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How to forget those summers of 1994, when James, 13, and I, 10, played in the waters near the swamps in Houma, Louisiana. It was my small hometown, although not his, since he used to go there every summer on vacation with his great-grandfather who lived there; Mr. Sam Marshall Ford, one of the richest people in the United States in his time. His great-grandfather lived in a mansion outside the small town, nestled in the forest and surrounded by beautiful gardens, a little out of place for the low-class area. James' mother always forbade him from going out to meet and play with kids his age since no one was from his economic status there. He always went out accompanied by his two "nannies" everywhere, and that always bothered him.

I met him fortuitously on a Friday in August 1993 outside Oaklawn Middle School, all because I wasn't paying attention when crossing the street. His luxury car driven by one of his servants almost hit me. I can't forget that scene, the car stopped and two well-dressed men got out, followed by the elegantly dressed little man who was very handsome, I must admit. The two adult men approached me first and asked if I was okay. Obviously, I was on the ground and scared of almost dying there, but I quickly got up due to the commotion of my first-year high school classmates, and I remember saying, "I was okay, that it was my fault."

Before leaving, the handsome boy asked in a typical millionaire's voice, somewhat haughty but with a touch of honesty, "If you like, you can come to the mansion, the one at the top of the forest." I don't remember exactly what I replied, but to get out of his gaze that made me nervous, I think I said "yes," and then he told me they would take me home that day, which I agreed to. The rest is history.

The little we spent together as friends during those two summers, I have to confess that I fell in love with James Marshall. He was so beautiful, had something irresistible that made butterflies in my stomach. But I never confessed my love to him, I don't know, I was always afraid he would call me ugly or simply reject me. He was almost 14 and I was almost 11, but I looked like I was 8.

We used to joke around, but deep down I would get jealous when he talked about the girls from his school in New York that he liked. I, who could only aspire to grow up in Houma and get married, the typical thing for most girls. I didn't have much to offer, and I wasn't pretty enough to ask him, "Do you want to be my boyfriend?" but he was always kind to me and my only friend.

James always treated me like his little friend, which I honestly hated. I wanted him to feel the same way I did; love. That summer of 1994 was the last time I saw him. His great-grandfather died, and he never came back again. That hurt me deeply, and from then on, I always thought he never took our friendship seriously. By the time I was 16, he should have been an adult and could have come to look for me, but he never did. By the time I was 18, I was moving to New York because my mother had died two years earlier, and I had nothing to do in that town. The only family I had was an aunt in the southern Bronx in New York. I always loved the idea of going to college and becoming someone in life, like my mother always told me. But at 18, everything fell apart, my dreams were shattered, and I had to work or else I wouldn't eat. Since my aunt always treated me badly, maybe because of her advanced age and her ailments, but I am still grateful for those years of lodging.

The years passed far from Houma, I was no longer a teenager, I was a woman. I was 24 when I met Louis, my first boyfriend, a bit late, but he came. He was 28, and we became very good friends. Then the relationship escalated, and I married him in 2006. I continued to live in the most dangerous neighborhood in New York, the Bronx, with all that entails. We couldn't aspire to more. I lived with Louis for two years before deciding to have a baby, and at the end of August, I became pregnant, but misfortune visited us one morning. With six months of pregnancy, an officer came to the hospital where I worked in the laundry room and gave me the sad news that my dear Louis had died due to an accident at the Scooter mechanic workshop where he worked. A hydraulic elevator had fallen on him, killing him. It was terrible...

I spent that New Year's Eve alone with my baby in my belly and crying. It was one of the loneliest moments in my life, comparable to when I lost my mother. I cannot say much about my father because I never met him. Although Louis was not the love of my life, I loved him very much, and his loss hurt me too much. He was always kind to me, and he was the one who was there, supporting me when I had nothing. I have always said that the first love is insurmountable; it is the one that makes you feel butterflies and that inexplicable feeling, although few end up living together.

I resigned from my job at the hospital because I couldn't afford the transportation due to the distance. I also couldn't continue paying the rent of over $1000 that we used to afford. Therefore, I found a place with the basics in the most dangerous part of the South Bronx because I couldn't afford anything else. I didn't have the education for something better, and with a baby on the way, it was impossible. So, I got a low-paying job at an Italian food buffet on Arthur Avenue and Belmont, the Little Italy of the Bronx.

With five months pregnant and the struggles of being a demanding waitress, I would come home exhausted and feeling down. Every morning was a battle to overcome, but I did it for my baby. It was no longer about me; it was about her. At that point in my life, I just wanted to have my little girl and move to another state or city that was more affordable. I have to confess that New York is one of the most expensive cities for a pregnant single mother without an education.

But fate had something special in store for Harriet.

Based on a true story, with an unexpected ending.
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It was just another day for Harriet at the Romanos buffet bar on Little Avenue in the Bronx.  Harriet was sitting with her eyes averted looking out onto the street, there weren't many customers, so she had the luxury of thinking, though not neglecting the few diners that were spread out in the small place. The noise behind him from the kitchen made by the cooks matched the atmosphere. He had been working in the afternoon shift for no more than 4 months, because in the morning he worked in a café. His friend Thomas, a 45-year-old bachelor and cook, had gotten him the job. He had accepted it because he lived near his home in the South Bronx, and obviously, it was safer to take the 11 p.m. bus with company.

At 10:35 p.m. the door opened, her gaze was diverted to the elegant and beautiful gentleman who would have passed between the tables and looks, but deep down it was something "bad" for her since it was almost time to finish shift, and having to serve another customer and wait for him to finish was quite uncomfortable. Although, looking at him with suspicion, it was a little strange that this handsome man, so well dressed from head to toe, would arrive at a place like this, a low class, exclusive place for workers. To tell the truth, it was not very common in the whole year to see someone like that and at that hour, and even more, because he looked a little bitter for such a young man, maybe 31 years old. He passed in front of her and reached the counter where the stools were, and for a few moments she froze, then as was her duty she got up and went to serve him at the bar.

When she looked him in the face she wrinkled her brow, he was not someone usual, but he looked too familiar making memory perhaps, but there was no time for that.

- Can I help you with anything? - she asked in a weak voice. 

The man pretended not to hear and grabbed a small dessert from the bar in front of him.

For an instant she wished she had gone to work just that day looking stunning and well groomed as she looked terrible; with brittle hair and zero femininity, nothing of the Harriet of twelve months ago. The fact is that this man was anyone's fantasy, but well it was not something he wanted, I mean, because of his face marked in rage. Despite the exhausting day, out of curiosity Harriet wanted to know who the heck was this guy who had something she couldn't stop looking at him. As the man ignored her, she continued with her work. A few minutes later, she was cleaning some tables behind the man's back, when suddenly her mind wandered and she remembered who that sexy gentleman in the tie and millionaire suit was. It was the same one: James Marshall, her pre-teen "friend", the most beautiful in her words, the same one she had met in Houma.

- I don't think this is the place to drink liquor... but, it wouldn't be bad, ma'am, a strong coffee - he said while he looked around the empty place and tasted a pastry at about 10:50 P.M. 

Harriet was in a hurry because she was almost closing the place and wished that her childhood friend would leave and at the same time not. - I'll take him now - she whispered.

With an indulgent smile she went inside the kitchen, but deep down; furious that he had called her ma'am, and worse with a look of indifference, and no sign of at least a look of attraction from him.

As she prepared the drink she remarked to herself, "All these years have made James Marshall the sexiest man in the world and me the most hideous".  But what bothered her most, was that he didn't recognize her. He was still as indifferent as when she was a young girl, and never showed her any signs of attraction. And worse, he didn't even try to remember her. When he came back for the coffee he almost spilled it on purpose and made the irate James complain to him in a scathing tone.

- Being pregnant, I see, makes women cranky - she stammered - as she gave her swollen belly a glance.

She put on a grim face and replied:

- It was my mistake, but it also doesn't give him the right to have commented on something like that.

With mischievous eyes he replied, - I have a lot of experience with waitresses, and I know that was on purpose, it wasn't very nice, anyway, never mind.

- Is there anything else? - Harriet added. 

- A grape muffin.

That made Harriet's skin crawl, since as a child it was James' favorite dessert outside the mansion, and the same flavor she had grown fond of over the years.

Minutes later she was bringing it to him.

- It doesn't look like the cake my great-grandfather used to make me - he commented vaguely. - But it's good.
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Harriet with eyes of indifference nodded inwardly.

James' face showed that life had treated him very, very well, he even looked younger than Harriet, obviously, he had not had to work 7 days a week or endure precarious economic situations.

Harriet served him another slice. It was already 11 P.M., most were already leaving... she somehow felt excited to have seen him again, but on the other hand she was exhausted by the pregnancy; she wanted to leave, but she had to wait, business rules. She was clearing some tables in the back when she finished the last sip of coffee, James turned and said wryly to her:

- You should come and sit down, it is not good to exaggerate with the work, I say this because of your pregnancy, a husband should not let his queen in that state work like that, there are usually miscarriages because of that. And even more so at almost 12 o'clock at night. - Then she turned around again and finished the rest of the dish.

She did not answer and so James asked again:

- Sorry if I was rude, but I see you're not married, are you? I mean, you're not wearing a ring, and who the hell lets their wife work like that?

Harriet was surprised by the blunt comment. As she listened to "indifferent" she finished hanging her apron on a coat rack. And at the same time she felt uncomfortable and reddened by his piercing gaze looking at her in profile.

- I am not married - she answered with some regret.

Suddenly, Thomas, the only remaining cook, shouted from the kitchen to Harriet.

- In 15 minutes we close, friend.

She was a little anxious, she wanted to somehow tell him that she was not married, that her husband had recently passed away, but, all in all, she thought it was none of his business. She was closing the box when she looked up and realized that the gentleman was looking at her and she felt herself dying inside. She was a little embarrassed, not to the extreme, but because it was the love of her life, she became like a tomato. But, out of womanly pride she did not lower her gaze and kept it, "how is it possible that he does not remember me, do I look terrible that not even a faction of me remembers?" -she shouted in her mind.

Somehow he hated that she so many years at night had created in her dreams romantic moments with him, and he did not even remember her. But, to her surprise he suddenly told her:

- You look familiar, I don't remember the name of the town, mmm....

She interrupted him and said hesitantly:

- Ten, fifteen years, I don't know how many years it's been, but if you're James Marshall do you remember our walks through the swamp in the mountain mansion through the woods in Houma?

He made a surprised face and frowned as he looked up trying to remember, sure of so many places he had enjoyed, he couldn't even remember.

- I had forgotten it..., what happens is that I spent my vacations in so many places, and I forgot that town. 

- Then his gaze riveted on her and he exclaimed:

- The girl Harry, how could I not remember your freckled face...! Now that I see you better Harriet Brown, although, apparently you missed some freckles.

Harriet looked down at the box as she closed a few compartments, and instantly imagined that perhaps James' dreams would be her own.

Then she refuted trying to sound confident - and what's little James Marshall doing in the middle of the night in a place for hired hands, and with a face of few friends? I mean, you didn't like these places as far as I remember.

- It's a long story, but you did surprise me Harriet, working pregnant in the middle of the night, don't you think you didn't...?

- Not all of us are born in a cradle of gold James - he replied sarcastically.

- And the husband? - she commented as she wiped her lips with a towel.

Nervously she threw some coins on the floor and prepared to tell him all about her life, but before she raised her voice, James said in a strange tone - let me guess; you're single, you're in luck, wouldn't you like to get married?

- What? - she said, a little lost in the conversation.

- Don't you think it's good that every baby has security and a last name? She said as she passed some water.

- That won't happen soon," she replied with some conviction.

He stood up and faced her across the box.

She commented a little insecure and melancholic - look James I don't want to tell you about my life, we were friends, but that's in the past, and I don't think you have the right now to question me... I'm sorry, but, it was still really good to see you after I don't know, more than a decade, I think. It's good sometimes to see old friends. But if you're done, I think we'll close now. - he spoke as he went to the bar to pick up the cup and saucer and take it to the kitchen. Thomas the cook was already outside smoking a cigarette ready to close up shop. James pulled out two $100 bills and put them on the counter.

- It's only 20 dlls James, you don't have to pay more.

- Hold them for yourself," he said.

- But, I cannot accept them.

- Don't worry, it's a gift. 

When Harriet finally took them, he took her hand and asked, "Would you like me to take you home? It's dangerous at this hour, isn't it, walking around? 

She felt an adrenaline rush and a fire in her stomach, and for seconds she was tongue-tied, she didn't even know what to say as her gaze was inches away from him.  He provoked her so many things even after more than 15 years. -She pulled her hand away with a jerk, somewhat disturbed by the emotion of feeling his skin. She sensed that he was up to something, because proposing something like that to her now that she looked so unladylike was unusual.

- Well, if you don't accept my offer let me propose something, I think I'm in luck if you accept it. I've searched so hard and haven't found a perfect candidate. 

Harriet with an incredulous look nodded.

- A deal you with me, what are you talking about?
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