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Leo

“Ok,” says the tutor, a tall, trim woman with
short almost curly dark hair and deep olive green eyes. “The way I
do it is, if you don’t bring your own book, you walk around the
room and pick what you you’d like to read. You can change our book
once, after you read at least one full chapter. But that’s it,”
waving a finger back and forth for emphasis. “I encourage you to
look carefully, take your time. You can pick a book up, read parts
of it if you like, before choosing where to start.”

The slight, pale young man with freckles,
moppy straight blondish hair, moves slowly around the room. Without
touching one book he stops, points, “is that one French?
Historical?”

“Well, it is by a French author. It was
somewhat contemporary in 1862, but you could see it as historical
now. Have you heard of it?”

“That one,” looking quite determined.

The tutor blinks, “that is an unabridged
version, and quite long – ”

“What’s that mean?”

Given the intelligence report on the child,
he knows what long means. “Unabridged means unedited. Well, no,
full length might be more correct, nothing has been removed, or
trimmed.”

Scrunching up his face, “why would anyone
want to read something with stuff missing?”

“Quite right,” nodding, thinking she likes
this kid already. “But, some authors write long, or go off on
detours in their work. This man is a prime example, he wanders off
for pages on the Battle of Waterloo, among other things.”

The boy giggles, “that’s a funny word.”

“Here’s something less funny, based on that
battle, and infamous events there, ‘waterloo’ is also a regular
word. The things that happened in that battle got to so famous that
people started using the term, and it ended up in the
dictionary!”

“That’s cool,” eyes twinkling. “What does it
mean?”

“Oh, right, it means a decisive battle, or
more loosely, the end of something.” Another thought pops into her
head, “and it’s also a song that I would guess you’ve never
heard.”

He takes out his phone, fiddles a minute,
makes a face when the first few notes roll out of it. “Um, it
sounds like an icky romance thing, how does that fit the
meaning?”

Ok. Can’t snooze on this one. Pulling up the
lyrics, she points out a line or two, “in this case it’s about that
person’s personal waterloo, their surrender to another person, or
love, or giving up their battle against that person’s
intentions.”

He blinks, “oh,” checks all that into his
brain. “The Napoleon guy was in that, right? The real
Waterloo?”

“Yes,” impressed. “And regarding all the
extra writing in the book, some argue the detours are all part of
the setting and background. Some suggest it was due to the fact
that it was published in pieces, he rounded it out for the money,
while others – ”

“So who abridges things?”

Not quite right, but a good question,
“editors, publishers, sometimes managers.”

Head tilted, “but isn’t that how the author
wanted it?”

“One would assume.”

“So why do these people think they can change
things?”

The report was 100% on, definitely a bright
kid. “They feel the product, the thing they are publishing, will be
better understood by taking some content out, not printing it. Or
will maybe sell better without it.”

Apparently having reached a conclusion he
shakes his head, “I don’t like abridging. If someone writes
something, no one else should get to change it.” Sticking out his
skinny little arm to point, “that’s the one I want to read.”

Sure he will never make it through, she
decides it would be better to let him dig in and try, decide for
himself. With a single shake of the head, thinking she must be
crazy, the woman picks up the nearly three inch thick unabridged
version of Les Miserables. “Ok, it never hurts to try, right?”
already knowing she will let him pick more than one other book if
necessary. She already respects this kid, he has a forthright,
direct way about him.

Their first session goes fairly well. The
tutor waits for the parent at the end, wanting to double-check the
boy’s ambitious selection. Finally, a prim, bright-eyed blonde,
hair pulled back tight, up label suit, appears in the doorway.
“Leo?”

The boy slowly moves himself around the
corner into view, “hey Mom.”

The tutor steps up, noting a set of rings,
“Mrs?”

Sticking out a manicured, braceleted hand,
“Anne Beaumont, please call me Anne.” The truth is, hearing her
last name still stings.

“Oh, ok. Your son chose Les Miserables,”
holding up the book. “Based on his intake report it’s not too much
for him literally – but it is definitely not a children’s
story.”

“Good God that’s a thick book!” she looks at
her son, who rolls his eyes up, making his best puppy dog face. The
woman’s marine blue eyes slowly swing to the tutor, “I mean is
there anything graphic in it?”

Shrug, “nothing is detailed. But it is about
harsh times. There are depictions of war, blood, harsh living
conditions, betrayal, there is a whore – they are the miserable,
it’s not meant to be uplifting.”

Anne Beaumont looks at the tutor, who is very
attractive in a sort of way, atypical. She is not necessarily
feminine, in her snug jeans and half tucked button down, loafers,
but who could mistake her for a boy with those arresting deep green
eyes and that great shape? Then there is Leo, ready to break into a
pout, clearly engaged. “Mom, there’s already a cool guy who gave up
his house for sick people, and met Napoleon!”

She looks again at the tutor, in her pretty
eyes, “I gather you don’t object?”

“Not at all,” shake of the head, “I love
Hugo. I just wanted to clear it, since it’s an unusual choice.”

“He’s an unusual boy,” half smile. “I’ll look
it up tonight, send him with a note next session.” Flashing a
perfunctory smile, she reaches for the boy’s hand, says “thank you,
” on her way out the door.

Noting the interaction, the woman’s
stiffness, correctness, that she offered to send in a note, clearly
does not intend to be very involved, the tutor nods to herself, “I
see.”

A few seconds later the mother reappears with
a quick step, low voice, “can you not mention the term ‘tutor’,
maybe reading buddy, or whatever. I don’t want him to think he
needs help, that he’s not ok.” She disappears without waiting for a
response.

“Well he does need help – why else is he
here?” the tutor mumbles under her breath. From the referral report
his reading and comprehension have nose-dived at least over the
past year, or longer. If she didn’t like the boy so much, she might
have skipped them to someone else, but he seems a little lost, and
so very smart. “Maybe he could use some air.” To her this means
fresh air, a break, some time out from under his oppressive mother
– a concept that supports side-stepping her internal concerns and
moving forward with the client.






The second week begins on a day that has been
a very long one for Mila the tutor, yet here she is forcing a smile
as her student shuffles into the reading room. “Hello.”

“Hi”

Noting that the boy is looking a bit down,
she doubles down on cheery. “So Leo, did you enjoy the sunshine
today?”

Rolling big blue eyes her way he thinks a
minute, “kind of.”

The woman replies with an exaggerated shrug,
“what does this mean?”

Thinking more, “I walked in it a bit, but
didn’t go out for recess.”

“Ah. But why?”

Hanging his head, “writing class, extra
study.”

“Hm,” reflective frown, “you do a lot of
extra study I see?”

With a small, involuntary shrug, “Mommy.” The
one word explains all.

Nodding past the dead end, “so shall we
read?”

“Sure.”

They sit down at the low table, Mila
stretching out her long legs in the kid’s chair. Uncomfortable as
it may be, she believes it helps for the students to be
comfortable, for her to scoot down to their level. “Now where were
we?”

Leo takes the thick book in his slim hands,
opens it to their bookmark. “Here.”

“Excellent,” the woman smiles. “Ok, XIX The
Battlefield at Night, ready?” They begin their session, stop to
talk about words or sentences that he doesn’t understand. After
their 45 minutes of reading, it’s time to sit back with juice and
crackers. “You did well young Leo.”

“Why do you call me that?”

“It’s your name?”

“No,” shake of light fringy hair, “the young
part.”

She hadn’t noticed. “Oh,” the woman thinks a
minute, “I guess because I am surprised by our work. Les Miserables
is a very big, complex story – advanced for young man of 11 like
you.”

“Kids books bore me.”

“Yes,” with a nod, “I can see where they
might with your intellect.”

Curious blue eyes rolling up, “what’s
that?”

“Intellect? It’s your smarts, intelligence,
but also your capacity to learn and understand, and in my opinion,
the interest to do so.”

He looks at her. She is very different from
this mother, calm, patient, not pale, short dark hair, smiles more,
and answers his questions. “That’s what happens to people’s stuff
when they die?”

The section they just read describes a thief
stealing a ring from a corpse, a watch from a seriously wounded
Officer on the battlefield of Waterloo. Mila chuckles, shakes her
head. “Not so much these days,” thinking about her day job as a
house flipper, “sometimes family members get what’s left, if the
person states their wishes. A good deal of the time, it gets
cleared out by some stranger, like me.”

The boy stares at her, shifts away “you take
dead people’s stuff?”

“No,” another chuckle. “But I end up cleaning
up after they are gone, a lot! Photos, furniture, dishes, clothes,
books, you name it – ” waving her arms, “I resell or donate what I
can, anything that seems of use, but after someone is gone, it’s
all just stuff. There is no more to it than that.”

Leo blinks, drinks his juice. “Oh.”

A few minutes later his mother arrives. The
pretty, tired looking woman speeds in, holds out a hand, “come on
bud, we’re late!”

Leo sighs, gets up. “Bye,” he waves, and is
gone.

The tutor watches them hustle out, picks up
her phone as it dings. Marga, the latest fling, asks what they are
doing later, ‘dunno, what are we doing?’ she replies.






Mila waits in the reading room next day,
tired herself, having been out, and then up half the night with
Marga. The whole week has been non-stop with one job or the other,
she even thought about cancelling today’s session, but Leo’s little
eyes popped into her mind and she decided to tough it out. But
instead of the boy, his mother appears in the doorway. Alarmed, the
tutor asks, “is everything ok?”

“I’m not sure,” the woman states firmly.
Stopping a foot or two away she says sharply, “did you tell my son
that there’s nothing after death?”

“Uh,” not too fond of the woman’s tone, Mila
is also trying to remember what they talked about. “No, not
precisely,” quick shake of the head.

Seeming to dig in, “what ‘precisely’ did you
say?”

Now quite sure she is not thrilled with how
she’s being spoken to, the tutor takes a breath, calms herself,
“what is the problem?”

“The problem is my son lost his father two
years ago and now believes there is nothing left of him!”

Feeling attacked, the other answers from the
gut, “there isn’t,” then realizing it may have been a little too
blunt, back peddles, “but we talked of things only. Possessions.
And I said they sometimes go to family, sometimes are cleared
away.”

Letting out an exaggerated squawk, “what! Why
on earth would you say such a thing!” face flush.

Reeling from the unexpected onslaught, Mila
steps back, holds her hands out. “It is the truth. People die, they
are gone.” Hands then open in dismay, “what do you want me to do
about it?”
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