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Together Away :  Florida  

Bella and I arrived in Jacksonville in the predawn hours, the 

perfect time of day to observe Renee without being seen. We drove to 

a secluded parking lot near the beach where a strip of darkened 

ocean peaked over the grassy dunes.  

We were on our way to Isle Esme to celebrate our ninth 

anniversary. Bella had insisted we stop in Florida and Alice warned 

me against it.  

“I’m not sure Bella can handle being in close proximity to her 

mother without trying to comfort her in some way. Look at this,” she 

said, showing me one version of the future. “Renee sees her. Even 

when she doesn’t…”— Alice conjured another image—“…she senses 

Bella’s presence.” 

“Renee has always been surprisingly intuitive.” 

Bella and I lay in our meadow, nestled among the spring 

flowers, when I broached the subject. “I’m not convinced that seeing 

Renee is in your best interest,” I ventured. Charlie had reported our 

deaths only a couple months before.  

“I need to check on her,” Bella said. “Alice can’t fully interpret 

her visions because we haven’t made any decisions yet. She’s only 

cautioning us on what to avoid. We’ll be careful and everything will 

work out fine.” We lay in silence for a while before she added, “We 

have to fly through Florida, anyway.” 

I had reason to trust her. Over the eight and a half years since 

her transformation, Bella had shown prodigious self-control over 

her emotions. That fact, paired with my guilt over “killing us off” 

without her knowledge, softened my resolve. With a kiss to her 

forehead, I acquiesced. Bella had always mothered her mother. 

Altering that would be like leeching the color yellow from a 

Rembrandt. 

We moved through the semi-darkness toward Renee’s home, our 

view blocked by the curving road, palm trees, and six-foot fences. 
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The quiet beachside neighborhood had begun to stir with the sounds 

of coffee pots and early morning news. Smells of residential living 

and salty ocean permeated the air.  

“Can you hear her?” 

“Not yet,” I said, taking Bella’s hand.  

I listened until I caught the youthful tenor of Renee’s mind 

stirring. “Her alarm went off. She’s getting up, but dreading the 

day.” 

“Why?” 

“Shoes. She’s thinking about glue being poured on her shoes.” I 

ran my finger along the side seam of Bella’s blue top, my attention 

divided. “I’d guess she’s teaching second graders now?” 

“Renee is great at what she does, but their antics get to her 

sometimes. What else?” 

I traced my thumb over the curve of her wrist. “She’s thinking of 

you.” 

“Is she?” Bella’s voice tightened, her throat muscles 

constricting as she swallowed. “Is she all right?” 

“She’s not sad. Remember when Renesmee was little and you 

told me she was always on your mind, no matter what you were 

doing?” 

“Yes, I do.” 

“Her thoughts feel like that. The glue reminded her of the time 

you tried her version of homemade pop tarts. You crinkled your nose 

and spit them out on her shoes.” Young, grumpy Isabella was 

adorable. 

“Strange, I don’t remember that.”  

Bella slid toward me, sighing as she cuddled against my chest. 

I wrapped my arms around her and slipped my fingers under the 

hem of her shirt to caress the supple flesh of her belly. Resting my 

chin on her head, I breathed in her scent, now mingled with the 

smell of exhaust in the stirring suburb. 

For the next forty-five minutes, I repeated Renee’s every thought 

and described each menial routine she performed except the private 
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ones. Renee poured her coffee, read the paper, and reviewed her 

lesson plan for the day.  

Unlike the Olympic Peninsula, the Florida coast had no cloud 

cover or towering cedars to block the sunlight. When our visible 

ribbon of ocean turned blue, it was time to leave. We would resume 

“Operation Renee Watch” at dusk. 

 

 

Our fourteenth-floor suite at the Omni Hotel showcased its view 

of the St. John’s River and downtown Jacksonville. For the better part 

of the morning, Bella and I lay nude on the plush, king-sized bed, 

Bella’s head nesting in the crook of my arm. Though I had drawn 

the curtains, a narrow strip of afternoon sunlight found its way 

around them. As Bella’s hand wove gracefully through the beam, 

scattering hundreds of rainbows across the room, I found myself 

enchanted by the display. Only she could have opened my eyes to the 

transcendence in what I’d once considered a perversion.  

The chime of my cellphone broke the beauty of the moment. 

Reluctantly, I took it from the end table. 

“A text from Alice. She says, ‘Tell Bella we’re fine, don’t call.’” 

“Then I guess I won’t call, will I?” Bella said as she turned 

toward me. When the phone sounded again she snatched it from my 

hand and tossed it to the couch in the next room. “I don’t think we 

even need to get out of bed, do you?” 

I raised an eyebrow. “We didn’t until you threw away the 

phone. I’m telepathic, not telekinetic.”  

“Oops,” she said, then added with a smirk, “I’ll stay here and 

watch you walk over there to get it.”  

I sat up and eyed the long curves of her unclothed legs. “I’d 

much rather watch you retrieve it.” 

The bed shook with her laughter. “Mmm, I’m sure you would.” 

The cellphone hummed in the next room, the sound muffled by 

leather cushions. Bella growled playfully as I reached behind me to 

fluff my pillow, earning a rib jab with her elbow. As the cell phone 
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sounded a third time, she sighed heavily, then answered before the 

tune’s second note. Her forehead puckered with confusion. 

Then the hotel phone rang, startling us both. Bella silently 

read another text message as I greeted the caller who introduced 

herself as Ms. Cleary. “I’m returning your wife’s message from earlier, 

Mr. Brandon. Thank you for your interest in New Life Church. Our 

evening service is at nine o’clock. You’re welcome to join our 

fellowship as guests.” 

“Thank you, Ms. Cleary,” I said, then ended the call. “Bella, 

you didn’t call a church about services tonight, did you?” 

She shook her head. 

“Must have been Alice. What is she up to?” 

“Her text says, ‘New Life is Renee and Phil’s church. You’re 

going.’” 

“How can someone so small be so irritating?” I muttered. “I 

hope she doesn’t think she can dictate our entire vacation.” 

Bella’s mind was elsewhere. “Religion was always a temporary 

thing for Renee, so this is probably just another phase.” 

Maybe, but maybe not. Would Renee and Phil have sought God 

after Bella’s death? I’d done so at times of crisis—throughout Bella’s 

pregnancy, before the Volturi confrontation, after Renesmee’s 

horrific accident. 

“It appears our evening is planned for us.” I stood, offering 

Bella my hand, having just caught Renee’s inner voice for the 

second time that day. 

“It is?” She eyed me curiously. “The sun’s not down.” 

“It will be.” I pulled her to the curtain-lined wall of our 

bedroom. 

Laughing, she wouldn’t budge. “We can’t stand in the sunlight, 

Edward. Someone will see. We might blind a pilot.” 

I chuckled. “True. However, in three minutes, fifteen seconds, 

you can peek out and see Phil and Renee.” 

Her mouth fell open in surprise. “They’re coming here?” 
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I smiled, stroking my fingers along her forearm. “Renee and 

Phil are dining with the team tonight by the river. Now we know why 

Alice booked this particular room for us.” 

Bella gripped my elbow and stepped quickly to the window, 

peering through a crack in the curtain. I leaned down to nuzzle 

her neck.  

“I can’t read minds, Edward,” she said, shrugging me off. 

“What are they talking about? How’s Phil?” 

“Phil is ecstatic. The Suns have a chance at the playoffs.” 

“That’s good news for him, even as a coach. What about 

Renee?” 

“She’s relieved the weekend is here.  Now they’re walking 

toward the river. They’ll come into view in four seconds.” 

Bella instantly went statue still.  

“Relax, love, it’s okay.” I pressed myself against her, feeling the 

rise and fall of her shoulders as she tried to breathe in deeply. 

“There they are.”  

The two walked hand in hand. Phil was dressed in blue jeans 

and a t-shirt with the Jax-Suns logo while Renee wore a summer 

dress with a floppy-brimmed hat. Bella remained silent as the couple 

made their way to an outdoor span of tables. 

“I was hoping to see them,” she said, her voice tight with 

emotion. “But I didn’t imagine I’d get to. Alice warned me not to 

take chances or go to extremes like you did by sneaking into my 

room at night.” I squeezed her shoulder. 

Renee tipped her head back for a deep laugh, her eyes 

crinkling with delight. Phil leaned in to kiss the bare plane of her 

neck and I quickly turned my attention away from their thoughts. 

“From the looks of her tan, she’s been enjoying the sun like 

always,” Bella mused. “I’m surprised. I was expecting her to look 

different after nine years, but she’s the same, just a little older, 

maybe a bit more reserved.” 
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It was true. For someone nearing fifty, Renee looked 

remarkably youthful. Her skin was flushed pink with warmth. Her 

eyes were bright.  

“Do you want a line-by-line of their thoughts?” I asked after a 

time. 

Bella shook her head. “Just seeing her is more than I thought 

possible.” 

I ran my fingers through my wife’s cascading locks. “Are you 

sure you don’t want to know what’s on her mind?” 

The corners of her mouth lifted slowly. “Well, why not? I don’t 

know if I’ll get another chance and we’re safe up here. They can’t see 

us.”  

We spent the remainder of the evening at the window watching 

Renee and Phil enjoy their evening together, with me detailing their 

thoughts. When the sun dropped toward the horizon, it took with it 

the brilliant hues reflecting off the water and the towering glass 

walls of downtown Jacksonville.  

Just after sunset, Renee and Phil bid the group goodnight and 

left the restaurant. When they strolled out of sight, Bella turned to 

me.  

“They look happy, don’t they?” The anxiety I’d detected in her 

earlier questions was gone. 

“Yes, they do,” I replied, relieved. I palmed her bare backside. 

“We need to leave soon.” 

Bella smiled and brought her lips to the curve of my neck. 

“Then why are you touching me like that?” 

I floated my hands a millimeter off her skin as I exhaled over 

her ear. “I’m not,” I whispered. 

When the phone rang, I wrapped my arms around Bella’s waist 

and walked us backward to find it, not wanting to let her go. Alice, 

of course.  

“Edward, you need to go—now—or you’ll miss it.” She paused 

for a moment. “Maybe you should keep your hands off your wife.” 

I grinned. “Okay, Alice.” 
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We parked a mile from the New Life Church and I leaned across 

the seat, pulling Bella’s chin toward me for a deep kiss. Just as I slid 

my hand along the inside of her thigh, Renee’s mental voice cut 

through my lewd thoughts. Caught off guard, I froze, feeling 

seventeen for a moment. 

“Alice is right,” I said as I sat back. “We need to save that for 

later.” I brought my wife’s knuckles to my lips. 

“I take it my mother’s around?” she asked, grinning. 

I nodded, then tried harder to focus on Renee and Phil. Their 

upbeat mood from earlier in the evening had dissipated. Alice 

hadn’t said why we were here, only implied that we should be.  

The service would begin soon. I searched for Renee’s thoughts 

amidst the crowd of churchgoers and heard her words instead. 

“No, we’re heading to the garden. You go ahead and I’ll see 

you in service.” 

“Okay, Renee, we’ll see you inside.” 

“Your mom’s saying something about a garden,” I explained. 

“She always loved her flowers.” 

As I listened, I noticed that both Renee’s and Phil’s thoughts 

had turned somber. They were making their way past a large 

reception hall where others had collected on their way to the 

sanctuary. They moved through a double glass door into a softly lit 

garden beyond and then down a brick pathway marked by low 

lights. All along it, flowers and plants grew in artfully arranged 

groupings, no doubt difficult to maintain in Florida’s hot and 

harsh climate.  

Pain and regret flooded through Renee. She was recalling the 

years she’d lost…the illness that separated her from her daughter, 

Bella’s long sojourn overseas, and, just as the two were to be 

reunited, the notice of her sudden, tragic death.  

Grasping at some source of comfort, Renee recalled the words 

Bella had uttered the last time she spoke to her. “Mom, remember I 

love you. No matter what.” Tears gathered in Renee’s eyes and she 

scrubbed them away with the back of her hand. 
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I knew what it felt like to lose Bella, but unlike Renee, had 

experienced the miracle of her resurrection—twice. Renee could 

never know that joy and at that moment, I felt like a criminal for 

stealing her daughter from her. 

“Edward!” Bella’s frantic tone tore me from Renee’s inner 

world. 

I gasped and looked up to find my wife perched on the edge of 

her seat, her eyes wild with concern. I shook off the grip of Renee’s 

emotion.  

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to panic you.” 

“What is it? Are they okay?” She whipped her head toward the 

window as if she could see them from where we sat. 

“They are. I was just concentrating too hard.” I rubbed her 

thigh to sooth her worry. 

She shot me a stern look. “What’s wrong? Tell me. No sugar 

coating, please.” 

I nodded. How much should I say and how best to say it? 

“Edward.” Bella took my hands and gazed into my eyes. “I 

need to know they’ll be okay.” 

I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “There’s a private 

garden outside the church, lush and green, lots of flowers, ivy 

covering the ground. Phil and Renee are walking through it.”  

Then I saw in Renee’s mind where they were headed and I 

understood with perfect clarity Renee’s upwelling of sadness. I also 

knew why Alice had sent us here.  

Bella leaned back in her seat. 

“Renee thinks of this garden as an Eden amid the suburban 

sprawl. They were both sad when they arrived, thinking of when 

you—” My throat closed on died. “Walking here comforts them.” 

Bella nodded. “It’s good they have a soothing place to go.” 

“There’s a path that cuts through the garden. They’re following 

it to the back where there’s a small pond and a sitting area.” 
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Bella curled against my side and closed her eyes. I wrapped my 

arms around her and continued my narration, carefully 

controlling my emotion. 

“There’s a sitting bench made of soapberry wood.” I paused. 

“It’s dedicated to us.”  

“To us?” Bella lifted her face in surprise. Her hand clutched at 

my waist. 

I nodded and pulled her closer, rubbing her back. 

Renee stroked the raised letters of a bronze plaque embedded 

in the back of the bench, her fingers coming to rest atop Bella’s 

married name. 

“There’s a plaque on the bench. Do you want me to read it?” 

Bella nodded. Her reflection in the windshield gave little 

insight into her emotional state. I held my tone steady as I read the 

inscription through Renee’s eyes. 

 

In Loving Memory of 

Isabella Marie Swan-Cullen & Edward Anthony Masen Cullen 

“Together Forever” 

Dedicated June 13, 2015, by Renee & Phillip Dwyer 

 

It was chilling to hear the words spoken aloud. They lent 

palpable weight and substance to the terrible pain we’d caused.  

Bella and I sat in silence for a few minutes, mimicking Renee 

and Phil at the bench. Renee’s choice of inscription, Together 

Forever, was a consolation. In her heart, she believed that whatever 

afterlife Bella may have, I would be with her, that we were 

inseparable. If she only knew how true that was. 

Concern for Bella prompted me to break the silence, though it 

felt like sacrilege. “What are you thinking?” 

Bella cleared her throat. “She didn’t accept it in the 

beginning, did she?” 

I hesitated. “No.” 

“When did she?” 
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“It’s hard to say. Renee seems…well…she’s still uncertain.” 

Bella turned toward me, her eyes wide. “Uncertain of what?” 

“She hoped you and I were still alive. With no evidence, no 

body, it was much harder to accept things.”  

I felt a sudden ache in my core. I had moved on many times in 

my life, but not once had I considered the impact a Cullen death 

might have on a human.  

Bella’s lips met in a narrow line as she turned away from me. 

“When Gran died, Renee told me she knew it was going to happen. I 

didn’t die, though. That’s probably what she was waiting for, to 

sense…the end.” 

“You might be right. In Phil’s view, joining the church helped. 

It was an important step toward acceptance.” I ran my nose through 

Bella’s hair. “Renee is remembering the dedication ceremony held 

in our honor. It was important to her, since we had no funeral.” 

Renee and Phil remained quiet, enjoying the floral scents and 

the sounds of a bubbling fountain. Then just before nine o’clock, 

they rose and made their way inside to the sanctuary. For the first 

time in over five decades, I attended church, albeit from a distance. 

I described the service for Bella, modern, with a live band 

performing on stage. The use of a sound system to broadcast 

prerecorded testimonials was a surprise. She laughed when I shared 

my shock that the church had a coffee shop. 

“It all makes sense. It sounds like the type of church Renee 

would love.” 

“I’m amazed at how well you’re dealing with this,” I said. 

“I’m okay, Edward. And they have each other. She’ll be all 

right.”  

I breathed a sigh of relief. Bella would be all right too.  

I ran my hands through her hair and watched the strands 

glisten in the moonlight. Inhaling deeply, I let her sweet fragrance 

fire my senses. I brought my mouth to hers for a languid kiss while 

stroking my thumb along the smooth skin of her cheek. The taste of 
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her lips and the softness of her tongue against mine held the same 

power over me they always had.  

That night we made our way to the northern edge of Osceola 

National Park to hunt for deer along the Florida-Georgia border. 

We first came upon key deer, but avoided the endangered species in 

favor of the abundant whitetail deer. Cullens endeavor to survive, 

but not destroy. 

The last time Bella and I had visited Florida, I was trapped 

indoors without her while she spent time with her mother. This time, 

we spent the daylight hours wrapped around each other between the 

sheets, husband and wife. 

After the sun set, we rose to move on, leaving Florida behind for 

our next stop—Isle Esme. 

 


