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Chapter 1

It is hard to explain how
it all began. She came into my life like a Storm.

Her name was Joy, and she
was 19. Her dreams were chaotic and inspiring. She drew me into her
life, to her, like the moon to the sea: there could be no other
way.

The first time Joy and I
met was memorable. She burst into the bar, covered in snow,
refusing to wear a hat in a blizzard: she complained they flattened
her hair, disregarding the effect of snow on it instead.

We were university
students, doing what the young do: reinventing and deconstructing
the world. We were Revolutionaries, Existentialists, and
Idealists.

She sat at our table, and
ordered a drink.

“I’m right!” she exclaimed
to a young man that had followed her in.

“If everyone hung out
their clothes, instead of using their dryers, do you know how much
electricity we would save?” She went on.

“How much?” he
asked.

“A lot!” she
exclaimed.

“Maybe you could dip your
socks in water to save on ice too…,” he added, teasing
her.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she
said, sitting back.

He grinned. He looked
vaguely familiar to me. Since he knew most of the people sharing my
classes, I assumed he was in one of them too.

As the evening progressed,
people came and went, and Joy took no notice of me.

I was enumerating the
reasons in my head of why a woman like her would never be
interested in someone like me, when she smiled.

“You’re right,”
I blurted out.

“Sure am,” she said,
leaning towards me. “What are we agreeing about exactly?” she
asked, taking a long swallow of her red wine.

“The dryer thing” I said,
trying to get my voice across the table. “Every bit counts,
right?”

The more we spoke, the
more I felt we were alone in the world.

“You shouldn’t smoke” she
said, “It’s bad for you.”

I laughed.

“I’m Joy, by the way,” she
said.

“Ben. It’s nice to meet
you.”

“Are you an accountant?”
she asked.

“Why? Are you calling me
boring?”

She laughed and looked
away, finishing her glass.

“Another?” I
asked.

Her hair was dark and
lush. For a second, I imagined my hand going softly through it as
her head rested gently on my shoulder. I wanted to hold her in my
arms, have her fall asleep next to me. I closed my eyes and took
another long drag of my cigarette, as though nothing else mattered.
I exhaled, and realized that she was now standing.

She threw a piece of paper
at me.

“If you’re ever bored,”
she smiled. Then, Joy was gone.

I picked up the paper
airplane, as though it were made of gold; little did I know that I
was holding my entire future in the palm of my hand.



Chapter 2

I ordered a coffee:
black.

A month had passed, and I
still had not called Joy. Whether you called it stage fright or
pure idiocy, it did not matter to me. I wanted to hold on for as
long as possible to the dream of being with her.

I knew that the moment she
would see me again in daylight, minus the alcohol, she would turn
around and never come back.

Yes. I was going to stay
in this illusory state for as long as I could. The brain was a
funny thing this way. You could pretty much convince it of anything
you wanted, if you tried hard enough.

In a psychology class, I
had learned that if you smiled into a mirror while upset, you would
feel better shortly. Apparently, the brain could not tell the
difference between a genuine smile and a fake one. Since I felt I
was in a relationship, my brain was not about to convince me of
otherwise.

I held the cash receipt,
behind which Joy had written her phone number, gently between my
fingers. I studied the piece of paper as though a test on its
content awaited me: red wine, avocados, Kalamata olives, baguette,
brie, vine tomatoes, salmon, and the list went on.

I imagined myself dining
with her on a beautiful terrace late at night, a candle flickering
between us. I was not a wine drinker myself, but in these
fantasies, I did not need to be.

I smiled, and folded the
paper away, putting it safely back into my wallet.

I was packing my books and
bag, when she arrived. Dishevelled, wiping snow off a newspaper,
Joy made her way to a corner table.

I unpacked my bag, and
ordered another coffee. I looked at the time. It was close to 10am,
and I only had class in the afternoon. I could afford to help
serendipity. I coughed.

She took no notice of me,
even after I dropped accidentally my book.

I was in the middle of
doodling on a matchstick man, when Joy appeared at my
table.

“Are you always this
clumsy or did your third cup of coffee helped?” she
asked.

“Uh,” I stared. I was
always this eloquent put on the spot. “Hi,” I finally managed to
say.

“Hey,” she said, sitting
down, smiling. “What are you up to? An artist I see…”

I folded the napkin
away.

“I didn’t know you came
here,” I said.

“Why would
you?”

My mind went blank. She
laughed. “You never called me…”

“I figured you had slipped
me a Chinese take-away number, and I already know a good
one.”

She smiled. “Nah, it’s my
real number. We should do something together some time.”

“Yeah, I’m totally up for
that.” I felt like a cooing 14-year-old girl, and regretted
instantly using the word: totally.

“I mean, sure…” I said,
trying to sound manlier this time.

She laughed, looking away.
“You have any plans today?”

“No. Why?” I asked. It was
always good to be open.

“You want to see a movie
at the Palace for a dollar? They have a bunch of oldies playing
this afternoon,” she said. She opened the newspaper and pointed at
the showings: “Blade runner?”

I was in love, all over
again.



Chapter 3

Montreal, in winter, is
freezing and lasts forever. When the calendar hits January, you
pretty much get minus 30˚ weather every other day. With the wind
factor, you might as well be sunbathing somewhere in the
Arctic.

Now, what if I told you
Joy and I walked five or six blocks in a blizzard to get to the
Palace and I never felt the cold. My face froze. The Tip of my nose
froze. My toes froze, and I felt absolutely nothing.

Maybe it was Joy, maybe it
was the frostbites, one way, or the other I felt no pain. Not until
we arrived at the movie theatre, and I started thawing, that is.
Now, that hurt. Imagine colonies of ants biting you until they
decide to heat up like hot plates. No, make those mutant fire ants,
who adapted to our crazy Arctic weather trying to colonize
me.

“What are you thinking
about?” Joy asked.

Oh, I am only pondering
about mutant insects crusading over my body, you? “Nothing,” I
said.

“You look totally freaked
out…”

“Just happy to be here,” I
said.

“That’s your happy face?”
Her wide-eyed look made me laugh.

She bought our tickets. I
got us popcorn. We found seats.

The movie was great, but
the company was better.

I held my breath so many
times; I thought I would pass out. First, I leaned my arm slightly
against hers, and held my breath. When my fingers touched hers
accidently over a popcorn kernel, I held it again. I wanted to
freeze this moment with her, capture it, and pin it to my
wall.

When the movie ended, it
was time to take the metro home: we were heading in different
directions.

I decided to walk her to
her train. We went down the escalator in silence. The moment I saw
the lights of the metro appear in the tunnel, I started sweating,
almost panicking. Should I shake her hand or kiss her on the cheek?
I had no idea!

The train stopped and the
doors opened. As she went in, I stood there, staring. She turned
around and smiled. She grabbed my arm and pulled me into the train
with her. I had no idea where we were going, and I really did not
care. I would have followed her across the Galaxy to the Restaurant
at the End of the Universe, if she had asked me to.

“Is that your happy face?”
she asked.

I smiled. “Nah, I’m
totally miserable right now.”

“Thought so,” she
laughed.

We sat and watched the
stations go by.



Chapter 4

It was 9 o’clock when I
looked at my watch. We were making our way slowly to her place. The
night was young. The street held more trees than cars, a privilege
rarely seen in the middle of town.

From the outside, the
house did not look like much: reddish brown bricks piled on top of
each other, framed by some strayed frozen branches of a dying
tree.

She climbed the steps
first to unlock the door. As it opened, a familiar warm sweet scent
escaped through the crack; one which would become a smell I would
come to associate to Home.

The first thing I noticed
when making my way through her house were the tall cathedral-like
ceilings made out of golden wood, and the rich red bricks that
composed the walls.

The front windows, which I
found to be quite ordinary late at night, became stained glass
masterpieces stretched to the ceiling the next morning. They were
simply extraordinary.

How does an Art student
afford such a luxurious place?

Next to the hallway, on
the left, was a lounge with leather sofas. She had shelves on each
side of a fireplace, which extended to the ceiling, filled with
books, a mixture of odd art pieces and new age gizmos. Incense was
the smell I had recognized from the entrance hall:
Jasmine.

I walked slowly along the
hallway that stretched through the entire house. Peering now to the
right, I found her bedroom, which I dared not enter, and a small
bathroom. At the end of the hallway was her kitchen and to the left
a small studio, within which she painted and sacrificed random
pieces of wood in the name of “Art.”

I walked to the backdoor,
peering at a small balcony where an exhibit of dead plants was
exposed, one of which decorated with Christmas ornaments. Her
second-floor apartment towered over various neighbours that seemed
to all share quite conveniently her backyard.

“Are you living in a
commune?” I asked.

“Huh?” Joy
replied.

“Well, there seems to be a
huge collection of tables and chairs in your backyard…”

She laughed. “Yeah, that’s
our communal terrace. We all share it. All the flats you can see
use it. Therefore, a while back, everyone started bringing down
whatever chair and table each could find, just so that everyone can
use it together whenever we want to… It’s actually quite
neat.”

I smiled back.

“So, tell me again what
you do?”

I did not actually
remember telling much of anything about me. I nodded.

“I’m a writer…” I started,
“Well, no. I’m not a writer yet. I just mean I enjoy writing and I
study literature. I’d like to be a writer someday.”

“You’re either a Writer or
you’re not.” she said.

“What do you mean by
that?”

“Do you need to write
every day? Do you think about what you’re going to write next? Does
it consume you?” She was waving her arms around now, barely
containing herself. She started getting up, as though she needed
more space to explain what she was trying to get across.

“If you always have a pen
and paper with you, if you’re always thinking about that next thing
you’re going to write, if you have a bunch of papers or files
filled with ideas, if you absorb experiences collecting them like
butterflies for your next poem or book, then…you’re a Writer. So,
are you?”

She looked at me
wide-eyed, expectant. A writer or not, I could not imagine wanting
to let her down. I sat there, coffee in hand, staring at her
blushing cheeks, her ruby red lips.

“I guess,” was my
deep-thought answer.

“Great!” she exclaimed,
raising her hands over her head. “That’s great! Can I read some of
your stuff?” She smiled.

I started sweating. My
stomach clenched, my hands started getting moist. I did not
actually write for anyone to read. Did that make sense? All I could
do was write in my journal... I do not believe I had ever written
any essay, outside of University classes anyway.

“I don’t have anything on
me…” I replied.

“Oh…” She looked at me
suspiciously for a few minutes, then dropped the subject, and
smiled again. “Whatever…”

She got up and charged
into her small studio. “Come,” she said.

I followed her in. We had
to close the door behind us, to fit into it properly. It was not
that small, just very encumbered by her many endeavours. Some
people paint with tubes, she painted by the bucket.

Apparently, she regularly
visited the “Reduce to Clear” sections of paint depots, where she
bought paint that people brought back, because they were the wrong
colour and so on, for ridiculously cheap prices. Of course, the
colours were sometime surprising, but by mixing them, she came up
with all sorts of unique and interesting colours.

At this point, she was
mostly painting on wrapping paper that she would find in packing
boxes. She would stretch them out whichever way she could, paint
them, and roll them up like parchment once dry. I had seriously
never met anyone like her.

Across the ceiling of her
studio was a washing line, on to which she pegged her wet art. I
imagined her climbing up and down the ladder that was resting
against the far wall, next to her window: paint dripping all over
the floor, all over her. I could not help but stare down at the
floor, noticing how perfectly clean it was.

“I don’t hang my paintings
up there when they’re dripping wet…,” she said, reading my
mind.

“I know,” I answered
half-embarrassed.

I made my way closer to an
incomplete painting that was sitting on her drawing table. It was
quite stunning. Of course, my opinion was entirely biased, as I
knew nothing about paintings, but even so, her art still managed to
evoke something in me.

I looked closer. Joy was
attempting to sketch the realistic portrait of a man, behind which
laid a cubism-styled forest of Magnolia trees. I had never quite
seen anything like it. I could not possibly describe the colours
she was using as they were each unique in their own right, but a
mixture of pinks, browns and greens were found
everywhere.

“What do you think?” she
asked.

“It’s
different…”

“Thanks,” she replied,
blowing on her coffee.

She slowly made her way to
the lounge, and I followed suit. She started up her laptop and put
some music on. I envisioned her listening to some Jazzy funk style
beat, but to my surprise, “Easy Listening” seemed to be more to her
liking.

I sat on the edge of one
of the two couches and slowly looked around, memorizing every
detail I could. Crystals, African statues, odd-looking statues
littered her shelves.

“Red?” she
asked.

“What about
red?”

“Wine,” she
laughed.

“Oh. Yeah. Sure. Yeah.
Definitely...”

“Not a wine drinker, I
presume,” she said pouring some in a big fish bowl of a
glass.

“All the time…”

“Is that
right?”

“No. Not really...” I
said, extending my hands to encircle it. With my luck, I would
spill it all over her white carpet; nothing like drinking half a
bottle in one serving to get a good taste of something.

I smiled,
“thanks.”

She sat next to me, her
dark eyes searching my face. I held my breath. “What?”

She tilted her head
slightly, and smiled. “You like me, don’t you?”

My mind went blank again.
I just stared in disbelief at her question. Who asked outright
things like that?

“I like that you like
Blade Runner,” was the best I could come up with under highly
stressed conditions.

She laughed harder, almost
coughing out the coffee she had just sipped. She nodded and leaned
slowly toward me. “Do you like me?”

I opened and shut my
mouth, twice. Words caught in my throat. “Do you want me to like
you?” I asked her. There was nothing like turning a question around
to buy some time.

“Are you sure you’re not a
Psychology Major?” she grinned.

She finally left it at
that, though I am sure all the sweating and blushing somewhat gave
me away. I smiled back, and we ended up watching some bad
television until we fell asleep.



Chapter 5

The next morning, when I
woke up, it took me a while to orient myself and remember where I
was. A sudden pang of panic overwhelmed me, after looking around
and not recognizing a single thing. I dove straight into anguish
next when I could not even remember which day of the week it was,
let alone if I had a class to attend.

Whether or not I liked to
admit it, I was a responsible student and it just felt “wrong” not
to attend class. That said I had a feeling Joy was going to be a
bad influence on my studious habits and a Great inspiration for the
Writer I wanted to become.

The smell of toast, burned
toast mind you, brought me to the kitchen. “Sorry,” she said. “I
really suck at this cooking thing…” She laughed, dumping the bread
carcass into a compost heap she had in a bucket under the
sink.

She got more bread out,
shoving it into the experimental laboratory that was her toaster. I
felt sorry for each slice. From the looks of it, their predecessors
had not only been heat tortured, chopsticks had also prodded them,
as Joy had tried to pull them out.

I grabbed the cup of
coffee she handed me. “Thanks for that, I’m not really hungry
anyway…”

It’s Friday, I thought to
myself; 10am, Art History elective. Ah well.

I sat at the table slowly,
Fate had decided for me today. Then, I decided to get up again,
just to make sure she really did think I was strange. “Do you have
somewhere to go?” I asked suddenly embarrassed for still being here
this late in the morning. “I’m sorry. You should have just woken me
when you got up. I don’t want you to be late for anything because
of me.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry
about it, if I intended to get to class, I would have just kicked
you out.”

I suddenly felt awkward.
Then again, this meant she wanted me to stay. “Oh okay…” was all I
could come up with as a response.

“I should probably get
going anyway,” I added.

“Where are we going?” she
asked.

I starred for a few
seconds, until my mind caught up with the fact that she was
planning to spend some more time with me. I could barely put two
words in a row, let alone a full-length sentence, so did she not
have anything better to do with her time?

“Are you going to let me
in on the conversation you’re having with yourself?” She
asked.

“Sorry” I said. “I was
just thinking that I need to get home, shower and
change.”

“Sounds good,” she
replied, putting her cup in the sink.

It dawned on me then, that
she had showered herself and changed. How had I not heard any of
it?

“You sleep like a big
snoring rock,” she said.

Great, I snore.

We walked slowly, in minus
30˚ weather again to the metro. I could not believe she was
actually going to follow me home. I ran the state of the house,
through my mind. Was there anything embarrassing lying around
somewhere in full view? Probably, I would need to ask her to wait
outside while I did a quick tour of the place.

“What are you thinking
about?” she asked.

“Nothing...” I
said.

She shook her head. “If
you wrote down half of what you think about, you’d have a book by
now.”

I smiled. “I doubt
it…”

We were now sitting warmly
in the Metro. “People like to read about things they can identify
to, real emotion is what captivates an audience.”

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

“I mean… raw emotion is
the common thread among us. Regardless of our background, culture,
and life experience, we all feel. Most people crave Love. We all
want to know ourselves, have direction. We all want to get a
glimpse of the big picture, what the point of all this
is…”

“True.” What else could I
say? She had just planted a seed in my thoughts.

I looked at this beautiful
mysterious creature sitting next to me. I felt just by being with
her, I was on the verge of something big. It is hard to explain.
Have you ever felt that someone you were with, held the keys to
something breathtaking, mysterious, life changing? I felt like
Mulder about to open a door with little green men behind it – the
portal to one’s life quest.

We made our way to my
place, my very small unfashionable apartment. I politely asked her
to wait at the door, while I ran around inside like a maniac
picking up rubbish from the floor.

Moments later, she made
her way to my desk, which was in perfect order. I stood proudly
next to it.

“How do you do it?” she
asked, apparently shocked at the neatness of it.

“I never let it get out of
hand in the first place” I began.

“No, I mean, how can you
create in such a constricted atmosphere,” she asked, positively
perplexed. “Passion is Chaos! When you’re burning with ideas and
are jotting them all down, where do you put all those papers? Or do
you just write like a speedy robot on your laptop?”

“Oh. I write on papers
sometimes. I just organize them here in my folders.” I opened a
desk drawer to show her.

Nice and neat little
pieces of papers were stacked sideways in their own little story
folder compartments.

“If I don’t organize my
papers, I won’t ever find them again. I write my thoughts whenever
they come to me, hence the paper napkins you see in
there…”

“I see…” she
said.

We both stared at each
other for a moment. I went to shower, while she read bits and
pieces of my notes.

“I can’t believe how
perfect your sentences are…,” she shouted across the
house.

“Thanks” I replied from
the bathroom, where I was finishing getting dressed.

“Seriously,” she said, “it
feels like you looked up every single word in a Thesaurus,” she
laughed.

There is nothing wrong
with being concise.

“You have lots of good
ideas… Have you started on any of the stories themselves
yet?”

I walked into the room,
where she was just sitting cross-legged on the floor now,
surrounded by my stories.

“No, not really…” I
replied.

“When did you start this
specific project?” she asked, pointing to one of the
folders.

“A while ago,” I said. The
heat of the spotlight beaming down on me was getting me
uncomfortable.

Silence crept between
us.

“You take everything so
seriously. Art is meant to be fun… Writing, painting,
Romance…”

I laughed. “Romance is Art
now?”

“It can be…”

We looked at each other
for a while, saying nothing.



Chapter 6

When reality bites, it
takes a whole chunk out of you. As I sat there, watching the
lecturer’s monkey walking up and down the aisle, I knew I was in
trouble. Looking over the exam I was about to hand back, I knew
reality would come crashing down on me soon enough.

I had not been in school
for weeks. Professors were probably thinking I had joined the
circus by now, considering the quality of the disappearance act I
was presenting them with. I did feel quite sorry for the people
that kept being paired up with me. The last person I had to fill
out an assignment with actually told me she would write it all
herself. She preferred the extra work to the stress of wondering if
I would submit my share of the work on time. I could not really
blame her.

That being said, I managed
to survive my semester, even pass my courses. By summertime, I was
on a high. Of course, you would probably not notice it, but inside
I was floating on a cloud.

Joy decided that we needed
to travel and explore the world, get some real inspirational
creative juices that only came through experience: in other words,
backpacking.

“How on earth will we be
able to afford that?” I asked.

“We’ll just get jobs… work
anywhere and everywhere we can!” her eyes lit up as she started
envisioning our trip.

“How are we going to
afford our plane tickets? Where do you want to go anyway? Where
would we actually stay?”

“Calm down, half the fun
is in the spontaneity, the freedom to go and do whatever we want,
whenever we want to. Just see it: the open road, the Open Space,
just you and me, the fresh air and our Art.”

I felt a surge of
panic.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“You’re making that Face again…”

“What face?”

“The face you make each
time you’re freaked-out.”

“Sorry about
that.”

“Just breathe in. Keep it…
Breathe out.”

I wish I could tell you
that it annoyed me when she babysat my breathing like that.
However, in reality, it did not. She actually amused me. I usually
would not do what she said, but watching her close her eyes and
start her Yoga poses, always made me laugh; it usually did the
trick she intended, it calmed me.

“Which part is freaking
you out anyway?”

“It’s hard to pick just
one, really.”

We laughed.

“So where do you want to
go exactly anyway? France? Italy?”



Chapter 7

I had not known Joy for a
year yet, and here I was flying across the world to New Zealand by
her side. She had forced me to bring a notebook into the plane to
jot down my ‘feelings’ and ‘emotions’. She felt that all
experiences had their creative worth.






“You never know when
something might be useful to you.” She said, sitting next to me,
drawing in a little black leather book.

“What do you
mean?”

“When you write a story,
it’s like being an actor; you have to look into yourself to find
the right emotions to deliver realness to your game, your story. If
people can’t identify to what you’re saying, what’s the point?
People have to believe your storytelling… get captivated by it.
They need to immerse themselves in what you’re delivering, lose
themselves in it. Art is all about escapetism…”

“I’m sure that’s not a
word: Escapatism” I said.

“So, why are you
correcting me then? Is that all you got out of what I just said to
you? If you got the point, why are you getting stuck on the
punctuation?”

“You lost me…”

She exhaled loudly and
rolled her eyes at me. “The shape of the message doesn’t matter,
it’s the content that does.”

It was my turn to breathe
in and out, lie back, and ponder on what I had just learned. Of
course, I knew all this, but it sounded different coming from her.
She was right. Sometimes, there was no point in picking at things,
finding the exact right word. I had wasted a lot time worrying over
things that seemed rather insignificant when listening to
Joy.

I smiled.

She smiled back, and then
rested her head on my shoulder. She drew out a camera from her bag
and snapped a shot.

“For Posterity,” she
said.



Chapter 8

Looking out of the window,
with the lights stretched out before us, I was overwhelmed with
anticipation. At first, I had put up a fight about the whole idea,
as I usually did about everything. My first reaction was rarely a
positive one. I know it sounds stupid, but I could never really let
go of my numerous reserves about any ideas coming from Joy. She was
simply too disorganized to really allow me to feel secure in trying
new things.

Half the idea, in trying
new things, was to go with the flow. I got that, but it did not
mean I had to like it.

So, yes, I tried to always
start everything with: No. That way, it was sure to slow down any
scary plans that popped into her head. At first, she would put up a
fight, argue with me, trying to convince me to see her way.
Obviously, that never worked. I enjoyed my well-planned,
well-structured, well-organized way of life. It did not need
improving, it was just perfect the way it was; that is what I liked
to tell myself anyway.

These days, it seemed I
had overused the word “No,” as she did not acknowledge it anymore.
It appeared to me that she no longer heard me, or my reservations,
because they no longer held any weight. Hence, the reason I was
sitting on a plane right now, instead of working throughout summer
to pay next year’s tuition. It was not the smartest plan, but I
would worry about that later.

“Breathe,” I heard Joy say
through my hyperventilation. “Chill out, Ben…”

This time, I really needed
to take a deep breath. I had sub-rented my apartment for the time
being, so I did not need to worry about that. I had told my parents
where I was going, which would eventually cause my mother an ulcer
in the long term. Joy had insisted on meeting them, and explaining
the need to “disconnect” from our Routine to really get the
Creative “juices” going. No way, I had feigned a stomachache,
headache, and nausea to avoid their meeting.

After the third
cancellation, Joy asked me why I was embarrassed to introduce her
to my family… I had to tell her I was actually embarrassed of my
parents, and did not want her to judge me through them. She had
laughed and thought it silly. The reality of the matter was that I
did not want my head to explode during the second course of the
meal. My parents would be wondering all night what language Joy was
actually speaking. Yes, it sounded like English, but she would
simply make no sense to them. Do not laugh, but my parents were
actual Accountants.

Yes, I had used up most of
my savings for the plane ticket. Yes, we were arriving in the
middle of winter in New Zealand, which made the cost of the tickets
a bit lower than the high season, but still… I had no idea how we
would afford “life” there.

It did not take too long
to get through the customs, and get out of the airport. The first
thing that hit me was the smell. It is hard to put a finger on what
the difference is exactly, between Canada and New Zealand, but
there is definitely something there.

I took my notebook out and
wrote it down, my first impressions of this new country. I looked
around, wrote the details. As we started making our way out of
Auckland and into the Waikato, I could not believe how many cows
there were. Did these people keep them as pets or
something?

Joy bought us a very old
rusted piece of can on wheels. It was going to be our Home for the
next couple of months.

“Where are we going to
bathe?” I asked.

“The sea…”

“What about
toilets?”

“They have them everywhere
here. Don’t worry! It’ll be great!”

Her eyes lit up as she
drove us around. We found rather easily the sea again once we made
it to the Hawkes Bay, where we ended up spending most of our
time.

We worked left and right
for various farmers and wineries, though there was not very much to
do during the down season.

Many days and evenings
were spent on the beach, where the sun had not received the memo
about being rain season.

In the waters of the Mahia
beach, Joy swam with a dolphin, which appeared to have fallen in
love with us human folk. Watching Joy pet it, laughing and
splashing around, I felt suddenly a pang of jealousy for her
uncomplicated way of life.

Jumping into the sea, with
her t-shirt and jeans, was quite a sight to see. She did not think
twice. How many opportunities to swim with a dolphin would come up
throughout her life, she had said. She dove in, not looking
back.

This was the way she lived
her life. The picture of the Fool from the Tarot came to mind. Yes,
she lived her life with total freedom, but how many times would she
fall off a cliff? Was it really worth taking that kind of risk? Why
was I thinking about Tarot cards? Joy was most definitely becoming
a strong influence in my life.

“What if it was a Shark,”
I said, “You couldn’t really tell from where we were
standing…”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She
laughed.

I felt angry.

“You always do that! You
always do these crazy things without thinking!”

She laughed, which poured
gasoline on my fire.

“This is Serious! You
can’t always just do everything that crosses your mind. It’s not
because you’re thinking it that it’s necessarily a good
idea!”

“Oh Ben…” She smiled. “If
you wanted to swim with the dolphin, why didn’t you?”

“What are you on about?
This has nothing to do with it!” I said. “I’m talking about your
thoughtlessness! Your Crazy impulsive ways that could throw you off
a cliff and me with it!”

“You could have just come
with me… It’s not too late if you want to go in…”

“Are you not listening to
me? Which part did you not hear?”

“All I can see right now
is that you’re upset at yourself for not just having gone into the
water with me.”

“GAH!”

In silence, I stared at
her heavily, fuming.

Why was she not she
listening to me? Why did she not understand what I was trying to
say? You could not just dive into anything anytime just because…
you could.

Why not? I could already
hear her asking me. Well, why not? Because! Because who knows what
might happen if you do!

She rolled her
eyes.

“What?”

“You could just say what’s
on your mind, instead of just pissing yourself off all on your own.
You seem unhappy even with your inner-monologue.”

“Just be quiet!” I
said.

She looked at me as though
I had just slapped her in the face. She was taken aback, and so was
I. Why was I so angry? I deflated and just sat there,
remorseful.

“Sorry,” I managed to
say.

She nodded. We sat quietly
for a few minutes, watching the sun setting slowly into the
sea.

“You want to go swimming?”
She asked.

“Yeah…”



Chapter 9

Road tripping through New
Zealand became one of the most life changing experiences of my
life. Learning about the Maori culture, their value of ancestry,
their connectedness to nature, their Whanau, which means Family, –
it all inspired me.

Travelling into the depths
of this breathtaking country, we made many friends or I should say
Joy did. Wherever she went, people were attracted to her. We shared
a hangi, were invited to a Marai to observe and be part of a
ceremony. Watching the Haka being performed, the storytelling of
it, even if I could not understand what they were saying, it
captivated me.

Turning the last page of
my notebook, I sighed. I could not remember the last time I had
written so much. I smiled in satisfaction. Even though my notebook
was more like a travel journal, I felt like an accomplish
writer.

“You sound surprised,”
said Joy.

“Well, they’re just
disparate ideas, thoughts, and feelings, nothing I can really use
to produce anything substantial.”

“What are you talking
about?” she asked, “You just did produce something…”

“Writing is easy, if you
don’t care about the quality of it, but I want to be a Writer, you
know?”

She pushed her hair back,
tying it.

“It doesn’t work that way,
Ben.”

“What do you
mean?”

“You are a Writer, because
you write…”

I smiled. Of course, she
would say that. “You’re a painter, because you paint?”

“It’s not because you
haven’t been published yet, that you’re not a Writer….”

“Well, I think you’d need
to sell a few paintings to be considered in the Real world as a
painter… With the talent you have, I’m sure that’s bound to happen
sooner or later.”

“Thanks,” she smiled, “but
I disagree. I don’t think whether you sell a story or a painting,
should change anything about the way you want to define yourself.
In the end, your Art defines you, because it’s second nature to
you, like breathing. You can’t live without it. You think about it
day and night. Everything you see, you experience is seen through
your Art’s Grid. You think in Words or in Colors, always in
relations to your form of expression.”

I looked at her, a bit
dumbfounded. “I guess,” I managed to say.

“Grand Artists usually
gain fame after they die… Therefore, really… your way of thinking
makes no sense. If you don’t choose who you are now, who does:
Everyone, and Anyone? You want the Public to decide if you’re
Worthy of being a Writer? That makes no sense. You Are a Writer,
whether the World chooses to recognize it or not.”

She went on: “All you need
to do is continue to express what you have to say, in whichever
form you chose to use. Please don’t care about what other people
think of you, and your Art, they’re usually wrong anyway. Only you
know who you are, and most importantly, what you have to
say.”

We stared at each other in
silence.

I guess that was part of
the problem, really. I did not feel like I had anything to say. I
knew how to write. I loved writing, but I had nothing to
say.

A deep sadness overwhelmed
me as I stared off into the distance. I watched the clouds gather
and detach themselves from each other and the night sky,
disappearing into nothingness.
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I looked outside my bleak
window. September was back, with all its colors and bills. Since I
had not made much money during the summer, I decided to cut back on
my courses: I would take less of them, and therefore be able to
afford to eat.

The person that had
sub-rented my apartment in July decided to stay on as a roommate.
Since we were both students, we decided to make do. He moved into
the only bedroom that the place had, and I moved onto the couch; it
was only fair since he paid most of the bills now.

I got a part-time job
again, but this time at the French Bistro where I spent most of my
time writing on napkins. It was also the easiest place to meet Joy:
Win-Win. During my evening shifts, she would come and grab a bite.
It was nice spending indirect time with her.

For her birthday, I saved
up my tips, cut back on my 2-minute noodle intake, and bought her a
few nice paintbrushes, the professional sorts. I hoped she would
like them.

I watched her unwrap her
gift slowly; saying the usual, “you shouldn’t have,” that etiquette
required. She beamed.

“Okay. Forget what I just
said! This is wonderful!” She got up, as though she had been
sitting on a very tight spring.

She ran into her Studio,
shuffling things around. All the noise eventually got me up. There
she sat, with paint buckets opened left and right, around
her.

“What are you doing?” I
asked.

“I’m trying out my
paintbrushes!”

It was my turn to laugh.
“Your party, I suppose. What are you going to make?”

“Art!” she
exclaimed.

I sat in her kitchen,
drinking cup after cup of coffee, watching her in silence, as she
produced furious amounts of canvases.

In the early hours of the
night, she finally sat down, satisfied, a glass of red in one hand,
and a paintbrush in another.

“Wonderful,” is all she
said, closing her eyes and breathing in deeply. She took a long
swallow, and offered me a glass.

“No thanks. I like to keep
all my senses intact.” I explained.

“I know,” she said, “the
moment you let go of your need to Control everything, you’ll make
Great things.”

I sighed. “Not wanting to
drink doesn’t make me a Control Freak,” I said.

She opened her eyes, a
serious look crossing her face. “No, it doesn’t always, but in your
case it’s a recurrent theme.”

I went to the counter, and
got plates out. Took the cake out of the fridge and sat it in front
of her.

“Happy Birthday, Joy,” I
smiled quietly.

She smiled
back.

She got up, went through a
couple of drawers before she found what she was looking for. She
stuck in a candle and lit it.

“Happy birthday to me,”
she sang. Joy closed her eyes and made a wish, blowing the candle
out. “20 years…” she said.

I cut the cake and gave
her a slice.

“I feel sometimes like I’m
running out of time, you know?”

I sat plate in hand. “That
would explain why you’re living 100 miles an hour,” I smiled, “what
did you wish for?”

She ate her cake
quietly.

“Fame? Fortune?” I
teased.

She winced. “Not exactly.
I dream about very boring things. You’d be surprised.”

“Boring? Unless you find
the life of the rich and famous boring, I very much doubt
it.”

“I guess I didn’t use the
right word, not boring, but simple.”

“Like what?”

“I dream of a small house
by the water, with a white picket fence, in the middle of nowhere;
a big balcony where I could paint, breathing in the clear fresh
scent of nature.”

“That sounds
nice.”

“My parents decided to cut
me off for my birthday, so I’ll probably have to move out of here
next month.”

“What
happened?”

“They’ve decided I’ve
wasted enough of their money and my time. They felt that going to
New Zealand last summer, while they continued to pay for the
apartment was excessive. Now that I’m 20, they’ve decided that it’s
time I take financial charge of my life. Live in the Real world.
They think it’ll have a calming effect on me, paying bills and
whatnots.”

“I’m really sorry to hear
that. What about University, are they still going to pay for your
courses?”

“No, apparently
not…”

“What are you going to
do?”

“I have no
idea.”

“Happy
Birthday…”

“Yeah, Happy
Birthday…”
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“That’s the last box,” I
said.

“Great!” she exclaimed
from the kitchen.

I put it down and sat on
my bed. It was small, but it would do. Combining our financial
misery seemed to be the most logical thing to do.

It was almost a year, to
the day, since I first saw her coming out of the blizzard, and into
the bar. I could not believe how much things had changed in such a
limited amount of time.

Joy had decided to quit
University altogether, while I struggled to make us both live off
my school loan, which had now finally come through.

Living in Joy’s studio
forced her to rethink about where to store her numerous buckets and
canvases. At first, I felt quite guilty, as I saw each painting
leave the house, one by one.

I kept telling her we
should simply hang them on every single room of the house, but she
said Art pieces were like children, they needed a life of their
own, and learn to Survive in the World. She had given birth to
them, and now, she had to let them go.






The buckets, on the other
hand, ended up in the middle of the backyard, in the Common shed,
that everyone shared. Since Joy felt she did not have the inspiring
space she needed to paint inside the house, she plastic-wrapped the
entire back balcony: it was quite a sight.

She installed her easel on
the balcony, shoveled the left over snow out of the way, and
painted. Watching her in her boots, coat, tuque and gloves, with
bared fingers to better grip the paintbrush, was remarkable and
amusing all at the same time.

She spent hour after hour,
day and night, out on that balcony. She said she did not feel the
cold, the Fire of her Art keeping her warm.

I would not be able to
tell you how many colds she caught that winter, but when spring
finally made its way to Montreal, the plastic wrap came
down.

Every time I came home
from work or University, the number of people in the house always
shocked me. One day, as I turned the key, a huge dog barked at
me.

“I live here, dog.” I said
to the mutt. It remained unimpressed, barking some more.

“Listen,” I told it, “let
me in or else…”

The dog stared. I stared
back. “Ah well,” I told it, “that’s all I’ve got.”

The dog got out of the
way.

“Joy?” I started, “whose
dog is…”

I did not get to finish
that thought, as too many new ones jumped out of my head all at
once.

“What on earth is going
on?” I exclaimed.

Joy was standing in the
middle of the kitchen completely nude.

That in itself would not
have bothered me, except for the fact that three different
individuals seemed to also be staring at her.

“Why are you naked?”
seemed to be the first necessary question, and really all I could
come up with at this point.

“Sorry about the dog,”
said a girl, sitting on the right side of the kitchen, with what
appeared to be Joy’s easel.

“Why are you naked?” I
asked again, ignoring the dog sniffing at my socks.

“Well?” I
insisted.

They all laughed. Heat
rose to my face, and I started to sweat. Honestly, I could not
really make out anything outside Joy – standing on a box, about two
feet from the ground, holding a branch of lilac.

“Are you posing for them?”
I asked.

“No,” she said, “I’m just
standing here naked, holding these flowers, in front of these
people, just to irritate you. Is it working?”

Laughter exploded again,
but this time, I joined in. I still felt annoyed, and embarrassed,
as though I was standing there myself. The absurdity of the moment
held in it some humor, and so I laughed.

“My turn,” said a person
that had been standing in a corner of the room.

It was my cue to
leave.
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“I can’t believe you did
that…” I said, once all our interesting visitors had
left.

“Did what?” she answered,
opening the balcony door to let in some air.

“Get naked like that in
front of a bunch of strangers…”

“You sound annoyed.” She
said.

“No, I just think it’s a
little odd… that you’d want to do that.”

“There’s nothing odd about
being a model for artists. The body is a natural thing.”

“Do you have any more
clichés to share with me or can we have a real conversation here?”
I asked.

“There’s no reason to be
jealous.”

“Now, you’re just being
ridiculous.”

She laughed and
snorted.

“If you say so…,” she
said.

“I just wonder if there
wouldn’t be something more productive for you to do, than stand
around naked all day.”

She shook her head, and
exhaled loudly.

“I pay pretty much all the
bills, juggle work and school, while you have hounds marking their
territory all over the place here.”

“It was just one dog,
Ben…”

“I’m talking about the
so-called artists.”

She grinned. The amusement
she took out of my repartees made it hard to get a good fight out
of her, but not impossible.

“When are you going to get
over this whole Artist thing, and just get a job? Go back to
school! Do something…”

“Okay, now you sound just
like my parents” she had finally stopped laughing.

“Maybe they’re right…
Maybe you need to take life a little more seriously! Maybe you need
to take responsibility seriously… You can’t just spend your whole
life posing naked for a bunch of strangers!”

“If you want us to
actually be together, why don’t you just do something about
it?”

I stared at her in
disbelief.

“This has nothing to do
with my feelings for you… This has everything to do with common
sense! Who goes around showing themselves off in the middle of the
day, while their boyfriend’s out at work?”

“Are you asking me to be
your girlfriend?” she asked.

“Maybe” I managed to say,
heat creeping up my face.

She laughed.

“Well…?” I pressed
on.

“We’ve been dating for
over a year and we’re living together. Why do you think I put up
with you, Ben? I love you too.”

She leaned in, and kissed
me softly for the very first time.
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Joy smiled. Her eyes
sparkled in the sunlight. She was happy to get part of her studio
back, now that I moved into her room. My desk and her easel
cohabitated peacefully in the small space, ready for what awaited
them: innumerable sleepless nights.

Since I had opened up
about my feelings towards her, in my very awkward way, Joy had
ceased to prance around the house naked – well, not in front of
strangers anyway. This, to me, was a big improvement.

Summer had arrived again,
and I was off. At this rate, I would graduate University by the age
of 30. I kept my thoughts positive, realizing that I was
nonetheless moving forward, and not collecting too many debts along
the way as I did so.

Surprisingly, Joy was also
now bringing some money in. Her parents had shown remorse for her
quitting school and decided to finance her education again – though
not her living arrangements.

At 20, they decided, she
needed to learn from her mistakes, build on them, to find her own
life’s direction. They feared that if she kept avoiding
responsibility, whether bills or schooling, she would never amount
to anything. After meeting me, they felt that I was a good
influence on their daughter, and seemed to appreciate me, which was
a lot more than what my parents could say about her.

Mom and dad still held the
belief that since she had entered my life I had changed for the
worse: my hair appeared longer, and I had a funny smell to
me.

After visiting the
apartment, my parents were convinced that Joy was a modernized
Communist. Generally, artists were freeloaders, people who drank
too much, smoked, and pranced around naked. I had to promise that I
was not planning to get Joy’s named tattooed on my hidden cheeks,
nor change my name to Lover, before they would agree to drop the
matter temporarily.

Joy found my parents
hysterical. Hysterical was definitely the right word describing my
mother these days. So, I tried to make the most out of it all, and
decided they should finally meet. I mean, we had been living
together for half a year and dating, kind of, for a year and half.
It was time.

I dreaded the moment like
having my teeth pulled out, by hand, without any anaesthetic. That
said, it was not quite true. I had my first glass of red wine, with
Joy, that night. To my surprise, it went really well – Not the
evening, but the wine with the meal.

I really could not believe
what I had been missing.

“This wine really
complements this tomato sauce,” I said, astonished.

Joy laughed.

“I know…” she said. “I’ve
been trying to get you to taste it for ages now…”

I had another long
swallow.

“Mmm…” was all I managed
to say.

My mother stared solidly
at Joy and me. I knew she was trying to turn my son into an
alcoholic! Evil Artist!

I laughed loudly,
again.

“Oh, Mom! You are SO
funny!” I exclaimed.

“You’re drunk!” my mother
yelled out. “Look Roger, your son is Drunk!”

Joy and I looked at each
other and started laughing even louder now.

I drank some more, and
again, a little more. After a few glasses, here and there, now and
then, this evening became the most fun I had had in
ages!

“Mother, Live, and Let
live!” I exclaimed, laughing. “Maybe I’ll do like Joy and get naked
in front of a bunch of mongrels and let them paint me all
over!”

My mother’s eyes almost
popped out of her head. Her face turned beat red. She was the
funniest woman EVER!

“I never did that” I heard
Joy say. “They did not paint on me.”

I laughed and laughed.
This was going SO well! Why had I tried so hard for so long to keep
my Worlds separate? LIVE AND LET LIVE! Yes, Tomorrow, I would let
it all RIDE. Tomorrow was going to be a GREAT day!



Chapter 14

I flushed, again. My face
rested against the cool ceramic tile of the toilet. I tried to
raise it, but felt my brain compressing intensely within my skull.
I think it was preparing itself to leak out through my ears. My
brain and everything else wanted out of me today.

To make the matter worse,
Joy was prancing around the house, completely unaffected by last
night’s dinner party.

What was that smell…
Eggs?

Back into the toilet seat
I go.

“Must you cook such rancid
foods?!” I screamed across the house.

Joy’s head peaked from
around the corner. “Moderation is the key when it comes to Alcohol,
Benjamin.” She pulled her tongue out at me.

“GAH!” I said, and at the
same time making my own head explode.

“How long do
these…hangovers usually last, anyway?” I asked.

“It’s not because I am an
Artiste that I over-drink. I feel insulted even that you would
suggest such a thing!”

“You’re annoying,” was all
I could say, while I stretched out once more on the bathroom
floor.

“It’ll last all day… You
not only drank too much wine, but you mixed your drinks... Which is
a big no-no.” she said.

I felt like I was going to
die, a long and painful death at that.

“I will never drink
again…” I muttered.

Just when I thought my day
could not get any worse, the phone rang.

“It’s your mother!” Joy
said happily.

Great. Just
great.

“Tell her I’m
busy…”

“He’s busy lying over our
ceramic floor in the bathroom. Can he call you back?”

Silence.

“Hello? Hello? Are you
there?” Joy asked.

Joy had managed to make my
mother faint. She had probably broken a hip by now, and would blame
me for it too. I was already the cause of every white hair sitting
on her skull.

“Give me the phone,” I
said to Joy. “Mom?”

“You’re killing your poor
old Mother Benjamin, you know that right?”

“Sorry mom…”

“God is punishing you for
all your sins. I hope you realize this…”

“Oh yes.” I said, trying
not to get sick all over again.

“I don’t want you to ruin
your whole life, Benjamin… Don’t get that girl
pregnant!”

This was just getting
better and better.

“Of course
not…”

“Don’t live in
Sin…”

“Good idea. I’ll marry
Joy, then!” I said, jokingly.

Joy stood in the
doorframe, mouth wide open.

Oh dear.

“Can I call you
back?”

I hung up the phone
without waiting for an answer. I looked up at Joy, who was beaming:
smiling the widest smile, I had ever seen.

It seemed rather late now
to tell her I was just trying to annoy my mother and did not
actually mean it.

“Are you proposing to me?”
Joy asked, getting to her knees. She whipped the sweat off my
brow.

“Look at you, you’re
shaking… Of COURSE, I’ll marry you!” she exclaimed.

She got up and fetched me
a glass of juice. “I don’t want my future husband getting
dehydrated!” She glided out of the room. “I’ve got to call my
parents! They’re going to be SO happy!”

I lay back down, closing
my eyes.

Perfect, just…
Perfect.
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“What have you been
writing these days?” Joy asked one morning.

“Nothing really… just
jotting down ideas in my notebook,” I said.

“I’m glad you kept that
up.”

“It was a good idea, much
better than writing on papers and having to sort them all the
time,” I smiled at her. “What are you up to?”

“I’m working on a common
project…”

“Oh?” I said.

“It’s going to change the
World!” she exclaimed, laughing.

“I wouldn’t expect
anything less.” I said. “What are you planning to do?”

She sat straight in bed,
turning towards me.

“We want to promote
Peace!”

“Peace and Love?” I asked,
laughing. “Isn’t that a little too… 60’s?” I asked
incredulous.

She rolled her eyes at me.
“We want our Mural to remind people of how we’re all Related, one
big family. That everyone is Someone’s child, brother, daughter…
When we hurt each other, we’re only hurting ourselves.”

I smiled. Idealistic
Joy.

“A mural?” I
asked.

“Yes! And we’ll donate the
proceeds to Africa.”

“Of course you will…” I
said. “All 20 dollars, if you’re lucky…” I teased.

She did not laugh this
time.

“Who’s working on it with
you?”

“The hounds,” she
grinned.

Now, it was my turn not to
find the joke so funny.
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For a while, I feared that
I might have to find excuses to postpone our wedding, tell her that
I had been only attempting to torture my mother.

That said, I realized
quickly that I would not actually need to. As I saw less and less
of Joy, the subject seemed out of place somehow. At first, I felt
like our schedules were clashing: she must have been working the
day shift, while I was at home and vice versa.

Soon though, I came to
realize that it was not the case.

I came home early one
night to find her with one of the dogs, and not the barking furry
one.

They were drinking wine on
the balcony and chatting away. Apparently, they were organizing a
trip somewhere.

“Are you leaving me?” I
asked her that night.

“Of course not… Why would
you even say that?” She asked turning towards me.

“You’re talking about
travelling with some guy… and leaving me behind… I might be
open-minded, but I’m not stupid.”

“You’re not open-minded
either…” She joked.

‘Maybe. So, what’s the
deal?” I asked. “You’ve been avoiding me for weeks… You haven’t
mentioned our engagement once or tried to set a date or anything…
What am I supposed to think?”

She smiled.

“I didn’t really think you
were serious about the marriage proposal…” she winked.

“Why would you say that?”
I asked.

“You wouldn’t just drop it
like that to your mom, if you were serious. You’d want to put a few
drinks in her first…” she grinned.

“I guess…” I said
quietly.

“And I haven’t been
avoiding you; I’ve been working on the mural. Josh and I are going
to bring it to Africa.”

“Say that
again?”

“At first, we were
painting on canvases, drawing images… but you made me realize there
wasn’t much money in that, and that we wouldn’t really be able to
help anyone the way we wanted to… So, we had to think about
something else creative that could at the same time Change the
World – in our own way…

“SO, we’ve been going to
Fabric warehouses and getting them to donate whatever they didn’t
use up. You know the same way I paint with left over buckets; we’ve
been sowing and making colourful blankets with left over or
misprinted fabrics. We’re going to bring them in our luggage to
Africa, and donate them to an orphanage.”

I stared at Joy,
wordlessly.

“I didn’t expect you to
want to come. So, I didn’t offer.” She smiled tenderly.

All this information
should have made me feel liberated, happy even, but for some
reason, I was left with an aftertaste in my mouth. I just looked at
her and smiled.
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The next day, I was
sitting in the middle of an unknown lounge, surrounded by a bunch
of hippies patching up fabrics that would soon become the rainbow
blankets, after their group name: The Rainbow Warriors – which they
took from the sunken Greenpeace Ship.

There I sat, with a piece
of pink fabric on my lap, trying to sow shut a hole as big as my
arm. Methodically, I advanced slowly.

As I looked around the
room, I realized that this crowd did not want to reinvent the
world; they simply felt responsible for the Wrongs that they could
make Right. While some used Art to express their will, others
chained themselves to trees.

On our way home, in the
metro, we sat next to each other quietly for a while.

“How’s your writing
going?” she asked.

“I haven’t found anything
to talk about really… I’m still just playing with a few ideas, a
few concepts, you know?”

“Not really,” she
answered. “I don’t really understand with everything going on in
the World, how you can have nothing to say…”

“I’m not a political
person,” I laughed.

“I’m not talking about
becoming a politician, but about stating your opinion on
things…”

“I’m not a journalist
either, I like fiction…”

She exhaled.

“How you can be so…
indifferent?” she said, anger resonating in her words.

“I’m not indifferent; I
just don’t see the point in making a big deal out of
everything…”

She turned towards me with
icy eyes.

“But you do make a big
deal out of everything! Nothing’s ever simple with you! It’s like
you’re always looking for a fight! You’re always oppositional and
difficult! You never just agree to anything! How can you possibly
say that to me! You are such a self-centred person!”

I let it all sink
in.

“I disagree.” I
stated.

“I’m shocked.”

“How can you call me
selfish, just after I spent the entire day sowing a pile of
blankets just for you? I asked, exasperated.

She suddenly looked
sad.

“I don’t want you to do it
for me, but because you wanted to be part of something bigger than
yourself… I want you to want to make a difference…”

“We can’t all be Joan of
Arc.”

She looked at me with her
big beautiful eyes, and asked me: “Why not?”



Chapter 18

Her birthday was coming up
again. This time, I decided that instead of getting her something,
I would surprise her.

I asked the mutt if he
could collect a few of Joy’s friends, and have them pop over later
tonight. I would leave the key under the front pot plant, and they
could let themselves in. I would be having dinner with Joy, and we
would come home for dessert.

The plan was
set.

At the restaurant, Joy
seemed upset again.

“I didn’t buy you anything
this year,” I started, and “though you’ll have to wait until we get
home to get your Gift.”

I must have looked like
the cat that got the cream.

“I’m glad you didn’t,” she
said. “I’m moving back to my parents’ place.”

I frowned.

“What? When?” I
said

“Tonight.”

“For how long?”

“I’m not sure…”

She sat there, playing
with her fingers, avoiding looking at me. Tears swelled up in her
eyes, her chin started to tremble. Tears slowly rolled down her
cheek.

“We’re just so different,
and I’m so tired…”

She looked down toward her
lap. She grabbed her purse, fumbling through it.

“I’ll get this…” I said,
not sure what else to add. I let her get up, and leave the table. I
sat and watched her leave.

I ordered a glass of red,
and drank slowly.



Chapter 19

After a few hours, I felt
I had regained enough control over myself, and of my voice to call
home. I hoped Joy had changed her mind, and was now coming back to
her senses, but hound-boy answered after the very first ring. I had
forgotten about him, them.

“I’m sorry,” Josh
whispered into the phone.

“Feel free to offer cake
and refreshments to everyone,” I said.

“It’s just me here,” he
replied.

“When did she tell you?” I
asked incredulous.

“A few days ago,” he said.
“I’m real sorry, man…”

“Why did you show up at
the house? I mean, if you knew.”

“Thought you might need
someone to talk to,” he said. “I’ll be gone when you get here if
you want.”

“Stay put, I’ll be there
in a few.”

We hung up. Life’s
happenings were unexpected sometimes.

I stared at the tiny
velvet box I held in my hand. I had not paid for it. It had been
part of the family for generations. I put it back into my pocket,
where it had been waiting for the right moment.



Chapter 20

I wish I could say that
Joy and I made up, and everything went back to normal overnight,
but it did not.

She did moved back in
after only a few days, annoyed at her parents’ persistence that she
takes me back, and so I moved into the studio.

I felt it was only a
matter of time, before Joy’s better nature, her kindness and
resolution to always do the best with what she has given – me –
would work in my favour.

Christmas came and went,
as did the New Year. Then, spring arrived, and she finally
announced that Josh and she had bought their tickets to
Africa.

“Are you and Josh dating?”
I asked directly.

As much as I wanted to
dislike the mutt, I had to admit that he was annoyingly…nice. From
his 6 feet 4, with his long curly blond hair, he seriously got on
my nerves. Did he need to be always so… caring? This whole
Humanitarian, saving the world thing, was getting slightly
old.

She chuckled.

“Of course not, Josh is my
friend!” she exclaimed.

Josh, on the other hand,
was not laughing at all. He almost seemed…hurt. I watched how Joy
hugged him, and leapt into his arms.

“You should know by now,
Ben, how little taste I have in men.” She grinned.

“And thankfully so,” I
replied, relieved.

“I appear to enjoy
complicating my life.”

“You do like a good
challenge,” Josh said, smiling. “I wouldn’t be much of one… We’re
exactly the same… or almost.”

“You’re a kindred spirit,”
she smiled, tenderly.

I watched them both
interact. Her affection towards him was starting to annoy me. I
coughed, loudly.

“When are you leaving?” I
asked, clearing my throat.

“In a couple of days,” she
smiled. “I would have offered you to join us, but you have you
university classes…”

“Yes, I suppose I do.” I
said. As much as Africa was not my dream destination, I disliked
the idea of being left behind, especially if she was going to spend
a month with Josh.

“Is anyone else going with
you?” I asked, hopeful.

“Nah, man, but I’ll look
after her. Don’t worry about it.” Josh replied.

Arch. That is exactly what
I was worrying about.

“Can you do it from a
separate bedroom?” I asked, half joking.

They both laughed
heartedly.

“We’re staying at the
orphanage,” she said. “Where we’re bringing the blankets? They have
a common room for the staff.”

“Ah. You’re staying
there?” I asked in disbelief.

“Well, yes… That’s the
whole point. To help out…”

“I thought you were just
going to drop off the blankets.”

“What do you think the
Month’s for? We’re going to work, and help teach English, maybe.
We’re not sure yet. We’ll do what’s most needed, you know?” she
said.

Her eyes were sparkling at
the idea of all the new adventures that would soon unravel at her
feet.

“Send me postcards,” I
managed to word, as the rest of me pleaded for her to
stay.

I suddenly felt a pang of
anxiety, panic. My hands were sweating, and it was harder to
breathe.

“Do you have to leave for
a month?” I asked.

Josh took it as his cue to
leave.

“Why are you doing this?
Why must you always make everything complicated?” she
asked.

“Wait until summer, and
I’ll come with you. Josh can stay here, and we’ll go, just the two
of us…” I said.

“Is that what’s bothering
you, Josh and I going together? It’s not that you’ll miss me or
that you’re worried about me in an estrange country, but that I’m
going alone with Joshua?” She exhaled deeply, and rolled her
eyes.

I don’t want to lose you,
I thought to myself.

“Ben,” she said, “not all
things revolve around one’s self, one’s desires. Sometimes, you
have to let go of what you want, and think about the greater good.
When you do good things for others, good things will happen to you.
Just trust in Destiny’s scale…” she said.

“Don’t tell me you believe
in Creationism. God did not rest on the 7th day.”

“Whether he did or not,
doesn’t change anything. Just do you best. Always. Give the most
you can give to everyone you meet, and leave the rest to…Life.
It’ll take care of itself.” She smiled.

If I had known then, what
I know now, I would have nodded in agreement. Joy had never been so
right. Life did in fact take care of itself. Destiny had bigger
plans for us than we could ever imagine. Trust, was something I
would have to learn the hard way.



Chapter 21

She was gone a long time.
I did not hear from Joy for an entire month. She was not
exaggerating when she had said that the orphanage was part of an
isolated town, with very few people, and very few
commodities.

I tried to visualize her
safe. For the first time in my life, I prayed. I did not say any
special words, but I did speak to God, or whoever was in charge of
this whole melodrama called Life.

I tried to explain my
position, as though in front of a judge and jury.

“I know I’m not much of a
Man, when compared to someone like Joy. I don’t take much
initiative. I refuse to take chances. I like my world stable,
organized, under control, but if you bring Joy home safely, I
promise to do something spontaneous and well, nice,” I
said.

I felt stupid talking to
myself.

Alfred, Josh’s dog and my
new roommate for the month, was staring intently at me.

“Alfred,” I
began, “You know I mean well, right?”

Alfred barked.

“Good.” I said.

We stared at each
other.

“I’m not very good at this
whole People thing – not like Joy or Josh anyway.”

Alfred barked twice,
recognizing Josh’s name.

“You miss Josh,
dog?”

His head
tilted.

“I understand. Have a
cookie.”

There was no point in both
of us being miserable.



Chapter 22

It was the middle of the
afternoon, while I was preparing Second Lunch, when I finally heard
Joy’s voice again.

“Hello? Is anybody
home?”

I almost dropped my plate,
but managed to keep a strong hold on my sandwich to Alfred’s
disappointment.

“What are you doing here?”
I asked.

I barely recognized her
standing in the doorway. Joy had always been quite thin, but she
was almost a skeleton now: her thin skin stretched tightly over her
bones.

“Did they not feed you
there?” I said, outstretching my sandwich-filled hand towards her.
“Here, eat this…”

She laughed, but grabbed
it.

“Let me get your luggage,”
I said, walking past her to look outside. “Where are they? Don’t
tell me the airline lost them…”

“No, they didn’t. I didn’t
bring anything home.” She responded.

“What do you mean? Where’s
your stuff?”

She walked bent down to
pet the dog and give him a slice of the meat from her
bun.

“I left it all at the
orphanage. They need everything you can give them.”

I stared at her in
disbelief. “You gave them your toothbrush? Your socks?
Everything?”

She smiled tenderly at me.
“I can just buy some more.”

“Where’s Josh?” I asked.
“Alfred wants to go home…”

The dog barked
twice.

“Josh stayed over longer.
They need the extra hands. He’s rebuilding part of the kids’ school
there. He’s helping to make it a little bit more solid. The whole
place is falling apart.”

She sat down on the couch
and closed her eyes.

“You’re tired… You should
shower and go to bed.” I offered.

“I’m not
tired…”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Aren’t you happy to be back?”

She just looked at me,
eyes haunted.

“I’m going back,” she
said. “I’m not staying…”

“What are you talking
about, you just got here…” I said, slightly annoyed.

She rummaged through her
purse, which probably held nothing more than her passport and
wallet.

“Look,” she said, handing
me her camera.

“I’m surprised you didn’t
leave that there too…” I said.

She looked at me
differently, in a way I could not quite discern.

“I had to bring it back to
get those photos printed. When I show these around, I think more
people may be willing to help.”

“Why don’t you just send
them a check instead? Just the price of the plane ticket would
already be a good start.” I said. “Don’t you want to go back to
University? It’s not too late to do something with your
life.”

“Do something with my
Life?” she whispered.

“At some point, you’re
going to get over this Phase of your life, and realize that you
don’t have much to show for it. When it’s time to get a job, pay
the bills, you’ll have problems, if you don’t have any diplomas.
The competition is harsh out there.”






She stared at me in
disbelief. It was her turn to be wordless.

“I don’t know where to
start,” she said“, or if I have the energy to even begin.” She
started getting up. “Maybe I’ll have a shower after
all…”

I followed quietly behind
her, caressing the small of her back with my fingertips. She turned
around to face me. Sadness covered her face.

“Sometimes, I feel like
we’re not talking the same language.” She said.

“I’m just worried about
you. I try to keep everything running smoothly, but bills do need
to be paid, even when you’re not here to see them. What would you
do if I wasn’t keeping the ends tied up?”

“I don’t know.” She
smiled. “Maybe I’d fly away?”

“You feel I’m keeping you
tied up?”

“In a good way, I guess.
Josh and I would probably be homeless without other people taking
care of us, our stuff. You anchor me.”

“Did you come up with that
Rainbow Warrior group name?” I asked.

She laughed, gently
cupping my face with both her hands.

“I can leave for Africa,
without any worry, because I know I can count on you to keep
everything in order here, everything safe. I love you, because you
complete me.”

She kissed me
softly.

“I still wish I knew how
to speak anchor though…,” she said, leaving for the
bathroom.

Thinking back on her
words, I pondered what she had just said. If I was the anchor, and
she was the boat, life was the Sea. We did in fact need each
other.

I smiled to
myself.

“Dog, I’m going to marry
that Girl.” I whispered to him. Alfred barked in
agreement.



Chapter 23

“This time, I want to go
with you,” I said. “I don’t want to stay here on my own with
Alfred.”

“Who’ll take care of him
while we’re all there?” She asked concerned.

“The neighbours,” I
pointed to the backyard. “They can all take turns feeding him.
Besides, it’s summer, he won’t mind too much.”

She smiled at
me.

“Are you sure you want to
go?” she asked, pushing a strand of her hair behind her
ear.

I looked over the photos
she had taken, the ones we had printed for her
Fundraiser.

We had approached many
fabric manufacturers again, this time showing them the concrete
impact of their previous contributions. Many people were moved by
the poverty-stricken children, how little they seemed to have, and
yet the riches that their smile promised.

The orphanage itself was
in decrepitude, the walls were literally falling to pieces. The
little furniture and possessions they did have, they kept as clean
and tidy as they could. The real meaning of Gratitude transpired in
their way of life.

The blankets, which Joy
and Josh had brought with them, had held a central part of the
happiness seen in the photos she had taken. Even though their
contribution had been small, the wondrous new colors had added a
touch of Magic to the place. The children’s eyes sparkled like the
purest Mountain River in the sun.

Peering over the photos, I
ached. I wish I had been there, been part of it. I now understood
better her need to go back.

Joy explained to me how
the Orphanage received some subventions annually to keep the place
running. They had enough to just get by, afford the staff, the
food, and the bare necessities, no luxuries. Somehow, some way, she
wanted to make it better.

She started by buying old
beaded necklaces, and old worn out clothes from second hand shops.
She, and her Rainbow Warriors, started not only personalizing the
blankets, but some of the clothes as well.

They made hearts, clovers,
suns, and obviously Rainbows out of the sparkly gems: Joy’s
ingenious idea.

As my thoughts floated all
around her, I made a note to myself to purchase new and bigger
luggage for her.

“When do you want to
leave? I asked. “I have to be back for my September
courses.”

June was already here,
which did not leave much time.

“How about leaving this
week then?” she asked, smiling broadly.

And so, we did.

“A photo for posterity,”
she said, as the plane slowly landed. “You should have it now,” she
added, handing me a leather-bound journal. “You can log your
thoughts in there during our travels.” She smiled, kissing my
cheek.

I wish I had something to
say, I thought to myself.

Looking back now, I
realize one should always be careful about what they wish for. As
the Dalai Lama once said, sometimes not getting what you want is a
wonderful stroke of luck. I had not realized just how lucky I had
been up to this point.



Chapter 24

For once in my life, I
could not find any of the words to describe the overwhelming
emotions I felt when we arrived at the orphanage. I expected a drab
environment, with sad lonely children. What I found was the
definition of Love at its purest form.

The smiles these little
ones carried around, like banners of happiness, will warm me
forever on the coldest winter day.

How could children, with
so very little to their name, remain untouched by the world’s
indifference? This orphanage was a shelter, a sanctuary, where song
and dance was at the core of its foundation.

As we made our way through
the entrance, a great number of children ran to us. They were
cheering and hugging both Joy and I, as though they had known us
all their life.

I smiled and waved,
forgetting myself. Just for a moment, I became who the children
wanted me to be, a warm happy man.

I cannot explain why, but
the way these children perceived me made me want to rise to their
expectations.

The children held my hands
and brought me to the cafeteria, while others grabbed our luggage
and were bringing them upstairs; they had organized what I believed
to be a Feast.

We ate, drank, and
laughed. The kids had prepared a song to welcome us. Joy sang
along, she had heard it before.

Josh made his way to us, I
barely recognized him with all the weight he had lost. As opposed
to Joy, when she had first made her way home, he had seriously
toned up.

In the middle of all these
strangers, I was happy to see a familiar face.

“How are you, man?” he
said, sitting next to me with a full plate of food, “Nice to see
you. How’s Alfred?”

“He’s fine” I managed to
say“, but every time he hears your name, he barks twice. Is that
normal?”

Josh looked
away.

“Alfred’s a nice dog, very
loyal,” he said, pushing his food around on his plate. “Thanks for
taking care of him. Who’s got him now?” He asked.

“He’s actually still in
our apartment; the guys downstairs come to keep him company and to
feed him. They let him out a couple of times a day. He’s fine.
Don’t worry.”

“Good, thanks.” Josh
smiled. “Are you ready to get dirty?”

I must have looked
shocked, because he burst out laughing.

“Nothing too hard,” he
said, “promise.”

I nodded uncertain,
anxiety building up inside my chest. Considering I did not enjoy
novelty or unpredictability, it promised to be the time of my life.
I exhaled loudly, and closed my eyes.



Chapter 25

Time passed very quickly.
Josh and I spent the better part of our days trying to solidify the
overall structure of the Orphanage.

It was only by a miracle
that this place stayed up on its feet.

As I stood outside the
building, coming back from a street market where I had bought some
fruit and a few trinkets to bring home the following day, it hit
me. Watching the children coming in and out of the Orphanage, I
felt a deep sentiment of belonging, and of
accomplishment.

I took a notepad out of my
pocket, and jotted down everything I was thinking.

Through the second floor
window, Joy waved at me. I smiled back. She was beautiful, with her
hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wore a summer dress of
festive colors; a warm feeling overwhelmed my chest, I
smiled.

The craziest idea came
over me.

“Joy! Joy!” I
yelled.

“What?” she said leaning
out of the window.

“Marry me!” I said. I put
down the paper and pen, pushed my hair back. I had no idea what I
was doing. I only knew with certainty that she made me a better
man, and I wanted to spend the rest of our life
together.

“What?” she answered. I
laughed nervously, sweating. My hands were shaking and all I could
think of to make this more obvious, more significant, was to get on
my knees.

“Joy, will you marry me?”
I repeated with heart.

She laughed loudly. The
kids were screaming and clapping. Had I missed her
answer?

“Is that a Yes?” I
asked.

“Yes! Yes!” she said,
putting her hands over her mouth.

At this point, I wish
there had been a ladder to climb to her, and embrace the beautiful
woman that was now going to be forever mine.

I got up, and recovered
what I had left at my feet. When I looked up, the window was
empty.

Suddenly a hoard of people
came rushing out of the front door. Everyone was clapping,
extending hands, hugging me.

I looked among the faces
for Joy, my Joy.

There she was, standing
still: her eyes watery, hands still covering her mouth. She closed
her eyes. I walked over to her, and held Joy. I kissed the side of
her head, and whispered: “I love you, but I don’t have the ring
with me…”

She looked up at me. I
could not tell what she was thinking.

“This wasn’t very well
planned,” I explained. “I don’t know what overcame me…”

She took my head in both
her hands and kissed me softly.

“Who cares about rings!”
she whispered. “You should know me better than that by
now…”

I smiled.



Chapter 26

The plane ride home felt a
lot longer than it was, partly because Joy had stayed behind, and I
missed her already.

I twirled between my
fingers a photo of us that I usually kept as a bookmark, and
wondered what she was doing now. Joy had decided to alternate
between helping Josh on his various construction missions, as well
as being the teacher’s aide.

As I went up the stairs
that had become so familiar to me, I heard Alfred bark
twice.

Only me, sadly.

I petted the dog, told him
the latest news on Josh, what he was up to, and took a deep breath.
What I needed to do next would be, without a doubt, very
unpleasant. As a plaster, it needed to be executed at
once.

I held my head between my
hands, closed my eyes and focused. I tried to draw in Positive
Vibrations, visualize a little. Whom was I kidding?

I got up, walked extremely
slowly, and held my breath. I picked up the receiver, dialled the
phone.

“Hi Mom, it’s me. I have
news…”

I blurted the whole story
out at once. Thankfully, she did not say much. I had to
double-check that she had not suffered a concussion after her
fall.

“Are you still
there?”

She did not exactly fall,
but she had definitely sat enthusiastically. She handed the phone
to my father, who seemed rather happy with the news.

After dad assured me mom
was breathing again, I looked through my things to find my most
treasured possession.

It was now September. I
was going back to school, and Joy was turning 22 years old. She
would be back in time for her birthday.

I sat down at my desk,
facing my laptop, and stared. I wanted to write – write the most
moving, gut-wrenching, soul-consuming book.

I got up, and made myself
a cup of coffee. I sat some more, played with the keyboard, cleaned
it, cleaned the screen.

I went to the bathroom,
and petted the dog, which had followed me along. I looked through
the cupboards, and found a bottle of red.

The neighbours, with their
binoculars facing our kitchen, decided at that very moment to check
up on me. It was the polite thing to invite them in, and share a
glass or two. Before I knew it, a party had gathered on the
balcony, with very many bottles. As I had learned my lesson in the
past, I stuck to Red.

The neighbours asked about
Joy and Josh, how they were coping in Africa. I answered their
prodding as best as I could, while I showed them photos that I had
taken during my visit.

Many glasses and hours
later, I decided a Surprise Birthday party was in order, after
Joy’s return; I announced to everyone our engagement, and how we
could celebrate that as well.

We all cheered.

By the end of the evening
or early morning, the music was turned off, the candles had died
down, and I was sleeping cuddled up to Alfred on the
floor.

When I woke, I had a
headache again.

I sat at my computer, and
decided to pick up where I had left off yesterday. I stared at the
white page some more.

I decided to shower first,
and then make breakfast: dry toast would do. I made coffee, fed the
dog, and sat at the computer. I drank my cup, checked my email,
read the news, and went back to writing.

I listened to the quiet. I
looked outside the window.

I stretched.

My cup was empty, so I
decided to bring it back to the kitchen. I made a stop to the
bathroom on my way back to the office, and petted
Alfred.

I thought about what I
wanted to write, it had to be something meaningful, something
beautiful. I wanted to write a Grand Story with Meaningful, and
Beautiful Characters.

I looked out the window,
the red and orange leaves danced in the wind. Joy loved autumn. She
would lift her arms up and try to catch falling leaves when the
wind blew strongly. I remembered her laughing, and twirling around.
I wish she were here.

Somehow, she never really
was here. As I thought of my beloved, I came to realize that
whether we were together in the same room or across the world,
separated by oceans, she never really was with me.

She was the type of woman
that lived the moment intensely, felt things deeply, but at the
same time, managed to be so disconnected from other people, or
maybe just from me.

The more I thought about
it, the more I realized that Joy lived inside her head – always
dreaming about the next adventure.

As much as she can focus
on what she is doing in the present moment, pushing it to the
maximum, the people in her life, its characters almost seemed
interchangeable. Did she truly need me or simply needed someone to
keep her life in order here? Was she really in love with me or did
she love the idea of Loving me. Most importantly, did it really
matter?

I sat back, and wondered
who Joy was in reality compared to who I thought she was. Were they
two and the same?

In the end, all that
mattered was that we were happy together, were we?

I could not remember the
last evening we had spent together alone at home. When was the last
time we had snuggled and read a book, watched TV, simply enjoyed
being together? Would married life change anything or would it
continue to leave me alone at home, while she pursued her infamous
hopes and dreams?

Would she ever really want
to settle down, have a family? Did she even want kids?

I suddenly felt my throat
close. A weight fell on my chest, and I started to
sweat.

She always took everything
as it came, followed the flow wherever it lead. Joy felt that
Destiny was guiding her every step. She had told me, not so long
ago, that she felt I was too negative, and yet, she still wanted to
marry me. Had she actually thought this through? Maybe by putting
her on the spot, I had cornered her into saying “yes.”

The urgency of the moment
needed comfort. I grabbed the phone, entered the country regional
code and called the orphanage.

“May I speak to Joy,
please? This is Ben…”

The office girl could
barely understand me, but after a few minutes, and many people
running around, they managed to find her.

“Hi Ben,” she
said.

“Hi! How are
you?”

“I’m fine. We’re fine. We
just finished eating. It’s nice to hear your voice. How are you
doing?”

“I’m okay, considering. I
had a small party last night with the neighbours. Celebrated our
Engagement, and all that…”

“That’s great,” she said.
“I decided to stay a bit longer. The Orphanage has offered me a
job, with obviously pretty much no pay, but it’s a great
experience, and I feel like I’m making a difference, being useful,
you know?”

“I see. How much longer
are you thinking?”

Silence.

“I’m not really sure just
yet. I think we’re going to play it by ear. Day by day, you
know?”

“Josh is staying
too?”

“Yeah. We’re thinking of
travelling through Europe on our way back. My parents decided to
forward me some money. They sounded quite proud of what I was doing
here for a change. So, I’m happy…”

“How quaint. How did they
react when you told them about us?”

“What do you
mean?”

“About our news… What did
they say?”

Joy was quiet. The silence
became awkward, which rarely happened between us.

“You didn’t tell them?” I
asked.

“I forgot,” she said,
“Sorry…”

“You forgot? How could you
possibly forget to mention something like this?”

“I said I was sorry… Don’t
make a big deal out of it.”

“I’m not. I can call them
and let them know. I could even drop by to say Hi…”

Joy exhaled loudly. “I’d
rather tell them myself, if you don’t mind, when the time is
right.”

“What do you mean? Are you
having doubts too?” I asked.

“You’re having doubts?”
Joy asked.

“Don’t turn the
conversation around!” I said

This was going
well.

“I shouldn’t have called.”
I said, exasperated.

“If that’s how you
feel...”

I hung up. I should not
have called. I regretted how the conversation had turned. I wish I
could erase that phone call from history, and pretend it had not
happened. Maybe that is what I would do.

Joy. My Joy. Always
running away from the truth.

In many ways, she was the
bravest coward I had ever met. She was capable of travelling around
the world on missions she created for herself, and yet, she could
not face her own emotions. State them clearly to the
world.

I looked down at my hands.
I did not know what to do. My head ached.

Her birthday passed,
quietly, without a fuss. I posted her a birthday card, promising a
gift on her return.

She did not write back. I
called twice, and each time she was away.

December crept up, and
Christmas arrived. Then, New Year’s Eve came and went. I heard
nothing of Joy.

I took up double-shifts at
work to continue to afford the apartment. I decided it might be
time to get a flat mate again, and turned the studio/office into a
small bedroom.

The flat mate was nice.
Her name was Rose, though she preferred Rosie for short. She
studied at University with me. Her parents were from a farming
region up north.

She moved in at the end of
January. Each night was quiet, calm. We watched TV, read. She was
studying communications, and had a small job at the Newspaper,
which often kept her busy during the weekends.

Alfred took an immediate
liking to Rosie, as did I; both biased by the lure of the Saturday
morning pancakes.

When April arrived, she
was off to spend Easter with her parents.

“You should come!” she
said. “Every year we have an Easter Egg hunt!” She
smiled.

Her curls ran down her
back. The sun was hitting her hair in just the right way, making it
shine.

“We could bring Alfred!
He’d get to run with my dad’s dogs! He’d have a blast!” She
continued.

I smiled, as the phone
rang.

“Hello?” she answered,
pausing for an instant.

“It’s for you…” she
said.

Rosie went back to the
balcony, where we were about to have breakfast.

“Hello?” I
said.

“Hi, it’s Joy…”

My stomach squeezed. “Oh
hi” I said, “How are you?”

“I’m fine, thanks. Who was
that?”

“Rosie,” I
said.

I did not know what to
say. I had so many questions, but was overwhelmed by a wave of
emotions at the same time.

Why had she not bothered
to call or get into contact with me, for this many months? How
could she not have cared once about how I might feel through all of
this? I was always second to everything, and anyone.

I was annoyed.

“What do you care anyway
who she is,” I blurted out. “You haven’t called or contacted me
since September! It’s been over half a year!”

She was quiet.

“I know. I’m sorry about
that. It’s just been crazy here, Josh and I...”

“Stop...” I interrupted.
“Seriously, just stop. I really don’t want to hear it
anymore.”

It was specifically at
that moment that I realized to what extent things had changed
between us: I no longer felt the deep connection I held for her in
the past. I looked around, holding the phone to my ear. These were
all her things, her furniture.

“I should move out,” I
said.

She did not
answer.

“What did you want?” I
asked.

“Just to tell you that I’m
at Josh’s place right now, and that I’m back in town.”

I coughed.

“What do you mean, you’re
in town? When did you get here? Why are you at Josh’s place anyway,
and not here?”

Then, it dawned on
me.

“Oh,” I said. “I
see…”

“It’s not like that.” She
said. “Josh went back to Africa, after our trip, and I just came to
his apartment to get some of his stuff for him,” she
said.

“And then, what?” I
asked.

“I’m not sure,” she said,
“That’s why I called in the first place. I might just stick around
here for a while, hang out with the guys.”

I was quiet, letting all
the information sink in.

“Rosie and I might go to
her parents’ farm for Easter, so we’ll be out of the way.” I
said.

“That’s nice,” she
said.

I could not read the
emotion in her tone. Was it Relief or Disappointment?

“I was thinking of
bringing Alfred with us, so he could get a good run and some fresh
air…”

“He’ll love that. Tell him
Josh says hello…”

“Will do,” I said.
“Welcome back, I guess.”

“Thanks.”

We hung up. I sat at the
kitchen table, Alfred at my feet.

“Josh says Hello dog,” I
said.

Alfred barked
once.



Chapter 27

I called mom from Rosie’s
family house to wish her a Happy Easter. A little too enthusiast,
she invited Rosie and I over to dinner, when we got back. She said
she would have Easter Treats waiting.

Mom asked to me to pass
along her and dad’s best wishes to Rosie and her family. I could
not remember the last time she sounded so cheerful. It was almost
infuriating.

I passed on the kind
regards to Rosie and her family, and watched Alfred running along
the pastures. He had forgotten all about Josh. Why shouldn’t he
forget about him, it wasn’t as if he was thinking of Alfred every
minute of every day...? He had not visited dog in ages. If you
loved someone, you took better care of him or her. That was
obvious, and not just to me, but to Alfred.

I frowned.

“Was that your
ex-girlfriend?” Rosie asked.

“Yeah, I think so…” I
said, slightly annoyed

“Oh okay,” she said,
smiling.

I looked at
her.

She walked
away.



Chapter 28

I was awakened by Alfred’s
wet tongue all over my nose.

“What is it? Is your bowl
empty or something?”

Alfred barked.

“Has Timmy fallen down the
well?”

Alfred barked twice. He
missed Josh.

I petted the top of his
head, and started my way towards the bathroom. Pit stop
first.

Alfred barked again,
impatient.

“Fine, Dog. Food first,
then...”

Alfred ran into the lounge
barking while he spun, chasing his tail.

“Has someone been feeding
you catnip again?” I asked.

Suddenly, a shadow
detached itself from the far wall of the living room.

Startled, I turned around
and there was Josh, just standing there.

“When did you get here?” I
asked. “Why didn’t come wake us? How did you get in?”

Josh smiled. “Sorry about
that. I just wanted to see Alfred before I left.”

“Didn’t you just get
here?” I asked joking.

“I can’t stay,” he
said.

Alfred barked loudly
again, running up and down the hall.

“Interesting dog, you’ve
got there.” I laughed.

“Alfred belongs with you,”
Josh smiled.

The phone rang a few
times. Rosie picked up.

“I wouldn’t go that
far...” I said, “Let me just put some clothes on.”

Josh smiled again. “Take
care of Alfred,” he said.

I looked back. “Are
seriously already leaving again?” I asked walking away.

As I got to the bedroom,
closing the door behind me, Rosie had just hung up the
phone.

“There’s been an accident,
Ben.”

Alfred barked, and
barked.

Rosie was talking, the
world was spinning, and I blacked out.



Chapter 29

The body was flown back
home. Josh had died at the Orphanage, under a brick wall he was
trying to solidify.

The funeral was simple,
and beautiful. The song “Anchor me” played as his body was lowered
into the ground. His parents insisted on a burial, which was their
way of finally keeping him nearby.

As I looked around, the
number of people that had shown up overwhelmed me. At that moment,
I realized how many lives Josh had touched.

Would anyone remember me
when my day would come? Was I making any difference to anyone’s
life? How many people would have celebrated my life today? Those
were the selfish thoughts that came to mind, as I watched flowers
accumulate around Josh’s stone.

“Friends, we are gathered
here today to say farewell to our beloved Josh: a man blessed by
Compassion and Vision,” the priest said. “He not only became the
change he wanted to see in the world, but inspired so many to
follow in his footsteps.”

Alfred barked. It was as
though he knew Josh was gone for good.

I looked around, searching
for Joy. She was easy to find, standing next to Josh’s parents. She
had never shined more. She looked tenderly at me, eyes sad. Joy’s
parents held an urn for Josh’s parents. I had not realized that
they all knew each other. My stomach contracted, my head
ached.

I exhaled
loudly.

The uncontrollable urge to
hold Joy overwhelmed me. I wanted to fix everything. I wanted to
turn back the clock.

I looked around the crowd
again, slowly, until I felt Rosie’s hand along my back. How long
had she been watching me?

After the service, Josh
and Joy’s parents came over to see the flea ball.

“We didn’t see you at the
Ceremony,” said Joy’s mom.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I
should have come to see you before it started.”

“Joy and Josh were so
close…” I went on, “Dying so young, with so much left to do. I
can’t imagine how it must feel.”

The parents nodded
gently.

I looked around for Joy,
but could not see her. She had walked off, needing the
space.



Chapter 30

Time passed, but very
little changed. Joy’s parents wanted to sell our house: their way
of helping Joy move on from the past. She needed a clean break from
everything, everyone.

She and I kept contact
though; we met mostly at night, when everyone was asleep. I tried
as best as I could to comfort her during these difficult times. The
closer Joy and I grew, the harder my life with Rosie
became.

“I was thinking” started
Rosie, “maybe it’s time we found a place of our own. I mean, before
they kick us out…”

I put the keys down on the
lounge table. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“Joy’s parents have been
nice enough to let us stay here for months now… It’s time that we
help them out, by moving on and out. It’ll be good for you
too…”

The thought of leaving
this place had not actually truly crossed my mind; this had been
home to me for so long.

“Maybe I should
talk to Joy about it. See what she has to say.”

Rosie frowned.

“What?” I
asked.

“Nothing,” she said,
leaving the room.

“Say what’s on your mind,”
I pushed on.

It was funny how much she
reminded me of myself, before I met Joy that is.

I smiled
gently.

“I’m sorry. You’re right.
This is our decision. We shouldn’t let others make it for us. What
did you have in mind?”

I sat on the couch, and
patted the seat next to me, inviting her to join me.

“I found a nice small
condo in town…”

“We can do that,” I
said.

“Starting over, just you
and me,” She said kindly.

As I sat there, I glanced
around the room; most of Joy’s things had been packed up in boxes,
and shipped off to her parents’ place. Rosie had been
systematically clearing out the place of any reminder of the
past.

“We’ve been together for
years. Don’t you want to buy a place, get married, and have kids?”
Rosie asked.

“Of course I did,” I said.
“Wine?”



Chapter 31

I was sitting in the
office, sorting out the books, separating the last ones that
belonged to Joy from my own.

Rosie had just signed the
lease of the new condominium near our workplace downtown. She had
already started moving into it, replacing the furniture that we
were leaving behind.

Deciding to take a break,
I went into the lounge. Turning the TV on, I suddenly saw a figure
in the hallway.

“You startled me!” I
exclaimed.

“Sorry,” she
said.

Each time I saw Joy, she
looked more beautiful than the previous time.

She smiled.

“What are you up to?” she
asked.

“Just packing… New place,
you know how it is. Oh! I found some of your books; you should take
them before I forget. I don’t know where my mind is these days,” I
said. “You have time for a glass of red?”

“I wanted to check up on
you,” she smiled. “Keep the books.”

As I looked at her, I
realized that I had no idea what she was up to these
days.

“I never told you this… I
never told anyone this, but… I saw Joshua. I saw Joshua on the day
he died, just before the phone call.”

I closed my eyes, and
exhaled loudly.

“What do you think it
means?” I asked.

“He wanted to say
Goodbye,” she said.

“You believe in that Ghost
stuff?” I asked.

She smiled.

“You would,” I joked. “I’m
happy you’re here. I was just thinking about you.”

She nodded.

“I’ll call at your parents
to pass on my new address when I remember to ask Rosie for
it.”

Before I realized it, our
time together was over. She had left and suddenly, I felt
incredibly depressed.

Tears swelled into my
eyes, and I could not push them back.

I walked back to the
office, and took one of Joy’s books into my hands. I opened it, and
closed it quickly, breathing in its scent, her scent. I shut my
eyes, holding it with both hands, leaning my head against it. I
loved her so much. What was I doing?

“Are you okay?” asked
Rosie. I had not heard her come in.

“Yeah” I said, looking up.
“I’m just tired.”



Chapter 32

We moved into the
condominium on a Monday. It had just been raining. The air was
warm. Like every first of July, it had been a crazy day.

I had called Joy’s parents
to let them know the keys to the apartment were in the mailbox, as
was my new address for Joy.

My desire to keep in
contact with Joy had not been received well by her parents. I
sensed they disapproved of our friendship, as it hindered Joy’s
progress in moving forward.

As much as they had taken
me into their family with open arms once, today Joy’s dad had asked
me to stop contacting them. They probably felt that I was keeping
Joy on the line, while being in a committed relationship with
Rosie; they were right, I was not being fair.

“We should invite Joy over
some time,” I said to Rosie.

As the words came out, I
regretted them instantly.

“Sorry. Old habits die
hard.” I said.

To my surprise, Rosie only
smiled. Moving into a place of our own had made her more secure,
confident, and happier.

I still secretly wished
that Joy would come see the place. I hoped her parents had given
her my new address, regardless of how they felt about
me.

I grabbed a box, and
headed for my new office.

I embraced the privacy,
and sat at my new desk: new desk, new revolving chair, new table
lamp. Growing up, and growing old, holding on to a job did have a
few benefits, such as having the money to get precisely the
furniture I wanted.

I slid my hand down the
cold oak, and smiled to myself. I would finally have the space to
write my very first novel.

I put away books in
shelves, crayons in drawers. Time just flew by.

As I sat back in the chair
and spun around a few times, I felt light. For the past year or so,
I had been carrying a heavy weight on my chest and a dark cloud
over my mind; the change of scenery was exactly what the doctor
ordered.

The door creaked slowly,
and in came Alfred.

“Hi Dog,” I said. “How do
you like your new place?”

Alfred wagged his
tail.

“Glad you approve. In case
you’re looking for your cushion, it’s right there in the
corner.”

Alfred went to sniff at it
and seemed to find the spot acceptable. I agreed. Everything was
just fine.



Chapter 33

I got up this morning, and
everything felt wrong again. It was raining, and I had to see Joy.
It was her birthday. September had crept on us, and I had not seen
Joy in months. Since I could not call at her parents place without
creating a fuss, and they apparently had made here change her cell
phone number, I had no other choice than go and see her face to
face.

I stopped along the way to
get a bouquet of flowers. At least, I had a good excuse today of
all days. My heart beat faster with the anticipation of seeing her
dark brown eyes, her long auburn hair. I desperately needed a few
moments with her; it had been so long, so very long.

I ached.

As I sat on the metro,
watching the stations go by, my hands became moist. My chest felt
heavy. Everything felt wrong. What was wrong with me?

Soon, I was standing
outside her parents’ place soaked. The rain had started even
stronger now. Everything was working against me.

I needed to ring that
bell, but somehow something was preventing me from doing it. I
stood there; I am not sure for how long, just starring.

I was about to turn back,
when the door opened. Joy’s dad stood at the top of the stairs.
“Come here, boy.” He said.

I gave him the
flowers.

Coming into the house, my
eyes swept over some of Joy’s furniture, which had been
incorporated into their own. Joy had moved back home.

“Ben…” he said, “You
shouldn’t be here. I don’t know how to tell you anymore. You need
to move on. This doesn’t help anyone.”

“I know,” I said. “I just
wanted to wish Joy a happy birthday. I didn’t have any other way to
reach her.”

Her dad stood there
quietly looking at me. “Where’s Rosie?” he asked.

“She’s at home. She
doesn’t know I’m here. I know it’s not fair on her.”

“It’s just not helping
anyone.” He said.

I took the metro back, and
walked more than I needed to, taking detours along the way. Neither
Joy nor her mother had been home; maybe it was for the
best.

I could not go on this way
anymore. I just could not keep Joy out of my mind, even less away
from my heart. As much as I loved Rosie, I was in love with Joy. I
would never be able to forget her, or move on, which was as
realistic as asking me not to breathe.

I had to end my
relationship with Rosie. I owed her that much, after everything she
had put up with because of me. She deserved to be loved the way I
loved my Joy.

“Rosie?” I called coming
through the doorway.

“In here,” she said. She
was sitting on the couch reading. She seemed unhappy.

“We need to talk,” I
said.

“Joy’s parents just
called,” she said.

I looked at her,
guiltily.

“When is this going to
stop?” she asked, standing up.

My chest started to
ache.

“Now,” I said. “I thought
I could do this, but I can’t.” I started sweating.

“I know it’s hard, but
you’ve got to move on...,” she said.

“No,” I said, “I’m sorry,
I just can’t...” My head ached.

“Ben, you’ve got to stop
this! I don’t know what to do anymore!”

The room started to
spin.

“You’ve got to leave her
poor family alone! It’s hard on them too, today of all
days!”

I looked around the room
for something to hold on to; everything felt unreal.

“What are you talking
about…?” I managed to say, trying to get to the couch.

“God, Ben! How many times
do we have to go through this!” she yelled.

I shut my eyes, and
grabbed my head.

“Be quiet!” I
yelled back.

“Ben! You’re scarring me!
Stop it! Please!” Rosie cried out, running out of the
room.

My heart beat faster,
threatening to burst into my chest.

Random images came rushing
into my mind, crushing it, splitting it, overwhelming me with
aching pain.

There had been a phone
call, then something about a Ceremony, an urn.

Joy had died with Josh at
the orphanage, crushed under the wall they were
rebuilding.

Joy’s mom had invited me
to her ceremony, which I had ignored. She had been holding the urn
with her daughter’s ashes that day, at Josh’s funeral.

I could not
breathe.

Screams were coming out of
my mouth, but I was no longer myself. I fell to the
ground.

Everything went
black.



Chapter 34

I woke up in bed,
surrounded by Rosie, and my parents.

“Mom” I said. “What are
you doing here?”

I had a strong
headache.

“Rosie called us.” She sat
on the bed, next to me. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I
just have a headache. I don’t remember what happened,” I
said.

Silence fell over the
room.

Rosie’s eyes were red,
puffy. She had been crying again. Had I actually broken up with
her?

“It’s time you came back
home,” mom said.

I guess I had.



Epilogue

Since I left Rosie, Joy
and I have been spending increasingly more time together, and I
have never been happier.

The only disappointment
has come with the realization that no matter how hard you try, you
can never please everyone.

Not only have my parents
refused to acknowledge my relationship to Joy, pressuring me to
renew contact with Rosie, but also Joy’s parents have actually
moved away, leaving us with no return address.

We have now finally moved
back into our old apartment, the first and only home we have ever
had, if only Alfred would stop barking.

I am not sure what
tomorrow will bring, but I know that as long as Joy is with me I
have nothing to fear from reality.
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