sounds interesting.”

“Actually, for me, it’s borders on boring, but as long as I can work outside, breathing fresh air, I’m happy.”

“Next year he’ll probably go to Egypt!” Miss Jane was so proud of him. “Can you imagine that, Ramona?”

“Wow,” I said, although never once in my life had I thought of going to Egypt.

“Well, I’m not committed to the idea yet.”

“Does your family get to travel with you,” I asked.

“Aunty is the only real family I have, and she doesn’t travel well. In fact, I don’t believe she’s been any farther down the road than Memphis.”

“I once went to Biloxi,” she defended herself, then offered me a cup of coffee. French vanilla roast. “I was a young woman of twenty-four. I met the only man I ever loved that summer.” She sipped from her cup smiling as she seemed to continue silently with her memories.

“Would you like some sugar, Ramona?” Robert asked. 

“Two cubes, please.” I looked at his hand as he dropped the sugar into my cup, then handed me a spoon to stir it. His hands were large, and his knuckles were callused, although he seemed to keep then presentable with lotion or hand cream. “Robert, are you here for just a short visit?”

“Two weeks. Just enough time to get comfortable around this house again.”

“You must have grown up here,” I surmised.

“I lived down the street with my folk, but I spent as much time as I could here. It was like having two homes. Should be nice being back in my old room. Unless Aunty rented it out on me.”

“Of course, I haven’t. This house has never been that full. In fact, I better go freshen it up right now while I’m thinking about it. You kids continue to get acquainted.” She quickly stood up and left us alone in the parlor.

“Your aunt is really excited about you being home,” I said. “How long since your last visit?”

“About two years.” He turned his wrist to glance at his watch.

“Well, it has been nice meeting you. I guess we’ll run be running into each other in the next couple of weeks.” I stood and glanced at my own watch, showing I also had things to do and maybe people to see. “I’ll make that bus if I leave now.” I had no idea if I’d make the bus or not. I was so nervous I couldn’t tell what time it was. 

“Oh, I’m sorry.” He stood up blocking my path to the front door. “I assumed you had the morning free. Are you going to work now?”

“No. I thought today was a good day to play hooky and go shopping instead.”

“Look, I have to go to the airport to check on my luggage. If you like, I can drop you off. It’s on my way.”

So he wasn’t tired of me. “I’ve got a bus pass, but thank you.”

“Are you sure, it’s not a problem.”

“I’m sure. Have a good morning, Robert.”

“You too, Ramona.”

As I left the house, I realized I liked him very much and hoped he would spend most of his two weeks around the house. I wish I had let him drive me to the mall. Why did I practically run out of the house? I enjoyed his company very much, and he seemed to enjoy mine as well. My social skills were none to speak of, but I intended to remedy that with practice. In the meantime, I had shopping to do.

It was only mid-October, but I decided to get a jump on Christmas shopping, I hated that packed mall scene. Also, I wanted to have a real choice in what I bought my family, not what was left over. I got my two sisters each a matching robe with slippers, my mom a pair of red pumps and my dad a black leather vest. I had to put it all in the layaway, and I knew I’d have it all paid for before Christmas. Done with that, I could now do what I loved about the mall. It had four bookstores, and I intended to use the day browsing, making mental notes on my book lists. 

After purchasing the books I wanted, I took a romance novella off the paperback carousel then sat on a hard leather chair in the corner to read. I usually finished a book like that in about two hours, but I knew I wasn’t going to that day. My mind kept wandering back to meeting Robert, and how and when between work and school, would I run into him again? Two weeks wasn’t that long. Also, I wondered if he had a girlfriend and how old was he? If I’d stayed or let him drop me off I could have these answers. Well, as I wasn’t getting anywhere with the paperback, I put it back on the carousel and left the store.

“Ramona?” I was going down the escalator. I turned to see who was calling me. It was Robert! Only he was going up. I got off and was about to go back up, then decided against it. He was probably still going into the mall, already forgetting about me. Anyway, I would see him later at the house. Something to look forward to, I thought with a smile, making my way out through the mall’s exit.

The bus was coming rather fast to the mall stop, and I knew I wasn’t going to make it with the awkward bags of books, so I didn’t rush myself. Why run for a bus anyway when I could wait fifteen minutes for the next one? By the time I got to the stop, a blue vintage Jaguar had come up creeping along the curb. I ignored it, assuming the driver to be one of those men that would cruise the streets trying to lure girls into their cars rather than work. I moved down to the other side of the structure, hoping he’d get the hint I wasn’t interested and not bother me. But to my horror, this guy actually got out of the car and started around the structure toward me. Okay, I thought to myself, come on and get clobbered in the head with a bag full of hardbacks! 

“Ramona.” This creep knew my name? I turned to look at him as he planted himself right in front of me. “Wow, you sure walk fast,” he grinned.

“Robert?” Stunned, I stared at him incapable of further speech at the moment. Did he leave the mall to follow me?

“Let me take those bags for you.”  He took the bags from my hands, even though I hadn’t answered him, then went to the car. After he had placed them in the back seat, he asked me if I were headed back to the house. I nodded, and he opened the passenger door for me. I think I managed a smile as I slipped into the car.

“Thanks,” I said before he closed the door, then started around to the driver’s side. He gave me a grin as I buckled up. Then he did the same and pulled the car back into the flow of traffic. 

“Looks like you got a lot of shopping in today,” he said. “Those bags are full of bricks or what?”

“Just books and a couple of dresses.”

“What, no shoes?”

“Next time,” I said. “I appreciate the ride. I think I overdid it with the books this time.”

“Not a problem. Anyway, I was kind of hoping to run into you.”

“Yeah? What for?”

“Thought we could hang out a bit, get something to eat.” He looked over at me as if to see if that sounded all right to me. “I don’t mean to put you on the spot. If you’d rather not...”

“I’d love to get something to eat. All I had today was a pretzel and lemonade. There’s a Jack in the Box at the next light.”

“I thought maybe we could go out for an early dinner.” 

“Oh.” Did he mean a date? Of course not, we just met I quickly reminded myself. He just wanted company while he had a nice meal. 

“You pick the place,” he said.  

“Um, well. I just spent what I allow myself for-”

“Come on, Ramona,” he laughed. “It’s on me. I asked you out, ergo I’m paying.”

“Oh.” So it was a date! Just like that he assumed I was so eager to go somewhere with him? Was I that transparent? “You sure you want t0? If this was Miss Jane’s idea, I appreciate the offer but-”

“Aunt Jane thinks highly of you and I see why she does.”

“You do?”

“I know we just met this morning, yet
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