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Chapter 1

I Am Not Ready
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“Blessed are they who mourn, for they shall be comforted.”

-The Book of Matthew, Chapter 5, Verse 4

~ * * ~
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Damn you, Gerald Chen. Damn you for leaving me! I can’t do this without you!

A nebulous white sky on the cusp of sorrow looked down on the figures below. Julie Chen knelt in front of the headstone of her husband. Tears flowed down her face and her black hair framed her cheeks like a shroud.

None of this was anyone’s fault. Not hers. Not her two young sons’, who now stood by awkwardly watching their mother pour out her grief. Not even Gerald’s, despite what Julie’s pain cried out.

Brain aneurysm. How could two words destroy your life? Those two words represented the destruction of her perfect family, the end of something from which she would never recover.

Julie was normally a force of positivity. A second generation Chinese immigrant, she knew the value of work ethic, the need to focus on excellence. She led a thriving realty business and her husband had been a successful banker. Their family was the very embodiment of prosperity.

Until it wasn’t.

Now flowers had turned to ashes. No matter how much Julie tried, she couldn’t but see the world around her in shades of muted colors, grays, and blacks. 

Each week she came here, a pilgrimage of sorrow, her sons Eddie and Cam in tow. Somehow the ritual provided no comfort though. It was like ripping off the bandage from a wound to prevent it from healing. It solved nothing and only made her heart ache the fiercer.

Yet Julie didn’t know what else to do. She couldn’t move on. Her heart, mind, and soul all colluded, refused to allow it. Meanwhile her pain festered, draining her of all life. Eddie and Cam tethered her to the world like the tenuous rope on a suspension bridge about to snap, with nothing but the empty mists of a bottomless gorge below.

Part of her wanted to embrace that gorge. To welcome the fall. To seek it out for a kind of peace.

She believed in God, but it gave her no comfort now. It was as if her old faith, her old beliefs, were nothing now but kindling for mockery.

Why, God? Why have you done this to me??

In her despair, Julie had grown more and more desperate. The beautiful young mother now exuded only what-ifs, haunted by should-have-beens, by a future stolen. The once-glossy black of her hair had now faded to the dulled ebony of crow feathers. After all, basic hygiene had become to her just another pointless ritual.

I can’t do this. I can’t—

“Excuse me.”

She looked up, startled, to see a handsome black man, tall and full of vitality, silhouetted against the painfully white backdrop of the brightening sky. He had a shaved head, keen, piercing brown eyes, broad shoulders, and the demeanor of someone vigilant. She didn’t know why, but Julie felt an immediate aura of safety just being in his presence. Almost as if the shroud of pain and guilt that haunted her was being buffeted by some unseen wind thrown out by his very gaze.

“I’m sorry if I startled you.”

“No...I... “ She wiped at her tears and stiffly stood up. “I...” What did the man want? She was still too disoriented to form a coherent sentence, but the man’s gentle smile shone down on her like a ray of sunlight.

“Can I ask you something?”

The young mother nodded.

“Have you eaten?”

Numbly, Julie realized that it was already noon. She had skipped breakfast. She had made nothing to eat for her two sons. How long had she been here in the cemetery? One hour? Two? Even three? Numbly, she shook her head.

“Your children are hungry.” The black man gestured at her two boys, who stood now in mute curiosity, looking up at the stranger. The tall man reached out one big hand to shake Julie’s. She felt tremendous warmth now clasp her delicate fingers, gripping them with a surety of comfort and strength.

“My name is Vick Staunton. I’m in charge of security here at the cemetery. I patrol the area sometimes, especially when I get reports of suspicious activity. I’m about to go on my lunch break though. Would you and your sons like to join me?”

The hopeful look in his eyes, the coaxing exuded through every fiber of his warm touch, made it impossible to say no.

Slowly, reluctantly, the young mother nodded.

“Yes. Thank you. My name is Julie, and these are my sons Eddie and Cam.”

Now 10-year-old Eddie sprang next to his mother protectively as he stared up at the stranger doubtfully. 

“How do we know you really work here? I don’t see any uniform,” the boy observed. His 8-year-old brother soon materialized on the other side of his mother, looking equally protective, eyes filled with fresh suspicion.

Vick nodded respectfully at the boys. “You’re looking after mother. That’s commendable.” He drew out a key from his pocket. “As we walk to the parking lot, I’ll tell you about the history of Golden Dove Cemetery, and then I have to grab something at the office before we go. Hopefully my knowledge of the cemetery and the fact that I have the key to the main caretaker’s building will address your concerns?”

The boys exchanged a look of agreed-upon disarmament. Their bristling stances loosened.

“All right,” Eddie decided. “We’ll let you take us to lunch.”

Vick took the mother and her two sons to an Ethiopian restaurant, one of his favorites. He was patient and kind, explaining the items on the menu to Julie and her boys.

“Where’s the silverware? Or do they use chopsticks?” Cam, the 8-year-old asked.

“No, you eat with these,” Vick replied, smiling broadly as he waggled the fingers of both his massive hands. “Much of Ethiopian cuisine is finger food. I can’t wait to see what you think of it. I think you’ll like it.”

Once everyone had sated their hunger, the boys asked their mother permission to play on the old-school arcade games in the corner. When she relented, Vick bought them some tokens and off they ran like two escaped convicts. Now Vick took the golden opportunity before him, coaxing Julie into conversation.

“Listen, I really appreciate you doing this Mr. Sta—”

“Please call me Vick.”

Julie looked shyly down at her empty plate. “Well, Vick, thank you. This was very kind of you. I’m sure I look horrible. I haven’t been sleeping well... not since...” Her voice trailed off, shards of pain protruding from every syllable.

Vick risked reaching out, clasping one hand over hers across the table.

“How long? How long has it been since your husband passed away?”

“About six months.”

The carefree sounds of the game her sons were playing across the room somehow made it easier to talk about it. For the next hour and more, Julie found herself pouring out her heart to the man. She didn’t know what had come over her, only that his broad face shone with keen interest, eyes vivid with empathy, his attention bent on her and her alone.

When she had finished laying out the tragedy that her life had become, Vick regarded her thoughtfully.

“Julie, I know we’ve just met, but I know what grief feels like. I too have... lost a spouse before. I know how easy it is to feel alone. Especially now. Can I... will you let me help you?”

Julie looked at him uncertainly. Why did a seed of hope seem to sprout in her chest? She ruthlessly suppressed it though. Her life was over. The love of her life was gone. And yet... those rich brown eyes of Vick’s were like a promise. Something in them echoed that seed of hope.

He hastened on as she wavered.

“Once a week, let me take you out to eat. Each week, I’ll take you somewhere new. Together we can explore the city one restaurant, one mom-and-pop diner, one hole-in-the-wall eatery at a time,” he said. His hand squeezed hers gently. “Let me show you Columbus’ best places to eat and in the process comfort you in this difficult time.” He gestured toward her boys. “Eddie and Cam enjoyed the food today. I think they would enjoy joining us on this culinary adventure, don’t you?”

Weighed down by the tidal wave of grief, Julie was about to say no.

But instead, to her surprise, the more she stared up into that angelic, deep-brown face, the more she just wanted to release it all. To let the pain gush forth like blood from a wound. And then she did. She began to cry. Not soft, tiny tremors, but full-on, violent sobs.

Instantly Vick was there. He took her in his arms. While her two sons were too far away, the sounds of their game making them oblivious to their mother’s grief, Julie felt the scent of cedar wood and cinnamon engulf her. Vick’s scent. He held her until the sobs burned themselves out, until she felt the relief of all that pain no longer bottled up but released. And not just released, either, but a load shared. Somehow pouring out her grief in an act of vulnerability with another adult who could relate, who understood, made a difference in a way that wailing out her anguish at home alone or in a desolate cemetery couldn’t.

I can’t believe I just cried in a stranger’s arms. Have I soaked the front of Vick’s shirt? Oh my goodness, I have...!”

Those big arms of his felt safe, though.

“You have nothing to be embarrassed about,” the black man said as if reading her thoughts. He wiped away one of her tears and helped her to stand.
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