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DEDICATION

.

To my husband, my best friend ... my anchor in life ... my heart and soul... I love you to the moon and back again...

.

To those who have loved and lost, yet savor what they held most dear. These are heartfelt stories of life, love, and sometimes loss, but always there is hope that one can move on... even if moving on means doing it alone.

.
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LIFE'S UPS AND DOWNS have taught me to appreciate the simple things in life—to be my own person—definitely not live up to someone else's expectations. I'm free to me be as I dance to my own...

~
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VIOLIN RHAPSODY

.

I play a violin rhapsody

my soul to bear in the darkness

with only the moon to comfort my disparity

.

Perchance, the day will come

and judgment will vanish in the wind

'til then I will dance within my very own idiom

.

I'll not worry about pleasing a soul

for I fit no mold—I am my own idiosyncrasy

in the night as my violin feeds me—makes me whole

.

My rhapsody will cause me to soar

so let them talk—say I'm different—an oddity

I'll show them all their hypocrisy only makes me roar

.

Given the road I travel has always been rather unique

with my hair flying in the wind—I'll dance

and I shall savor it as I reach my peak

while playing my very own

Violin Rhapsody
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STORY 1

A DOZEN LIFETIMES
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IT'S SUCH A DELICATE balance between happiness and despair. However, thinking back on it, I wouldn't have changed a thing. From the first moment our eyes met, I felt it, you know, how we were meant to be. Call it an accident, or as some would declare it was simply pre-ordained destiny. Whatever it was, though, until forever and beyond, I was a blessed woman,

As an awkward teenager, I would often fantasize about my ideal guy. Of the numerous things I thought he had to possess, there was one certainty—bedroom eyes. However, I had no idea what that meant until three days before my thirtieth birthday when I looked into charcoal gray eyes—bedroom eyes! And his smile... oh, how it could melt any iceberg in Alaska.

We met at a neighborhood coffeehouse. It wasn't anything trendy like Starbucks—yet a popular place to gather. I approached the counter as he ordered a large, Caramel Macchiato. I asked for a large, sugar-free, Caramel Mocha Frappuccino, no whip. 

Even though he was served before me, he lagged behind until I turned away from the counter. As luck would have it, he suddenly wore my frappuccino. In turn, his very hot, Caramel Macchiato splattered my arm—although, to this day, I never felt the burn. "Fudge! I'm sorry! I'm so clumsy." My hands shook as I grabbed at the napkin dispenser while proceeding to frantically blot at his soaked sleeve. "I sure do hope I haven't ruined your shirt or trousers."

"I don't mind if you'll sit with me so we can finish our coffee and talk for a while," he said as he stilled my hands. "My day has suddenly gotten considerably brighter."

Lord, save me, but his grin gave my tummy the squiggles. Without waiting for a response, he took my arm and led me to a corner. Bookshelves of poetry lined the wall behind two large leather wingback chairs sitting side-by-side. 

"If bumping into a beautiful blonde is my punishment, then let's make a date to meet here daily. And, if that same blonde cares for me the way you did, honey, I'm your guy." Even while sitting, he continued to hold my hand while we chatted. 

Given I was on a break from work, we sat and made small talk longer than I should have, but I still wanted to stay with Mike. At the time, I had no idea why I was drawn to him. "Well, I really do need to get back to my office. I have enjoyed—"

He suddenly leaned over and gave me a smoldering kiss. The funny thing, and I mean funny as in odd—I didn't pull back from such a public show of affection, which is commonly my nature. Instead, it was new and exciting, yet felt as if we had always been as one.

"When can I see you again?" he whispered in my ear.

Never before had I acted on such an impulse. Yet, without even thinking, I grabbed a napkin, picked up a discarded pen that advertised Izzy's Automotive, then scribbled the number. "Here, this is my cell phone, so you can reach me anytime."

While reaching for the napkin with my number on it, his sexy grin sent a bolt of lightning through me. And, having just kissed him, it hinted of many hidden pleasures. Had I never seen him again, it would have stayed with me. "How about a name to go with it?"

I smiled, even though my mouth suddenly felt like a giant cotton ball. "Gabriella, but my friends call me Gabby." 

"I'll go with Gabby since we've known each other for," he checked his watch, "forty-seven minutes, so we're old friends. My name is Mike, but my friends call me Mike." We chuckled as he winked, and I felt a warm and fuzzy inside.

We parted company, but not until he walked me to my car and set off a three-alarm fire with another kiss, but this time he pressed me against my car. My nether regions screamed, helloooo, baby! The rest of my day was a fog. How I managed to dot all the I's and cross the T's, was beyond me, so the accountants at Leonard, Deacon, and Rollinsly would be happy.

When walking into my apartment that evening, my text message rang out Rod Stewart's, 'Do You Think I'm Sexy.' I looked and laughed while reading, I think you're sexy, so if you think I am too, meet me at Zapata's at eight.

I couldn't resist answering him back with a smile. Yes, I think you're sexy. I'll be there at eight.

I had just enough time to shower before throwing myself into a black, good for all occasion dress. Sexy, but not so much that it screamed sock it to me on a first date. Well, if one goes by a mere technicality, a second date.

Zapata's was a family-owned Mexican restaurant in Phoenix. It was known for its scrumptious food, pleasant atmosphere, and a great place to eat, chat, and get to know someone. And if we were lucky, we'd even score a secluded booth.

I saw Mike leaning against the front of his car with his arms folded over his chest when I pulled into the mini strip mall. When he recognized me in my car, my heart raced as he unfolded his gorgeous, six-foot body and strode confidently over to me., then opened my car door to help me out. Another three-alarm kiss, and then he took my hand as we walked to the restaurant. Yes, we got that secluded corner booth too.

"I'm glad you liked my message," he said in a husky voice, "I meant every word too. And I'm pleased you said yes for tonight."

I blushed when a text message alert sounded on my phone. As soon as Mike heard Rod Stewart's voice, we burst into laughter since his text was so like the song. 

I remember how we held hands before being served. Then, after we finished eating, Mike held my hand for the two-hours we sat getting to know each other. When he walked me back to my car and encircled me in his arms, I felt as if the world could cease to exist at that moment. It was if we would remain suspended in time where nothing could or would dare touch us.

When he ended our kiss and gazed into my eyes, I thought as if I'd melt in his arms. "I feel as if I've known you for a dozen lifetimes, Gabby." We began dancing in the parking lot, and without music, save his singing, 'Do You Think I'm Sexy,' which became our song. It was then... just like in the storybooks that I knew I loved him.

We ended our date by taking Mike's car back to his place. His house was what I would call casual elegance. Everything had its place, with most everything in its place, and the comfy-cozy accents made it so appealing... exactly my taste.

We melted onto the couch where one thing led to another until it seemed as if we floated into his bedroom and made love. You know? The kind of that isn't about just sex. I mean, you can have sex willy-nilly if that's what you want. But being with Mike took it to another plane, which was like a rebirth of my soul. It's the only way to describe how his pull was undeniable and absolute.

Afterward, we lay there tangled up in each other's arms and legs. What Mike said to me next will stay with me until my dying day, "I can't explain it, but if I had a dozen lifetimes, honey, I couldn't be happier than I am at this moment." When I saw a tear falling down his cheek, I remembered something my late mother told me. "Gabby, you'll know the mark of a true man—a keeper for eternity. It's when he allows his true love to see him at his most vulnerable and not afraid to show his emotions."

We spent the summer going to the theatre, skinny-dipping at midnight, followed by making love. Also, Diamondback baseball games and Zapata's, where the owners got to know us well as it helped hasten our blossoming love.

One night, after returning from the theater where we saw Camelot, I lay snuggled in his arms on a lounger at the poolside of his home. Then he quickly jumped to his feet. "Let me freshen your drink. I'll be back before you know it."

"No—no, come back and stay right here with me. I just want you to hold me in your arms."

"But, Gabby, I think you'll like this drink. I won't be very long."

Off he went, so I curled up on the lounger and waited for him to return. It felt like a dream and how I was so lucky to have this man in my life... happy and fulfilled. 

Upon his return, Mike set the drink on the deck while scooting in behind me. When he reached down to pick up the pina colada and handed it to me, I notice it had one of those silly umbrellas on it. But there was something else that got my attention. Attached to it was a beautiful sparkler—a one and a half carat emerald-cut diamond. My mouth flew open when I turned around to face him. I'll never forget how he had the strangest expression on his face. It held sadness within his smile, but love was absolute. Looking back on it, given Mike's heart condition, I believe he sensed something else was wrong. He knew his time was limited.

Then he asked while squeezing my hand, "Will you marry me for all the days, Miss Gabriella Long?"

I threw my arms around him and almost shouted from the rooftop, "Yes... yes... oh, yes!" I guess you can imagine how the rest of the evening went.

I cherish the joy we shared while gazing at each other as he placed the ring on my finger. "I'll love you for a dozen lifetimes, my Gabby."

For the next few months, life was precious while we planned for our wedding... our future. We laughed and did our favorite things. From skinny-dipping, running around the pool as if we were kids, and watching old movies. Every day was full of new adventures that made us so happy. Sometimes I had to pinch myself to make sure it was real.

One day at work, however, I received a phone call with the ID flashing—John C Lincoln Hospital. I thought it must be a wrong number but decided to answer it on the off chance my girlfriend with MS had been admitted. 

"Is this Gabriella Long?"

"Yes, this is she."

"We found an ID of sorts in his wallet with a photo, along with a note on the backside with your phone number as Michael Allen Stewart's contact." Are you one and the same? 

I felt as if the wind had been knocked out of me when I barely answered above a whisper. "Yes, I'm Michael's fiancé. What's happened to him?"

"I'm sorry to inform you, Mz Long, but Mr. Stewart was brought into our emergency-room—"

I gasped and sat shaking from shock when a concerned co-worker walked by my office. "Gabby, what's wrong? Can I help?"

"It's about Mike! I have to go to him." I flew out of my office, but it seemed as if eternity passed in the time it took to get onto the elevator, descend three floors, and then run to my car. The forty-five-minute drive to the hospital was far worse.

After arriving, I don't remember parking or running into the hospital. It felt surreal. "I'm here for my fiancé... Michael Stewart."

I remember looking down the long corridor after a nurse pointed in that direction. My body felt misplaced as a doctor sauntered toward me. I couldn't move my feet, they felt like cement. Once he reached me, I'm not sure how I got from the nurses' station to the chairs. The doctor and someone else, I surmised was a nurse, sat beside me on a sofa in the CCU waiting room. "Ma'am, are you all right?" the doctor asked. "Take a moment to collect yourself."

My hands and neck were clammy as a chill ran through me. And, even though I heard myself talking, my voice sounded strange. "Michael... how is he? What happened to him? Will he be all right?"

"I'm afraid it will be touch and go for a while since he suffered a major heart attack. All indications are pointing to a genetic condition, which we're pursuing. Meanwhile, during our workup, we found abnormal blood cells, so we've done extensive tests and x-rays. I'm afraid we found a mass on his lungs and liver."

It was hard to grasp and make sense of it all. "How can this be?"

"I know this is a lot to absorb, but time will tell. Once the nurses finish with the last test I ordered, you'll be able to see him in about an hour. When I know more, I'll update you."

After apologizing as doctors always do under such circumstances, along with wishing the news could be better, he hurried off. 

However, an elderly woman with motherly compassion written on her face approached me. "Dear, my name is Judy. I'll be happy to sit with you until you can see your Michael."

I couldn't speak, just nodded. After a few minutes, I had collected myself somewhat and learned Judy was a volunteer who had just come off her shift. "You must be strong, dear."

We chatted until a nurse came into the waiting room so she could take me to Mike. I remember stopping before reaching the doorway leading into the CCU, then turned around and hurried back to give Judy a hug. "Thank you for being here. It helped more than you know."

Judy patted my cheek. "I should be thanking you, my dear, because, for a few minutes, it felt as if I had my little girl back." Then she said the strangest thing to me. "You must make the most of what time remains. Too soon, our loved ones leave us."

After what seemed like a maze of halls and twists and turns, I was finally led to Michael. He had an IV in his arm with bags of medicine hanging on a pole, a heart monitor, and even a breathing tube down his throat. He looked so peaceful lying there asleep. I wanted to crawl into the bed and hug him to me so I could make everything all right. But of course, I knew I couldn't. 

Finally, the nurse brought a stool in so I could sit at his bedside and hold his hand. I kept staring at Mike. As if by doing so, a miracle would occur, and he'd jump out of bed, so we could start our life together.

The next few days were a blur of my family stopping by, along with bringing me clean clothes. Friends and co-workers extended their best wishes as well. I would hurriedly freshen up, then go right back to be by Mike's side. I couldn't get an answer as to why he didn't wake up, other than he was heavily sedated, but he would awaken in time. I learned to hate the words... in time.

As the days dragged on, Judy was such a good friend and helped to keep me sane. I learned that she had lost her daughter in much the same way I was losing Mike—especially when the doctor broke the news that he could rally, but time was something he didn't have a lot of anymore. They told me to make the best of his remaining days. True to their word, Mike did stabilize enough to remove his breathing tube, leaving him with just an IV and heart monitor. Now, at least, although ashen, he was my Mike. 

I couldn't resist any longer—I needed to be close, touch him—tell him how much I loved him—even if he didn't hear me. Dressed in my shorts and a T-shirt, I carefully crawled into bed beside him.

I hadn't lain there very long before I felt a hand brush my arm. I jerked to see Mike smiling at me. "I feel as if we've loved each other for a lifetime, honey," he whispered. 

I caressed his face as if to memorize it while tears welled. "But a dozen lifetimes won't be enough, darling."

Although Mike appeared to get better like the doctors said, he never got to the point that we could catch another Diamondbacks game, or go to the theatre. Nonetheless, we did share treasured moments. Especially when we sat by the pool and snuggled. I realized in those last days that you can pack a lifetime into small moments.

On Thanksgiving evening, with Judy as our witness, and with a small amount of family and friends, I became Mrs. Gabriella Jean Stewart in the living room of his home. Because I've always liked to dabble with poetry, I chose to write our wedding vows.

The tie that binds us today... is but a single thread. As love grows... so will the thread... should we endure misfortune... we must draw upon the thread... lest it withers and dies... therefore, the thread binding our hearts today will inherit our soul... only then can the thread tie us to eternity... Amen

I met thirty-seven-year-old, Michael Allen Stewart, on a Spring day in March 2015 when I spilled coffee on him. On Christmas Eve of that same year, I lost my husband to heart disease and cancer. These unrelenting illnesses sneak into our lives and rob us of our loved ones. However, Mike taught me that no matter how many lifetimes we're given, we can love each other for a lifetime in only weeks if that's what's left us. 
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