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        To Konstantinos “Gus” Koutsandreas, whose support and guidance helped so many of us get our start in life. You will never be forgotten, Gus.

      

      

      
        
        ~ Ned and Neil O’Donnell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      There is always Hope…

      

      To the parishioners of St. Bonaventure Parish in West Seneca:

      

      In remembering our parish, and by holding true to our faith and the missions our community held dear, St. Bonaventure Church will live on. God bless you all.
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      It was to be a rewarding day. Yet, Debra found her waiting and the inevitable elation bittersweet; her mother would not be there to share in the moment.

      Sitting on her front steps, Debra braved the nippy autumn morning to stand watch, awaiting the arrival of the day’s mail. While the chill of the air and the cement steps made her vigil uncomfortable, heat from the sun’s rays that periodically pierced the clouds, along with draws from her coffee mug, helped her endure. The wait was not so terrible. The sounds of the fall season in Lancaster, New York, her home since birth, brought about happy memories. The sounds of lawn mowers and leaf blowers  aside, Debra enjoyed the sound of children laughing as they dove into piles of leaves recently shed from their respective trees. The scent of burning leaves and wood burning fireplaces added to the nostalgia, providing additional comfort as her wait continued.

      “Nothing like a western New York autumn,” Debra said, letting the air carry her words to no one in particular, words her mother said throughout Debra’s life. For long moments, she again went through memories of her mother. They were like twins, each with long, auburn hair, blue eyes and a slight frame that reached a height of five feet, five inches. Debra smirked, thinking of all the times people mistook her and her mother for sisters. The brief moment of joy was soon replaced by the reality of her mother’s death seven months earlier. The heart attack was unexpected for a 54-year-old who otherwise appeared healthy. Debra came home to find her mother on the floor, unresponsive. For three days, her mother remained in a coma before finally passing away in the early hours of the morning.

      “I miss you, Mom,” Debra said aloud, fighting back the tears now welling up in her eyes. The familiar screech of the mail truck pulled her attention back to her vigil and the joy she awaited. Remaining seated, Debra watched the mail carrier stop at each of the three mailboxes that preceded hers. The squeal of the brakes and the sound of mailboxes opening and closing played in concert with the hum of the mail truck’s engine as it powered the oddly designed truck between stops. Finally, the mail truck stopped at Debra’s mailbox. Positioned nearly eighty feet from her house, Debra felt the mailbox might as well be a mile away for the time it took for this delivery to arrive. Then, after the mail  carrier shoved Debra’s mail into the box, closed the box’s lid, waved, and drove off, Debra started the walk.

      After setting her coffee on the step, Debra walked slowly to her mailbox, feelings of euphoria clashing with the melancholy that seemed to appear every time she anticipated exciting news. Once at the mailbox, Debra rested her hand on the lid, delaying its opening as a flurry of worries went through her mind. What if it hadn’t arrived? What if they sent the wrong book?

      Debra pushed through those thoughts and opened the lid; the package was there, a lifelong  dream within. Rushing back to the porch, she grabbed her coffee before heading for the backyard where white flags demarcated the invisible fencing that contained Buster, the beagle puppy she adopted weeks earlier. Tail wagging, Buster ran to Debra’s side and jumped onto her lap as she sat in one of the red-stained Adirondack chairs on the back deck.

      “Here it is, Mom,” Debra said as she rested her hand on the cardboard-entombed paperback she spent years writing. Debra waited several moments examining the package before digging her nails into the tape that barred entry. Then, after a tussle with packing peanuts and shrink-wrap, Debra viewed the first finished copy of her novel, RISING SON. Born of her interest in Native American societies, which her mother encouraged, Debra used the historical fiction framework to detail the forced relocation of

      Native Americans during the nineteenth century. While working on her Anthropology degree at Buffalo State College, she spent a considerable amount of time visiting museums and historical societies where she examined the diaries and journals of Native Americans forced to relocate and those who orchestrated the action.

      “Is that it?” a voice asked, startling Debra. Turning towards the back door, Debra saw her Aunt Becca, who exited the house and sat in one of the other chairs on the deck. After composing herself, Debra answered.

      “I read a few chapters to Mom that last day. At least she heard some of it.” Becca, Debra’s only maternal aunt, looked nothing like her mother. Becca stood six feet tall, had short, blonde hair and was rather quiet. Yet, for all the differences, the compassion of their family flowed in Becca as well.

      “I have no doubt your mother looked over your shoulder as you read and edited every line of the proof. She’s read it, and I know she is so proud of you.”

      “I just wish I could see her hold it,” Debra said in reply. Becca’s heart ached for both her sister and her niece. Yet, she could think of no words to console either. Pulling Debra into a hug, Becca let long-held tears flee her eyes as Debra did the same. Buster, now calmed a bit, sat and watched his human handlers as they wept. Soon, he too displayed sadness, letting a whimper resonate for a long moment. Aunt and niece both laughed as they turned to look at the sullen beagle whose tail suddenly rocked the canine’s small body.

      “I tell you what,” Becca said as she stood and pulled Debra to her feet. “Your uncle won’t be home for a couple hours yet. Why don’t I throw a few sandwiches in a backpack, and we can go eat lunch and read in Como Park, by the creek? Your mother and I used to do that all the time. I figure you could read a chapter or two to your mom. Sound good?” Debra nodded. Arm in arm, niece and aunt went into the house to prepare their impromptu picnic before heading to the park.
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        * * *

      

      Ham and cheese sandwiches, washed down with raspberry iced tea, preempted a run around the park by Becca and a stroll to the creek bed by Debra. Spreading out a blanket, Debra opened her book to the dedication. The tears came quickly.

      “To Mom,” she said, reading the words she intended to be a part of every dedication. Flipping to the acknowledgments, Debra looked over the list of people who provided her the support to get through the last few months; her aunt, her agent and the editor who spent ample time making sure the final print was polished and something Debra would be proud of. After finding energy in her supports, Debra started to read aloud the first chapter, laughing at the hidden jokes laced throughout the text, jokes only Debra and her mother would get. Minutes later, the chapter finished, Debra closed the book before looking skyward.

      “Can you see this, Mom?” she asked, her sorrow in full swing once more. Debra looked to the water, watching the current for direction away from her thoughts. First, she eyed a fish circling just below the surface. Her eyes then darted to a small branch that glided along the current at a slow and steady pace until it wedged between a cluster of rocks where a plastic, 20 oz pop bottle was likewise trapped. For long moments, she watched the bottle bob in and out of the water, the current and rocks  isolating the plastic container to the area. Standing, Debra gained a better view of the bottle. While adhesive and bits of its plastic label remained affixed to the bottle, no discernible marks were visible. Its shape and maroon cap reminded her of the Dr. Pepper she drank daily. Yet, the flavor of the contents failed to interest her once she saw the note inside the bottle.

      Removing her shoes and rolling up her pant legs, Debra waded into the cold water, maneuvering over the slick shale that lined the creek bed. Her progress slow, it took nearly ten minutes to bridge the thirty plus feet to the bottle. Once there, she pulled the container from its snare; the seal was intact, but the note inside was folded over so she could not read the message. After unscrewing the cap, Debra wiped her hand on her pant leg before shaking the note out onto her palm. Securing the bottle under her arm, she then opened the note and read aloud its fateful message.

      “A mother’s pride in her child is all knowing and everlasting!” Tears of hope and joy flooded Debra’s eyes as she again looked skyward, peering beyond a lone seagull that circled overhead.

      “Thank you, Mom,” Debra said. “I love you.” In time, Debra framed the note and hung it over the roll top desk where she ultimately penned all her future manuscripts, never once doubting her mother was watching on with pride.
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      William Sullivan stared out the back window of the taxi, watching his sisters and brother wave goodbye and then vanish as the taxi turned onto Seneca Street. He could never have imagined it would be the last time he would see them.

      William was embarking on a journey to South America to help build schoolhouses and shelters for a remote village devastated by two hurricanes, which pummeled the region in a span of three weeks. Thousands were dead or missing and presumed dead; rescue efforts were now replaced by recovery and reconstruction activities. William carried with him a leather satchel his brother gave him when he graduated from Buffalo State College. William’s studies focused on archaeology, so his older brother thought William needed a bag like what Indiana Jones carried in Raiders of the Lost Ark. His crate of clothes and books forwarded the previous day, William only carried two pairs of khakis, three pair of socks, three pair of boxers, and two white, long sleeved, button-down trail shirts like those travelers wore on safaris.

      For comfort and distraction, he tucked a vinyl case amongst his clothes, which contained his two most cherished books along with the rosary he received on his First Communion. With a pair of deck shoes, a journal, and a few pens stuffed into a side compartment, William felt prepared for the journey south, though anxiety over his work consumed him. Would he be able to provide comfort for those who grieved? Would he be able to withstand the death spread throughout the region? Would he bring hope to those he served? Answers to his questions would come soon enough.

      After reaching the airport, William headed into line to be scanned and questioned about his travels. After thirty minutes of waiting and removing and redonning his belt and shoes, he walked straight to the terminal after first getting a cup of McDonald’s coffee.

      “Last chance for the good stuff,” William said as he choked the coffee with sugar and milk before taking a seat outside the gate. He leaned far back in his chair and gazed at the disorganized activity that consumed the runway just outside the windows. People, fuel trucks and carted luggage appeared to encroach on each other’s space leading to a frenzy of curses the terminal’s glass windows failed to silence.

      “Great view,” William muttered before taking a few sips from his coffee.

      “Traveling far, Father?” an elderly woman asked as she sat in the chair across from William. Suddenly very aware of the collar around his neck and his black suit, William was taken aback. His ordination just days earlier, he still found the title an awkward change which years in the seminary failed to prepare him for.

      “I’ll be above the clouds for the better part of the next two days,” he said as he considered the trek to a Brazilian village he first heard of only weeks earlier.

      “At least you’ll be closer to God, Father,” she said before she pulled out a book, ending their impromptu conversation.

      “Indeed,” William replied as he returned his attention to the chaos outside.
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        * * *

      

      Never a fan of flying, William clawed into his armrests as the mounting storm jilted the twin prop plane carrying him on the last leg of his journey. Seven others, the pilot included, struggled to stay in their seats. The plane, appearing to have been last serviced by the Wright brothers, had the aerodynamics of a semi-trailer, which explained why passengers and crew alike gripped onto their seats as if their hands were vices. However, with the plane lacking constraining seatbelts, several passengers were thrown to the cabin floor by the conflict between inertia and gravity. For the first time in his life, William actually saw passengers use the vomit bags the airline provided.

      “Please, please stay in your seats!” the pilot called out over the intercom, first in Spanish and then in English. “We should be out of the storm soon.” Based on the pilot’s distraught tone, William guessed things were about to get a lot worse.

      Gripping the armrests tighter, William peered out the window by his seat, looking for any sliver of hope the plane would reach calm skies. Yet, the craft seemed to head only deeper into the mix of grey and black clouds. A number of passengers, William included, started praying, seeking hope through their collective faith. Then, suddenly, all hope vanished.
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