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Chapter 1 - Darkness
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“Would you care for a drink, sir? It will be a while before we take off.”

“Thank you. Scotch with a glass of ice, please.” The flight attendant brought his drink, and Bill slowly poured it over the ice, taking a sip as he reclined in his seat. He looked around the cabin. Only three other passengers were in first class. Not many, even for a Sunday redeye, he thought, as the frantic voice of his teenage niece in LA filled his mind. He could hear her crying out of control: “They’re gone, Uncle Bill! Mom and Dad are gone!”

“What are you talking about, honey—what do you mean they’re gone?”

His head was filled with her uncontrollable crying and barely auditable words. “The plane crashed coming back from Vegas—I’m all alone!”

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry, but you’re not alone. I’m here, and I’ll always be here for you—I’ll catch the first flight out and be there as soon as I can. Where are you?”

“At Barbie’s; they’re letting me stay here, for now ... they want to take me away—why is this happening to me, Uncle Bill!? What did I do wrong!?”

It’s not your fault, Beth Ann; you did nothing wrong. Try to calm down, honey. Who wants to take you away and where?”

“I don’t know, some state people,” he could hear her say between outbursts of crying and sobbing. “I’m scared, Uncle Bill. I don’t want to be with strangers! What am I going to do?”

“It’s not going to happen—not as long as I’m around. We’ll be together. We’re family, and no one is going to take you away from me—ever—do you hear me, Beth Ann? I don’t want you to worry. I’ll fix it—okay. We will be together. It’s going to be all right, honey.”

“O ... Okay, Uncle Bill,” she said, still crying.

“Is Barbie’s mother there?”

“She’s right here beside me.”

“I want to talk to her, but before you go, I want you to remember what I said. We will always be together, so please don’t worry about what those state people are saying. I’ll fix it, I promise. We’re family, and no one is ever going to separate us.”

“I’ll try, but I’m so scared, Uncle Bill!”

“I know, sweetie ... I’ll be there as soon as possible. I love you, honey—I love you so very, very much.”

“Hi, Bill,” he could hear Mrs. Madison say, then paused. “Beth Ann is gone now, so I can speak openly.”

“I’m still in shock, Jean. What happened to the plane?”

“They don’t really know. It was a small commuter jet and the pilot reported engine trouble coming over the mountains, and it crashed shortly after. No one survived. It’s ... it’s ... horrible.”

“How did the state get involved—what’s going on?”

“I guess they started looking for next of kin and couldn’t find a blood relative. The DFS, Division of Family Services showed up at our door and immediately, after telling Beth about her parents, started talking about foster care! I could have shot them! How dare they scare her like that after ... I asked them to leave. They agreed to let her stay here until after the funeral. How caring of them!”

“I’m sure they think they are doing the right thing, but I don’t understand how they could be so cruel to scare Beth Ann with foster care right after being told her parents were ... gone. Do they know about me?”

“Yes. We told them about you, but since you’re a widower and not blood-related, they said foster care was the best solution. They don’t allow single parents in foster care; said they have had some problems in the past, so they changed their policy.”

“Bull shit! Sorry, Jean. There’s no way they’ll ever take her away from me.”

“These people have a lot of pull with the judicial system out here. It’s going to be a tough fight.”

“I’ll spend every penny I have if I have to. No one is taking her away from me. I got to go. I need to book a flight. I’ll be there by morning. Thanks for taking care of her.”

“She always stays with us when Ann and Ted go to Vegas. It’s no trouble at all.” She paused. “You’re all she talks about ever since she heard. I hope you can find a flight on such short notice.”

“I’ll charter a plane if necessary. I’ll be there by morning; you can count on it.”

“Okay, Bill, see you when you get here.”

“So long, Jean.”

I can’t believe this is happening, he thought, finishing his drink and placing the glass in the seat pocket beside the empty shot bottle.

“My, that was fast,” the flight attendant said, stopping beside him. “It’s still going to be a while. Would you like another?”

“Please,” he said, handing her the empty bottle. She brought him another scotch and a fresh glass of ice. “Thanks.” He opened the bottle and began pouring, and as he did, he could feel the attendant still standing beside him, so he looked up. She was smiling softly, looking at him with her beautiful green eyes. Her long golden hair rested gently on her shoulders, and he found her beauty almost captivating.

“You don’t remember me, do you?”

Bill looked at her for a moment. “Vickie?” Her eyes brightened. “I haven’t seen you since the manager’s ball, and that’s been ... more than five, six years.”

“That’s right, I’m surprised you remember.”

“I remember quite well, and I’m afraid I was a little rude to you. I’m surprised you’re still speaking to me.”

“I was the rude one—not you. I was devastated when I heard about Mary Beth. She was a fine lady. I’m sorry—I don’t mean to open old wounds.”

“It’s okay. I’ve finally learned to live with it, but she’s always with me. I didn’t think you cared for her?”

“That’s true, I didn’t, but I put that behind me long ago, thanks to you and Mary Beth.” Bill looked at her, a little puzzled. “I hated you after what happened at the Ball and vowed to get even with her, not you, but after you guys were married, I could see a change in Mary Beth. She was even nice to me when we were together, which made me furious.” She paused, smiling. “Then I started envying her. She was the happiest person I had ever seen, and I wanted to be like her. I couldn’t believe what was happening to me.”

“You always had guys falling all over themselves, Vickie. Why should you be envious?”

“Because I never liked myself. I didn’t like who I was. I thought stealing other women’s men would make me something special; it didn’t. I wanted other women to envy me, but instead, they just hated me, thinking I was a tramp. Well, they were right.” A tear appeared in her eye.

“You’re being too hard on yourself, Vickie.”

“Thanks for saying that, but I know it’s true, and the more time I spent around Mary Beth, the more I realized I wanted to change. I just quit acting the way I used to. I quit flirting and walking as I did to provoke men, but they still were coming on to me.”

“You’re a very beautiful woman.”

“Thank you. I didn’t want them to, and I stopped dating for a while. Then I met Will. He’s different than the guys I used to date, and before long, we fell in love. When he asked me to marry him, I broke down and cried. I told him what kind of a woman I had been, and all he said was: ‘Does that mean yes or no.’ he didn’t care because he loves me.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“Because if it weren’t for Mary Beth, I would’ve never found Will. Now I know why she was so happy. We’ve been married for two years, and I’m still floating on a cloud. The woman I thought I hated has made me the happiest woman in the world. I really loved her, Bill, and I was devastated when I heard.” She wiped away the tears with a tissue. “I just wanted you to know.”

“Thank you, Vickie. I’m so happy for you. Will sounds like a very special guy,” he said as the plane prepared to roll back from the gantry.

“Thank you. I better get back to work. Hang on to your drink. I’ll pick it up last.” She went forward and helped close and secure the door. The plane began to roll back from the terminal, the engines started, and the plane began taxiing down the tarmac toward the runway. The plane turned onto the runway and, with engines at full throttle, sped along the concrete surface, then slowly lifted into the starlit sky.

Even though he couldn’t sleep, Bill’s eyes closed as the plane rose into the blackness of the night. Even with the two drinks, he kept seeing a very beautiful sixteen-year-old crying and shaking, racked with fear.

Bong!

His eyes opened when the seat belt light went out, and the attendants began moving up and down the aisles, serving passengers. With only forty-eight people in coach and three flight attendants, Vickie returned to first class. She checked with the other first-class passengers before stopping beside Bill.

“We serve a light breakfast later. If you are hungry, I can get one for you now if you’d like.”

“Thanks, I’m fine.”

“Another drink?”

“No. Two will hold me for a while. I think I’ll try to sleep.”

“Okay. If you change your mind, I won’t be far away. There’s only four of you up here, and I’m going to have a hard time keeping busy. I think we’ll lose money on this flight. It’s normally not this slow on a Sunday.” She walked away, and Bill closed his eyes again.

He dozed a few times between Orlando and Dallas, deplaning there while they took on more passengers going to LA. Many shops were closed, so he wandered through the concourse, waiting for the boarding call. When the plane left DFW, Dallas-Fort-Worth Airport, only two additional passengers were in first class and twenty additional in coach. Bill again closed his eyes, trying to sleep, which he knew was impossible.

About thirty minutes after leaving DFW, the attendants began serving breakfast. He wasn’t hungry, but at least it would be a distraction, helping pass the time.

“Coffee?” Vickie asked as she delivered his meal.

“Please.” She poured his coffee and left. About the time he finished eating, she returned with the coffee pot.

“Refill?”

“Thank you.”

“This is the real stuff. It may keep you awake.”

“Can’t sleep anyway.”

“Are you going to LA to visit Mary Beth’s sister?”

He glanced at her. “If only it were true. There was a plane crash, and Ann and Ted were on it.”

“Oh my God, Bill! I’m so sorry ... I didn’t know. The commuter flight from Vegas?” He nodded, not looking at her. “We heard about it, but I had no idea. Didn’t she have a daughter?”

“Beth Ann. I’m on my way to be with her. She’s absolutely devastated.”

“Oh Bill, I’m so sorry—I didn’t know. Please forgive me for asking.”

“You couldn’t know, Vickie.”

“How old is she? Is she staying with other relatives?”

“Sixteen. I’m all she has, Vickie,” he said, looking at her.

“What are you going to do?”

“Take care of her. She’ll live with me.”

“Of course. How does she feel about it?”

“We’re very close, but it’s not so simple. The state has other ideas.”

“But why? You’re her only living relative?”

“That’s not the way they see it. I’m single and not related by blood.”

“Is there anything you can do?”

“I’m going to fight for her, Vickie, and I’m going to win. No one’s going to take her away from me.”

“Isn’t there a will, a guardian?”

“Ann and Ted wanted Mary Beth and me to be her guardians, but when Mary Beth ... the paperwork was never completed. We talked about it after the accident; we were all too upset ... we never thought.” He looked away.

“Oh, Bill, I can’t imagine what you both are going through. I’ll pray ... we’ll pray for you. If there’s anything we can do, anything at all, please call me. I’ll give you my number before we get to LA.”

“Thanks, Vickie.” She turned and walked away with tears in her eyes.

***
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It seemed like an eternity before they landed at LAX. Bill rented a car and drove to the Hilton. It was about 4 o’clock when he went to bed and tried to sleep, with little success. With Beth Ann’s frantic cries still filling his head, he tossed and turned, looking at the clock every few minutes. At 6:30, he rose and showered. He drove to a diner and ate breakfast before going to the Madison’s, pulling into their driveway around eight and rang the bell.

“It’s good to see you, Bill,” Jean Madison said, hugging him.

“Nice to see you as well, Jean. I wish it were under different circumstances.” He returned her hug.

“It’s so tragic,” she replied, wiping away a tear.

“Is Beth up?”

“They’re both still asleep.”

“Good, she needs all the rest she can get. I want to know everything you can tell me about what’s going on with the DFS. I’m getting with Ted’s lawyer later this morning and then talk to DFS. I’m not going to let it happen, Jean, but I want to talk it over with Beth Ann. I want to know how she feels about living with me.”

“Want a cup of coffee?”

“Thanks, Jean, I could use one.”

They started for the kitchen.

“I can tell you exactly how she feels about it. She wants to be with you. We told her we would file as foster parents if they wouldn’t turn her over to you, and it calmed her some, but she wants to be with you. She loves you very much.”

“Thanks, Jean. I needed to hear that. She’s the only thing I have left in this world, and I’m not going to let anyone take her away from me. I appreciate you and Grant offering to take her, and that’s a good option if I fail, but I’m not going to fail.”

“We love her as much as our daughter, but we understand her wanting to be with the only family she has. Next to her father, you’re the most important man in her life. To lose you might be more than she can bear right now. I don’t want to think about what it would do to her if you fail.”

“I won’t fail. She’s not going to lose me. I don’t know how I will do it, but I refuse to give her up. I’ll fight like hell. I’ll do whatever it takes.” Tears were welling up in his eyes.

“It helped quite a bit for her to talk to you on the phone yesterday. She was so devastated when those callus DFS people told her ... I called her doctor, and he prescribed a sedative. She calmed down some after talking to you, so I haven’t given her the medicine yet.”

“She’ll need it in a few days for the ... have the arrangements been made?”

“They’re waiting for you.”

“I’ll talk to them before going to the lawyers. God, Jean! Why is this happening?”

She lowered her head and began sobbing. “It’s so horrible.” Bill took her in his arms and held her for a moment. “I’m okay,” she said, pulling away and drying her eyes.

“I’ve got to get a grip on things before Beth Ann gets up,” he said, wiping away the tears, “I can’t let her see me like this.”

Time passed as they sat at the table drinking coffee. Jean poured more coffee, and then muffled noises from upstairs began penetrating the silence as the girls rose and dressed. Soon, soft sounds of bare feet were heard coming down the stairs, and Bill stood, facing the doorway.

“Uncle Bill!!” Beth Ann cried hysterically as she ran to him, throwing herself into his arms, trembling.

“Oh honey, I’m so sorry,” he said, crying, holding her very close as she began crying in hysterical outbursts, out of control.

“They’re gone, Uncle Bill! I’m so scared! What am I going to do!? I don’t want to be alone.”

“You’re not alone; you will never be alone. I’m here, honey, and I always will be—I will never leave you. I love you so very much.” He hugged her, pulling her even closer. “We’re going to put this behind us, sweetie. It won’t be easy, but together we can do it.”

He continued to hold her and rock her very gently from side to side as she continued to cry and tremble. Soon, his crying stopped, and Jean handed him a tissue. Beth Ann continued crying as he held her, kissing her on top of the head and then pressing his cheek against it, holding her head against his chest, gently rubbing his hand through her hair. Soon, her crying eased, and she stood motionless, holding on to him very tight, as her breathing slowed, sobbing now and then.

“I’ll be gone for a little while today. I’ll be back as soon as I can, I promise.”

“Please don’t leave me, Uncle Bill, I’m afraid!”

“There are things I must do, honey, and it would be better if you stay here with Barbie. They’re not easy things, but they must be done. I promise to be back as soon as possible.”

“Please don’t let them take me away.”

“No one is ever going to separate us, I promise. That’s one of the things I must do: talk to the DFS.” She pulled away, still holding on to him, looking into his eyes. Hers were filled with tears, and he gently wiped them away with a tissue. “I know you probably don’t feel like eating, but you must. It will help you stay strong. Have some breakfast, and I’ll return shortly.”

“Call me; I want to know where you are and that you are all right,” she said, looking at him with sad eyes.

“I will. Keep your cell phone with you, and I’ll call you every hour.” He kissed and hugged her then left the room to call the funeral home.

***
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Bill pulled into the parking lot of the Harmony Patterson Funeral Home and got out of the rental car. The large building looked like a fine early American home, no doubt a private residence when built. The large ornate door with beveled glass windows opened as he approached.

“Good morning, sir. You must be Mr. Gordon.”

“Bill Gordon,” he said, extending his hand to a distinguished-looking man wearing a dark gray suit.

“Dean Harmony at your service. Right this way, please.” He gestured toward a door at the end of a long hallway lined with doors on either side. When they entered the room, Bill sat on one side of a large table and Dean on the other. “You have our deepest sympathy, sir.”

“Thank you.”

“Most everything is taken care of except for the date, flowers, the announcement text, and music. The Fletcher’s minister will officiate, and all expenses are being taken care of by Mr. Fletcher’s agency.”

“What about a monument?”

“The company has money set aside for one, and they want the family to decide.”

“There’s only me and Beth Ann. I’m not going to put that burden on her, so I’ll do it, and if what I choose is more expensive, I’ll cover the difference.”

“They have been very generous, Mr. Gordon, I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“Please call me Bill.”

“Thank you, Bill. I prefer a first-name basis myself,” he replied, opening a large book in front of him. “We have a very nice selection. Did you have anything in mind?”

“It must be granite and large,” he said, leafing through the book. “How about this one?” He pointed to a picture of a large stone, raised in the center with a stemmed rose engraved in the middle of the raised area.

“That’s one of my favorites, but very expensive.”

“Not a problem, Dean, let’s go with it. This area in the center with the one rose looks a little small. Can you add a couple more?”

“Certainly. It will be no problem at all. And for the inscription, their names of course, and maybe a short bible verse or family saying?”

“I want you to include Ann’s maiden name. I’ll have to think about the rest,” Bill said. “I was thinking maybe Wednesday for the viewing and the service Thursday—preferably early. Maybe ten a.m.”

“I think that will be acceptable. And for the announcement, I have all the information, and I thought Psalm twenty-three.”

“That will be fine, and use the King James Version; for the music, use some classical and spiritual. It doesn’t matter, but be sure to include Amazing Grace.”

“That leaves the flowers,” Dean said.

“I’m going to need your help, Dean. I have a lot of things I must do, so I would appreciate it if you would select them. Make sure they’re not all the same, and include lots of roses. I want lots of flowers. I’ll cover the cost.”

“I’d be more than happy to help. You are aware it will be a closed ceremony. I’m afraid their condition isn’t acceptable for viewing.”

“I was going to request it be a closed service. I don’t think Beth Ann could take seeing them. If she asks, I’ll tell her I thought it best to have the caskets closed. I don’t want her to know their condition.”

“I understand fully,” Dean replied.

Bill got up and shook Dean’s hand: “I’ll get back to you on that inscription tomorrow if that’s okay?”

“They only require a day, so that will be fine.”

As Bill got into the car, he pulled out his cell phone and called Beth Ann.

“Hi, honey—you doing okay?”

“I think so. Are you on your way back?”

“I need to talk to Mr. Collins, then the DFS. I promise to hurry. Did you eat breakfast?”

“A little.”

“I know it’s difficult, honey, but it will give you strength. I’m going to go now—I love you.”

“Bye, Uncle Bill, I love you.”

He could hear her begin to cry as she hung up the phone. He pushed the end button and then dialed Ted’s lawyer.

“Good morning. Mr. Collins’s office.”

“This is Bill Gordon; I believe Mr. Collins is expecting my call.”

“Yes, sir. One moment, please.” The phone went silent then.

“Hello, Bill. How are you holding up?”

“Not that good, Bruce, but Beth Ann is the one I’m worried about.”

“I can’t imagine what she’s going through. Come over; I have the entire morning open, and we have a lot to talk about.”

“On my way, Bruce.”

He pushed the end button and started the car. Rush hour had passed, but that made little difference in LA, so it took him twenty minutes to get downtown to the law office. When he entered, the receptionist showed him into Bruce’s office, and they shook hands.

“Have a seat, Bill,” he said and handed him a document. “This is the last will that Ted and Ann signed. Mary Beth was executor and guardian.” He handed him some papers. “This is the one making you her guardian, but it’s not signed. Remember, we all talked about it last July. Ann and Ted wanted to give you more time. Who would think—”

“I wish we’d signed it then,” he interjected, “if we had, it would be simple now.”

“I thought it a good idea to wait,” Bruce said, “we all thought so—it doesn’t matter now; we can’t change things, so let’s see where we go from here. Their estate will go to Beth Ann when she reaches legal age, and I’m sure I can get the court to appoint you executor. However, with the new will not signed, we have a problem with you gaining custody. The DFS is involved, and they have a ruling in this state that all foster care must be married couples only. And so far, it’s held up in court. I know you’re not seeking foster care; you want guardianship, but I’m sure the DFS will try to enforce the same ruling.”

“That’s insane—I mean ... I can see that in foster care. I think kids should have two parents, but this is different. Hell, I’m her uncle.”

“By marriage only. You’re not a blood relative. If you were Ted or Ann’s brother, it would be no problem.

“But what about this?” he said, holding up the unsigned will. “This shows they wanted me to take care of her.”

“It’s not legal because it’s not signed or recorded, and judges are strict about legality.”

“C’mon, Bruce, the courts can’t be that callus. Surely, a judge can see their intent and want to fulfill their wishes.”

“She may, but this one leans heavily towards the recommendations of the DFS. Even if she is sympathetic, the DFS may argue that Ted and Ann never signed because they weren’t sure and had changed their minds or that you drew it up yourself.”

“It’s on your letterhead.”

“They may think I’m in cahoots with you?”

“The court?”

“Probably not; the DFS may. They think they’re protecting the child.”

“That’s bullshit! I’m the one trying to protect Beth Ann.”

“I know that, but the judge doesn’t, and she doesn’t know you from Adam. She has no idea what kind of a parent you would be.”

“I don’t understand why the DFS would object to her living with a relative?”

“As I said before, they think they’re protecting the child. Even though Beth Ann wants to be with you, they feel in the long run, she would be better off in a two-parent home. In this case, I know that’s not true; even so, these people really think they are helping the child and have many children to worry about.”

“I know. They have a very difficult and thankless job; why can’t they see, in this case, it’s best for Beth Ann? She’s devastated by the loss of her parents, and now she may be separated from her only living relative. It’s stupid; it’s pure bullshit.”

“Bureaucracies. They have rules and laws, and they don’t deviate.”

“Then what can I do?”

“Petition the court for custody and hope for the best. That’s your only option ... short of adoption.”

Bill looked at him for a moment. “Adoption—is that possible?”

“Some single parents are still adopting. It’s a long shot, though, and the court performs an in-depth background check. They will put you through the wringer.”

“Okay—we’ll petition the court for custody, and if they turn me down, we’ll hit them with adoption. Is that possible?”

“Of course, but are you sure you want to put yourself through that? They’ll know more about you when they’re through than you do.”

“I’m not giving her up, Bruce. I’ll do anything necessary. I’m not giving her up. I promised Ann and Ted, and I’ll keep my promise. Beth Ann is counting on me, and I won’t let her down.”

“It’s not going to be easy, and the DFS may do whatever they think is necessary to stop you. It could get ugly. They’ll try to make you look unfit—if they can.”

“Will look at everything? Even my medical past?”

“As I said, they will know more about you than you do. Is there a problem?”

“Shouldn’t be ... but It doesn’t matter; they can do whatever they want to me. I won’t back down. They’re not going to take Beth away from me, Bruce. I’ll spend every penny I have if necessary. What about right now? Can I get custody of her until we go to court?”

“I’m sure the DFS will try to stop you, but until the court rules differently, you’re still her only living relative. They won’t like it, but I feel certain the judge will force them to let you have her until the hearing.”

“That’s a relief. She’ll more than likely stay with Barbie for now, but I want her to know we’ll be together. I want her to get the funeral behind her before we go to court. Can we put it off until then?”

“When’s the funeral?”

“Thursday morning.”

“It’ll take longer than that to get a court date. You better go to the DFS from here. If they give you a hard time about immediate custody, call me, and I’ll contact Judge Lawson.”

“What’s she like, Bruce? Do I have a chance?”

“She’s a hard lady and loves children. Her rulings are fair. She has a lot of faith in the DFS, though. I’m sure you’ll lose the custody fight, and the adoption is a very long shot. I’d be afraid to guess.”

“We can get the press involved and the public to apply pressure if necessary. I’ll put ads in the paper if it’ll help.”

“Let’s not go off halfcocked, my friend,” Bruce said, “let’s take it one step at a time. Talk to the DFS, and I’ll work on a court date. You need to talk to Beth Ann about adoption before we go too far. We need to know how she feels about it if we lose the custody appeal.”

“That’s true, and I’m not sure how to approach it.” He got up, and they shook hands again. “Thanks for everything you’re doing, Bruce.”

“Wait until you get my bill. You may want to retract your thanks.”

“Not a problem. If I win, it’ll be worth every penny, and I’m paying for it. It’s not coming out of the estate.”

“I guess the calling is Wednesday evening, five to seven?”

“That’s right, see you then.” Bill turned to go.

“Make sure my secretary has your cell number.” Bill waved and left the room.

The DFS was only a few blocks away, so he arrived five minutes later, and called Beth Ann again before getting out of the car.

“Hi, Uncle Bill. Are you on your way back?”

“I’m at the DFS. Give me about an hour and a half, and we’ll get lunch. I think you need to get out for a little while.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere.”

“I know, honey. We’ll find a quiet place where we can be alone. Think about it, and when I get back, if you don’t want to go, you don’t have to.”

“Okay. I love you.”

“I love you too, honey. See you shortly.” He put the phone in his pocket and got out of the car.

“I’m Bill Gordon, Beth Ann Fletcher’s uncle. I would like to speak to someone about her custody,” he said to the receptionist.

“Let me see ... Mr. Forest is handling that case; please have a seat, and I’ll see if he is available.” Bill sat. “Mr. Gordon,” the lady behind the desk said about fifteen minutes later. “Mr. Forest will see you now. His office is just down the hall to your right.”

He stood and walked down the hall and opened the door. A young man looked up from behind a desk, stood, and extended his hand: “I’m Mr. Forest. How can I help you?”

“Bill Gordon,” Bill answered, “I’d like to speak to you about Beth Ann Fletcher.”

“Well, sir, there’s not much to discuss; she is being considered for foster care.”

“I guess you didn’t hear me. I’m her uncle; there’s no reason for foster care; she has family.”

“I know who you are, sir. You see, you’re related by marriage only, and since your wife is deceased, we cannot grant you custody.”

“I can understand your concern in a foster care situation. We’re talking about permanent custody by family, not foster care.”

“Not the way we see it. But, of course, you may petition the court.”

“That’s in work as we speak.”

“It won’t do you any good. You’ll lose.”

“Why are you being so stubborn about this? It’s what Beth Ann wants and what her parents wanted. There’s a Will stating that.”

“Is it signed and recorded?”

“No.”

“Then it’s worthless paper.”

“It shows what her parents wanted. That should be good enough.”

“That’s what you say. How do we know they didn’t change their minds, and that’s why it isn’t signed?”

“Ask Bruce Collins, their lawyer.”

“He may not know their final wishes.”

“I can’t believe your attitude.”

“I know it may be difficult for you to see ... we only have Miss Fletcher’s best interest in mind. We want what is best for her.”

“If you did, you would turn her over to me.”

“I’m sorry, sir ... there’s nothing I can do.”

“Well, until the court appearance, I’m assuming custody.”

“I’m afraid not, Mr. Gordon. I can’t allow that to happen.”

“You have no choice. Until the court rules otherwise, I’m her only living relative.”

“Not in this case, sir.”

“According to Bruce Collins, I have every legal right. Now, do you cooperate, or do I have him call the judge and have her order you to release her to me?”

“You’re only making things worse, Mr. Gordon. We will be even more determined to—”

“I don’t give a damn what you’re determined to do. She’s my Niece, and you’re not taking her away from me—end of discussion. Now, do I make that call?”

“I will sign the temporary release, sir, but it’s against my judgment.”

“After this conversation, Mr. Forest, I’d say your judgment is seriously lacking—good day, sir.”

Bill left the office fuming. How can he be so callous about Beth Ann’s happiness? He thinks he has all the right answers. This is one time he is wrong. He regained his composure by the time he got into his car. One more stop, he thought, as he started the car and drove away. He drove to Beth Ann’s high school and parked.

“My name is Bill Gordon, Beth Ann Fletcher’s Uncle. Is the principal in?”

“One moment, please,” the lady behind the counter said. She picked up the phone. “A Mr. Gordon, to see you about Beth Ann Fletcher.” There was a pause. “You may go in, Mr. Gordon.”

“Thanks.” Bill opened the door, and a handsome man of about fifty met him as he entered.

“Mr. Gordon, nice to see you. John Hastings. You have my condolences. I was shocked to hear.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m still having trouble accepting it.”

“Please call me John. How is Beth Ann holding up?”

“Please call me Bill. Not very well, I’m afraid. That’s why I’m here. I wondered if I could keep her out of school for the rest of the year. I’ll see that she does whatever you think is necessary to complete the term.”

“I think that is a wise decision under the circumstances. Beth is one of our finest students. She’s always on the honor roll, so I doubt she will need to do anything, but I’ll check with her teachers.”

“Thanks, John. I think it would be too much for her to come back to school at this time.”

“I quite agree. What are your plans?”

“I haven’t had time to think about it. I’ll probably take her to Florida for the summer. I want to get her away from familiar surroundings for a while.”

“I think that’s a good decision. Ann Fletcher was very active in the school. I’m going to miss her; she was such a fine lady.”

“Yes, she definitely was.” Bill handed him a card. “If you need to contact me, feel free to do so.”

“Okay, Bill. We’ll be praying for you and Beth.”

“Thanks, John. Goodbye.”

Bill left the school and called Beth Ann to tell her he was on his way. When he arrived, she ran to him and hugged him.

“You were gone awfully long,” she said, still holding on to him.

“Sorry. I had a lot of things to do, and as of now, you are in my custody, but we need to talk about it. We’ll have to go to court. Don’t worry—everything will be okay. Do you feel like going to lunch?” She nodded, still holding on to him. “I’ll tell Mrs. Madison we’re going.” She released him, and he went into the kitchen. Jean looked up as he entered.

“How are things going, Bill? You look tired.”

“It’s going to be a long day. We made some progress, though; I have custody until the hearing.”

“That’s great; I thought the DFS wouldn’t release her to you. What does Bruce think your chances are?”

“Slim to none with the custody appeal.” He paused. “We have a backup plan. I’ll file for adoption if I lose the custody hearing.”

“Can you do that?”

“Bruce thinks it may be my only chance. Pray for me, Jean. Beth and I are going to lunch; we have a lot to talk about.”

“Okay, Bill; see you when you get back, and we are praying for you both.” He hugged her and left.

Bill drove to a small restaurant not far from the neighborhood. By the time they arrived, most people had returned to work, so few people were there. He looked at his watch after two. He picked a booth far in the back, away from others, so they could be alone. The waitress came, took their drink order, and left, returning with their drinks a few minutes later. “You folks ready to order?”

“Give us a minute,” Bill said; she walked away. Beth took a sip of coke, continuing to look down at the table. “You can stay at Barbie’s until this is over if you want. You’ll probably be more comfortable there.”

“No. I want to be with you,” she said, looking at him with tears in her eyes. “Barbie’s is too close to home. I don’t want to be there and see our house and ...” tears were running down her cheeks, and Bill pulled a tissue from his pocket and handed it to her.

“Okay, I’ll get a suite at the hotel. Will that be okay?”

“Okay. Are the arrangements made?”

“Yes, we can talk about that later.”

“I don’t want to see them.” She looked down and began sobbing.

Bill moved next to her and put his arm around her, kissing her on the head as the tears continued to flow. “I talked to Mr. Hastings, and you don’t have to go to school. How would you like to spend the summer in Florida? Amy would love to see you again. We could go to Disney World, Sea World, and the Everglades for an airboat ride—okay?” She nodded.

“You ready to order?” the waitress asked when she returned. Bill looked at Beth Ann.

“A burger and fries, please.”

“Make that two,” Bill replied. The woman smiled and hurried away.

“How did you get the DFS to give you custody?”

“They didn’t have a choice. Until there’s a court ruling, I’m your next of kin.”

“Then they can still take me away from you, can’t they?” she said, looking at him, as her eyes filled with tears.

“They can certainly try, but it’s not going to happen. There’s no way I’ll ever give you up unless that’s what you want.”

“Do you really want me to live with you?”

“More than anything in the world.”

“That’s what I want, too.”

“Great! I’m sure after the judge talks to you, she will see things our way.”

“But what if she doesn’t?” Tears continued to run down her cheeks.

“Mr. Collins and I have a plan. I’ll tell you about it tonight.”

“Why can’t you tell me now?”

“I could, but it’s a little hard to explain. I’m afraid it may upset you a little.”

“No, it won’t.”

“Well ... okay.”

The waitress returned. “Two burgers and fries,” she said, setting them down in front of them. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

“No, thank you,” Bill said, and she left again.

“The DFS has a rule that no single person can be a foster parent. I want permanent custody, not foster care. The problem is ... since I’m not your mother or father’s brother, they don’t want to turn you over to me. I’m not a blood relative.” He paused. “There may be another way. I think the judge will see it our way, so maybe we won’t have to worry about it.”

“But what if she doesn’t?”

He looked into her eyes for a moment. “There’s no such rule for adoption.”

“You want to adopt me?”

“I’m not trying to take your parent's place. No one can ever do that. I just don’t want to lose you. You wouldn’t have to change your name; nothing would change except no one could ever separate us. Do you understand?”

“Then I would be your daughter?”

“Legally, you would be, but that doesn’t change anything. You could still call me Uncle Bill if you want. I don’t care what you call me. I just don’t want to lose you. We’re family, and I want to take care of you. I don’t care what I have to do; I’m not going to let them take you away from me. Ever.”

She continued to look into his eyes. “I never thought I would ever be adopted.”

“I’m sorry, honey; I didn’t mean to upset you. It may not come to that.”

“I’m not upset. I just can’t believe you would do that for me.”

“Oh, Beth ... I’ll fight the devil himself if I have to. I’m not going to let anyone separate us.”

“Aren’t you afraid of what they will find out about you? I know this girl at school who is adopted, and her father said they even frown on traffic tickets. I didn’t think anyone was supposed to know about you?”

“As long as it doesn’t leak to the press, it doesn’t matter. I can’t see it stopping my approval. Let’s eat our lunch and go to the hotel. I need to change rooms.”
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Chapter Two – The Funeral
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Bill drove to the Hilton, and he and Beth went to the lobby.

“May I help you, sir?” the clerk said.

“I’m in 602, but I need a suite and also want to book some additional rooms.”

“Yes, sir, let me see what I have available. All I have left are three-bedroom suites.”

“Okay. Put me in one,” he said, sliding his credit card across the counter.

“There will be no charge, Mr. Gordon.”

“I wish you people would quit doing this.”

“It’s in the computer, sir. There’s no way I can change it.”

“Okay. I need two additional suites and another room, so run the card through the machine on the next one and see what happens.”

“It accepted it.”

“Is that a suite?”

“Yes.”

“Put Ray Candy in that one and Jeremiah Gains in the other, then a room for Miss Lynn Ames.”

“You have some very impressive friends, Mr. Gordon.”

“The names Bill ... Jerry,” he said, looking at the man’s nametag. “I’ll give you the key to 602 when we come down.”

“Okay, Bill. Will you need two keys?”

“Yes.”

“You’re in Suite 8A,” he said, handing him two key cards. “Use the same elevator as you do for 602, and you can leave the key in 602 when you leave.”

“Thanks, Jerry.” He handed Beth Ann a key, and they headed for the elevator.

Bill moved his things to the suite and put them in one of the bedrooms: “We’ll get some of your things when we go to Barbie’s. Use whichever room you want.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, sitting on the couch and began crying. Bill sat beside her and took her in his arms, trying to comfort her. Soon, the crying eased, and she wiped away the tears with her hands. He stood and got some tissues, handing them to her. “Now I know how you must have felt when Aunt Mary Beth ...” She started crying again, and he raised her by her shoulders and hugged her. “I don’t know what I would do without you, Uncle Bill. I feel so lost.”

“I know, honey, I feel that way too, but we have each other, and I promise I’ll always be with you. I love you so very much.” He kissed her on the head, and her crying began to slow.

“I’m okay now,” she said, pulling away from him.

“They keep the fridge well stocked in the suites, so help yourself. I’m sure there’s a coke in there.”

“I wish I were old enough to drink. I’d get drunk.” She continued wiping away tears.

“Yeah ... well, I tried that, and it didn’t help. I could use a beer, though; let’s see what we have.”

“See if there’s a coke,” she said.

He gave her a coke and sat on the couch beside her for a while, sipping his beer.

“I’m going into the bedroom and call Lynn,” he said, getting up. He closed the door and made the call.

“Hi, Lynn.”

“Hi, honey, why haven’t you called me? I bet it’s been two weeks. I miss you. Can you come to New York? Mitch is working on a national concert, and we’re having a big powwow Thursday.”

“I have some bad news, Lynn. Ann and Ted were killed in a plane crash yesterday, and I’m in LA with Beth Ann.”

“Oh my God! I can’t believe it! What happened?”

“They were coming back from Vegas, and the plane had engine trouble and crashed. No one survived.”

“That’s horrible! Aw ... I bet Beth Ann is coming apart at the seams.”

“She’s taking it very hard.”

“I’ll catch a plane and be there tomorrow.”

“What about your meeting Thursday?”

“I’ll tell Mitch. He can go without me, or we can move it out. The concert isn’t until the fourth of July. They want me to kick off the celebration of the birth of our country—can you believe it?”

“Of course, you’re the best. Why wouldn’t they select you?”

“Thanks.”

“Are you sure you can miss this meeting? Sounds kinda important to me.”

“There will be another one later, and Mitch does all the talking anyway. I’ll be there. You can count on it.”

“Okay, I have a room reserved for you at the Hilton, so tell them who you are.”

“All right, honey, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Lynn!”

“I’m sorry, Bill. I just forget.”

“I know.”

“I love you, Bill.”

“I love you too.” He ended the call, left the bedroom, and went to the living room.

“Is she coming?” Beth Ann asked.

“She’ll be here tomorrow. Let’s go to Barbie’s and get some of your things. Feel like going out for dinner?”

“I guess.”

“Let’s ask Barbie and her folks to go.”

“Okay,” she answered as they headed for the elevator.

As they got out of the car, Bill’s cell phone rang. “Go on in, honey. I’ll be right there. Hello.”

“Hey, Bro, what’s happin’?”

“Jake—it’s good to hear your voice.”

“We’re at the airport in Denver, dude. It’ll be late, but we’ll be there tonight.”

“That’s great. I have rooms for you at the Hilton. How are Sarah and the kids?”

“Everyone is fine. Man, I couldn’t believe it when Millie called. How’s Beth Ann taking it?”

“She’s not, Jake. She’s walking around like a zombie. I don’t know how she’s going to get through the funeral.”

“Bummer man, real bummer. Ted and Ann were great people. How about you? How you doing?”

“It’s not easy, Jake. I can’t stand seeing what it’s doing to Beth.”

“We’re prayin’ for you both, Bro.”

“Thanks, Jake. See you tonight.”

“Later, dude.”

Bill went into the house, and Beth Ann was with Barbie in her room, so Bill told the Malisons everything that had happened that day. He took everyone to dinner, staying away from restaurants that the Fletchers frequented, trying to spare Beth Ann any more grief than she was experiencing. During dinner, Bill’s cell phone rang again.

“Hey, partner. How you holdin’ up?”

“Hi Ray,” he said, getting up and walking to the front of the restaurant, then outside. “Where are you?”

“At LAX. Just got off the plane.”

“Okay. Go to the Hilton; I have rooms for you. We’re having dinner with the Madisons, so I’ll see you at the hotel later.”

“Okay, partner. Burl and Melissa came with us.”

“Burl is here—I wasn’t expecting him. Tell him there’s a room waiting for him, as well.”

“Okay, Bill.” He paused. “None of us can believe this is happenin’. All of Fall City is praying for y’all.”

“That’s real nice, Ray. I miss all of you up there.”

“Well, we miss you too. See ya at the hotel, partner.”

“Okay, bye, Ray.” Bill pushed the end button and then called the hotel.

“Good evening, Airport Hilton.”

“Is this Jerry?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Bill Gordon—I’ll need another room.”

“Sorry, Bill, we don’t have a room available.”

He thought for a minute. “Okay, Sheriff Reese and his wife are on their way. Put them in Miss Ames room and put her in with me. She won’t arrive until tomorrow.”

“Okay, Bill, I’ve made the switch. Anything else I can do for you?”
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