
The Pictures

“Jenny started talking about ‘us’ again last night.”


“Oh Jesus, man, are you serious?”  


Eddie Williamson looked down into his cup of coffee and sighed.  “Yeah, she keeps bringing ‘us’ up all the time.  I don’t know what to say to her.”


Roy looked over at his friend.  “Shit, man, I tell you what you say to her.  Tell her to get a grip, cause if she thinks you’re just gonna settle down, she got a surprise coming.”


“Roy, I think…I think I love her; maybe I want to settle down.  I’m seriously considering it,” Eddie said quietly.


“Oh for Christ’s sake, man!  That’s crazy talk.  The next thing you know she’s gonna have you coming home every night at five-thirty, spending holidays with the family, and mowing the damn grass instead of watching football!”  Roy said all of this hunched far over the steering wheel, fiddling with the stereo.  “Get out while you can, that’s my advice.  She’ll get over it, they all do.  But you, you don’t want in that.  Just get out.”


Eddie sighed, taking a sip of coffee.  He pictured Jenny standing in the kitchen last night, tears in her eyes, as she asked where their relationship was headed.  He hadn’t said a word, just sat there like a fool.  Maybe Roy was right; maybe he just needed to get out.  What would it matter?  Surely Jenny would just forget after time, she was young; there were other men who were willing to settle down.  What was he trying to get himself into?  Sure, he loved her, more than anything in fact, but he wasn’t ready for this: no way was he ready for this.  Right then, he decided, he was going to tell her, tonight.  He’d say, “Jenny, this is the end.  I don’t want to get married, and that’s that.”  She’d cry, and he’d feel bad, but it would be for the better.  He straightened in the van seat and cleared his throat: back to business.  He rode silently until the van pulled over to the curb on a quiet, tree-lined street.


“So, this woman, we know anything ‘bout her?”  Eddie asked curiously as he stepped out of the van and onto the street.


“Nah…not really.  Some ole’ broad that lived by herself, that’s all I know,” replied Roy, rounding the back of the van and heading up the worn and cracked sidewalk.


The two men stood still in front of the house.  It wasn’t large, by conventional standards, yet it had a cozy feeling about it.  The faded white brick was covered with well-trimmed ivy, and colorful flowers grew healthily on either side of the small porch.  A sign hung in the window reading “Welcome Friends,” and before the door a welcome mat had been placed.  For a few seconds, the men just stood, taking in the house and all its surroundings, before heading inside to get to work.


As was his ritual, Eddie began wandering throughout the house, surveying the work to be done.  The walls were adorned with pictures, which seemed unusual.  Someone generally came to take away all the pictures and other personal belongings when someone died.  Always before it was just furniture, but this time everything was left, like no one had even come to the house since the woman’s death.  Eddie turned down a dimly lit hallway, lost in thought, and found himself examining one of the pictures hanging there.


“Damn…Roy, check this out!  Looks like she was real pretty in her day,” Eddie commented, as he stepped to the next picture.  “Wonder why there’s no one around to pick all this stuff up.”


Roy walked over to take a look.  “Well, I heard the broad was never married.  Lived by herself for years so I understand,” he shrugged his shoulders.  “Come on, Ed, let’s get the furniture hauled out.” 


“Well what are we supposed to do with all this stuff?  The pictures?  She must have had some family,” Eddie mused.


“Don’t worry ‘bout that.  Let’s box ‘em all up, and give ‘em to the neighbors.  They ought to know if she had any family,” Roy replied, picking up an end table and carrying it outside.


Eddie frowned and turned back to the picture.  Bright blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, a cheerful smile, this woman had been a true beauty.  She stood on a beach, surrounded by blue sky and green water, and the look on her face was of sincere happiness.  He again found himself wondering why she had no family, why no one had come to claim all these pictures.  He couldn’t understand how such a beautiful woman could have no family.  Finally, he shrugged and headed out to retrieve a box from the van, and set to work packing up the woman’s past, piece by piece.


After about the fifth box of pictures, Eddie had decided the woman was crazy.  Maybe these pictures weren’t even of her, he thought.  Maybe she was just some loon who cut pictures out of magazines and framed them or something.  Deep down, he knew it was her, yet it amused him to dream up stories about her.  It made the time pass quickly, and he’d do anything to speed up the clock.  He found himself wrapped up in a visual story of sorts, from her trip to the beach, to her graduation, to what he assumed was her as a child, tiny arms wrapped around a big furry dog.  What he found odd was that there were no pictures of her with anyone other than a few friends, female friends at that.  No boyfriends, no prom pictures, no clue as to any sort of romance.  Why was he so obsessed with this woman anyway?  Wasn’t like he knew her or anything.  And what about his obsession with her love life (or lack thereof)?  Damn, maybe Jenny was turning him soft after all.  


It was in the closet of the master bedroom that he found the answer to all of his questions.  He had finished packing up the many clothes and shoes and books, and had almost turned to start on the next room when he noticed a small dusty box on the top shelf.  “Shit,” he muttered, and extended an arm to grab the box.  Finding it too high up to reach, Eddie grabbed a small stepladder from the van and pulled the box down.  Slightly disgruntled, he wondered who in the hell would shove a box, especially one that looked like it had been made for decorative purposes, so far back on the highest shelf?  This woman was getting far more mysterious by the minute.  As he stepped down off the ladder, his shoe caught the edge of the bottom step, sending him tumbling to the floor on his back.  The box fell with him, falling open and spilling its contents across the wooden floor.


Standing and brushing himself off, Eddie laughed and knelt to clean up his mess.  He reached out to pick up what appeared to be just another picture, but stopped in mid air.  This one was different.  In it, he saw what he had looked for in all the other pictures.  She was there, but this time a man stood next to her, smiling that same brilliant smile.  She was different in this picture though, far more radiant than she had been, and he recognized the sparkle in her eyes; it was identical to the one he saw in Jenny’s eyes whenever she was with him.  


The woman had been in love with this man, whoever he was.  Eddie reached down and picked up the picture, examining it closely.  Flipping it over, he found the words “Mick and I” scrawled onto the paper in black ink.  Eddie glanced back to the floor and saw many more pictures.  One by one he picked them up and looked at them, filling in the missing pieces of this woman’s life.  One picture showed again, the two of them, laughing at something, her arm thrown casually across his shoulders.  Another showed just him, a surprised look on his face.  Another showed the two seated on the floor of a room, bent forward in a conversation that obviously included only them.


Eddie leaned back against the wall and gazed at the pictures again.  Why were none of these pictures on the walls?  Why were they hidden in this box, shoved far back into the closet?  Something had happened between the two, something that caused her to try and forget.  He glanced back onto the floor at the papers that were still lying there, and without guilt or shame, began looking through them.   He carefully read through the manuscripts, some seemed to be journal entries, others were letters never sent, others were poems.  All seemed to be about “Mick,” and Eddie again found himself wondering what happened.  


He discovered the woman’s name was Audra, and she had indeed been in love with Mick.  Mick had been Audra’s best friend, her sole support in life, the person who obviously had more impact on her life than any other.  Eddie read about their many serious conversations, their fun times, and their bad times, all of it.  The stories were touching, perfectly detailed and it was obvious Audra and Mick had been deeply in love with one another.  Still, Eddie found himself wondering what had happened.  Where had Mick gone?  Why was she alone?  It made no sense; two people so in love could never be separated, could they?


The last manuscript was a letter, a yellowed, torn, crumpled piece of paper that had obviously been read many times but never sent.  Eddie skimmed it, then, in shock, let the letter flutter to the floor.  The letter read:



Dear Mick,




Its been two months since you left my life, and I still can’t believe that you 



are gone.  I know that you will never come back, yet part of me still holds on to 



the dream of you and I together forever.  You told me once that love conquers 



everything, and I believed you, perhaps thinking it meant we could never be 



separated.  But you are gone, and I am left here more in love with you than ever,



crying myself to sleep and dreaming that you’ll come back again someday.  You



told me that you weren’t ready to be serious, that you weren’t sure you’d ever be



ready, and I suppose that is understandable.  But to tell me that you don’t ever 



want to get married hurts so much.  Is it me you don’t want to marry?  Or are you 



just afraid of marriage in general?  I shouldn’t have pushed so hard, but I truly 



felt, and still feel, that you and I are meant to be together.  I guess I should have 



never asked where our relationship was headed, I should have just kept my mouth

shut.   I still love you though, and nothing will ever change that.  I know that I will        never again fall in love, because you are the only one I could ever feel this way about.  Please, come back, I don’t want to be alone for the rest of my life.





Audra

Eddie blinked once, twice, and again.  His hands shook as the words took over his mind.  “I should have never asked where our relationship was headed,”  “I will never again fall in love,”  “I don’t want to be alone for the rest of my life.”  It all made sense, and Eddie felt his heart begin to pound furiously.  


Audra had never married because of Mick.  She never married because she had been waiting for him to return.  She never gave up hope, she never forgot.  The conversation that morning sprang into his mind, Roy telling him to just tell her to get lost.  What if the same thing happened to Jenny that had happened to Audra?  Would Jenny spend the rest of her life, alone, waiting for him to come back?  Surely Jenny was more practical than that.  Eddie frowned and tossed the letter into the box.  Foolishness, he thought, just a bunch of foolishness.  He wasn’t going to let some story get in the way; he wasn’t getting married just because some woman was so obsessed over some guy.  He wasn’t that soft.    


An hour later the house was empty and the truck loaded.  Eddie had taken the seven boxes of pictures and other belongings to the neighbors, who had earlier offered to take the things, and was now sitting in the van waiting for Roy to finish his cell phone conversation.  He was still a little distraught about what he had found in the house, and continually found himself questioning his stubborn decision to not marry Jenny.  Suddenly, he noticed an elderly man walking slowly down the other side of the street.  He watched, stunned, as the man stopped directly across the street from the house.  Eddie examined him carefully once again to make certain he was right, but found the man to indeed by Mick.  Though the man was much older than the pictures Eddie had found, he still looked the same.  Mick stood still, looking at the house, with a completely heartbroken and shameful expression on his face.  After a few moments, the man turned and walked away, his back to Eddie.  As he walked, Eddie thought he could see the man’s shoulders shaking slightly, as if he were crying.  


Eddie turned back toward Roy, and for the first time realized he didn’t want to turn out like him: bitter, rude, and utterly miserable in life.  Eddie wanted the companionship of Jenny, of a wife.  Suddenly the idea of mowing the grass instead of watching television, or coming home early instead of hitting the bars didn’t seem so terrible after all.  Instead, it seemed almost appealing.  His mind was made up.  He looked back over at Roy, who had just finished his conversation and had started the van.


Roy sighed heavily and turned face him.  “Ugh…what a day.  I tell you what, after a long day there’s nothing better than sitting down at the bar with a cold one in each hand, and maybe later on some pretty little piece to accompany me back to my place,” Roy said, his eyes gleaming.  “You in?”


Eddie looked in the side mirror back at the house.  He felt a new and contented feeling growing in his chest, taking over the past fear.


“No.  Not tonight, I’ve got something I have to do.”  Eddie said, smiling.
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