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The Landlord


A tale of forced ‘renoviction’ during the Great Pandemic!
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A SHORT STORY
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In Quebec, it’s money first, tenant second.

The Spectre of Eviction

Freda Leduc has been retired since her sixtieth birthday and is running out of energy. She lives alone with her two little Yorkies in a large three-and-a-half-room dwelling (the half being the bathroom) and has been happy there all this time. Above her, the only other tenant in the building is quiet. She calls him the old grump because he’s apt to exist between periods of silence and talking to himself. When the latter happens, the walls hint at long snippets of his spontaneous ramblings. Otherwise, most of the time, the building’s devoid of any noise whatsoever, which means Freda can lie in bed for hours.

It’s January the second, and life’s starting up again. Earlier, the postman had handed her the letter she’s now holding in her trembling hands. She’s staring at the return address on the envelope. It contains a moose-head logo and the words ‘Loyal Order of Moose.’ There’s only one person among her acquaintances who works at this organization: her landlord!

What could he possibly want with me? she wonders, her nerves raw. She knows the man. Anxious, Freda tears off one end of the white envelope and discovers a signed note from her landlord that says the following:

Dear Madam,

On May 1, I shall be repossessing the dwelling you’re currently occupying! You are hereby formally notified!

Claude Lalancette.

And that was all.

Standing on the threshold of her front door, Freda lets the letter drop to the ground after reading these words. Suddenly confused, she loses her balance and tumbles unconscious onto the living room floor. She awakens a few seconds later, aware of her Yorkies’ tongues licking her face. After pushing them away, she finally sits up and comes to her senses. The landlord’s words come back to her: “Formally notified!” she repeats to herself automatically. A feeling of rage now rises from the pit of her stomach. It’s full of resentment toward this vile individual. A man she wishes she’d never known.

A villain who hides behind appearances that allow him to remain the way he is, he’s a handsome devil with a silver tongue. Certainly, most people would find him attractive. Last year, he put his duplex up for sale, but there weren’t many visitors due to the events raging through the country, especially in the southern states of the U.S.A. Now that the whole world’s struggling to live through this pandemic, he’s watching his pennies! It’s understandable. He calls himself an experienced accountant when he’s actually just a bookkeeper. The man works one day every two weeks at the premises of the Loyal Order of Moose in the village of Mercier. At least it’s something! And because he occupies this position, he struts like a public figure on Mercier’s rue Principale.

I worked as a housekeeper for thirty years at the village inn, and now this impertinent man’s setting out to evict me from the dwelling I’ve learned to love over time, despite all its imperfections. The building is from the 1950s, just like me, and I know its rooms better than anyone else due to my nine years of voluntary solitude. I say this because I haven’t lost my looks yet, and I’m living a healthy life in this bag of bones I’ve been lugging around for ages. Indeed, I’m one of those people who would blow away in the wind if I didn’t hold on to something. I don’t weigh much. But in return, the Good Lord has been kind and has endowed me with a deep, sweet voice that’s pleasant to listen to. I was made to serve. No one can deny that! The inn’s clientele liked me, and I got along easily with them.

But I digress! Never mind! I’ll find out why Lalancette’s evicting me and the whole village will come to know about it, I promise!

*
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The house is located on the right at the bottom of the lot and is handsome with its decor of resplendent trees, all planted on the street corner. It used to be called Church Street but was changed to rue de l’Église. Originally, Mercier wanted to be more Anglophone than Francophone.

The people in the village are well acquainted with this house. It belongs to Claude Lalancette, the accountant. It’s known for its almost boiling heat on summer evenings. An attractive edifice, its classic architecture, in country house style, is surrounded by a gallery with a roof over its entire periphery. The woodwork, with its defined lines, contains a number of designed, curved elements which render it extremely harmonious. It’s a beautiful, large, square house with about ten rooms on two floors, in addition to a basement. Number 10 rue de l’Église is quite remarkable, in fact.

What’s more, from time to time, scattered groups of strollers have been seen congregating at this address, intent on sneaking looks inside its fence. And when they can’t get into the compound right away, they climb up to the back patio, the one that runs around two full sides of the building, crack open a beer, and start chatting, waiting to be invited to join the party. Every Saturday evening, a general gathering occurs on rue de l’Église in front of the church. Truth be told, the abbot doesn’t much care for these meetings of city dwellers, especially since they take place in front of God’s house.

I know because I’ve attended meetings on this subject and haven’t much liked what I’ve heard from those fine gentlemen. In general, I try to avoid discussions. I only take part in conversations when I’m invited to, and as soon as I’m allowed to, I take my leave without hesitating! People say I’m somewhat of a recluse.

There are two garages on the left side of the lot in the back, abutting the residence, providing a large parking area for eight or nine vehicles easily. It’s a beautiful property. A small kingdom in itself. Consequently, I really don’t understand why he intends to repossess my home. Maybe it’s because I once made a mistake. I don’t know for sure, but...

In a moment of confusion, when I was a great deal younger, I decided to accept Mr. Lalancette’s invitation to join him for a seafood dinner on the patio at the back of his house. Our ‘date’ didn’t last long because there was a lot of alcohol involved and I don’t drink. At one point, the man lunged toward me and tried to kiss me. I feel sick just thinking about it ... his puckered lips trying to grab mine ... the strong reek of alcohol ... his hands wandering toward my breasts. Ugh! In a panic, I fled. It goes without saying, any intimate relationship was short-lived. He never apologized.

In short, Mr. Lalancette and I don’t like each other. The only reason I’m living here, despite the fact that this property belongs to him, is because after my late husband died, I couldn’t keep our own house, creditors being the inhuman creatures they are.

There’s only one building in the entire village with rental units, and, through incredible luck, one of them—the one on the ground floor—became vacant. I asked God to help me rent it without any hitches and that’s what happened. And I’m still here. Mr. Lalancette kindly granted me the privilege. To thank him, I said “thank you” very quietly. As silly as that! It’s true that for years, I’d only had eyes for my darling and handsome Marcel. My husband, my love, my friend! Poor him. Cancer took him in the end. I’d just retired from working at the inn. The house had become too big for me and my little Yorkies, and my debts had accumulated. I’d been forced to declare bankruptcy.

That all happened nine years ago! Now I’m only responsible for my own finances, my own health, and for maintaining my own credit. Everything had been going swimmingly up until today. But now my landlord’s threatening to kick me and my little ones out! My happy life is over! No more days sleeping peacefully through wonderfully long silences. Now I feel trapped with the sword of Damocles permanently hanging over my head! The landlord seeks to deny me a roof for some reason. He’ll be happy to see me out in the street. I’m thinking I should have chased after him like a cat in heat, instead of despising him like I do. If I had, I wouldn’t be in the situation I am now, that’s for sure. My dignity prevents me from doing that though. I’ve always been proud and blameless, so why would I behave any differently? Does he just want my attention? No, I don’t think so. He already tried that in the past, and it didn’t get him anywhere. So why embark on such a merry-go-round a second time all these years later? Does he enjoy suffering? I don’t believe so. He’s just proven once again that he has no heart.
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