
  

  
    [image: Just in Time] 
  



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Just in Time

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	
		 




	Just in Time


	a novelette in the world of Pressed Pennies by


	Steven Manchester


	 


	
		 




	 


	 [image: ]


	 


	
		 




	

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher.


	 


	 


	

	The Story Plant

	Studio Digital CT, LLC

	P.O. Box 4331

	Stamford, CT 06907

	

	Copyright © 2014 by Steven Manchester

	Jacket design by Barbara Aronica Buck

	

	E-book ISBN-13 978-1-61188-197-4

	

	Visit our website at www.TheStoryPlant.com

	

	All rights reserved, which includes the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever, except as provided by US Copyright Law. For information, address The Story Plant.

	

	First Story Plant Edition: September 2014






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Chapter 1

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	 


	 


	It was a windy, early-autumn afternoon. The first of the leaves were preparing to fall when Bill Stryker marched up Wilbur Avenue toward the center of town. His broad shoulders were tucked squarely to the wind, and his blue eyes squinted to navigate his way.


	Wrapped in a light throw blanket, Eunice Giles sat on her front porch, quietly watching the world as it spun in perfect circles.


	The distinct harmony of John Lennon and Paul McCartney caused Bill to look up. Immediately, he spotted the silhouette of a woman sitting in the shadows of a porch. Tipping his invisible hat to her, he joked, “Good day to fly a kite, eh?”

	Eunice Giles leaned forward just enough to reveal her dazzling smile and a light pair of eyes that sparkled with mischief.


	Bill felt the warmth of the sun touch his face and his legs stopped moving—involuntarily. He gazed into her kind, emerald eyes and cleared his throat. “Umm…at the risk of appearing too forward,” he said, “I was just on my way to Gray’s Ice Cream for one last cone before they close up shop for the season. Is there any chance I can buy you one?”


	She thought for no more than a second before she threw the thin blanket aside, shut off her radio and stood. Gesturing that she’d be a minute, she headed for the door. “Just let me get my sandals.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Ten minutes later, they stood in the small window of Gray’s Ice Cream shop. Bill ignored the list of flavors. “I’ll have a small sugar cone of black raspberry,” he ordered and turned to Eunice.


	She looked up at him, surprised.


	“What is it?” he asked.


	“Nothing,” she mumbled. She took a step closer to him and grinned. “It’s just that…well…you’re my flavor.”


	He smiled so wide that it felt like his face might break and then turned back to the girl in the window. “Make that two, please.”


	Bill wasn’t even to the rim of the sugar cone when he blurted, “Have dinner with me.”


	Eunice was in mid-lick and froze. “A cone of ice cream isn’t enough?” she finally replied, grinning.


	He shrugged. “I have a feeling that dinner won’t even be enough.”


	“Are you getting fresh with me, Mr. Stryker?”


	“No, ma’am,” he said sincerely.


	She nodded and took another taste of her purple treat.


	“Not yet,” he added with a grin.


	She nearly laughed the rest of her ice cream off the cone.


	 


	~~~


	 


	The lighting was much too bright, the food overcooked and the waiter—a lethargic man in no risk of suffering a heart attack—had even messed up the order. Yet, sitting in the middle of a hypnotic conversation with Eunice, Bill barely noticed any of it.


	As the waiter sauntered back to the table, his tray held two cups of coffee and one caramel pudding for Bill. Awkwardly placing the dessert onto the table, the apathetic server asked, “Will there be anything else?”


	“Thank you, no,” Bill answered, without ever averting his attention away from his dinner date. He gestured toward the gooey dessert. “You sure you won’t share this with me?” he asked. “Trust me…it’s not going to last long on that plate.”


	Eunice laughed and poured a second spoonful of sugar into her coffee. “It’s all yours,” she said, lifting the cup to take a sip.


	Bill smiled. “You had your shot,” he joked.


	“All yours,” she repeated, content to watch.


	Bill grabbed his spoon and dove in. “So tell me about your family,” he said, after finishing the first bite.


	“I have one son, Jim, who recently retired from a career in the prison system.”


	“Oh wow. A prison guard?” he asked.


	“Yes. He was a Correction Officer for thirty years.” She shook her head. “He’s a wonderful man, but the job definitely took its toll on him.”


	“I bet.” Bill took a break from the caramel for a sip of coffee. “Grandkids?” he asked.


	“One grandson…Richard.” She shook her head again. “And from what I can tell, he’s about one argument away from a divorce.”


	“Sorry to hear that.”


	She shrugged. “Though I think young people quit on each other way too quickly these days, it may be for the best in this case,” she said. “It’s a loveless marriage…darker than any penitentiary his father ever worked in.”


	Bill nodded. “I agree. Marriage shouldn’t feel like serving out a sentence.”


	“But enough of my troubles,” she teased. “Your family?”


	“One ex-wife and two daughters who hardly speak to me,” he said, shaking his head.


	“Well, that’s not good,” she said, and thought for a moment. “It looks like both our families are messed up.”


	Bill grinned. “At least we have something in common,” he joked, “…which I’d say is a pretty good start.”


	Eunice chuckled. “I’d say you’re right.”


	They talked long after the table had been cleared and the check paid. Even with all the waiter’s glares, they held hands and talked. “You’re so amazing,” Bill blurted at the end of dinner.


	Her face instantly lit up. “How’s that?” she asked, the mischief in her eyes shining through.


	“You obviously don’t just love life,” he said, and squeezed her hand. “Seems to me you’re in love with it.”


	Her smile widened. “I believe that love might very well be the only reason that people exist to begin with.” She shrugged. “Only in experiencing love—both in knowing how to give as well as receive—do we discover the very essence of humanity.” She winked at him. “Life’s all about karma for me.”


	“Perfect,” he said. “That’s perfect.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	On the ride home, Bill took note of the big, bright numbers on the car’s dashboard clock. They read: 11:11. “Hurry and make a wish,” he told Eunice.


	She immediately closed her eyes and whispered, “I wish this night would never end.”


	Instinctively, Bill pulled the car over to the side of the road and threw the shifter into park. Their eyes locked; he leaned over and kissed her—long and hard.


	Without any formal announcement, Bill and Eunice were dating exclusively. In the twilight of their lives, the courtship proved to be both innocent and intense—all at the same time.


	 


	~~~


	 


	Weeks fit quickly into months, and not one of them passed without Bill either sending Eunice a bouquet of fresh sunflowers tied in lavender ribbon or else delivering them in person. Her favorite colors were yellow and purple. Considering that the flowers were only in season for a brief time, she marveled over this incredible feat. He’s definitely not a penny pincher, she decided.


	“You are the sun upon my face,” he told her, “and I never want you to forget it.”


	Bill is witty, kind and down to earth, Eunice thought. Besides expensive cologne, he always wore a magnetic smile. Although he had the uncanny ability to watch movies and pick out their mistakes, his greatest gift to the world was laughter. He had a wonderful way of lightening any situation, reminding people of their common humanity with all its fumbles and failures.


	“All things in life will pass,” he told Eunice, “and to laugh through the darkness is a gift. A small dose of the giggles is enough medicine to heal whatever ails you.”


	To the world, Bill Stryker was easily excitable, sweet and considerate. To Eunice, he was romantic, doting and generous.


	“Why are you so good to me?” she asked him one night.


	“Because you deserve nothing less.” He chuckled. “I’ve lived long enough to know that it’s the little things that make all the difference,” he told her. “Flowers on random, rainy Tuesdays and love notes hidden where you’re sure to find them.”


	As the months unfolded, Bill and Eunice shared everything from pet names to Eskimo kisses. “Love is meant to be sappy,” she said.


	“And people in love shouldn’t give a damn what the rest of the world thinks,” Bill added.


	 


	~~~


	 


	For Eunice’s seventy-first birthday, Bill pulled off the impossible. He quit smoking. “I’m on the patch,” he joked. “Five hundred milligrams of nicotine, fitted like a vest, coursing through my bloodstream.” It was no joke though. His body could no longer take the abuse.


	“It’s the best gift I’ve ever received,” she told him.


	But after quitting the cigarettes, Bill couldn’t stop eating and put on so much weight that he started to resemble an aircraft carrier. “I won’t be happy until I weigh four hundred pounds,” he joked, and people laughed along with him. But it was an act. He was more self-conscious of his appearance than he could ever remember. It seemed the bigger he got, the more invisible he became to the opposite sex—all but Eunice.


	“I don’t care,” she said. “I really don’t care about appearances. You’re beautiful to me, Bill Stryker.”


	He sighed heavily and tore through the cellophane wrapper on a pair of cupcakes. It was a taste of heaven and guilt all wrapped up into one little pastry. “It’s hopeless,” he said with a roll of his eyes.


	She laughed and ate the second cupcake.


	 


	~~~


	 


	It was a random Tuesday night when Bill told Eunice, “Pack an overnight bag. I have a surprise.”


	“A surprise, huh? And what would that be?”


	He laughed. “If I told you, then it would defeat the purpose, right?”


	“Not if you gave me a clue it wouldn’t,” she said.


	“Never going to happen,” he said and kept on smiling.


	 


	~~~


	 


	While they dined on a blue plate special at one of their usual spots, Eunice squirmed with anticipation. Roger’s Spa was a greasy spoon that promised great food served by good, hard working people, followed by a bowl of some of the best black raspberry ice cream.


	After a short drive to the shore and a brisk walk by the water, Bill said, “I’ve never told you that I love to fish, have I?”


	She shook her head, wondering, Is he taking me fishing? It was chilly out. Much too cold for some fishing expedition.


	“And there’s this boat that I’d love you to see,” he added, placing his hands upon her shivering shoulders.


	She nodded.


	“Because of my work, I never had time to fish, but it was my greatest love as a kid. I’m now rediscovering the beauty of the water and I’d love to share it with you.”


	Again, Eunice nodded—trying to be a good sport. She imagined a small fishing boat with a loud outboard motor and took a deep breath. As she exhaled, a plume of white vapor rose into the darkening sky. This is nuts!


	As they hurried down the docks toward the marina, an attendant spotted Bill approaching and unlocked the gate. “Good evening, Mr. Stryker,” he said. “She’s ready for you and all hands are onboard.”


	“Thanks, Frank. I appreciate that,” answered Bill and then held the gate open for Eunice.


	All hands are onboard? thought Eunice. She was confused but dismissed it as some sort of seaman lingo she didn’t understand.


	They approached a white skiff with a small outboard motor attached to the stern; it was similar to the one Eunice had pictured and she cringed when she saw it.


	Oblivious to her reservations, Bill grabbed her overnight bag and then helped her aboard.


	This seems a little small to be spending the night in, she thought, and folded her arms across her chest to retain whatever body heat she could.


	Smiling wide, Bill fired up the motor and steered the skiff out into open water.


	Minutes later, they pulled alongside a yacht so big that it couldn’t fit into the marina’s largest slip. The name Can’t Buy Me Love was painted across the ship’s stern.


	Eunice smiled at the obvious Beatles reference. It was the biggest boat she’d ever seen and she laughed at Bill’s clever sense of humor. “Very good, Mr. Stryker,” she said, her teeth nearly chattering. “You almost got me.”


	Bill never cracked a grin. “Eunice, this is actually…”


	The ship’s captain awaited them at the top of the ladder and unknowingly interrupted Bill. “Good evening, Mr. Stryker,” he called out, “the crew’s onboard and ready to shove off when you are.”


	Eunice’s jaw dropped.


	As they boarded, she couldn’t believe her eyes. At one hundred twenty-six feet long and several stories high, the white, steel hulled monster contained five staterooms, along with a captain’s cabin, master cabin and four plush guest cabins. Computerized and modernized, it possessed every amenity from satellite telephones and fifty-inch televisions to the galley’s double BBQ grill and professional dishwasher. Wrapped in polished mahogany and glass, it was a floating mansion.


	With Eunice’s mouth still hung open, Bill turned to her within the warmth of the ship’s interior. “At a maximum speed of fourteen knots, our cruising speed can be maintained at around twelve knots.”


	Her forehead wrinkled.


	He smiled. “It means we can go wherever we want…really fast.”


	She was still at a loss for words.


	“Since we have matters of the heart figured out, I decided it was time to show you where I come from…all of me, so to speak.”


	One of her eyebrows rose.


	“Like it or not,” he said, with a playful shrug, “I’m filthy rich.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Throughout the night—while Eunice tried to shake off her shock—Bill poured out his soul and shared many intimate details of himself that he absolutely needed her to know. “I’m not proud of everything I’ve done…or the things I should’ve done and didn’t,” he said, “but I still need you to know all of it.”


	She nodded. “Of course, Bill.”


	“I spent my life amassing a great fortune,” he explained, “or so I believed it was a great fortune.” He shook his head. “I was so foolish to believe that once I had all the money I would ever need, that I’d actually have everything…except for a wife who truly cared for me or children who even knew who I was. My days spent with the boys at the club added up to a whole lot of nothing. And that’s exactly what I had for most of my life.” He placed his hand in hers. “But after meeting you, getting to know and love you, I now know that the only thing that matters in life…besides our health…is love.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “And if I had to choose between the two, I’d pick love over good health any day.” His eyes filled. “Eunice, I honestly feel like you showed up in my life just in time.” He stopped, waiting for her reaction.


	“Just in time,” she repeated in a whisper and squeezed his hand back. “I know. I feel the same.”


	They hugged for a long while.


	Eunice looked up at Bill and grinned. “Any more surprises, Mr. Stryker?” she asked.


	He shook his head, matching her smile. “I don’t think so, Ms. Giles.”


	“Good,” she said and kissed him passionately.
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	As winter melted into the spring of their golden years, Bill and Eunice spent each and every moment discovering a young and budding love. They found a laid back nightclub where they danced away every Saturday night. They took long rides, stopped to watch children play Little League, and walked miles of rocky East Coast beaches. Together, they captured a hundred sunsets, many jars of fireflies and the love of a lifetime over several cozy campfires. And through it all, they devoured gallons of black raspberry ice cream. Their relationship was comfortable, easy—eternal.


	On a wrinkled old beach blanket, he finally asked for her hand.


	She gave it. “Together forever?” she asked.


	“Together forever!” he confirmed. “So what do you say about a summer wedding?”


	As if she didn’t hear the question, Eunice asked, “How did you know, Bill? I mean…really know?”


	“How did I really know…what?” he asked, his arm wrapped around her.


	“How did you know I was the love of your life?”


	Bill sat up straight and gazed into her eyes. “That’s an easy one,” he said, grinning. “You like black raspberry ice cream.”


	“That’s it?”


	Bill chuckled and then took her other hand into his. “Since the moment I met you, I’ve honestly felt like my life has just begun,” his eyes glassed over with emotion. “…and I’ve forgotten about everyone and everything else around me.”


	“Good answer,” she said.


	“Honest answer,” he said and threw his arms around her again. “My love, you have the spontaneity, faith and innocence of a child.” He kissed her on the top of the head. “You really believe the world is good; therefore, it is. You create your own experience, your own reality and as far as I’m concerned anyone caught inside it is blessed.”


	She hugged him tightly. “I’m the one who’s blessed,” she whispered.


	He shook his head and kissed her again. “Your grace, happiness and peace have rubbed off on me and I’ve finally learned that all the best things in life are possible.”


	She melted into his embrace.


	“In your world,” he concluded, “a man could actually drown in a state of utter joy…and I’m more than happy to go under.” He searched her eyes. “More than anything, you’ve taught me that love, true love, can still exist.”


	After a long hug, she looked up at him. “Let’s just go away and get hitched,” she said. “I mean, it’s not like our parents will ever complain.”


	“Not a chance,” he snickered. “I want to show off my beautiful bride to everyone.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	It was the most beautiful experience when Bill Stryker and Eunice Giles exchanged vows in the presence of family—except for Bill’s two daughters—and close friends. During the simple ceremony, Eunice’s proclamation of love for her new husband silenced the crowd.


	And then it was Bill’s turn. He looked straight into Eunice’s eyes and vowed, “I love you, Eunice. I mean…I really, really love you.” He grabbed both her hands into his. “And you’ll never hear words more honest or important than those coming from my lips.” He half-shrugged. “The rest is no more than white noise that fills the space around us.”


	The entire room sighed.


	“Time stands still whenever I’m near you, my love,” Bill went on. “But when I check my watch, I realize that the world has completed countless rotations without me ever feeling the movement beneath my feet. I walk on air around you. And you magnify all the goodness in me, making me a better man than I’d ever dreamed possible. That’s always been your greatest gift to me. Like a magnet, you draw out the very best in me, Eunice…and I’m so grateful to realize it.” He kissed her hand. “You came into my life just in time. Thank you for that.”


	“Just in time,” Eunice repeated and wiped her eyes over Bill’s sincere proclamation of love.


	Before the pastor could even pronounce them man and wife, the older couple’s passionate kiss told the world that they’d finally become one.


	 


	~~~


	 


	For the best man’s toast, Eunice’s son, Jim, recited his heartfelt gift:


	 


	Crossroads of Love


	Two roads began at separate points

	in a time called long ago

	To wonder then where they would lead

	was a fate for God to know.


	Each guided children down their paths

	of goodness, hope and love

	with nothing but the light that shone

	from heaven up above.


	The obstacles, the bumps and turns

	which stood in both their ways

	were merely just a set of tests

	that led to better days.


	The rains would pass, the winds subside

	and with their labor done,

	two roads would stop and take the time

	to watch the setting sun.


	But God had other plans in mind:

	their trips had just begun.

	Two roads began at separate points,

	but now those roads are one.


	 


	After a sweet kiss, Eunice and her new husband shared their first dance as man and wife. A circle formed around them, loved ones swaying back and forth. As the final note faded into the distance, Bill and Eunice continued to dance for a few moments more—lost together in the silence.


	Applause rang out, prompting them to kiss again.


	 


	~~~


	 


	During one of the night’s many love ballads, Eunice danced with her grandson, Richard.


	“I’m so happy for you and Bill,” he said. “I really am.”


	She peered into his sad eyes. “Getting older only means better choices,” she whispered, adding a wink. “…and second chances, Richard.”


	He nodded politely.


	“So Rose couldn’t make it to the wedding?” she asked.


	Richard shrugged. “She sends her best, Grandma, but she’s finishing up a business deal that’s required her to be there in person.” He kissed her cheek. “I’m sorry.”


	“Oh, no need for apologies, sweetheart. It’s just too bad,” Eunice said.


	“I suppose,” Richard mumbled—just as the song ended.


	Eunice watched him walk away, thinking, There’s nothing worse than a neglected heart.


	 


	~~~


	 


	Bill appeared out of nowhere and grabbed her hand, yanking her back into the magical night that was before them. “We’ve been summoned to take pictures,” he told her.


	Hand-in-hand, they headed out on the ship’s deck to take wedding photos and paused at the hall mirror. “Look at us,” Bill said. “Aren’t we the pair to beat a full house?” The wrinkles, crow’s feet and paunch midsections could not distract from their glowing smiles. He squeezed her tightly. “Until you,” he told Eunice, “my heart was known to no one.”


	Bill and his lovely bride were in the springtime of their love and celebrated the fact with a long, wet kiss.


	 


	~~~


	 


	“Are you happy?” Bill asked Eunice one morning, as they cuddled in bed.


	She looked into his eyes and decided that there was no better time than the present. “I can’t remember ever being happier,” she said.


	He sighed, pleased with her reply.


	“Though there is one thing that’s eating at me something terrible,” she confessed.


	“And what’s that?” he asked, surprised. He sat up straight, preparing to spring into action.


	“I can’t tell you how much it bothers me that your daughters didn’t make it to our wedding, Bill,” she said. “And that they’re not a part of your life…of our lives.”


	As though someone had just taken the air out of him, Bill collapsed onto his back. After a few moments of thought, he confessed, “As you know, the girls’ mother passed away some years ago and the tragedy of our parting was that we never really knew each other. I’m ashamed to admit it, but she was an incubator and nanny to my children. I didn’t have time for her. I provided for my family, but we lived separate lives. By the time we had children, I learned that I didn’t have much time for them either. We had two daughters, with just as many houses, but we shared nothing.”


	“And you don’t think that can change, Bill?” Eunice asked.


	A few moments elapsed before he answered. “I make sure my girls are taken care of, but I really can’t imagine that they’d want anything more than money from me.” He shook his head. “And I don’t blame them in the least. It’s my fault completely.”


	“Well, we’re just going to have to do something about that now, aren’t we?”


	Bill’s brow wrinkled. “Eunice, I’m not sure they’d…”


	“Nonsense,” Eunice said, “they’re your family…our family. I’ll invite them to spend Christmas with us. It’ll be wonderful. Just you wait and see.”


	He kissed her. “Okay,” he said, tentatively. “We’ll see.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Both RSVPs were returned in a matter of days. Bill’s eldest daughter, Isabella, wrote Eunice: I regret that the children and I have a prior obligation, but please send my best to my father.


	Emma’s reply was even less cordial: Sorry, but not this year.


	Eunice shook her head, thinking, There’s more distance than I’d imagined.


	By the third telephone call, Eunice finally got through. Isabella Stryker Napert had the voice of a caring, rational person, but Eunice also detected the aching resentment of a childhood lost.


	“I don’t know,” Isabella said. “Emma and I haven’t spent Christmas with our father in years. I have my own girls now and as I said, we have plans.”


	“Please think about it,” Eunice pleaded. “If not for yourself, then for your girls…so they can see where their mom came from.”


	“Yeah, money,” Isabella blurted.


	“True,” Eunice said, “and a little more than that, I’m sure.”


	There was a long pause.


	“Your dad would like nothing more than to spend the holidays with his family,” Eunice added. “He’s told me so.”


	Isabella gasped.


	“And besides, I think it’s time that you and I got to know each other.”


	“Okay,” Isabella said. “We’ll come.”


	“And Emma?” Eunice asked.


	“You’d better let me take care of her,” Isabella said. “When it comes to the anger department, she makes me look like Mother Theresa.”


	“She’s tough, huh?”


	“A honey badger down to the bone.”


	“Oh…” Eunice sighed. “Thank you, Isabella.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Someone gave the sleigh bells on Bill and Eunice’s front door a shake. “Can you get that?” she called out from the kitchen, while the biggest smile overtook her face. Bill’s gift is right on time, she thought, and stepped into the living room to watch.


	Bill opened the door and stumbled at the threshold. Each of Isabella’s little girls—Sydney and Jenna—held their mom’s hand, while Auntie Emma balanced a stack of presents and a forced smile. With swollen eyes, Bill pulled his family in from the cold and grabbed the heavy burden from his youngest daughter. “Welcome,” he said with a guilty smile. “Come in…please.”


	Beyond the awkward greetings, it was a warm holiday reunion. Eunice put out a spread that could have graced the cover of Country Living magazine. The intoxicating smells had everyone seated at the dinner table long before it was served. The festive sounds of music and children’s laughter filled the house. Dinner conversation was nice—even if overly polite.


	“Can we open our presents now, Grandpa?” Jenna, Isabella’s little one, finally asked.


	In a flash, Bill was up from the table and running for the tree with two giggling dolls slung over his shoulders.


	While the adults claimed their seats around the festively decorated balsam pine, the little girls tore through red and green wrapping paper. It sounded like branches falling through a wood chipper.


	Bill foraged under the tree and reappeared with a gift for Eunice.


	Even the kids couldn’t be fooled. “It’s a kite!” they called out.


	With the children’s enthusiasm, Eunice shredded the gift wrap to confirm their suspicions. The kite—his thoughtful gift—was a celebration of the blessed day they’d met. Oh Bill, she thought. Even with the ridiculous amounts of money Bill possessed, he’d opted to offer a simple gift that proved to Eunice that his heart belonged to her.


	“Remember my first words to you on the day we met?” he asked her.


	She smiled. “Good day to fly a kite, eh?” She kissed him deeply. “You’re such a beautiful man, Bill Stryker.” Her eyes filled with glistening tears. “And to think that I’d actually given up looking for you.”


	He returned her sweet kiss. “Let’s just thank God you like black raspberry ice cream.”


	Isabella and Emma exchanged several surprised looks.


	Eunice watched Bill bathe in the glow of his family’s smiling faces. It’s true, she thought. It’s never too late to let love prevail.


	Bill turned to Isabella and Emma. “And now for your gifts…” he said, choked on emotion. “I think you’ve waited long enough.” He shook his head. “Too long, in fact,” he whispered.


	Both Isabella and Emma peered under the Christmas tree. There were no presents left.


	Bill walked to the couch and plopped down between them. As if they were wings, he spread his arms and wrapped them around his daughters—pulling them in close to him. “I didn’t get jewelry for either of you this Christmas.”


	They each looked past their father and exchanged another surprised glance.


	“And you won’t be getting money from me this year.”


	They rested their confused eyes upon him.


	He pulled them in even tighter and kissed each of their foreheads. “I hope it’s not too late, but I’d like this to be the first Christmas that I give you…” he lost his breath for a moment, “…that I give you…me,” he managed.


	It took a few moments for his garbled words to register.


	“I’m so sorry…for missing out…on your lives,” he stuttered and started to cry. “I really am.” He shook his head. “I just wish…”


	Though Isabella tried to remain rigid, she collapsed into her father’s heaving chest. “Oh, Daddy…” she cried. “It’s the only gift I’ve ever wanted.”


	Emma was much more reluctant. “So it’s that easy?” she asked, her tone lethal and filled with rage. “After all these years, that’s all you have to say for not being there for us?”


	“But I am sorry, Em,” he repeated. “I truly am. And I love you both too much to waste another minute.”


	Emma shook her head. “Well isn’t that nice,” she muttered under her breath, filling the room a blast of arctic air.


	While Sydney and Jenna played happily beside the tree, Eunice clasped her hands together and fought back the sniffles. It’s certainly not perfect, she thought, but it‘s a start.
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	Eunice got off the phone, wearing the happiest glow.


	“What’s that smile all about?” Bill asked, grinning.


	“That was Richard,” she said, gesturing toward the phone. “It seems he’s started dating Abby Gerwitz, his childhood crush. She’s such a wonderful person and…”


	“But Richard just got divorced,” Bill interrupted.


	Eunice nodded and peered into his eyes. “True…but he hasn’t shared his heart with anyone in years, Bill. Richard deserves love.” She nodded again. “He and Abby both do…and I couldn’t be happier for the two of them.”


	Bill grabbed her hand and kissed it softly. “You’re such a beautiful soul,” he whispered.


	 


	~~~


	 


	That night, Bill told Eunice, “Each moment I spend with you…” he stifled a cough, “…feels like time spent in the arms of an angel.”


	She grabbed his face in both hands. “See…and that’s why I could never forget how lucky I am to call you mine.”


	Right then, Bill decided to have an affair with his new wife. “Run away with me,” he told her, excitedly. “Let’s just go somewhere and get lost together. What do you say?”


	“I’m ready when you are,” she said. It didn’t take much convincing.


	 


	~~~


	 


	According to the brochures, it was hokey. It was tacky. “It might be the perfect getaway,” Bill wheezed.


	They drove all the way to the Poconos in Pennsylvania, honeymoon capital of the east. Bill decided to stay away from a room at the Cleopatra Towers with its seven-foot champagne glass hot tub.


	Eunice agreed. “I don’t think we’re insured enough to risk the heights,” she said.


	 


	Upon arrival, an obnoxious sign, reading YOU HAVE JUST ENTERED THE LAND OF LOVE greeted them. Feeling more exhausted than he could ever remember feeling, Bill wheeled the car over a tiny creek bridge and entered the romantic playground for fun loving adults.


	After skipping through the minefields left by a flock of gift-giving geese, they checked into the Lakeside Villa at Paradise Stream. Bordering a swamp where paddleboats and rowboats cut through the mosquitoes in search of the elusive thousand-dollar fish, their little bungalow was perfect.


	With the excitement of discovery in her eyes, Eunice opened the door and stepped in. The room featured a bright red, heart-shaped hot tub, a circular, king-sized bed with a mirror bolted to the ceiling and a sunken living room with a fireplace. With a giant smile, Bill filled the mini bar with beer and wine and watched as Eunice made herself at home. Her love is everything to me, he thought. It was a feeling, a choice, a thought—everything that was good. Her love is my religion.


	Eunice chuckled over the complimentary gifts: one fire log, a large bottle of raspberry sherbet bubble bath and a tiny bottle of champagne. “Looks like they’re expecting us to have fun,” she said.


	Bill nodded. I just hope my energy returns in time to make that happen.


	 


	~~~


	 


	It was a week to remember: breakfast in bed, carriage rides at dusk and bonfires at twilight. There was fine dining in the Huntress Room, foo foo drinks in the Red Apple Lounge and midnight snacks in the Jungle Room Café—each experience a complete delight.


	Games included indoor and outdoor archery, mini golf, billiards, ping-pong and air hockey. There was a beautiful pool, with a Jacuzzi and gazebo bar beside it. There was also shuffleboard, a bocce court and nature trails for Eunice’s morning hikes.


	The competition between Bill and Eunice was fierce. “Looks like I dominated at shuffleboard,” he teased her.


	“Sure…says the man who looks like he’s never seen an air hockey table before in his life.”


	He laughed.


	They passed on the daily competitions with other couples—especially the karaoke. And through it all, Bill pretended that he wasn’t feeling more nauseous and weak with each passing moment.


	 


	~~~


	 


	Prepared for it or not, the weekly itinerary was jam-packed with fun.


	Monday was themed Romance & Comedy. After playing an exhausting round of mini-golf, they went for a swim and then sipped frozen Passion Potions in frosted souvenir glasses. The afternoon found them testing their knowledge at movie video trivia in the Red Apple lounge. Eunice was unbeatable. Bill couldn’t take his eyes off her—or stop coughing.


	After cocktail hour, they were seated with four other couples enjoying a night of formal dining. He ordered roast prime rib of beef. She opted for the stuffed salmon with crabmeat. While they awaited their dinners, five couples who’d never set eyes on each other before shared forced conversation. It’s time to have some fun, Bill decided.


	Everyone but he and Eunice were honeymooning—idealistic, young couples excited to be away together. The men spoke of their new jobs, the women of their recent weddings. Everyone agreed. They couldn’t remember a thing about their wedding and “for all that money spent.”


	Bill finally introduced himself and Eunice to everyone. “We come here every year to celebrate our divorce,” he announced, “and it’s been the best thing for our relationship.”


	Nervous glances were exchanged across the table.


	“Divorce?” one of the young women said under her breath.


	Bill looked at Eunice—who was clearly fighting off the giggles.


	Bill grinned and engaged in his own struggle to keep an oncoming hacking fit at bay. “And our new spouses have been surprisingly understanding about it. I’ve got to tell you…spending time together here has been better than any experience we had while we were married.”


	One of the couples laughed, but the rest of them didn’t know how to react.


	Bill never cracked a grin. Two slices of banana cream pie later, he and Eunice left the others to gossip in hushed tones.


	“You’re crazy, Bill,” she said as they left the dining room.


	“Crazy in love with you,” he said with a wink.


	The scheduled comedy began at 8:30 sharp and the R-rated Newlywed Game Show had Eunice nearly wetting her pants.


	 


	Mardi-Gras Tuesday confirmed that the mornings were going to be rough. They didn’t get up and out of their private bungalow until after ten o’clock. Eunice appeared content to lounge around. Bill desperately needed the time to recharge.


	Just outside the resort, they went horseback riding at Mountain Creek Riding Stables. Eunice mounted a small gelding named Barnaby, while Bill rode Hannibal Lecter, the backbiter. A scenic ride through the lovely Pocono woodlands revealed several feeding deer and a trail of wooden signs that labeled everything from trees to the homes of hidden animals.


	“How wonderful,” Eunice cooed.


	“It sure is,” Bill wheezed.


	Bill felt grateful when Eunice agreed to skip the Honeymooner’s Scavenger Hunt.  Instead, they lounged by the pool to get some color. It was time well spent—talking and laughing and growing in their love.


	Bill jumped in for one last dip. “Hey, I just found a warm spot in the pool,” he yelled out.


	Other folks looked over.


	“Someone must have peed right here,” he announced.


	Eunice shook her embarrassed head, while a woman beside her burst out laughing.


	At dinner—as most indulged in a gluttonous buffet—noisemakers, horns and Mardi Gras beads were handed out for the upcoming festivities. Though Eunice didn’t question it, Bill only nibbled at his plate.


	The masquerade party directly followed. Bill and Eunice peeked their heads in. “How ‘bout a quiet night alone?” Bill suggested, hopefully.


	Eunice’s eyebrows bounced up and down a few times in some comical facial dance. “I love quiet nights alone…”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Tropical Wednesday hosted another breakfast in bed, with an afternoon movie that had close to a hundred couples cuddling. Halfway through, Bill suffered such a terrible coughing attack that he had to excuse himself twice until it finally passed. Eunice looked concerned, but he quickly waved away her worries. “I’m fine,” he fibbed and, although he was feeling worse than lousy, he decided to keep it to himself.


	Dinner promised a T-bone steak for him, while Eunice opted for the lemon basil chicken. At the table, Bill explained, “The first night we took a hot tub soak, my ex-wife here misread the instructions on the bubble bath and poured in two full caps instead of one.”


	Eunice laughed. “I never saw so many bubbles in my whole life,” she said. “The entire floor was soaked.”


	Everyone chuckled, adding nods of understanding.


	Bill shrugged. “I figured it’s not our house, so what the hell.”


	Everyone laughed again.


	The night rocked to the sounds of calypso music. Once again, Bill and Eunice chose to remain anti-social. A late night swim under a warm rain shower seemed much too romantic to pass up. With island music playing in the background—people laughing and having a great time—they held each other in the pool and danced.


	“If you ask me,” Eunice whispered in his arms, “everyone else is missing out.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Thursday was Roman Italian & Horror Movie Night.


	After a day spent in the throes of ecstasy, the night came quickly.


	Choosing chicken parmesan over tortellini for dinner, a talented fire juggler bridged perfectly into the scary movie that was being shown on the lawn. By the final scene, it started to rain.


	“That’s fine with me,” Eunice said, running for cover. “I’ve seen enough.”


	Back in their love shack, just as they started to doze off, Eunice leaned into her husband’s ear. “Meet me in my dreams tonight?” she whispered.


	Without opening his eyes, Bill smiled. “You are always in my dreams, my love…day or night.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	On Friday, they ate a late breakfast with the rest of the world and ventured back on the highway to count down a hundred exits through the state of Connecticut—all of it on a belly full of runny eggs and greasy hash browns.


	Though he felt nauseous, Bill looked over at Eunice and smiled. A full week with her had proven his newest belief: The greatest purpose of any relationship is to bring out the best in someone and share everything—experiences, wisdom, family and friends. All the love Eunice knew was now his, as well—compounded. It’s amazing, he thought. I’ve finally become the best man I can be. He grabbed her hand and kissed it. And just in time.


	“What’s that for?” she asked.


	“For saving me from myself,” he said seriously.


	She started to open her mouth but never uttered a word. Instead, she kissed his hand back and held it all the way home.
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				On their front porch, Eunice found a bouquet of fresh sunflowers tied in purple ribbon awaiting their return. She turned and kissed her husband. “You really are something else,” she said. “God, do I love you.”

				Bill smiled widely and slowly followed her into the house. His energy was dropping to an all-time low and, from the look in Eunice’s eyes, she knew it.

				“It’s amazing how a few short months can change the world,” he said. And then he asked a question that nearly buckled his wife’s knees. “Are you afraid to die, Eunice?”

				“No,” she quickly answered. “I wasn’t afraid to come in. I’m certainly not afraid to return home.” She thought for a moment. “I suppose I’m more afraid of being alone.”

				He shook his head. “Impossible,” he said. “Angels are always with us. Just because you can’t see some things doesn’t mean they’re not there. We always have company. It’s impossible to ever be alone.”

				Eunice searched her husband’s eyes. “And you?” she asked, concerned. “Are you afraid to die, Bill?”

				“Not anymore.” He shook his head again. “Who would have thought that a retired entrepreneur would have learned everything he ever needed to know at the end of his road?”

				“End of his road…” Eunice started, but was stopped by Bill’s index finger pressed gently against her lips.

				“As you know, I spent most of my life in the office, achieving success,” he said. “I missed the lives of my children, my grandchildren. This last year, though, for whatever reason I was blessed with the precious opportunity to invest all my energy and love into another human being—into you—and to reunite with my daughters…my family. And I really believe that it might be enough to redeem my soul in the eyes of the Lord.”

				Eunice’s eyes filled. “Oh Bill…”

				“In this past year,” he said, cutting her off, “ I’ve proven myself more human than I was my entire lifetime and it’s the greatest gift anyone could have ever given me.” He looked on her with such love in his eyes. “Another person has finally taken priority over material objects, intangible goals and my need to accumulate material wealth. But you’ve redeemed all of that for me, Eunice.”

				She held him.

				“You gave me the sweetest gift…a saving grace…and my entire existence has found a real purpose because of you.” He shook his head, while his eyes filled. “Had it not been for you, Eunice, everything I’ve ever done and achieved would have added up to nothing. You’re my ticket into heaven.” He choked out the last few words and then spit something into his handkerchief.

				Tears rolled down Eunice’s blushed cheeks.

				“I’m a wealthy man, yet…” He grabbed for his wallet. When he opened it, there was no cash—only a photo of him and Eunice.

				She kissed his cheek.

				“How much money do I have in the bank?” he asked.

				“I don’t know.”

				He grinned. “I don’t know either. And it used to be the most important thing to me my entire life. Now it means less to me than watching an animal feed its young or a rainbow bridge the gap between two clouds.”

				She hugged him tightly.

				
				

				~~~

				
				

				By their first wedding anniversary, Bill Stryker had been diagnosed with lung cancer. Eunice’s birthday gift of his quitting smoking had come too late.

				While Bill joked, “I smoked two packs of menthols every day and inhaled enough fiberglass to make a fleet of Corvettes,” the doctor told Eunice, “I know this is difficult, Mrs. Stryker, but I’ve known Bill since we were kids. For a man of seventy-four years, he’s lived a wonderful life…especially since you came along.”

				She knew the old medicine man was right, but it still didn’t help. She and Bill had only been given a few brief seasons together. And in that short time, she thought, Bill Stryker has become the air that keeps me alive.

				“I’ll allow him to rest comfortably at home,” the doctor said. “But if he gets any worse…”

				“Don’t you worry…I’ll look after him,” Eunice promised.

				
				

				~~~

				
				

				Eunice and Bill sat in silence, content to be in each other’s company. She gave him a penny. “For your thoughts,” she said.

				With a smile, he reached into the nightstand, pulled out two pennies and handed them to her. “For your heart,” he said, before placing the oxygen mask back onto his face.

				She sat beside him and held his hand. “Where is the one place in the world you wished you had visited?” she asked.

				“Well, my dear, that’s a tough one. As long as I was with you I don’t think the location would matter.”

				She kissed him. “I know, but where?”

				He thought for a moment and grinned. “A shack on a deserted beach with no telephones would be one place. Long walks on a moonlit beach, hand in hand, stopping frequently for one of our intense kisses. Of course we would have to venture into town, so you could shop and I could buy you a new dress. Lunch on a veranda hovering over a busy street with someone strumming a guitar singing Jimmy Buffett tunes as we sip margaritas. With our shopping bags full and a tequila buzz, we could venture back to our love shack for some more quiet time. A week of that would be incredible.” He paused to take in some air and kiss her hand.

				“Perfect,” she said with a nod.

				But he wasn’t done. “A romantic trip to Paris, the city of love, would also be my choice—probably my top choice,” he said. “A long plane ride to climb inside each other’s heads and talk about everything and nothing at all, followed by check-in at a luxurious hotel with a balcony overlooking the city. There would be lots of sightseeing, shopping and wine tasting by day. But the nights, my love, would be all about us…just us. After a week of seeing all the sights but one, you take my hand and suggest we have one more stop to make before we venture home.” He stopped for a moment to breathe. “With plastic cups filled with wine, we climb to the top of the Eiffel Tower where we can see it all. With the breathtaking views before us, under a gorgeous sky, the mood would be set perfectly. As we toast to an incredible vacation, I’d look deep into your eyes and say all the things you love to hear.” He looked at her, gathering more oxygen. “Yeah, Paris is definitely my top pick. I always wanted to see Paris before I died.”

				“Okay,” she whispered. “Paris.”

				
				

				~~~

				
				

				Two nights later, Eunice Stryker gave her dying husband Paris.

				Just as Bill was wheeled into their darkened dining room by his visiting nurse, Eunice lit a candle that illuminated the room. Wearing a pretty, flowered dress, Eunice had her hair twisted back in a tight French braid. She was smiling and fighting back the tears—all at the same time. As the nurse disappeared, Bill scanned the room—which had been transformed by love—and his eyes filled with tears.

				Giant posters of the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre, the Notre Dame Cathedral and the Arc de Triomphe papered the walls. A hidden stereo played selected favorites by Maurice Chevalier. He and Eunice were seated at a small café table, with French bread and a small wheel of cheese before them. Even a bottle of French wine was chilling nicely. “When did you…” he began to ask when a flirtatious waitress adorned in a traditional French costume entered and poured him a glass of wine.

				“Bienvenue. I’m Louise,” she announced, “and I will be your server for this eve, oui?”

				“Oui,” Bill answered and chuckled. He grabbed Eunice’s hand across the table. “Merci,” he said, “merci beaucoup.”

				She rose and kissed his hand.

				They started with brochettes jurassienne as an appetizer, pieces of cheese wrapped in ham and fried on a skewer. It was absolutely delicious. Next came two steaming bowls of bouillabaisse, a stew-like soup with conger eel, scorpion fish, gurnet, saffron, fennel, garlic and bitter orange peel, served with garlic mayonnaise. It was equally incredible. For the main course, Eunice had ensured her husband would enjoy a variety of dishes: diots au vin blanc, pork sausages poached in white wine; crêpes, an imaginative range of savory, sweet pancakes; filet mignon de porc normande, a pork tenderloin cooked with apples and onions in cider and served with caramelized apple rings; truffade, thinly sliced potatoes with cheese through it that is then fried with bacon and garlic; and various fish dishes that ignited the palate. It was a banquet, a feast prepared for a king, and Bill indulged as much as his failing health would allow. Dessert consisted of a tray of imported chocolate truffles, delicate pastries and rich coffee. The doting waitress offered Bill a shot of Cognac for his nightcap.

				“Sorry,” he said, “but I just don’t feel up to it.”

				“That’s fine,” Eunice said and slid the Cognac glass away from him.

				And then Bill and Eunice danced to Edith Piaf’s classic, La Vie en Rose. With Bill in his wheelchair and Eunice on her knees, they swayed to the music and clung to each other tightly, knowing this would be their last waltz. They danced and whispered sweet nothings in each other’s ears—and they cried.

				It’s amazing how love can be so damn beautiful and so damn cruel, Eunice thought, all at the same time.

				
				

				~~~

				
				

				That night, Bill awoke in terrible pain and turned to Eunice. “It’s finally dawned on me…” He coughed hard, grabbing for his chest.

				Eunice held him, waiting for the attack to cease.

				“What if…in the end…our success, our worth…is…” The hacking continued. 

				Eunice hugged him tighter, hoping desperately to provide some sort of comfort.

				Once he finally composed himself, he concluded, “…is measured by what we gave away on this Earth…and not what we accumulated?”

				Eunice nodded. “What if,” she whispered, and buried her tearful face in her husband’s heaving chest.
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	It wasn’t long before Bill Stryker was admitted into the hospital.


	He gave Eunice gift certificates to the ice cream parlor for enough black raspberry to treat a good-sized island. “Before they close up shop for the season,” he explained, his words muffled behind the oxygen mask.


	She hugged him.


	“I know you love black raspberry, but I won’t be upset…” he took a deep breath. “…if you try a new flavor,” he said. “Maybe life’s too sweet not to?”


	She smiled at his sincerity but shook her head. “No,” she said, “I’ve had enough ice cream for this lifetime.” Life felt dark and cold for Eunice as she sat by her husband’s deathbed.


	Bill pulled off the confining mask. “I can still feel…”


	She placed her finger to his dry lips. “Don’t talk, my love,” she said. “Save your strength.” She kissed him once and then returned the mask to his ashen face.


	Even through the tremendous pain, his eyes sparkled at her. “I can still feel the warmth of your love on my face,” he said, raising his volume to ensure he was heard. “For me, the sun will always rise and set on you.”


	“I love you so much,” Eunice whimpered, “and…and the thought of being without you…”


	“You’ll never be without me, Eunice,” he wheezed. “Nothing could be more impossible.” He took a few deep breaths. “I’m just going home first…that’s all.” He pulled off the mask again and kissed her. “Say your prayers, have sweet dreams and keep my name on your heart, okay?”


	“Forever,” she promised and knelt by his side to weep.


	“Don’t cry,” he panted. “You’ll always be my sunshine…and I know that as much as…I’ve ever known anything.” He searched her eyes. “Together forever, right?”


	She nodded. “I can’t say good-bye.”


	“Good,” he wheezed, “because there is no goodbye. Now go home and get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”


	She kissed him with every ounce of the love she felt for him. “Goodnight, my love,” she whispered in his ear, “I’ll see you in the morning.”


	With a wink, he strapped the oxygen mask back onto his face and struggled to fill his broken lungs.


	 


	~~~


	 


	The disease’s appetite became voracious, and it didn’t take long for it to devour any healthy cells that remained.


	Bill warned his family not to sit in the rocking chair that sat in the corner.


	“Why?” Eunice asked.


	“Mama comes to visit me now.”


	“Do you see her?” she asked. “Do you talk to her?” Everyone was curious whether the claim was the result of delirium or other things unseen.


	He shook his head. “I feel her presence. I’d know her in a crowded room,” he rasped, “before I ever set eyes on her.” A tired grin completed his explanation.


	They said they believed. And while the family churned through their emotions, Bill lay there in his unbearable pain and smiled at things they couldn’t see.


	While Bill rewound his life and played it out, Eunice told him about the whispers on the wind. “We wait for great signs from the Lord—tornadoes and hurricanes and thunder. All the while, the Lord holds us safely in His bosom and whispers in our ear. We’re too busy kicking and screaming to ever hear Him though. If we could just learn to be still for a moment, that moment may be all we’ll ever need to find the answers we seek—the peace He intended for us.”


	“I understand now,” Bill said. “It’s all in God’s time, and if it’s intended to happen…” He fought for his breath. “…then it’ll happen, for sure.” He shook his head. “To think back now…every moment I spent on what I thought was important…” He closed his eyes and took in more air before going on. “…life was going on all around me.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Besides a yacht-load of money, Bill’s greatest and final gift to his children was a final talk he shared with each of them.


	With Isabella, he admitted how sorry he was for everything he’d missed. “If I could live my life over, it would be as a poor man,” he explained in short, labored spurts, “so I could enjoy your love…your company… your life. The money was a curse.” He apologized for having failed her. “I should have been at every one…of your dance recitals. Please forgive me for that.”


	Isabella began to cry.


	It took a while before he could go on, but no one tried to stop him. These were words that needed to be said. “Though I missed your college graduation…I need you to know…how proud I am of you…of the strong woman…and the loving mother…you’ve become.”


	Isabella wailed and convulsed, while the anger and the hurt and the rage poured out of her.


	“I pray that you learn…from my mistakes, Bella,” he said. “Make sure that you capitalize…on every second with my granddaughters…that you tell them each day…that they’re the most important…thing in the world.” He shook his head one last time. “And use the money to make…your lives easier…” he struggled for air, “…not as an excuse…to make everything…more important than family.”


	With Emma, he confessed to the years of neglect, to the times he should have been there for her and wasn’t. He stared straight into his baby girl’s swollen eyes and pleaded between gasps, “Please forgive me, Em. I was a stupid…stupid man. I never realized…that I had everything…with you…and your sister.” He began to weep.


	Emma joined her father and couldn’t stop. Within her eyes, the rage had been completely replaced by love—both deep and eternal. “I forgive you,” she whispered, before sharing a collective sigh with her father and sister.


	In that one moment, she and Isabella were finally healed.


	“I’ll always love you,” he wheezed. “And know that I’ll…I’ll be looking after you.”


	“I love you, too, Daddy,” she cried. “We all do.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Bill had been suffering terribly and, in the final moments of his life, he made an inexplicable peace with his own departure. When he was ready to go, he awoke and scanned the room with eyes that were filled with love. As his lungs filled with fluid, the nurse hurried in to administer more morphine. Eunice stopped her. “No more,” she whispered. It was already too late and everyone knew it. A circle formed around Bill’s bed; loved ones shrouding him like a ring of sobbing angels. The room was enveloped in love, filled with a peaceful presence. There was nothing human or mortal about it. It was spiritual, inexplicable.


	To everyone’s surprise, Emma begged him to stay, screamed for it, but her selfishness was overlooked. “We just started to share our lives again,” she cried. “Please don’t leave us now, Daddy!” But this experience was bigger than any one person in the room.


	In turn, Isabella kissed her father’s emaciated face. “It’s okay, Daddy,” she whispered to him. “Go in peace. We’ll be together again soon.”


	In a weak, barely coherent voice, Bill called for Eunice.


	She kneeled at his side and grabbed his hand, kissing it.


	“Anything I haven’t said…you’ve found in my eyes…yes?”


	“Yes,” Eunice whispered.


	Not a half hour later, Bill closed his eyes, smiled a big smile and took a shallow breath. He looked toward the ceiling and his smile grew wider. He took two more shallow breaths, whispered, “Mama,” and the tone on the heart monitor turned to one, cruel note.


	 


	Eunice swore she could feel Bill’s presence brush against her as he ran into his mother’s eternal arms. His entire family cried for having been left behind.


	Go in peace, my love, Eunice told him in her thoughts. Go home.


	In the end, Bill Stryker gave a wonderful gift: death did not have to be darkness. It could be experienced in the light of love.


	 


	~~~


	 


	Family and friends stuffed themselves into the narrow church pews in a final show of respect for Bill Stryker. Reverend Bousquet offered a beautiful parable about a young Native American girl losing her grandmother and her father’s—the tribal Chief’s—beliefs about the impossibility of death.


	“The girl glowed with delight. She finally understood,” Reverand Bousquet concluded. “Because of her grandmother’s life, much of the other life in the village existed.”


	The entire congregation wept.


	As Eunice stared at her beloved husband’s mahogany casket and mourned, a feeling of serenity washed over her. It was a familiar comfort that could only be instilled by the loving man who’d captured her heart over a cone of black raspberry ice cream. Eunice looked toward the ceiling. Thank you for sharing the last months of your life with me, Bill. Tears streamed down her face. I’m really going to miss your smile and your touch and your… She cried harder.


	Eunice felt someone squeeze her shoulder. She looked up to find Jim and Rick standing there, offering their support. She wiped her eyes.


	“We’re here, Ma,” Jim said.


	“I know,” she said. “And I thank God for it.”


	As they shuffled out of the narrow pew, Eunice approached the casket and gave it one last kiss. I’ll be seeing you soon, Bill, she thought.


	With Jim’s strong arm on one side and Richard’s on the other, the new widow walked out of the church.


	 


	~~~


	 


	At the reception after the funeral, Eunice gestured that Abby join her at the table.


	Abby took a seat beside her.


	Without warning, Eunice opened her soul. “Abigail, I’ve had two husbands in my life and I loved them both. Strange as it may sound, they were timed perfectly in my life. Leonard, Richard’s grandfather, showed up in the spring of my life. He was a good man, a great provider and a wonderful father for my son. He was easy going and kind, and I loved him dearly. Bill, on the other hand, arrived in the winter of my life, and even at his age he brought with him spontaneity, wonder and passion.” She stacked her hands, right above left. “I’m looking forward to sharing the company of both of them, and I have a strange feeling that they’re already getting along famously.” She fought back the tears.


	Abby placed her hand on Eunice’s.


	“With Bill,” Eunice went on, “life was whimsical and romantic—with Lenny, conservative. Either way, a deep love was felt.” She paused and stared into Abby’s eyes. “As long as it serves both people, the conditions of love don’t matter. My first marriage was exactly what I wanted, exactly what I needed at that point in my life, and had Lenny lived I’d still be happy with him. The love was no less real because there wasn’t a great romance. In my experience, being best friends is most important.” She nodded once. “In fact, I think that liking a person and sharing a mutual respect is more important than anything else.”


	Abby matched the nod in agreement.


	Eunice smiled. “But as I told you earlier, you and Richard have been blessed with the complete package.”


	Abby’s eyes filled. “I know,” she whispered. “If only my daughter Paige would see what a good man Richard is…”


	“She will,” Eunice said. “In time, she will. I promise.” She searched Abby’s eyes for a few long moments. “Just promise me that no matter how rough the road might become…that you and Richard won’t ever give up on each other.”


	Abby took a deep breath and nodded her vow.


	Eunice got up and placed her hand on Abby’s shoulder “Because the rare treasure you both have in front of you is more valuable than anything else you’ll ever discover in this life.” She nodded once, her own eyes filling. “Trust me on that, Abigail.”


	 


	~~~


	 


	Amid the howling winds and drifting snow, the weatherman’s voice turned from friendly to concerned. Static, green blotches on his map promised a long night. Eunice pulled back the curtains. The car in her driveway was already covered and the street could have been located in Alaska. From a small, frozen square of glass, she scanned the neighborhood. In New England, winters weren’t so much about living as they were about basic survival. Each was a test of endurance. The older one got, the more clothes they layered on to combat it. Eunice shook her head, stepped out of the window and turned up the heat on the thermostat. Turning off the light, she went to bed.


	The weather turned even angrier and began to hail, hurricane winds firing them at her bedroom window. Eunice closed her eyes and smiled. “Goodnight, Bill,” she whispered and then hurried to meet him in her dreams.


	 


	~~~


	 


	Like all life’s seasons, the pain of winter eventually thawed into the new hopes of spring. For the first time in months, Eunice passed the threshold of the front door and braved the memories of the porch. The rising sun was sitting flat on the horizon when she spotted it. Tears swelled in her eyes. Beneath her and Bill’s bedroom window, a bunch of sunflowers were beginning to sprout. Shaking off a shiver, she hurried to them. Not even death can stop Bill from sending me flowers, she thought. A small white envelope, wrapped in a plastic bag and tied in purple ribbon, was half stuck out of the ground. She bent slowly and willed her gnarled fingers to grab it. The card read: I can still feel the warmth of your love on my face. Together forever, okay?


	Tears streamed down her wrinkled face. But these were not the tears of sorrow or even joy. They were tears of love—eternal love.


	Bill was right, she thought. I’m never alone.


	 


	 






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		A Letter from the Author

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	Although my grandfather never captured anything on paper, he was the greatest storyteller. As I grew up, I dreamed about telling my own stories one day and becoming a writer. Then, in 1991, I served with the US Army in Operation Desert Storm. It was such a brutal experience that I promised myself—if I make it home, I’m going to pursue my dream of being a published author. I’ve been writing stories for my children (to share with them as adults) ever since.


	Years ago, I heard that “a good writer makes readers think, while a great writer makes readers feel.” I have always strived to achieve the latter. Unless a book is going to move someone, it’s not worth the time for me to write it.


	I write for many different reasons, but the most important reason is that I can prove to my children that dreams do come true (though we never really get what we wish for; we get what we work for). It’s an amazing thing to be able to pour your heart and soul into something that touches the hearts and souls of others.


	I hope you enjoy reading my work half as much as I’ve enjoyed bringing it to you and that you enjoy the samples of my novels that follow.

	

	 


	Sincerely,


	Steve Manchester






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Pressed Pennies

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	Pressed Pennies is one of my favorite works because it’s so personal to me. And the excerpt—in which Rick and Abby are reunited as adults—is one of my favorite pieces of all-time. And if I didn’t admit to that, then I’m fairly certain that my wife, Paula, would have my neck.


	At its foundation, Pressed Pennies is autobiographical. After both suffering failed marriages, Paula and I were blessed with a second chance at love. Just like Rick and Abby, we met at the party of a mutual friend. And from the moment we laid eyes on each other, the adventure had begun.


	Although Rick and Abby’s conversation at the party and the scene details are completely fictional (also, Paula and I didn’t know each other as children), the feelings are the same. As a writer, my greatest goal is always to make my readers feel. By placing myself within the scene, I have a much better shot at successfully pulling that off.
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	A mix of playful conversation and alcohol set the night’s happy mood. Rick was tipping his third beer at the season’s final bash when he looked up and saw her. He nearly choked on his drink. She was his age, pretty with an athletic build. She had gorgeous wavy chestnut hair with beautiful dark eyes that matched. She had a mysterious confidence about her and a smile that men would die for. Rick swore she had an aura from her head to her feet. At that moment, he thought, I have to meet her. His mind filled with questions that needed answers: Who does she know at the party? Who can I get her background from? Who can introduce us? As his mind raced, Carol walked over with the beauty. And as they got closer, it hit him. “Oh, my God!” he said.


	“Rick, this is…” the friendly hostess began to introduce with a smile.


	“Abby!” Rick interrupted. “I can’t believe it.” It was her. It was Abby Gerwitz, his childhood sweetheart. He searched her eyes and a thousand memories—happy childhood pictures—flooded his mind. And then he recalled the pain he’d felt on the day they were forced to say goodbye.


	~ ~ ~


	After an unforgettable summer, Abby and the neighborhood gang received the terrible tidings. Rick—then known as Richard—gathered the gang in his backyard. He felt ready to cry. “I’ve got some bad news, guys,” he said.


	“Oh, God,” Tracy blurted.


	“Yeah?” asked Vinny.


	“What’s is it?” Grant asked.


	Richard looked at Abby. She was frozen.


	“My dad was promoted to lieutenant, and he has to transfer to another prison across the state.” There was a long, painful pause. “We’re going to have to move away…next week.”


	It was a lie. They were moving, sure enough, but Richard’s dad hadn’t been promoted. The hospital bills from his mom’s car accident—where a drunk driver had stolen away her life—had finally broken them. It was a matter of money or more precisely the lack of it. Richard silently vowed that he’d never be put in the same position—ever. No matter what I have to do, he swore to himself.


	While the rest of his friends hung their heads and complained, Abby burst out crying and ran for her house.


	As Rick recalled, it was well past midnight when he finally surrendered to the tossing and turning. Rolling out of bed, he maneuvered past several moving boxes, stepped up to the window and pulled back the curtain. Wilbur Avenue was deserted and silent. From left to right—as if he was branding the picture into his mind forever—he carefully scanned every detail of the place he could no longer call home. Although one good memory after another played out before him, a sharp pain pricked his heart. No one was watching, so he allowed the tears to flow. Once he’d arrived at the farthest reaches of his vantage point, he forced his swollen eyes to work their way back and absorb more of his past. “Why do we have to leave?” he muttered. “Why?” Before long, his shoulders rocked back and forth to the rhythm of his quiet sobs.


	The very next morning, gray clouds hovered over Wilbur Avenue. Richard’s dad and grandma made their goodbyes quick and waited in the overstuffed station wagon for Richard.


	Richard had never said goodbye before. The pain was alien. It hurt something awful to face Abby. Overwhelmed with emotion, it took him a while to speak. It was the hardest thing he had ever had to do.


	“Well, I guess…” Richard muttered, and choked on the words. Not knowing what else to do, he pulled the curled brim of his ball cap down further over his eyes.


	Through sniffles, Abby finally said, “You can come back and visit, right?”


	“Sure.” Richard was fighting to be strong and dared not speak more than a word.


	Abby lifted the brim of his hat. “Goodbye, Richard,” she whimpered.


	Richard placed his hand on her shoulder and shook his head. “No Abby…I’ll be seein’ ya,” he whispered, and with one surge of courage kissed her on the lips.


	While Abby’s eyes went wide, he pulled his baseball cap back over his eyes, jumped into the family station wagon and never looked back. One cruel moment later, the Giles family drove away.


	Though Richard and Abby promised to keep in touch, frequent phones calls and detailed letters gradually became an occasional event until adolescence rearranged priorities and their communication ceased altogether.


	~ ~ ~


	Back in the present, Abby gasped. “Richard? Is it really you?”


	Rick grinned. “It’s Rick now,” he said.


	Her smile turned mischievous. “Okay, Richard.”


	He stood to meet her embrace and squeezed her tight. “My God, it’s been so long. How have you been?”


	She pulled away to peer into his eyes and, without a word, returned to their embrace.


	While they hugged over the unexpected reunion, Carol was clearly pleased with herself—as if she’d known there was history between them. “Abby just moved into the neighborhood, Rick…three houses down from us. It appears that you two have a lot in common, so I’ll leave you to it.” Carol smiled widely before strutting away.


	“So you’re living on Freedom Avenue now…near these crazy people?” Rick asked. He couldn’t believe it, but his palms were actually sweaty. He looked into her sparkling eyes and experienced arrhythmia for the first time in his life.


	“I am,” Abby said before looking down at his left hand and then back into his eyes. “You’re not married?” she asked, blushing slightly over the impulsive question.


	“Happily divorced,” he answered.


	“Then you must have a creep for an ex-husband too?” she teased. Her tone was gentle and there was a soft light playing around her eyes.


	“I do,” Rick said. “His name’s Rose.”


	Abby chuckled and took the seat beside her old friend. Her laugh was absolutely contagious.


	For a few moments, neither spoke a word. And then Abby’s face blushed again when Rick caught her staring. She looked away. Rick was thrilled over the obvious chemistry between them.


	Rick cracked open a fresh beer and offered it to her. His hands were almost trembling. No one has ever had this effect on me, he thought. No one. He was legitimately nervous.


	She shook her head. “Thanks, but I don’t like beer,” she said, and then stared straight into his soul. “So you did the divorce thing too, huh?”


	He shrugged. “I did. Seems like the ‘in thing’ these days.”


	“Any kids?” she asked, shifting from one hip to the other.


	Rick’s eyes lit up. “Zachary…the love of my life. He just turned two.” He took a swig of beer. “I’m thinking about getting him a bigger bowl.”


	Abby’s eyebrow rose in confusion.


	“Zachary’s my gold fish,” Rick explained, chuckling.


	Even through the laughter, Abby kept staring. At one point, she slid closer to him.


	Her presence felt so comfortable and familiar to Rick. “And you… any kids?” he asked.


	“Paige,” Abby answered, with the same twinkle in her eyes. “She’ll be nine next week…just old enough to be brokenhearted.”


	Rick nodded. “Boy problems?”


	“No. Daddy problems.” She shook her head, the twinkle gone. “Her father hasn’t made a whole lot of time for her lately,” she explained.


	“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” As a light drizzle began to fall, Rick leaned into Abby’s face. She smelled as good as she looked.


	Abby nodded, but quickly changed the subject. “So how long have you known Carol?” she asked.


	“Too long,” Rick answered with a smirk. “Actually, I met Danny in college and met Carol after their first date. He was my business colleague for a while. He and Carol have been together for almost three years now. She’s great. She loves Danny’s two boys like they’re her own.”


	“Business colleagues?”


	“Investments. Stocks, bonds… really, really important stuff like that,” he added, sarcastically.


	“You two still together?” she asked.


	“Nope. Danny and I have broken up. I recently discovered that I liked sunshine a little more than fluorescent light.” He thought for a moment. “I just started doing some consulting work, and I write a little now.”


	“You do? That’s great!” Abby said. She smiled like an angel. “I’d love to see some of your writing.”


	Rick’s skin tingled over the suggestion.


	~ ~ ~


	Beneath a wet sky, the rest of the night was spent getting caught up. For Rick, it felt like old times—even though he had no idea who Abby was as an adult.


	They reminisced first about Rick’s grandma and father. “So how are they?” Abby asked. “I always loved them, you know.”


	He smiled. “Dad lives in New Hampshire now, working with delinquent kids.”


	She smiled, her head cocked. “Did he ever remarry?”


	“No. He’s never stopped loving my mom enough to pursue another woman. I guess in his own way he still grieves her death.”


	Abby’s mouth twisted slightly, forming itself into a frown; she was clearly touched by the undying love the man had for his wife.


	“I think Grandma’s right,” Rick added. “When my dad passes, I’m betting that he and my ma will spend eternity making up for lost time.”


	Abby nearly cooed at the sweet sentiment. “I’ll never forget his dog, Roy,” she said.


	Rick took a sip of beer and chuckled. “Believe it or not, he actually has Roy’s grandson now—Ray.”


	She shook her head and laughed. “Roy and now Ray. What was the dog’s name in between?”


	“Screw Up.”


	Abby was sent into a state of hysterics.


	Rick shrugged and laughed along with her.


	“And Grandma?” she asked, regaining her composure.


	Rick nodded. “Still spry and spunky…just a really cool person. You know her motto: ‘The body doesn’t wear out, it rusts.’ She’s still listening to her music and raising holy hell.”


	Abby smiled at the familiar phrase.


	“And she got married,” Rick said.


	“Married?”


	“Yep. His name is Bill Stryker and they’re perfect for each other.” He took another swig of beer. “She still makes me sit for dinner every Sunday.” Rick then asked about Abby’s parents.


	There was a sad pause. “My mom passed away,” Abby said, “from a lack of purpose, I’d say. And I haven’t spoken to my father for a few years now.” She tried to shake off the pain. “We no longer share a relationship… just some really bad memories. I imagine he’s still committing suicide the long way.”


	“Drinking?”


	“Yup, still doing laps in his bottle.”


	Rick put his beer on the table and quickly changed the subject.


	“Have you heard from any of the old Wilbur Avenue gang?”


	Abby’s smile returned. “From what I hear, Vinny became an attorney and is living with his wife in Vermont.” She thought for a moment. “I don’t know how anyone could stand to live with him.”


	Rick laughed.


	“Tracy became a psychologist and moved to Utah.”


	“Married?” Rick asked.


	“A-sexual, I think.”


	They both laughed. Rick couldn’t stop staring at her great smile and adorable dimples.


	“Actually, I heard she lives with her lesbian lover and goes by the new name Cheyenne.”


	“You’re kidding me, right?”


	Abby shook her head.


	“Good for her,” Rick said.


	“But I haven’t heard anything about Grant,” Abby added.


	Rick leaned forward. “You’re not going to believe this, but the first day I walked into college…there was Grant talking to some pretty, unsuspecting freshman.”


	Abby shook her head.


	“I still see him every Tuesday night,” Rick said. “We shoot a little pool and a whole lot of bull.”


	She was shocked. “How is he?”


	“The same…emotionally amputated; socially challenged.”


	As the laughter continued, she asked, “Do you remember the last time your dad brought us all to Lincoln Park? Believe it or not, I still think about that sometimes.”


	“Are you kidding?” Rick said. “I could live a hundred lifetimes and never forget that day!” And without his permission, his mind immediately raced back to the smack of screen doors and the echoes of foolish, barefooted children running toward the future.


	~ ~ ~


	As a going away gift to Richard and his friends, Jim Giles announced, “I’m treating you all to Lincoln Park.” It was a local amusement park that was famous for its epic Easter egg hunts and The Comet—the largest and most feared roller coaster on the East Coast. The park also had the reputation of hosting some lifelong memories from early spring until late fall.


	Jim Giles pulled the station wagon into the front of the park and shut off the ignition. From sheer excitement, the back doors flew open and Richard, Abby, Grant, Tracy and Vinny piled out like a trained circus act. They waited. Jim Giles never opened his door.


	Richard ran around to his father’s window. “Aren’t you comin’, Dad?” he asked, still resentful over their upcoming move.


	Jim handed his son some money and winked. “This is your day,” he said, and then looked at Abby beside Richard. “Stay together, all right?”


	They both nodded. “Absolutely,” said Richard. “I’ll be seein’ ya.”


	“We will,” Abby promised.


	Richard’s father smiled. “Meet me back here at six,” he said, and drove away from the curb.


	The gang watched as the wood-paneled wagon disappeared into traffic. They looked at each other and smiled. They’d been set loose for one last hoorah. This entire day was going to be their last great adventure together. Past the roller-skating rink and bowling alley out front, they sprinted toward the ticket gate.


	Murals of smiling clowns holding balloons and lollipops beckoned them inside. A hand stamp cost five dollars and fifty cents and allowed them to ride all the rides for the day. Once paid, the land of thrill seekers, big crowds and long lines opened up to them. “That’s expensive,” Richard blurted, while Grant discreetly talked Tracy into paying his fare.


	Three steps in and a slew of stimuli nudged them into a frenzy of squeals and high-fives. Flashing lights, carnival sounds and joyous screams filled the park. From popcorn to vomit, the smells were overwhelming. A world of vivid colors—dark reds and yellows and blues—covered everything. One look around, and it was clear that romance could blossom here, as well. Richard glanced over at Abby to find her staring at him. Smiling to himself, he turned, waved his friends toward him and ran for the rides. “Come on!”


	Everyone took chase.


	The gang worked its way through the park. Hidden speakers spouting the moans and wails of ghouls and mutants soon had them standing before The Monster Ride. “Looks like Old Lady MacDonald’s place,” Richard said and everyone agreed. Those who dared to ride were greeted by gaudy, lurking statues of hideous creatures with horns, sharp teeth and insane eyes. Of course, to the older, more discerning eye, the giant plaster of Paris knick-knacks were no less than absurd.


	Richard led his friends toward the unknown. Tracy wouldn’t hear of it. “Come on, Scaredy-Cat,” Grant taunted. It didn’t matter. No matter how much teasing they heaped on, Grant and Vinny were forced to share a car. Abby had already jumped in with Richard.


	From the moment the car hit the double doors and entered pitch darkness, Abby shut her eyes and never opened them. While hideous mannequins waited in the shadows, the car took jerky turns on a squeaky track. “Eeeek,” Abby squealed, while Richard did his best not to laugh. Through all the screaming, the smells of the midway wafted in, while several rays of sunlight streamed through the cracks in the old, wooden boards. Though these reminded everyone that his or her plight was surreal and only temporary, it still didn’t matter in the belly of the beast. At one point, Abby placed her trembling body against Richard’s.


	He’d never felt such warmth. His whole body tingled and he instinctively tightened his grip. It was almost a hug. A swarm of butterflies fluttered in his guts, but even in the blackness he couldn’t bring himself to kiss her. He just couldn’t do it.


	As the car came crashing through another set of double doors and back into reality, Richard and Abby released each other. Through squinted eyes, they exchanged a grin. The crush was their little secret.


	~ ~ ~


	Once Rick returned to their conversation, he looked hard into Abby’s eyes and his Adam’s apple took forever to travel south. “Those were definitely the days,” he said.


	She nodded. “Find a penny, pick it up and all that day you’ll have good luck.”


	“As long as it’s heads up,” he added, with a grin.


	Between the conversation and shared laughter, the entire night seemed to last all of three seconds.
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	Wilbur Avenue (a novelette set in the world of Pressed Pennies) depicts Rick and Abby as children, planting romantic seeds that would unexpectedly blossom later in their lives. After a magical summer, Abby and the neighborhood gang receive bad news: Richard’s dad has accepted a new job and the Giles family is moving away. Abby is devastated. As a final gift to Richard’s friends, Jim Giles takes the kids to Lincoln Park, an amusement park that hosts a day of unforgettable memories.
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	After packing their bellies with hot dogs and French fries, the gang sprinted off to the Trabant—a devilish ride that used a spinning motion like a penny spun on its flat side. As if it wasn’t enough that the ride spun quickly in circles, midway into the journey the platform raised and tilted. Even the most iron stomachs would be tested. The gang looked at each other. “Let’s ride the Carousel,” Tracy said, her eyes pleading for a consensus.


	“Fine with me,” Richard said. “I can still taste lunch.” Grant and Vinny half-shrugged in agreement.


	The Carousel was more romantic than thrilling. Hand-painted panels along the outside roof depicted murals of yesteryears, while hundreds of mirrors and clear light bulbs decorated the inside. Though the majestic carousel had lions and tigers mixed in, horses posed in various positions were the coveted prize. As a brass bell sounded the beginning, each of them searched out the grandest horse. Abby hoped Richard would choose the double-seated chariot. He didn’t. He looked at her and then over at Grant and Vinny’s grinning faces before he grabbed a horse. A moment later, the sweet notes of a calliope and the beat of a marching band set them off on their course. It was long and boring—even for Abby—but from the smile on her face it was perfect for Tracy.


	To redeem his childish sense of honor, Grant pressured Vinny into jumping off the Carousel before it came to a complete stop. At a sprint, they headed toward the Flying Cages. Once the ride stopped, Abby and Richard followed—to watch.


	This test of strength and endurance usually catered to adult men. The idea was to stand upright within the heavy steel cage, and work its weight back and forth by pushing against the padded bars at the front and back. Each time Grant and Vinny pushed, the cage climbed higher toward the top in a circular motion. If enough momentum was gained, the riders were able to muscle their weight and the weight of the cage right over the top and keep going. There’s no way Grant and Vinny are ever going to make it to the top, Abby thought. Men twice their size can’t get the cages to go all the way around.


	As they waited for the boys to finish their failed attempt, Abby, Richard and Tracy took a seat on a nearby bench to do some people watching. Lincoln Park was the perfect melting pot. From every walk of life, people came in droves to experience the thrill rides and crooked games of chance.


	Panting and soaked in sweat, Vinny and Grant returned and offered their excuses, taking turns playing the blame game. “Vinny wasn’t even trying,” Grant complained.


	“Yeah right, Grant,” Vinny barked, “you’re the one who wanted to quit just as we got started.”


	No one doubted it and everyone laughed—everyone but Grant.


	The Carousel and Flying Cages bought time from facing certain illness. But unfortunately not enough, Abby realized.


	The Round Up was a twisted invention designed for the brave of heart. The five of them stood back and watched for a minute.


	It looked like a UFO turned sideways, red and yellow lights spinning out of control, human screams escaping from within. Essentially, each rider stood upright while the ride spun in circles so fast that gravity sucked them flush to its steel cage.


	“Let’s do it!” Grant egged them on.


	There was a pause.


	“You big chickens,” he said.


	Everyone—even Tracy—jumped in line. Oh boy, I’m gonna barf, Abby thought.


	Starting at a tilt, the ride lifted vertically until each of their bodies was parallel to the blurry ground beneath them. Richard pulled his wallet from his pocket and held on tight. Two minutes later, the world was one big smudge. What a mistake! Abby thought. Before the ride came to a stop, Grant was projectile vomiting. Only the irony of it made the others feel better. Through the queasiness, Tracy’s smile returned. “You okay, Grant?” she asked, while the others giggled at her rare display of sarcasm.


	Grant could only moan. “Go ahead, keep laughing,” he muttered. “I’ll get you back.”


	Another vote was taken. “Okay, Grant,” Richard said, “even though you don’t deserve it, we’ll give you a break and play some more of the games.” The first signs of relief appeared in Grant’s handsome but pasty face.


	The penny arcade beckoned with a game called Fascination. Each player rolled small balls under a plate of glass and into holes to form straight or diagonal lines. Though winners were paid in coupons to be redeemed for prizes or cash, each game cost ten cents and proved much too rich for the gang’s young blood. Instead, they settled for skeeball and the newest video games.


	At the end of the arcade, Richard, Abby and Tracy squirted streams of water into a row of clowns’ mouths until the first balloon broke. While Tracy won herself a small polar bear, Grant and Vinny abandoned “the game for little kids,” and hurried off to race the remote control cars at the park’s miniature speedway.


	With fresh and disgusting memories of Grant’s recycled lunch, the gang passed the Scrambler and waited in line at the Ferris Wheel. The wait wasn’t long. From their swaying car, Abby and Richard were able to see all the rides along the midway and looming above them all was the giant roller coaster. To the right, they could also see cars traveling down Route Six, giving them glimpses of the real world and a reminder that six o’clock was quickly approaching.


	“This has been a really fun day,” Abby said.


	“Yeah, definitely,” Richard agreed.


	“I’ll have to thank your dad when he picks us up.”


	“For what?” Richard asked, sarcastically. “…making me move?”


	“No,” Abby said, and instinctively grabbed for his arm. “Of course not.”


	Richard shook his head and looked away, obviously struggling with his emotions.


	“I’m sure if your dad didn’t get promoted, he’d never make you leave Wilbur Avenue,” she said.


	“Yeah,” he said, avoiding eye contact.


	Sitting at the top of the world, the wind whistled past them and rocked the car back and forth. Abby gasped and clenched the bar tight.


	“You okay?” Richard asked, looking her in the eye again.


	Abby nodded, her knuckles turning white. “Yeah…at least I will be once the ride starts moving again.”


	Richard grinned and slid closer to her. In one quick movement, he threw his arm around her and gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Relax,” he whispered. “The ride will be over soon. We’ll be fine.”


	Abby’s fear was suddenly challenged by the excitement of Richard’s firm embrace. She glanced to her side and smiled at him. This feels so good, she thought, but I wish he’d just kiss me already.


	Richard returned her smile and was just starting to move closer to her when the ride started up again and they descended toward the earth. “See,” he said, “I told you we’d be okay.” But he never removed his arm from her shoulder.


	They were nearly to the bottom when Abby blurted, “You’ll come back and visit, right, Richard?”


	He looked at her again and his eyes filled. “Of course,” he said, his words muffled. “I’d never be able to say goodbye to you, Abby.”


	Abby sighed at his sincerity, while her own eyes filled. A moment later, the ride operator was lifting the bar from their laps and helping them off the ride. Not yet…please, she thought, but the ride was over—and so was Richard’s hug.


	Once Vinny and Tracy climbed out of their car, Richard addressed all of them. “You guys ready?” he asked.


	They cringed. A few nods later, they faced south and marched the length of the midway—past Kiddie Land with its WhirlyBird helicopters, Mother Goose ride and boats that went round and round in four inches of murky water. The moment of truth had finally arrived.


	The Comet, or giant roller coaster, was a rite of passage and the greatest test of courage for children in southeastern New England. Standing in the middle of the midway, with the kiddie coaster and Mini-Golf course on the right and the giant coaster on the left, the only real decision of the day needed to be made. “I’ll watch the stuffed animals,” Tracy said, and plopped down on a green bench with no intention of going anywhere. The rest of them looked at each other. While little kids chased each other in circles on The Flying Jets—raising and lowering their planes but never getting an inch closer—the decision was made. The time had come to take the risk and overcome their fear. “Let’s do it!”


	Abby stepped up to the wooden cutout of a boy who warned that each rider had to be his height to ride. Drats! She’d made it. I’m finally tall enough. As the gang stepped in line, others filled in behind them. More fear took hold. We’re trapped, she thought. With sweaty palms, Abby took a few steps closer. As it shot its latest riders up and down its steep hills, the rickety wooden coaster creaked and complained. Each step took Abby deeper into a war that was being waged between her heart and mind. Everything inside her begged her legs to flee. Her pride, however, held on—though just barely. People screamed on the ride. This is supposed to be fun? she thought.


	Before long, she and the boys stepped up to the final platform’s worn boards. Thousands, maybe even millions, have done this and survived, she realized. It was no consolation. Her mind raced, and she recalled her mom and Richard’s dad speak of those who rode the coaster with reverence and respect. She swallowed hard and took another step forward. She wanted that respect.


	As they stood before the tracks, the car fired down the home stretch and screeched to a sudden stop. Everyone’s faces were white. The passengers climbed out on unsure legs and Abby swallowed hard again. It was time to get aboard. Richard went first and though she followed, she felt like crying. “Good luck,” she joked.


	“Same to you,” he replied and then pulled the safety bar across their laps.


	A kind-looking, old gentleman wearing a soft hat and chewing on a cigar approached. As he bent to tug on the safety bar, Abby’s frightened eyes searched his for help. He winked once and offered a grin that said everything was going to be fine. He walked slowly and with purpose to his podium. With one last look at the cars, he pushed a button that caused the train to belch out a steam of air. He then pulled on a long handle and the cars began to coast forward. White knuckles threatened to crush the safety bar. There was time for a brief prayer and then the hyperventilating began.


	Through a short patch of forest, the cars rounded the first bend. A huge, steel chain grabbed the front car and jerked it violently into control. There was a brief, merciful pause, and then the cars began to ascend slowly toward heaven, the chain clicking off each final moment of life. The sky was blue, spotted with a few marshmallow clouds. Abby’s body felt numb. Her mind rushed from primitive panic all the way to surreal acceptance. Perhaps shock had already set in. She gave one quick look toward Richard, her riding companion, and fake smiles were exchanged. At the top, the cars paused briefly again. This time it felt cruel.


	Abby held her breath. Like a nightmare come true, the car plummeted down the notorious first hill and straight toward the earth. The fall lasted no more than a moment and no less than a lifetime. The hill was longer than expected and lasted well beyond the screams of those who chose to exhale. On empty lungs, they hit bottom and were catapulted back up to an invisible turn. Abby thought they were going right off the track and struggled to roll herself into the fetal position. The bar would not allow it. The turn was just another sick joke from the ride’s sadistic designer.


	Gravity took over. While the wood boards swayed and moaned from the weight of the cars and their uncontrolled momentum, premature questions of life and death were considered. The train of cars then rolled home where the old man was waiting to apply the shrieking brake.


	On rubbery knees, they climbed out. Abby was breathing again and smiling to be a survivor. Yes! She screamed in her head. She’d conquered the giant, they all had, and so much more than that. The entire experience was exhilarating, filled with equal amounts of fear and excitement.


	Richard turned to Abby and grinned. “Go again?”


	She nodded. “Oh yeah!”


	They went four more times.


	~~~


	It was dusk, almost six o’clock, when Lincoln Park lit up with neon. It’s already time to go, Abby realized.


	As they waited for Mr. Giles to pick them up, Abby grabbed Richard’s arm. “Let’s go see the ballroom before your dad gets here.” She smiled wide. “Please?”


	He followed her.


	Every time the ballroom door opened, the magical sounds of Big Band music leaked out. Abby watched the dancing couples hold each other close and looked at Richard. I hope we’ll dance this same way one day when we’re grown.


	Richard smiled at her before punching her in the arm—and making her chase him all the way back to the awaiting station wagon.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Twelve Months

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	I had just finished the first draft of a novel entitled The Rockin’ Chair and was happy to take some time off. Two days later, I was in the shower thinking, There’s never enough time to do everything we want to do. Then another thought hit me. What if I only had twelve months left? And the decision was made right then and there. I need to write this book!


	So I created Don DiMarco, an ordinary man faced with extraordinary circumstances—having to face his death long before he thought he would have to. He is madly in love with his wife, adores his daughter, and spoils his two grandchildren. Don is a good man; the salt of the earth, but he must find the courage to truly live.


	The cliché is true: we can only write about who we know and what we know. Although I consider Twelve Months a fictional work, the content all felt very real to me—so the emotions were also very real.


	In the end, the novel’s message is simple but very powerful: as far as we know, we only get one shot at this thing called life—so we each need to make it a great one. Stop wasting time drifting along. Take complete responsibility for your life and live each moment with real intention. In essence, have a love affair with your own life.


	This excerpt depicts Don preparing dinner for his wife, Bella, for the first time in thirty years. Although it’s a touching gesture, it’s actually just a diversion from his real plan—to propose marriage once again and ask the woman of his dreams to spend the final days of his life with him.
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	Although spring was upon us, my poor lawn, which I’d slaved over for years to get just right, was abandoned. The smell of fresh-cut grass, the pride of reaching perfection – it no longer meant as much as it once did. Even my weekly car waxing had come to an end. Instead, if I could have, I would have taken every class available to man. As my appetite for food decreased, my hunger for knowledge became voracious. But there was so little time left. In my sudden quest to learn as much as I could, I picked up a South Coast Learning Network catalog.


	According to SCLN’s diverse catalog, all courses were short-term and non-credit, held in local libraries, workplaces, churches, museums, schools, public buildings and even private homes. Instructors were experts in their fields; artists, business people, cooks, computer specialists, craftsmen, health experts, historians, scientists, woodworkers and writers. “Real learning for real life,” they called it. “Besides being fun, every new learning experience improves the quality of life, while helping you to succeed in a world of constant change.”


	From Food & Wine and Home & Garden to Liberal Arts and Nature & Science, there was something to spark the interest of those who had not stopped learning – the curious, the adventurous; people who were still looking to stretch their personal horizons – me. Yoga and meditation; American Sign Language; Acting 101; it was an inexpensive invitation to become a more cultured and well-rounded human being; to become a true Renaissance person. Like a fat man reading through a Chinese menu, I flipped through its pages.


	There were classes on painting, pottery and photography. One could learn Tai Chi and how to invest money one term, and then take classes on stained glass and scrapbooking the next. There were belly dancing lessons, or beginner guitar. Languages such as Japanese, Spanish and Scottish Gaelic were offered, as were courses on fencing, kickboxing and chess. For the aspiring writers, SCLN hosted several classes from creative writing to a popular workshop on how to get published.


	There’d be no scrolled diploma, or cap and gown received at the end of the class. Instead, I’d get a fresh perspective and some valuable knowledge to carry with me for the rest of my days. I circled the one that interested me most.


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	Though I believe it was only one of two things she’d always wished for and never received from me, I’d never cooked dinner for Bella. So, as the first half of my ingenious plan, it was time to do just that. And if I was going to successfully turn my grand idea into action, I needed a diversion.


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	After coming to the United States from Portugal, Master Chef Antone Carvalho worked in New York as a chef and magazine food editor. He apprenticed at several New York institutions, including the Waldorf Astoria, before being appointed Executive Chef at Bittersweet Farm in Westport, Massachusetts. Teaching was a lifelong dream that became a reality in 1999 when he joined forces with SCLN.


	For four hundred dollars, his class looked great. I had a few questions, though, so I called him. “I’d like to learn how to cook dinner for my wife…for the first time in thirty years,” I told him, “and I have some specific dishes in mind.”


	“And what are those?”


	I read from the paper in front of me. “For the hors d’ouvres, I’d like to serve coconut crusted shrimp with a soy dipping sauce. We’d start with a traditional minestrone soup and tomato & mozzarella salad with an olive oil drizzle.” I waited for a reaction. He was still listening. “Just in case, I’d like to serve two entrees; chicken stuffed with spinach and feta cheese, as well as tenderloin of beef in herb garlic butter. For dessert…chocolate cake.”


	“Plain, old chocolate cake, huh?”


	“Yup. That’s what she loves. How much will it cost me to learn all this?”


	“I’m impressed,” he said. “You’ve done your homework.” He paused. “Let’s just say it’ll cost you more time than money,” he finally answered, clearly moved by my gesture.


	“How much time?” I asked, brutally aware that I had much less time than money.


	“I can teach you what you need to know in three weeks, two nights a week, two hours each night.”


	I was thrilled. “When do we begin?”


	“Tomorrow night, six o’clock sharp.”


	“Perfect! I’ll see you then.”


	I hung up the phone and called Riley. “I’m planning to take a culinary class and cook dinner for your mother, but…”


	“Oh, Daddy…”


	“Yeah, I know. It’s long overdue. Anyway, I need your help to throw her off. When she asks, tell her that I told you I’m taking some writing class for a few weeks.”


	“I will,” Riley promised.


	“That’s my girl.”


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	I had no choice. Though I didn’t like it, I had to fib to Bella. “I’d like to be able to capture a few of my stories on paper, so I’m taking a class.”


	The next time they spoke, Riley corroborated the story. The heat was off for a while.


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	By the second week of fumbling around in Chef Carvalho’s kitchen, he pulled me aside and reluctantly told me, “Some people have a knack for cooking and some people… well…some people don’t.”


	“And I’d be in the second group, right?”


	With a gentle grin, he nodded.


	“Be honest…do I have any chance of pulling off this dinner for my wife?”


	“Sure, if you can smuggle me into your house and hide me in your kitchen for a few hours,” he joked.


	I laughed. “Although that sounds tempting,” I told him, “I need to do this one by myself.”


	“Then follow each recipe to the letter and take your time!” he said, stressing the last few words with the same effort that a father instructs his six-year old son.


	I didn’t take offense, though. I completely understood where he was coming from. “I will,” I promised, thinking, I wonder if he makes emergency house calls.


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	It was a Friday morning when I sent Bella shopping. She knew something was up, but humored me and didn’t ask. No sooner had she pulled out of the driveway than I began cleaning the house, top to bottom. I spent hours cleaning. Once I finished, I dragged myself to the market for all the ingredients I needed to make dinner. Two pain pills later, I started cooking. Each tiring step was a lesson in appreciation for all that my wife had done for me through the years. I tried to follow Chef Carvalho’s instructions and take my time, but my nerves were driving me and I knew it. A few times, I looked at the telephone and considered calling him. Pride stopped me.


	Severe fatigue had me by the throat and was choking the life out of me. But if there was ever a rainy day to spend my energy on, it was today. Bella deserved at least that much.


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	As quickly as it had started, it was over. “Oh, my God!” she gasped. Through her look of astonishment, I served dinner and even threw on an old Sinatra album for us to dance afterward.


	If it weren’t for healthy, active taste buds, the meal would have been delicious. Bella tried her best to conceal it, but by her second bite, her face contorted. The dinner was nearly inedible. By my third bite, I threw my fork into the plate and shook my frustrated head. Bella smiled at me from across the table – and kept smiling. Eventually, I joined her until we both began to laugh. “I’m so sorry,” I said, thinking, I should have called Chef Carvalho.


	“Don’t you dare apologize,” she said, her face growing serious. “This is the sweetest thing you’ve ever done for me.” Her smile returned. “The thought means everything.”


	It took a moment before I surrendered to her wisdom. I guess she’s right, I pondered. Results mean so much less than effort. I stood to clear the plates. “So what’ll you have on your pizza?” I asked.


	“Mushrooms and onions, please,” she answered with a beaming smile.


	I nodded and, as I walked past her to grab the telephone, she grabbed my arm and pulled me to her.


	“I love you so much,” she whispered into my ear. “And I loved your surprise. Thank you!”


	I hid my smile in her shoulder. The first part of my plan was complete; my wife’s curiosity to uncover my secret had been quenched. I now had a decent shot at surprising her for the first time in my life. I struggled not to giggle.


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	From the moment I’d met Bella, I loved her and she knew it. But life – work, a child, bills, and a thousand responsibilities – all jockeyed for priority and fought for our attention. We did all we could to keep the romance alive, but both of us wished there were more.


	I decided that she’d waited long enough to be properly courted. It was time to guarantee the rest of our precious days together by returning to where it all began. For me, the joy was all in the planning. While Madison and Pudge helped me by pretending to be working on the puzzle, I schemed and planned and had the time of my life.


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	I secretly met with Vic at Sagres Restaurant on a random Monday night, exactly one week before the big night was to take place. Sagres sat on the very location where Bella and I had our first date; the same spot I’d proposed to her thirty-one years before.


	“The most important thing is that the timing be right on,” I told Vic.


	My friend winked. “I’ll make sure the entire night goes off like clockwork.”


	On Tuesday morning, I called nearly a dozen acoustic guitarists before I found one who would also sing. “To play for three hours?” the musician confirmed.


	“Or until she runs out the door, crying.”


	The man laughed and promised he’d be there, awaiting our arrival.


	That afternoon, Riley and I stepped into a jewelry store on Washington Street in Boston. “What exactly are we looking for?” the stuffy clerk asked.


	“A diamond engagement ring,” I answered. “Princess cut…something around a carat.”


	With a wave of the hand, we were escorted into a locked room where the clerk poured out a velvet satchel of glittering rocks and then began a brief class on the four C’s of the diamond world – cut, color, clarity and carat. By the third diamond he touched, I’d discovered the one. “She’ll love it!” I said and handed him my credit card.


	On Wednesday, I contacted Bella’s favorite flower shop and ordered a dozen long stem red roses with baby’s breath and greens, boxed and scheduled for delivery to Vic at Sagres for Monday afternoon.


	Thursday had me on the phone again, confirming a white stretch limo for Monday night, as well as ordering a half dozen of Bella’s favorite chocolate covered strawberries from a gourmet sweet shop. “At three bucks a pop,” I told Riley, “she’d better love them.”


	The entire day Friday was spent finishing up the poem, Moments of Destiny, which had taken me weeks to craft. It had to be just right.


	But the toughest days of all proved to be Saturday and Sunday. I thought I was going to burst. Instead, I reserved my fleeting energy and acted like nothing was going on. I spent my time eating wholesome foods, getting plenty of rest and taking a walk each evening.


	On Monday afternoon, I rushed to Sagres Restaurant with a half dozen chocolate-covered strawberries and a scrolled sheet of tan parchment tied in red ribbon. “The flowers should be here in an hour or so,” I told Vic, “and the guitarist says he’ll be here by six o’clock.”


	With a promise of success and a pat on the back, Vic sent me on my way. “It’s going to be unforgettable.”


	At the car, I flipped open my cell phone and dialed Bella.


	“Hello?” she answered.


	“Hi, it’s me. Just make sure you’re ready for seven, okay?”


	“Okay,” she promised. “Is there something going on?”


	“Yeah. I’m already starving.”


	 


	~ ~ ~


	 


	Though there were empty tables up front, Vic escorted Bella and me to a darkened back room where no one else was seated. The table sat in the center of the room and was very nicely decorated. I could tell by Bella’s face that it seemed peculiar to her. As we took our seats, Vic lit a candle. “I’ll be right back,” he said.


	Bella started to question it, but I shrugged it off. “There must have been reservations for the other tables up front?” I suggested.


	She nodded, and then noticed a man seated on a stool a few tables over. He was holding a guitar and squinting at some sheet music.


	He looked over and smiled. “I hope you guys don’t mind, but I’m trying out tonight for a weekend gig at this place.”


	“Oh, that’s great,” Bella said, with no idea Gary had already landed the job.


	“Not a problem,” I added, acting as though I’d never spoken to the man. And through an acoustic set of love ballads, Gary was just as convincing.


	Bella had no idea but the order had already been carefully spelled out – drinks first, Pinot Grigio for her; beer for me, and the itinerary would begin. Vic approached with both drinks on a small round tray. “Appetizers tonight?” he asked.


	I smiled. “Why don’t we start with an order of little necks in garlic and oil?”


	Vic nodded once and headed for the kitchen, while Gary swooned, “You say it best when you say nothing at all…”


	Bella leaned into my ear and whispered, “How did he know I wanted white wine?”


	I was into my second shrug when Vic returned to the table with a gorgeous arrangement of long stem red roses. Without a word, he placed them in front of Bella and rotated the vase until the card faced her. “Your appetizer should be out in a few minutes,” he said and strutted away again.


	Gary was already on his second number when Bella plucked the card from the arrangement. It read: “Bella, I love you, forever – Don.” She looked up to find the entire restaurant staring at us.


	“And always will,” I whispered when she leaned over and kissed me.


	After the steaming appetizer and another round of drinks, Vic placed a silver platter before my glowing wife. It held a scrolled sheet of parchment secured by red ribbon. She looked up at him, but he never let on. She glanced over at me. “What…”


	“Open it,” I said, while Gary strummed away in the background.


	She did. It was the one thing she’d always wanted from me, but had never gotten – until now.


	 


	Moments of Destiny


	From the moment I met you,

	I knew there was a fire between us

	that even hard, driving rain could never put out.


	From the moment we spoke,

	I knew I’d spent my entire life

	in search of your deep and passionate love.


	From the moment we kissed,

	I knew my heart was no longer mine

	and I’d finally found my future.


	From the moment we laughed,

	I knew there would never be enough time

	to share all the things I needed to share with you.


	From the moment we danced,

	I knew, at last, what the phrase ‘better half’ meant

	and surrendered to your gentle touch.


	From the moment we walked hand-in-hand,

	I knew I’d discovered my partner

	and that my dreams were suddenly within reach.


	From the moment we lay together,

	I knew I’d made it to heaven

	and thanked God for blessing me with you.


	From the moment you agreed to be my wife,

	I knew my journey was now worth taking,

	through days of sunshine –

	or nights of hard, driving rain.


	 


	As her watering eyes read the final verse, the musician stopped playing, the restaurant went silent and I went down to one knee. I opened the ring box. “Isabella,” I said, “I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you be my wife…again?”


	She never hesitated and dove into my arms. For a while, we just hugged.


	“I love you so much,” she cried into my shoulder.


	“I know,” I said. “But…”


	She pushed away from me and looked into my eyes. “But what?”


	“But I need your answer?” I said, grinning.


	“Yes…the answer is YES!” she gasped and jumped back into my arms.


	The crowd shared a collective sigh, and everyone was clapping when Bella and I returned to reality. It took a few moments before each table returned to its own conversation and half-eaten meals.


	Chuckling, I introduced my beautiful wife to Gary, the musician. As they shook hands, Gary admitted, “I was so nervous.”


	I bought the man a beer when Vic delivered two previously ordered dinners to our table. Though Bella couldn’t touch hers, I ate and listened to Gary fill the room with a soothing melody. By the time the chocolate covered strawberries arrived for dessert, Bella was emotionally spent. She grabbed me once more for a kiss. “This has been the perfect night,” she whispered.


	“And for all these years…you’ve been the perfect wife, my dear.”


	As we left the restaurant, another round of applause carried us to the front door. I opened it for my new fiancé – only to discover a white stretch limousine idling at the curb. She quickly turned to me. “It’s not over?”


	I shook my head. “It’ll never be over for us.” As we made our way to the limo, waves of nausea threatened to drown me. This is Bella’s perfect night, I told myself, our perfect night. Whatever you do…do not throw up now!






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Goodnight, Brian

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	Readers always ask me, “How did you come up with the idea for Goodnight Brian?” The truth is, the novel was inspired by a true story. I have a dear friend whose cousin suffered terribly from being poisoned by baby formula. The vast majority of the story, however, is fiction. In fact, Mama (the matriarch and central point of the story) is a combination of my grandmother, my mother, my mother-in-law, as well as a few other women I’ve met in my life who have inspired me.


	When Brian is first diagnosed with metabolic alkalosis and the family is told that the infant will never be able to walk or talk, his tiny Italian grandmother—Mama—takes a defiant stand. She vows to make it her life’s work to prove the doctors wrong and immediately sets off on a course of tough love to do just that.


	Goodnight Brian is an emotional tale about the strength of family bonds and the perseverance to do our best with the challenging gifts we receive. It is also a tribute to what happens when giving up is not an option. But mostly, it’s a story about unconditional love in its truest form.


	This excerpt depicts baby Brian’s cruel prognosis and Mama’s unforgettable reaction to it. “I don’t think you understand,” Mama told the doctor, staring straight into his sapphire eyes. “Our boy is going to walk. He’s going to talk. He’s going to ride a bike, swim, and learn to do everything that any other kid can do. It might take a little more doing, but I guarantee it!”
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	It was a mild summer evening—the air, warm and sweet. While the world peacefully slumbered away, Joan kept a strict vigilance over her ailing baby. Throughout the night, Brian’s diarrhea had become so severe that she had to change his diapers five times and his bedding twice.


	Just before dawn, she laid him on his belly in the crib and patted his backside until he finally drifted off.


	It felt like she’d just closed her eyes when she awoke with the late morning sun on her face. Ouch! Her lower back throbbed in pain. It took a moment to realize that her body was contorted in the chair. She sat up straight and stretched her legs to work out the knot in her back. As she yawned, she spotted Brian lying motionless in his crib, a zombie’s expression on his face. “Oh God!” she screamed and leaped to her feet, nearly tripping from the lack of blood in her legs. Her baby was gray, with big, black circles under his eyes. He’d lost so many bodily fluids through the night that he was scratching at death’s door.


	Besides the pins and needles in her legs, all the symptoms of another panic attack—pounding heart, shallow breathing, overwhelming feelings of doom and darkness—ambushed her. But she pushed them away. There’s no time, she thought. Brian’s in trouble and he needs help now!


	She lifted him out of the crib and hobbled toward the kitchen phone to call for an ambulance. With trembling hands, she called Doctor Carvalho’s office to inform them of the situation. “Either you admit him, or we’re camping out at the Emergency Room…and we’re not leaving!”


	She looked down to find Ross standing there, panicked.


	“Brian has to go to the hospital,” she told him. “Go get dressed.”


	He ran back to his room.


	She then left a message for Frank at work before she dialed her mother’s house. “Ma, Brian’s being admitted into the hospital. I need…” Her strength had finally left her and she broke down in a wounded sob.


	“Okay, I’ll meet you there,” Mama promised and hung up the phone.


	The sound of an approaching ambulance was the first welcomed wail in weeks.


	I need to get dressed, Joan thought, looking down at her pajamas. I’ll just throw on some sweats over these. She looked down the hall. “Hurry up, Ross!”


	~~~


	While Ross was escorted into the nurse’s station away from the action, Brian was so dehydrated that two nurses had to strap him to a wooden, infant-sized board. They worked at a frantic pace, placing intravenous needles into his arms and legs to feed him the fluids and nutrients that his tiny body screamed for.


	“It might be more comfortable in the waiting room,” the younger of the two nurses told Joan.


	Joan looked up at her, but never uttered a word. Instead, she squeezed Brian’s hand tighter and firmly planted her feet.


	Both nurses looked at each other, the older of the two nodding that it was okay for Joan to stay. After checking his monitor, they quietly left the room.


	Mama arrived before Frank. When Joan spotted her, she collapsed into her arms. “I just know something is seriously wrong with Brian, but nobody will listen to me. Everyone just keeps telling me that I worry too much…that I’m overanxious. Frank, Doctor Carvalho…”


	Mama pulled her daughter into her chest. “I’m listening, Joan. I’m here and I’m listening.” She nodded. “Everything will be okay.”


	~~~


	With Joan sleeping in a chair on one side of the hospital bassinette and Mama sleeping in a chair on the other, Brian stayed overnight for observation. Although he felt terrible for not staying, Frank returned home to watch Ross.


	In the morning, Doctor Carvalho entered the room with Brian’s chart in hand. “I’m going to prescribe a syrup to bind him up.” He wrote out the script and handed it to Joan. “I just signed your son’s release, so you’re free to go home.” He looked her straight in the eye. “Your son will outgrow his digestive problems, Mrs. Mauretti. Hang in there.”


	Joan was stunned. She opened her mouth to argue the point, but was interrupted by the busy doctor. “He’ll be fine…and he needs to go home.” The pediatrician turned and hurried out of the room.


	As if she were six years old again, Joan looked toward her mother with scared, desperate eyes. Mama merely shook her head, squirming with the same anxiety that her daughter had been suffering. “We’ll figure this out,” she finally said. “We will.”


	~~~


	Long days turned into unbearable weeks. The syrup ran out and the diarrhea returned. Brian depended on Neo Mulsoy formula as his sole source of nutrition for nearly six months, and he never did outgrow the digestive problems. In fact, they became worse. The nights of screaming were endless, with Joan feeling helpless to ease her baby’s discomfort.


	Mama finally told her, “Doctor Carvalho is a good pediatrician, but maybe you should get a second opinion from someone younger? I know a younger doctor might lack experience, but he’ll be up on the new procedures and products on the market.”


	Without hesitation, Joan contacted a new pediatric practice two towns over, requesting a second opinion on her son’s digestive nightmare. After explaining her son’s condition, the receptionist said, “Looks like I can squeeze you in on Monday afternoon… ummm…two o’clock. Is that okay?”


	“Yes,” Joan choked out. “We’ll be there.” She hung up the phone and felt the first ray of light touch their dark world.


	~~~


	With short cropped hair and crystal blue eyes, Doctor Alexander looked like he’d just graduated from high school. Joan second-guessed her decision until the young man spent more time examining Brian in one session than Doctor Carvalho had in all of their appointments combined. At the conclusion of the exam, he actually took a seat, looked at Joan and said, “So tell me everything.”


	Her eyes filled and she nearly hugged him for his genuine concern. “I could explain it, but I’d rather give you this.” She reached into her pocketbook, retrieved Brian’s battered medical diary and handed it to him. “I documented everything,” she said.


	He opened the book and read the first two pages before skimming through the rest. With a heavy sigh, he stood and asked, “May I keep it for a day or two to read through it thoroughly?”


	“Of course.”


	“I’m going to help your son, Mrs. Mauretti,” he promised. “Whatever it takes, we’re going to find out what’s wrong with Brian.”


	Joan’s knees nearly buckled. “Thank you,” she whimpered. Thank God.


	~~~


	A slew of tests were conducted on Brian and the initial screens turned up nothing, but Doctor Alexander was a man of his word. He was relentless in his pursuit of answers; for the truth.


	The baby gave blood, urine, stool samples and more blood. He squirmed during an abdomen ultra sound and screamed during a scary CT scan. Joan felt pieces of her soul shrivel up and die each time her baby was prodded. The only saving grace was Mama. The old lady never left their sides.


	Initially, a diagnosis of Bartter’s Syndrome was made.


	“Dear God…what’s that?” Joan asked.


	“It’s an inherited defect in the renal tubules that causes low potassium and chloride levels,” Doctor Alexander explained. “We’ll need to start Brian on supplements right away. Let’s set up an appointment for later in the week and discuss in detail. For now, I’ll call the prescriptions into the pharmacy.”


	“Okay then,” Joan said, confused.


	But the young doctor was still skeptical about the initial diagnosis. For the next few weeks, while Joan prayed that the new supplements would help, he continued his research, reading through current medical journals and making phone call after phone call to colleagues throughout the country. Finally, he discovered several similar cases in Tennessee. A Memphis pediatrician had noticed that three sick babies with strange symptoms had all been depending on Neo Mulsoy as their primary source of nourishment.


	According to the Memphis pediatrician, all three infants were unable to gain weight and failed to thrive. He also noticed that all three were being fed the same brand of soy-based formula. To further investigate the possible correlation, he contacted the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta and reported it. The CDC advised that similar infant cases, scattered throughout the country, had been diagnosed with metabolic alkalosis.


	After notifying the CDC and the Food and Drug Administration to report his suspicions about Brian, Doctor Alexander telephoned Joan once again and told her, “Mrs. Mauretti, I hate to tell you this but I think we need to conduct a few more tests.”


	And the nightmare continued.


	~~~


	Brian was eleven months old when Doctor Alexander summoned the Mauretti family into his office to deliver the final verdict. Mama insisted that she be there. No one objected.


	It was a late winter afternoon, a howling wind knocking on blocks of ice that were once windows. Doctor Alexander sat behind his tidy desk, looking distressed. Joan nearly cried when she saw his demeanor and immediately leaned on Frank for support. Avoiding initial eye contact, the young doctor was clearly having trouble offering his prognosis. He cleared his throat and finally reported, “We’ve discovered that Brian has metabolic alkalosis.”


	“He has what?” Frank asked.


	“Metabolic alkalosis is a blood disorder that affects an infant’s ability to digest properly and gain weight. It’s caused by a lack of chloride, or sodium, in the diet.”


	“So what does that mean for Brian?” Joan asked.


	“Several of Brian’s tests have shown some abnormality in the frontal area of his brain.”


	Joan, Frank and Mama’s silence begged for the man to embellish. The doctor took another long pause, making Joan feel like her heart was going to explode. She tried to slow down the hyperventilating. It was no use.


	“Your son’s development has been severely damaged,” he finally told Joan and Frank directly. “And at this point, I believe it’s irreversible.”


	“Irreversible? I don’t understand?” Joan screeched, frightened for her baby boy’s future. She felt so lightheaded that the room began to spin.


	Doctor Alexander shook his head. “It means that Brian will never walk.”


	“Never walk?” Frank repeated, his face instantly bleached to white.


	“I’m sorry, but we don’t believe he will.” He scanned the reports in front of him and took another deep breath. “It’s also doubtful that Brian will ever talk or communicate effectively.”


	Joan looked toward her mother again, her terrified eyes begging for help. Mama got to her feet and took a defensive posture.


	Without acknowledging the old woman, the doctor went on, “Brian may never be able to do what normal children—or adults—are able to do.” He paused again. “We believe it may have been caused by the Neo Mulsoy formula. The low chloride concentration in his urine is substantial proof that the sodium deficiency within the soy formula has been the primary cause of Brian’s medical problems.”


	While the doctor tried to explain further, Joan wailed, “Oh God, what did I do to my boy?”


	“You didn’t do anything,” Doctor Alexander and Mama vowed in unison.


	The doctor backed off, allowing the old lady to take over. She grabbed her daughter’s panicked face. “This wasn’t you,” Mama promised. “You did nothing wrong!” She shook her head. “And this is only one opinion. There are other doctors…more tests.”


	While Joan wept sorrowfully, Frank rested his hand on his wife’s leg and stared helplessly at the doctor. “But Doctor Carvalho prescribed the formula to Brian,” he muttered in a wounded voice, as if it would make some difference.


	“There’s no way he could have known at that time that it would have caused your son harm,” the man replied.


	“You say he’ll never walk?” Joan cried.


	“Sorry, but I really don’t believe he will,” the doctor answered, sadly.


	“Or talk?” Joan gasped, trying to breathe.


	The man slowly shook his head. “I have to believe that the damage to your son’s frontal lobe will prohibit any real speech.”


	As Joan struggled to continue her panicked line of questioning, Mama shook her gray, curly head. “That’s crap!” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear.


	The young doctor turned his attention to her. “I realize that this is…”


	“You’re wrong!” Mama insisted, taking a step toward him.


	“Excuse me?” he asked. “I know this isn’t easy to hear, but…” The man shot her a kind smile, but Mama wasn’t swayed. “I’m so sorry, but Brian is now mentally disabled,” he concluded.


	“No. I don’t think you understand,” Mama replied, staring straight into his sapphire eyes. “Our boy is going to walk. He’s going to talk. He’s going to ride a bike, swim, and learn to do everything that any other kid can do. It might take a little more doing, but I guarantee it!”


	Although it was the slightest movement, the doctor shook his head at her foolish hope. “Believe me, I wish that were true, but…”


	“Wishing won’t have anything to do with it. No, this’ll take faith and determination, and the love and support of our entire family.”


	Unable to do more, Doctor Alexander turned back to Joan and Frank. “I’m here for whatever you need.”


	“For what?” Frank barked, his shock turning to rage. “It was a doctor who ruined my son’s life!” By this point, Joan was nearly rolled into the fetal position, her body paralyzed from the devastating news.


	Doctor Alexander nodded compassionately and, handing Frank a piece of paper, concluded, “This is a different soy-based formula that you folks can start Brian on, as well as an additional chloride supplement. We’ll talk about solid foods and other alternatives during his next visit.” Patting Joan’s shoulder, he said, “I’m so sorry” and stepped out of the room.


	Mama watched the back of him disappear down the long hall and nodded herself into the slightest smirk. In that one moment, she realized her life’s mission had just begun.


	While Joan sobbed and convulsed, Frank held his head in his hands, trying to process it all. Mama grabbed her dejected daughter’s face again and forced Joan to look into her eyes. She spoke sternly. “Joan, you listen to me right now. That doctor’s wrong! Brian’s going to write his own story. He’s going to sing his own song and no one’s going to sing it for him. It’s his life and it’s between him and God…not some fool doctor who’s had so much schooling that he’s forgotten the power of faith.”


	Joan shook her head. “But, Ma…” she sobbed. “You heard him. Brian’s brain has been damaged.” The final word made her wail out in pain.


	“Your Nana said that she had such a difficult time bringing me into the world that she nearly died. And the horse doctor who assisted in the birth told her that I just wouldn’t be right.”


	Frank looked up from his spell and began to quietly weep.


	Mama nodded again. “Yep,” she said, with burning determination. “Brian’s going to be as right as rain. I guarantee it. Only God knows how…but that’s enough.”
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	When my first son, Evan, was born, it amazed me how he and my father hit it off. Unlike my dad’s tough approach with me and my brothers, he was gentle with my son. And to Evan, the old man walked on water. The entire thing got me thinking about the responsibilities and expectations of a father versus a grandfather, and how the roles can be at such polar opposites.


	In The Rockin’ Chair—arguably one of my favorite tear jerkers—I created Grampa John, a compassionate farmer in the spirit of my late grandfather. I then created Hank, his estranged son, whose memories are not as rose-colored as his father’s. The rest—bitter feelings and things said that shouldn’t have been said—play out in a sequence of scenes that most fathers and sons can relate to.


	Grampa John decides that before he can join his wife, Alice, in eternal rest, he must tend to a few final chores and heal his family. One by one, he guides his grandchildren through their healing process with the strength of his wisdom and unconditional love. And then he gets to Hank. As the clock ticks fast, John wonders if there’s enough time to prove that love has always existed when it has been masked for an entire lifetime.


	The Rockin’ Chair—like our attitudes, either good or bad—is a legacy to be passed down from one generation to the next.


	This excerpt depicts one of the opening scenes when John must come to terms with losing his lifelong love to Alzheimer’s.
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	John sat undisturbed, rocking straight into the afternoon. Giving his eyes a rest, his weary mind danced between the past and present, fighting fiercely to avoid the unknowns of tomorrow. Each thought carried him closer to the same stinging realization: For all the memory Alice has lost, I’ve seemed to gain. He despised it. His dainty flower was withering away inside. For the most part, it was nothing that could be seen by the eye which only seemed to make it worse. She had become an apparition in the flesh, a ghost locked within the familiar frame that had once instilled security. Always the strong one; the solid foundation on which the entire McCarthy family was built, Alice was now becoming nothing more than a shadow of the past. The person closest to John was no longer a person he even vaguely knew and he pitied her for her sickness. The whole thing made his chest burn with anger and frustration. He closed his eyes even tighter.


	Surrendering to some strange sense of peace, John finally decided that although he felt the pain, he could also remember the good—and that’s a better deal, by far. Starting as far back as his mind would go, he did what all fortunate souls do in the midst of their twilight hour. He recalled the days back when, and returned to a past time where he could play the narrator. He’d learned that the older someone got, sometimes memories could prove more vivid than the day they were experienced.


	~~~


	The first mental pictures he could muster were not of his own sagging diapers or warm bottles, but of a large man bent over a screeching calf, leaving behind his smoking brand. In a short time, he would know that man to be his father, a master in the art of hard labor and one who was anxious to pass down his skills.


	The stubborn, old codger had come to rugged Montana from Dublin, Ireland. With nothing but a good wife and a trunk full of rags as clothes, he pursued a dream of owning his own land. For years, he worked as a ranch hand, sweating blood in fields he dreamed would someday be his own.


	For John, there was some formal schooling, but most of life’s lessons were taught on the ranch right by his father’s side—and there was no better place.


	By the time he was twelve, John watched the old man’s eyes change from spirited to tired, but the look of determination never swayed. His pa worked hard, prayed harder and when the time was right, offered every penny he’d saved for a parcel of the land he had slaved over—along with the small, white farmhouse in which John had been raised. As part of the deal, there were two large barns with adjoining corrals, several coops, an outhouse and the old bunkhouse that sat across the creek bridge.


	The house wasn’t much more than an old pile of shingles. It had a parlor, a pantry and a kitchen that John’s mother cherished. There were two small bedrooms upstairs, their ceilings pitched with the roof. And, there was a tiny mudroom that led to the porch which covered the entire front of the house. It was no castle, but to the McCarthy’s it was home.


	Life rolled along as usual until the old man realized that he could not compete with the larger ranches in the area. They eventually traded in driving cattle and breaking broncs for milking cows.


	When it seemed there was nothing more to life than dairy farming, John was saved by the bell; a church bell, of all things. The pastor, a man who loved to watch the pretty girls just as well as offer a heart-felt sermon, called for a square dance. All the girls in the county were going to be there. At sixteen years old, John wasn’t about to let the pastor at them all.


	It was a perfect night, as John recalled, a warm spring night filled with the smell of honeysuckle and the song of crickets. Duded up in clothes that didn’t need mending, he showed up stained with an hour’s walk of sweat.


	From the door, he could see that the barn had been cleaned up pretty good. There weren’t many older folks there, except the boys in the band and the pastor who, of course, was smiling from ear-to-ear. After taking a belt from the half-empty mason jar being passed around, John matted down his mop of blond hair and went in. In no time, the moonshine was kicking in, giving him the courage to ask the hand of the prettiest girl.


	He searched the crowd and eyed her sitting in the corner. For a second, the sight stole his breath away. She’s beautiful in her peach polka dot dress, he thought. A closer look made his mouth go dry. She had high cheekbones, jet-black hair and eyes as black as coal, with equal amounts of the devil and heaven shining through. He couldn’t remember asking, but at some point they were on the floor—twirling, laughing and dancing in each other’s eyes. Through the clamor of dueling banjos, he learned that her name was Alice; the daughter of a drunken French trapper who’d left her and her mother as outcasts in their Sioux tribe.


	Under a magical moon—and after tripping over the roots of a weeping willow tree—a beautiful courtship began on that very night.


	John and Alice waited for the end of the autumn harvest before exchanging vows in the same white church that had witnessed their every stolen kiss. With chores that needed finishing, John showed up late, his suit disheveled from the frantic trip. As he ran for the altar, he vowed, I’ll never enter the Lord’s house again without wearin’ my best. And he never did. His young bride, however, was waiting patiently and never once complained about his tardiness. She smelled of lilac and beamed with love. The ring—a last-minute gift from John’s mother’s own hand—fit her finger perfectly. The sullen pastor, who was forced to witness another beauty get away, made the nuptials quick. Their kiss, in fact, lasted twice as long as the ceremony. But it didn’t matter. They were finally hitched and John had taken the hand of the woman he not only loved, but also needed. Even at seventeen years old, he knew the difference.


	After a brief honeymoon in the barn, they went right back to work—and they worked hard all week. As a reward, each Friday night they kicked up their heels down at the Grange Hall and wore out the linoleum floor with the Texas two-step, or the Tennessee waltz—with John preferring the latter. God, how I loved dancin’ with Alice. She giggled like a child in his arms, while her body moved with his like water over rock. When they got home, they’d slip out of their proper dress, while the dancing continued horizontally under the sheets—both of them completely comfortable and unashamed of each other’s moves. They became such good dance partners, in fact, that Alice awoke one morning with a surprise announcement. “John McCarthy, you’re gonna be a pa.”


	Those nine months whipped by and before he knew it, John was sitting in a hospital waiting room feeling like a cowboy at the opera. What a terrible place, he thought. The strong scent of alcohol and other sanitary smells were worse than sitting in a dung-infested chicken coop. He waited and waited. Hours dragged on until old Doc Duff came out, his white smock stained crimson red. Panting, the geezer announced, “Congratulations, John. You have a boy.” John’s eyes welled up.


	John cringed, as he vividly recalled the medicine man’s news. “But it wasn’t an easy delivery. In fact, if you didn’t have such a strong wife, she wouldn’t be with us right now…that, I can assure you.” The doctor went on to explain how the baby had wreaked such havoc on Alice’s insides that there was no choice but to perform a full hysterectomy. “Your boy came into the world kickin’ and screamin’, makin’ sure that he’d be the last to exit his mother’s womb,” Doc Duff said, adding, “Born with the devil in him, I tell ya!”


	But when John saw his son Hank for the first time, he saw nothing but an angel. There was no greater gift than for a man to have a son carry on his name. John instantly fell in love. No matter how much kicking, screaming or havoc this boy was sure to cause, Hank was his son and John was going to love him—without conditions. In the McCarthy family, love was a given, while respect and everything else had to be earned.


	One night, Alice took the baby from John’s lap to tuck him into bed. “I’ll be in soon,” John told her before removing a jackknife from his pocket. It was almost an hour before he had carved the name HANK deep into the chair’s seat. Satisfied with his workmanship, he sneaked off to the boy’s room to kiss Hank’s cheek. “I love you, son,” he whispered.


	Without fail—each night, and so as not to be heard—he vowed his love to his son. But like his father before him, words felt like weakness and John didn’t want Hank to grow up soft.


	~~~


	As John wiped a forgotten teardrop from his eyes, a gentle hand rested upon his shoulder, bringing him back to a time that was less kind. Gazing up, he caught Elle’s smile peeking out from behind the storm door.


	“Supper’s on, Pa, and I won’t take no for an answer. You’ve been sitting in this chair for hours. I think you could both use a break.” She smiled.


	“I’ll be right along,” he promised, with a smile. The wind slammed the door shut behind her. John yawned and looked down at Three Speed. The dog hadn’t lasted the entire trip down memory lane; its eyelids were twitching to the mercy of its own dreams.


	With a deep breath, John decided right then, Anyone who pities the elderly is a damned fool! After only one afternoon of daydreaming, it was obvious that—if anything—it should be the opposite. The elderly should be envied, he decided. John and Alice didn’t have the opportunities or possibilities that younger folks had for the future, but they had something much more precious. They had realities of the past, which nothing or no one could ever take away. Even Alice…though she can’t recall a minute of it, that ol’ girl’s loves are still loved, her dreams realized, deeds done, sufferings endured and meanings of life fulfilled, John thought. Disease or no disease, her life’s like money in the bank.


	From where John sat, the future was foggier than ever, but the past was as clear as the memories that proved it. There was no question about who he and Alice were, and how their lives had turned out. Smiling a proud smile, he stood. Every muscle and bone in his tired body snapped, crackled or popped—waking Three Speed from his dreams.


	John stretched out and walked toward the rail, with the mutt shadowing him. They stood together, watching a watercolor sky grow faint of light; the great orange ball disappearing, sending off colors of pink, purple and red.


	It really is a beautiful place that Pa chose as home, John thought. Everything was so vast and glorious. Turning back toward the house, he asked Three Speed to step aside. “Even though you played hooky from work today,” he whispered, “I’ll still see if I can’t fetch you somethin’ from my plate.”


	Everything from the tongue to the tail started wagging. John patted the mutt on the head and headed for the washroom. Dirt or no dirt, he thought, a man cleans up for supper.


	~~~


	Alice was already propped at the table when John took his respected seat at the head of it. Hunched in her own chair, she noticed John with indifference. She was too distracted, her fingers fumbling for her long, gray locks of hair. Twirling long strands into curls, she’d stop momentarily, play with her place setting, and then go back to her hair. John took notice of the tiny wrinkles in the corners of her mouth; permanent tattoos of a life of happiness when her smile would dance across her beautiful, little face. From there, he worked up to those dark eyes that always shined with life, only to find an empty, stoic glare. Alice’s entire face was set like granite and the sight of it made him feel like he was sucking air through a straw.


	Elle put the last of the meal on the table, offered a brief prayer of thanks and asked Alice, “Do you want some salad?”


	Before she could even process the question and muster a reply, Elle answered with action and dished some out.


	John watched as Alice concentrated on the slow, awkward path that her fork took from the plate to her mouth. Before long, she was wearing more food than tasting it. When she had finally abandoned the futile task, without so much as a thought Elle slid her chair over and began spoon-feeding her mother-in-law. John looked on in horror, his eyes locked on his wife’s blotchy, paper skinned hands. He remembered how she had once been, hovering over the kitchen table like an orchestra conductor, a dozen steps ahead of any guest that sat. The things those hands could once do, he thought. They never rested. Now, they were gnarled and twisted—like curled-up maple leaves—incapable of working so-much-as a spoon. To think she has no idea what those hands were ever used for, or all the people they touched. His stomach kicked up something that left the slow burn of whiskey in his throat. Time can be so unfair, he thought.


	John recalled thinking—not so long ago—that life was supposed to return to the way it had once been when it was just him and Alice. Though they’d each lost a little bounce in their step, he was looking forward to showing them down at the Grange Hall that they still had it. We might even sneak a roll in the hay when we get back to the house, he hoped. It never happened that way, though. Her body was tired and the gears in her mind had slipped into reverse. Life had hardly returned to the way it had once been. Instead, it had become more a matter of surviving each day than living them.


	Though John normally didn’t come up for air until his plate was clean, he fiddled with his fork while Alice continued to audition for no one. In her common gibberish of late, her lips twitched and out of the babble a complete sentence finally arose. “I know. I know. Churn the butter, churn the butter, then feed the wood stove. Churn the butter, churn the butter, then feed the wood stove. I know. I know. But I ain’t takin’ a bath…not until Pa says I have to and Pa ain’t been around for quite a spell now.”


	In between episodes of belly laughter and cries of things that go bump in the night, Elle continued to feed Alice—as she was sure to bathe her, brush out her hair and even clean her bottom when Mother Nature called. And all of it would be done with love, patience and dignity. It was clear that Elle would keep her vigil and watch over Alice until her final hour. John wondered again, What did my bitter son ever do to deserve this amazin’ woman?


	Excusing himself from the table, John hugged both women; Elle because he was grateful and Alice because of all of the memories she had given him. Elle returned the embrace. But Alice just sat there like a lifeless doll, acting surprised that this stranger would touch her so personally.


	John grabbed his promise to Three-Speed. “I need to head out for one last check on the animals,” he told Elle.


	She nodded her approval. “Take your time, Pa.”


	~~~


	No matter what the reason, Three Speed couldn’t have been happier for the old man’s unusual lack of appetite. As for John, well, he was just happy that Elle was looking after Alice, giving him some more time to sort out each path that led to this shaky present.


	After completing his final chores, John flipped up the collar on his jacket. There was a wolves’ bite in the air. Looking down, he noticed that Three Speed was matching his every step back to the house. “It’s gettin’ some nippy ol’ boy,” he whispered, a billow of smoke rising slowly into the night. “If you can keep it to yourself, you can catch your shut-eye in the mudroom tonight.”


	The dog yawned and hurried on ahead to the door where he stood, waiting.


	The moon was full and lit up the earth with a soft light. John stopped. It’s been a long trip, but the nicest trip any man could ever hope for. He smiled at the truth of it. As he reached the porch, he turned to see the lights burning at Hank and Elle’s place across the creek bridge.
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	Although it took me nine months to pen Gooseberry Island, it’s been a novel in the making for better than twenty years. Again, I served in Operation Desert Storm and have both experienced and witnessed the terrible suffering that accompanies combat service. More times than not, the wounds that are invisible prove much more painful than those that can be seen.


	On the heels of Pressed Pennies, we decided to create another love story. In Gooseberry Island, David and Lindsey fall deeply in love, but quickly face a monstrous obstacle—the aftereffects of war.


	Gooseberry Island is a tribute to all who have served in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as those who stayed behind and suffered every moment until their loved one’s return.


	This excerpt depicts David during his first few days of returning home from combat in Afghanistan. He is suffering terribly from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and must decide whether to continue seeing Lindsey, the woman who helped him survive the twelve months of hell. My life is in complete chaos, but maybe if I tried talking to Lindsey? David thought, shaking his head. No…it wouldn’t be fair.
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	David had been home for six weeks when he pulled into the market, preparing to locate everything on his mother’s grocery list. As he approached the store, he spotted a young teenage boy walking out; he was holding a brown bag. An older man approached the boy and reached out his hand. David gasped and his dizzy mind immediately raced back.


	~~~


	There was movement three hundred yards out, on the street below. Unusual, David thought. It was a teenage boy, maybe fourteen, carrying a burlap bag and quickly making his way home before dark. Never seen him before, David thought, and smiled. Back home, he’d be looking forward to getting his driver’s permit and dreaming about his first date.


	In a flash, a man—a Taliban fighter—jumped out of the shadows and grabbed the boy’s arm, pulling him to the street and spilling the contents of his sack. As the teenager yelled for help, another Taliban soldier emerged from the darkness. The boy screamed louder, but not a single soul came to his aide.


	David watched as both Taliban fighters began interrogating the boy. They might be looking for us, David thought. The teenage boy shook his head a few times. Loud yells quickly turned to open hand slaps. The boy fell to the street, where both fighters pounced on him to inflict a vicious, inhumane beating.


	While listening to the thud of boots on the boy’s skull, David took a deep breath to control his anger while using his thumb to take his rifle off safe. He placed his finger into the trigger guard, sighted in the first aggressor’s head and broke radio silence. “Papa Bear,” he whispered, pressing the microphone into his neck. “This is Gray Ghost. I’ve got a young boy at my ten o’clock being beaten to death by two Taliban. I’ve got the shot. Requesting green light. Over.”


	The boy’s shrills were ear-piercing. Still, no one on the ground came to his aide.


	I’ll take the first one out, David thought, and by the time the second animal watches his buddy hit the deck, he’ll be on his way to Allah, too…right behind him.


	“Negative,” Command responded.


	“I say again, they’re killing the boy,” he whispered, “Over.”


	By this time, the teenager had been beaten so badly he’d quit fighting back.


	~~~


	His eyes filled with enraged tears, David returned to the present and started for the man in a mad rush. He was three steps from the shocked stranger when reality clicked in. It’s the boy’s father, he realized. He’s…he’s okay.


	David’s body convulsed. He’d forgotten he was home, and the reality of it slapped him hard in the face.


	The man pulled the teenage boy close to him; both of them frightened by David’s sudden charge toward them.


	“Sorry,” David said, though it sounded more like “Sigh.” Trying unsuccessfully to smile at them, he turned on his heels and hurried back to the Mustang.


	~~~


	For the next hour, David sat alone in his car, trying to calm the physical effects of his anxiety. Once he’d reined that in, he spent another two hours beating back the depression that always followed in anxiety’s wake.


	His wasn’t sure whether the abyss existed within his heart or mind, but he knew that he was now filled with a great void; nothingness. There was no light there, only darkness. There was no hope, only despair. In time, he’d learned to embrace the silence, as the screams and whimpers of faceless victims became echoes that returned again and again, pushing the line of madness. Yet, the solitude was relentless, enveloping, merciless. It would have been better had I never existed, he thought, fearing another moment more than cashing in and leaving it all behind. No love, he thought, no peace. His memories were slanted in such thick negativity that his entire past would have been better off erased. And no one knows I’m dying inside, he thought, inviting another wave of panic attacks to crash onto the shore of his weary mind.


	He closed his eyes tight and tried to calm the short labored gasps. Just ride the wave, he told himself. Just ride the wave.


	But in another room in his mind, he knew that even if he rode that wave—and didn’t crack his skull on all the rocks beneath him—he’d have to take the ride again and again. It didn’t take long before the jagged rocks seemed like the more merciful option.


	~~~


	David was staring out his kitchen window. My life is in complete chaos, but maybe if I tried talking to Lindsey? He shook his head. No, he thought, it wouldn’t be fair.


	He heard the front door slam close, but never bothered to look up. Again, he could smell Lindsey’s perfume wafting through the stale air. His eyes immediately filled.


	“Don’t you dare play the coward with me,” she said before even reaching the room.


	His head snapped up and he watched her enter the kitchen. “Don’t you ever call me that word…ever!”


	She stared at him for a few long moments before her face softened. “Then go ahead, tell me that you don’t want to see me anymore and I’ll leave you alone forever.”


	He looked at her with such torment in his heart. As long as I don’t lie, how can I go wrong? he thought. I mean, how can she blame me for telling the truth?


	“But you can’t, can you?” she said.


	“It’s not you,” he vowed, “It’s me. I’m just not…”


	“Don’t you dare feed me that tired line! I spent a year praying for you…writing letters and wishing for us to…” She stopped, trying in vain to contain her emotions.


	His mind spiraled out of control to gather the right words. He didn’t know what to say. I don’t have the words, he thought, panicked.


	“After the first time I came here, I thought for sure you’d chase after me,” she said. “I’m not stupid, David, I realize something happened over there that has you all twisted up. But I also thought that once you saw my face, you’d…” She stopped again and began to cry.


	David instinctively placed his hand on hers. She started to pull away, but he stopped her, intertwining their fingers. “Lindsey, please…please don’t say anything until I finish. Just hear me out. Okay?”


	“Okay,” she said, her tears threatening to flood her face.


	He took a few deep breaths. “I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I want you to know that I’ve never lied to you…and I don’t plan to now.” He shook his head. “I’m so messed up right now, Lindsey, I can’t even explain it.” He tried to hold eye contact with her; it wasn’t easy. “I really hope we can be together someday…more than you can ever imagine. But I’m just not ready yet. I…I need to heal,” he stuttered.


	As if she’d just received the death sentence, she gasped. Nothing could have ever prepared her for a break up.


	“Torn isn’t even the word for what I’m feeling over this,” he babbled on. “The last thing I want to do is hurt either of us.”


	“I don’t think we have to say goodbye, though,” she said, her voice desperate. “Don’t you remember the night we shared on that bench?”


	A dream from a long-forgotten time, he thought, nodding kindly. But he was unknowingly self-absorbed, his eyes growing even more distant. “I really wish things were different,” he said, “that life didn’t have to be so difficult.” He shrugged. “Time will tell, I guess.”


	“You guess?” She returned his shrug to him, perturbed with the nonchalant gesture.


	“Lindsey, I don’t know what the future holds, but I do know that I don’t want to destroy any chance we might have at it …just because I might not be ready for it yet.” He shrugged again. “I need time to find myself, okay?”


	Lindsey, the child of a PTSD victim, shook her head. “You don’t have to find yourself, David. You just have to remember who you are…who you’ve always been.”


	He nodded, tears streaming down his face.


	Lindsey took a deep breath. “David, I’ve told you the way that I feel for you and what I want for us. That’s all I can do. The rest is in your hands.” She peered into his dull eyes. “I can only hope that you’ll think of me every day, as I will you. I hope a lot of things, David.” She paused to collect herself. “Most of all, I hope the day will come when Afghanistan is behind you and we can fall in love all over again and catch up on all the things we’ve missed.” Mimicking him, she shrugged. “Maybe you’re right? I guess time will tell.” She pulled her hand away from his. “Until then, you’ll be in my thoughts.”


	“I’m so sorry, Lindsey,” he whimpered, his shoulders rocking to his sobs.


	“I love you, David.” She grabbed his chin and forced eye contact between them. “Now tell me you don’t want to see me and I’ll leave you alone,” she whispered, hopefully.


	He looked at her with such torment in his eyes.


	“You can’t, can you?” she said.


	His eyes continued to leak down his cheeks. “I don’t want to see you…for now,” he said, and turned his eyes away from hers.


	As though someone had just slugged her in the gut, she gasped. “Okay,” she whimpered, and ran out of the house crying harder than she’d ever cried.


	For a few moments, David remained catatonic. Then he grabbed a drinking glass off the counter and threw it onto the floor where it broke into a hundred pieces. Enraged, he began smashing everything that he could get his hands on in the kitchen. At the end of the violent outburst, he collapsed to the floor and began to weep. With his head in both hands, he screamed, “I love you, too, Lindsey.”


	Day turned into dusk and, like most nights, just beyond the sobs and sniffles the world turned quiet and black.


	~~~


	After four or five weeks; David wasn’t sure, of self-imposed solitary confinement—a punishment filled with death-defying panic attacks and long, treacherous tunnels of depression—David decided to reach out to the men he had served with. They’re the only ones who can relate, he thought. And I wonder how they’re doing…really doing?


	~~~


	David’s first quest was to find Max and talk to him. Also living on Gooseberry Island, David figured, It should be easy enough. But visits to his home and multiple telephone messages went unanswered. Max proved to be more elusive than the Taliban.


	He’s obviously avoiding me, David thought, and it pissed him off—making him feel strangely abandoned by his friend.


	“From what I’ve heard, Max has been drinking pretty hard,” Coley reported.


	“What about his son, Max Jr.?” David asked.


	“I’m sure he sees him,” Coley said, “but a few guys I know say that Max has been closing the bars every night.”


	“If you see him, tell him I’ve been trying to get in touch with him,” David said, disgustedly.


	“Sure thing, if I see him.”


	David nodded, thinking, I get it. It’s probably too hard for Max to see me and kick up a bunch of bad memories that he’s trying to drink away.


	~~~


	After tracking Nathan Michaels down on Facebook and getting his cell number, David picked up the telephone and dialed.


	“Hey brother, what’s going on?” Nate asked, excited for the call.


	“Same, same,” David lied. “I was calling to ask you the same thing.”


	“I’m still in,” he said.


	“Really? I thought you’d get out with the rest of us when we got back.”


	“Where else can I go? Have you tried finding work yet?”


	David shook his head. “Not yet. I’m still on break, trying to get my head on straight.”


	“Well, good luck with the job search once you get started. There’s nothing out there and here’s a news flash for you…nobody gives a damn that we can navigate mountainous terrain or stop the bleeding on an open abdomen wound.”


	“That bad, huh?”


	“Everybody I’ve talked to is out of work. And it doesn’t matter how many medals they won over there.” He paused. “You okay, Davey?”


	“I’ve been better. You?”


	“Same. I still haven’t been able to see my boys.” By their senior year of high school, Nate had gotten his girlfriend, Lois, pregnant and decided to do the right thing by making her his wife. In a valiant effort to save what was already lost, they had another baby boy. Things quickly went south down misery lane. Nate tried to stick it out, but in the end everyone was suffering. It was a painful exit.


	Dillon was now five. Bryan was three. He adored them both, but being powerless with the courts, his visitation had been sporadic at best. Nate suffered terribly from having failed them as a father.


	Poor Nate, David thought. He actually cares more about his kids than he does himself. In Afghanistan, he’d watched Nate walk through mental hell for his boys.


	“I’d rather spend the rest of my life fighting in Afghanistan than not see my boys on a regular basis,” Nate added, his voice choked with emotion. For him, the separation from his children wasn’t a choice.


	“What does your lawyer say?” David asked, forgetting his own hell for the moment.


	“He says I shouldn’t push things right now with my boys; instead, I should look at the big picture.” Nate sighed heavily. “The whole thing’s been a nightmare.”


	“That sucks,” David said, shaking his head.


	“Oh, but it gets better,” Nate said. “Last week, I was walking through Home Depot when I heard a young boy call out for his father. I never even bothered to look up. The boy’s voice called out again. And that’s when I turned to find Dillon standing in front of me, alongside some strange man. The wrongness of it actually took my breath away and nearly dropped me to my knees. The guy caught it and quickly extended his hand, introducing himself as Jack. He told me that he was a friend of my ex-wife’s.” Nate paused. “I don’t remember shaking the guy’s hand, but I guess I did. Talk about feeling so lost…” Nate stopped again to take in the air he needed to finish the story. “There was my son, standing beside a stranger instead of me. After I gave Dillon a kiss, I told him to be a good boy and to listen to Jack.” Nate tried to clear his throat. “My five-year old smiled at me and then walked out of the store with a guy I’ve never even seen before.” He took it another deep breath. “Now tell me that’s not screwed up?”


	“It is, Nate,” David agreed, quietly. “It’s definitely screwed up.”


	There was another long pause. “But enough about my troubles,” Nate said, “What’s going in with you?”


	“Like I said…same, same,” David said, deciding not to burden his brother with more weight.


	“You sure?” Nate said, lowering his volume. “Because I can’t tell you how many sleepless nights I’ve already spent listening to some teenage boy screaming for help in my head.”


	David immediately covered the telephone receiver and began to cry.


	“Davey?” Nate asked. “You still there?”
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