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STANDING AT MY WINDOW and watching the world go by; I can’t help seeing all the changes that have happened in my life. Seventy years of love and laughter, pain and loneliness can leave a woman contemplative. Things hat flutter through my mind like the wings of a butterfly.

So many changes, yet my world comes back to one thing, memories of choices made, Those that were good and those regretted. While my life has had many ups and down, I have come to realize there is a thread woven into my tapestry that glitters like a rare gem; a man who walked in and out and back again in this life, leaving marks on my heart and mind and the miracles it took for us to be together for so long.

While I mourn those lost, I truly am happy that my life worked out has it had. That fate or destiny or the gods brought him to me and that we survived. It all goes back to a time when I was a simple teenager, living my life as I had to, just to survive.

***
[image: image]


THE YEAR BEFORE I TURNED eighteen I met him or maybe meet him again. He wasn’t tall or muscular; he wasn’t handsome in the way so commonly thought. Slender like a reed and as flexible, I remember well when I first saw him, dressed so very different from the t-shirts and jeans that were the teenage uniform of the time. I remember the long feather in his hat bouncing along as he glided down the halls of the school like a creature out of myth. In a time when the male hairstyle was short with a full bang, his hair was long and filled with loose curls. It was a black so deep that I felt if I sunk my hands into it I would pull them back stained and oh how I wanted to.

His eyes were a deep sapphire and caught the attention with mysteries hidden in their depths. Those eyes caught mine across the hall on that day and he smiled slowly, sharing some secret with me though we had yet to speak. When my dearest friend turned to gesture me over, I did my best not to stumble. 

At that time I had not yet come into my own. Shy and quiet, I was one of wallflowers that have become a joke through the years. Mostly unseen by the other students unless they needed help with their note taking, I did my best to drift my way through the minefield of high school. I was still myself, still dressed how I wanted, but I was not flamboyant enough to cause more than a weak ripple in the collective consciousness that is the senior year of high school.

When my best friend at that time, Cynthia, called me over I took a deep breath and wove past the Barbies and the Yuppies. It was the early 80s and they were a force in the hallways.  The Yuppies were the kids from families who had money, enough money to buy Izod shirts and khakis. They were not common then and at that time they were a sign of privilege in my small city school. The Barbies on the other hand were just what you would expect. Girls who all dressed like the doll, hair bleached to a similar shade and faces covered with enough makeup to make you wonder how their skin breathed. 

I was blonde, am blonde, but a natural one. Not the bottle bright color that was oh so fashionable and I rarely did more with my hair than comb it out. I was not teased and sprayed into a mass of cotton candy like the rest. With their tight jeans and sparkly t-shirts or little skirts they looked, to my eyes, like they should be walking the streets and not the halls of education.

“Laura! Come on.” Cynthia was another natural blonde, but where my hair was the color of honey and ashes, hers was a long straight flow of wheaten gold down her back to her hips. A truly beautiful girl who cared little for social mores or styles, Cynthia dressed like a hippy in long skirts and peasant blouses. I admit I dressed a lot like her, but I had more of a gypsy feel to my style. I, at the time, preferred bell-bottom jeans with my peasant blouses and boots.

With a sigh, I pushed past the last of the kids and came to rest against my locker. “Hey, Cynthia.” I shyly kept my eyes on the tumbler of my locker, quickly opening it and depositing the books from my morning classes before reaching for my coat. The fall had grown cool enough that the short-sleeved blouse I had chosen was not enough to be warm. It might be ragged, but my denim jacket was warmer than nothing. Like the blouse, I had personalized it with embroidery of my favorite things. Birds, unicorns and other mythical creatures were mixed with flowers in bright colors. One more thing that made me different from the rest, but one I refused to let go. Why go with what everyone else wore when you could make something unique? 

Thanks to being a senior, my day in the jail known as high school ended right after lunch. Most days I walked to the first of my jobs directly from the school. City bus service did not really exist in the 80s, so if you did not have a car, you walked or took a cab. A twenty-minute walk over the highway to the neighborhood market was fine as long as the weather was good, but this week the manager had changed things up.

Cynthia bit her full bottom lip before asking, “Are you working today?” There was something in her voice that made me look at her sharply. If anyone knew my schedule it was my best friend. Usually she would meet me in the parking lot when I got off work and walk me home or to my other job. It was one of the reasons she was such a good friend. 

“It’s Monday. Remember I’m off till after Halloween?” I did my best to keep my eyes on her and not on the oddly familiar boy standing next to her.

“Great!” She turned to him and grinned. “Told you she would be available.” She grabbed my arm and started down the hall. “We need you to come down to drama store room, Laura. An extra set of hands is going to make this so much easier.”

I let her drag me forward, puzzled, yet willing to help. “Um, sure. I guess I can stay. I’m not expected home till closer to dinner.”

“I knew you would say yes.” She grinned at the boy who silently followed her. “Laura is the best when it comes to helping others. You’ll see we can get things finished up before the afternoon is up and then we can head over, okay?”

He didn’t respond till we had managed to push our way past the herds of conformist cheerleaders, Barbies and Yuppies and into the quieter hall that lead to the drama department. I had always wanted to be a part of this group, but between trying to keep up my grades, working a couple part time jobs and my family, I just did not have time for after school clubs.

“Should you not tell your friend just what we are doing?”

His voice was a rich, deep baritone and held an accent that I could not quite place. There was music in that voice, notes that hid beneath the slightly too correct words. Teenagers in my experience always took short cuts in their speech. Why use four words when one would suffice was the mantra for most of the kids I dealt with. That he didn’t contract his words did not sink in at first. What did was that he called Cynthia by her full name. My friend hated being called by her grandmother’s name.

While Cynthia is a fine name, even growing in popularity once again, at the time no one wanted to be called by his or her birth name. Well, no one I knew anyways. I darted a shy look at his face before turning back to my friend and lifting a brow. “Might be nice to know what you have gotten me into in advance for once.” Yes, I loved words, even then. I could have just grunted a word or two like most of my classmates would have, but I did my best to be concise when I spoke; my simple attempt to rise above my station in life, if you wish.

Cynthia laughed, the bright sound almost echoing in the hall. Her laugh was always open then, a full rich sound that wrapped about you like a warm sweater and tickled your senses. She danced forward on her toes and spun about with a mischievous look in her sea foam eyes. “Oh, nothing so bad this time, my cautious friend. We are just picking up the costumes that need to be fixed for next week’s performance. I need your nimble fingers to help with a few things and I thought we could work in the auditorium.”

I winced at the thought. The last time Cynthia had rooked me into helping with a sewing project I had ended up hand sewing what seemed like miles of lace onto satin gowns. I didn’t mind the project really, after all those dresses were for a grade school group that was doing a pageant last year at Christmas. She had taken those dresses over and fitted them to the little girls while I had gone on to work. I heard that the pageant was a success and the children were all ecstatic with their costumes.

“Tell me I am not sewing thirty five dresses by hand again?” I did my best to hide the tone of exhaustion in my voice. While it was only Monday, I had all ready had a full week. Between caring for my mother and brother and working two jobs, my weekend had been far from relaxing. I had two full eight hours shifts at the store and three houses that I cleaned while the ladies were at church. By this time in my life I stopped going to church of any type. Too many bad memories and I never did feel right inside the buildings dedicated to a single, disapproving god. I had to cut back on sleep and food simply because someone had to do the work and bring in the money. That person was as always me.

See unlike most of my classmates I had to work to help support the family. Mom had worked hard all her life, but four years ago she had been accident. It wasn’t her fault, anymore than it was my brother’s. They had been coming home from this football game when a drunk driver had slammed into them. A part of me wished that the fool had paid heavily for his crime, the part of me that had lost the freedom and hope of being a teenager, but the wiser part of me knew that was unlikely.

It was one of the rich kids by the name of William Fitzgibbons who had put my mother into a wheelchair and cost my brother even more. There was a police investigation of course, one that found my brother at fault. My brother who should have gone off to college with a full scholarship was instead put into jail for a crime that he had not committed. Even though he was totally sober and had never taken anything other than the occasional cold medication, he had been listed as the one who was drunk driving. Somehow the Breathalyzer tests had been switched. When he was released after two years, he was not the same boy who went in. He had become a man inside the stone walls of prison, just not one that any drive to do anything. 

Most days he would sleep all day, only going out at night. He had not turned into a criminal inside, far from it in fact, no he had tuned out of life entirely. The councilors at the clinic told me that something inside had snapped his will to the point that he would most likely never go on to become a doctor like he had dreamed off growing up. He would go out to play in the tiny yard behind the apartment, our dog his only companion. He played with that dog just like a six-year-old boy would. They would run about, chasing each other and when any adult male came near he would run to hide in the shed. 

With mom unable to work anymore, it fell to me to make up the difference from her old salary and the pittance that she got in disability payments. I managed to make enough to ensure our bills were paid and that they both had little treats. It was only because of the upcoming Halloween parties that I had the next week off. My boss at the market was convinced that I needed to spend more time being a kid and less time working. It was true of course, but I would just shrug and go on to cover whoever needed a day off.  Heck that was how I picked up my second job cleaning houses. Some of the regulars were getting too old to do thorough cleaning of their homes, so they hired me to do it for them once a month. While I could use the funds that working six days straight would give me, it was pleasant to have a few days off. The ladies had all gotten together and decided that they did not need me till after the holiday. They were kind enough to gift me with a lot of fruit and vegetables from the last bits of their gardens, so groceries were covered.
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Chapter two
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I shook myself back to the present and softly sighed. “All right then. Let’s see just how many you need help with this time.” Shaking my head out of thoughts of what I should be doing about finding more work, I shrugged.

When she hooked her arm through mine I felt a part of my spirit lift. Something about my friend always made me feel like I was bathing in sunlight. She seemed to bring the warmth of a gentle summer sun with her no matter where she was. Even in the cool afternoon light of October it was like standing next to a field of sunflowers in high summer. She leaned closer and spoke softly. “By the way, his name is Andre. He wanted to meet my quiet friend.” She looked up, tossing her long fall of hair behind her back. “You two have a love of music in common.” She grinned then. “Did I tell you that my friend here used to be a soloist?”

I could not help from blushing then. Even though I had a dating by my senior year, I was not a flirt. Too many bad experiences had left me very uncomfortable around most boys my age, never mind men. I more watched the world about me than interacted with the many boys of my high school. Darting a look to the side, I caught a quick and mischievous smile crossing his face. “A soloist? Really?”

Swallowing, I shrugged and kept moving forward, “It wasn’t anything that grand really. I was supposed to be part of a church trio, but the other girls did not show up. It was only just that one time.” I wish I had never told Cynthia about that night. Coming in dressed in my uniform from the church group my mother had talked me into joining for a performance only to find out that the others had not shown up and that it was a fancy dress event had killed my desire to be a performer. Embarrassment would do that to you.

Cynthia continued to direct our conversation, pulling bits and pieces from me. I doubt she really meant to make me feel uncomfortable. She just did not understand my lack of desire for being the center of attention. To her the spotlight was the place to be. She seemed to always be in one. From staring in the school productions to getting solos in the choral performances, you knew she was there. She would tease me about my lack of drive. She wanted me to have more drive, like she had. She did not understand the joy of simply watching from the sidelines or finding a quiet place to just think. I still sang, but just generally not in front of an audience. It was one thing to silly around her and my other best friend, but I would rather find a quiet place and sing alone.

When we reached the storage closet for the drama club, she directed us to pick up three black bags and tote them into the nearby auditorium. While the gymnasium at the school was large, airy and well lit, the much smaller auditorium was dim. Sports, then like now, always received more money and attention. The arts were forced into the corners and chorus, drama and the art clubs all used this place. Up on the stage at the moment were the remnants of the last art show. I could see the painting Cynthia had entered with a blue ribbon hanging from the frame. Art was yet another of the things she excelled at. One of the few things that I resented about my friend was how she could belittle other artists. Even I had come under her scathing, but well meant comments.

Opening the bags, I found a clash of materials and colors. Sorting them out was interesting. She swung one of the dresses over her shoulder and grinned. “We will be doing Twelfth Night by Shakespeare in three weeks and I need to get the Velcro sewn into all the boys’ costumes.”

I let out a groan when she said that. Holding up a cream colored tunic with long dagged sleeves made of velvet and brocade, I could see this would be a battle. Velcro is something that is both a blessing and a curse. A blessing in that it makes changing costumes a much faster process, but a pain in that we needed to sew it in by hand. “All right then,” I hunted through the sewing kit next to me. “Where is the thimble? If I have to sew through this stuff I am going to need it.”

“Here, my lady.”

I jumped a little when Andre took my hand in his and placed a silver thimble in my palm. His fingers were cool against my skin and caused a shiver to run up my arm. I thanked him softly and turned to my work. There was something about him that tugged at me. Almost a memory from a time before I moved here, I gave myself a mental shake and concentrated on not bleeding all over the sating and velvet in my hand, but I still felt the butterfly wings in my belly.

The three of us passed a few hours sewing that damnable stuff into the costumes. Cynthia tried to get me to banter with Andre the way I did with her. While I did manage to keep up my end of conversation, it was not with the same light and laughter that the two seemed to share. As the afternoon drew to a close another friend stopped by to offer us a ride.

Brooke was a sprite of a girl. Short and small, she looked so dainty next to Cynthia’s lush and curving form and my more pear shaped self. She had waist length hair in rich, deep brown and eyes that were like melting pools of chocolate. In my imagination I always saw her flitting about among the boughs of large trees, with many small animals coming to her. The fact that she wanted to go to college to be a vet just seemed so right.

When Andre stood and wrapped her in a hug, I felt a wave of disappointment. It was obvious to me that they were a couple. They looked perfect together, her dainty form, sheltered by his. I looked away when he dropped a kiss on her cheek. Folding up the last costume I had worked on, I slipped it back into the bag. “It is getting late, Cynthia. I need to get home.”

Andre turned then and offered me a hand up. It was such a gentlemanly gesture that I took his hand without thinking. “Do you really need to go, Laura?” He stepped closer to me. “I had hoped to talk music with you some more.”

“She just needs to check in on her mom is all right, Laura?” Cynthia was giving me a stern look. She knew me all too well and knew that I really did not need to be home for another few hours. Mom was most likely at her physical therapy appointment and my brother would be with her.

“Why not just give her a call then?” Brooke smiled and held up a quarter. In the time before the ubiquitous cell phones of today the pay phone cost a quarter. “You can give her a call and if she needs you, I can drop you off at home, otherwise we could all head over to my place. Mom said we could hang in the basement.”

Cynthia snagged the quarter and dragged me out of the auditorium. “You guys take that stuff back to the store room, okay? Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes to get the okay from her mom.” She waved over her shoulder at her friends and I was swept off into the empty hallways.

“So what do you think of him?” She let go of me and did one of her pirouettes. While she was way too busty to be a ballerina, she seemed to dance everywhere. I slowly followed her, my steps silent in the empty hallways.

“Of Andre?” I shrugged, swallowing quickly to moisten my suddenly dry mouth. “Seems like an interesting guy.” I ran a hand through my to me mousy locks, pushing my ragged bangs out of my eyes. “They are a cute couple for sure.”

Cynthia stopped mid twirl and looked at me in confusion for a long moment before rolling her eyes and laughing. “Brooke and Andre? Oh please! They are cousins. Good friends even.” She wiggled her brows and started forward again. “He is single, silly. Why do you think I had him tag along today? He has been asking about you for weeks.”

I shook my head as we came out of the hallway into the common outside the cafeteria. The large room echoed even my quiet steps as we moved toward the payphone. “I have no idea, either why you brought him or why he asked questions about me.” The butterfly wings seemed to beat faster in my belly. As much as I was uncomfortable with most boys my age, this strange one was incredibly fascinating. His eyes drew me in and made me want to sink down and learn all I could. I was too cautious to even let that thought flutter across my mind though.

I turned my attention to making a call home. Looking up at the clock, I sighed and left a message on the machine. Mom was good about checking them. I had a pager if she needed me. I really should go home and put together a good meal for them from the donations of my ladies. It was my job to take care of them, but for once I wanted to spend time doing something like a normal teenager. To maybe learn about the boy that had been asking about me for weeks. I hid a tiny smile then. After leaving my message and turned and leaned back against the wall with my arms crossed.

“Okay, you, what are you up to? Why are you talking to a boy I don’t know about me?”

Cynthia once more was dancing about. I swear the girl rarely stood still. The skylights above us let in the last of the afternoon sun and like magic it seemed she had found that one sunbeam to dance in. I blinked, trying to clear my sight. For a moment it seemed like my bubbly friend was more than a simple happy teenaged girl. In that beam of sunlight she looked like a fiery elemental maiden. Her hair spun about her like golden flames and I swore I could see sparks flying from the toes of her flats. This had happened before, but generally I ignored it. If I told anyone of the things I sometimes saw they would send me off to a doctor that we could not afford.

Cynthia smiled and beckoned to me. I looked about and seeing we were alone, licking my lips I did something I rarely did. I slid off my boots and spun toward her. While I was not the image of grace that my dearest friend was, I loved to spin and dance. Before the accident had so drastically changed my life I used to go out to dance every weekend. There was a place set-aside just for teenagers, a safe place where kids as young as ten could go and dance till midnight every weekend. I had been a regular there, but when things got so crazy I had given up those nights dancing for cleaning houses and ringing groceries or caring for my mother. 

I let my cares slip and simply enjoyed the movement of my muscles. For what seemed like an endless time I spun and wove with my best friend to music that only we heard. My heart lifted as we caught hands and spun around and around. We came together and then parted in ways more reminiscent of a pavane than the modern style of dance. Before I realized it a third figure joined in, Brooke was spinning between us, her dark hair blending with our lighter locks. I felt joy bubbling up in my breast as the pure and soft notes of a flute soared about us. Where it came from did not matter so much as it fit our movements, lifting and guiding our steps into something both more controlled, yet freer.

For long moments the room about us seemed to fade away to a rich forest of scents and sounds. The tile under my feet felt like grass and the walls seemed to turn into trees that were so tall I couldn’t see the tops when I titled my head back. I let out a laugh and hummed a wordless song that matched the sound of the flute in the air. It was not till the setting sun moved the beam out of the room that the illusion dropped away. We spun apart and I fell to the floor, gasping with laughter. I curled my arms about my legs, resting my head down on my knees trying to regain my breath, for as the spell of laughter broke something inside me did too. 

I shuddered and felt tears spring to my eyes. Loss filled my aching heart once more, loss of freedom; of laughter and of something I just could not quite understand. I tried to pull my emotions under control, for I rarely let anyone see me as other than calm and in control, but I could not. The notes that before had floated through the air now seemed to sink into my soul, tearing open the scabs that had grown over the places I did not admit existed; the injuries that we never show to the world, but cover any soul.  Memories like wounds that took my happiness away.

Old pains flowed through my mind, losses that no one knew about; ones that I locked deep inside my heart and mind where no one could see them. Even before that fateful day that changed my mother and brother, life had been cruel. Dreams of flight and song had given away to nightmares of being chained to the ground in silence. I never told anyone of the father who left us when I was eleven. Or to be accurate the father we fled then. I buried those memories down deep and usually they only hit me deep in the night when they woke me from a nightmare of red eyes and hands in the dark. We had lived in a different town then and my mother did her best to bring us to a new and better place. He had not been a part of us in the seven years since and I had regained my voice, but never my confidence. I did not want anyone to know about him, of what he had done to all those who lived under his iron fist. 

I shuddered as I felt a gentle hand on my hair. “Come back to us, lady.” I clenched my eyes closed tightly then. I did not want to have anyone see the tears that came unwanted, especially not this handsome young man who I had just met and was feeling some type of connection to.

I scrambled away from that gentle hand and ran to my boots. Scooping them up, I stamped my feet into the worn leather as I faced away from the others. “Slipped, silly me.” I straightened, dashing any lingering moisture from my cheeks before heading toward the doors leading outside. “I really need...”

“To calm down, besides you can’t go out without your jacket.” Cynthia was me in front of me before I could take a breath, her voice soft and careful, as if she was trying to calm a rabbit ready to bolt. “It is okay, Laura. We felt it too.”

I gathered myself, ready to run out into the cold when I stopped and blinked. “Felt what?”

“Your sadness,” Brooke’s sweet contralto voice came from my side. “You know you can trust us, right? We won’t make fun of you. We want to help you.” I shivered then and was breathing in quick little gasps. The old terror was trying to pull me down again
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