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      My name is Albert Sinclair, and this is my story.

      I turned eighty years old today, and I’ll admit right from the start that my original plan was to do something simple, to enjoy a quiet, respectable birthday, the kind a man earns after eight decades of doing his best and surviving the rest.

      I keep a bottle of bourbon on the top shelf of the cabinet in my study, one I’ve been saving for years, waiting for the right moment to open it. I had imagined pouring a glass or two today, settling into my chair, and letting the day pass without much interruption. But the day didn’t work out that way, and we’ll get to that in a moment.

      When I think back on my life, I’d say I’ve lived a full life, a good one, for the most part. There have been setbacks along the way, of course, and some choices I wish I could take back in the hope they might have gone in a different way. But all in all, I suppose I have no real complaints.

      Back in the eighties, I was married to my high school sweetheart, Susan. I thought we would be together until the day I died, and for a long time, I never considered the possibility of any other outcome. We had three children, a modest home, and a decent life.

      Or so I thought.

      The problem was I worked too much and paid Susan too little attention, though I didn’t realize it at the time. I told myself it was okay because I was doing it for our family. I worked long hours and late nights, always chasing the next sale, whatever I had to so I could provide for our family. It was my belief that doing so made up for everything else. I had no idea what it was like for her, or how quiet the house felt when she sat alone in the living room after the kids went to bed.

      One night, I arrived home to find her suitcases packed. When I asked her what was going on, she told me her parents had picked up the children, giving us time to have an important discussion. It made no sense to me at first. But I can tell you one thing. I’ll never forget the way she looked at me or the tears in her eyes when she said she was tired of raising the children on her own and feeling like she was the only one trying to keep our marriage alive.

      Then she left.

      By the time I realized what I had done, there was no room for discussion, or for my opinion on the matter. She’d already made up her mind. That night she moved back into her parents’ house, closing the door on the life we had built together.

      For a while, I tried to fix it, and I convinced myself I could. I showed up with flowers. I made promises, and I apologized. It didn’t matter.

      I’ve always believed there was a moment in a man’s life when he understood he’d crossed a line he couldn’t step back over.

      That one was mine.

      The years that followed weren’t easy. I spent a lot of time thinking about the kind of man I had been and the one I wanted to become. If not for her, then for the kids. I tried to be better, even if there was no one there to see it.

      For a long time, I was alone. Then, about twenty years ago, I met Wanda. She was different from Susan in ways I didn’t recognize at first, and in ways I came to appreciate over time. Where Susan had been quiet and patient, Wanda was direct. She said what she meant and expected me to do the same. When she got upset, she didn’t let things sit and fester. If something was wrong, she told me. We were friends for a time. Then we decided to marry, and we’ve been together ever since.

      During my working years, I was an insurance salesman. It wasn’t glamorous, but it paid the bills and gave me structure. I suppose there’s something to be said for that, even if it wasn’t the dream I once imagined.

      Because I did have a dream once. I wanted to be a screenwriter, and I spent a fair amount of time daydreaming about writing stories that meant something. In my younger years, I talked about it all the time to anyone who would listen. I had plots in my head and characters so fleshed out they almost seemed real.

      The trouble was, I never wrote any of my ideas down. I told myself I would get to it when the timing felt right, but I guess it never did. Funny how we always think there’s more time, and we put off until tomorrow what should be done today.

      But enough about that.

      I’d rather talk about something more positive and upbeat, like my children. Two boys and a girl who all turned out well. I’d like to think I had a hand in that somewhere along the line, but most of the credit belongs to Susan. She was the one who was there, day in and day out. I showed up when I could, trying to be the kind of father they deserved, and I gave them my best, hoping my best was good enough.

      I suppose I’m getting ahead of myself, and the story I’m about to tell. There are some who have said I was dead, you see. I didn’t believe it, of course. But I ought to mention it now, so you’re not surprised when it comes up later.

      To understand how we got to that point, we’ll need to start at the beginning, to where it all began and where it all went wrong.
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      My wife, Wanda, has never been good at keeping secrets. That said, she managed to keep one from me today. I was in my study at my house on Hollow Hill when the doorbell rang, standing in front of the cabinet with my hand resting on the bottle of bourbon I had planned to open. Wanda had been with me not long before, but then she stepped out saying something about needing to finish dinner even though I’d told her I was fine keeping things simple tonight.

      After the doorbell rang, I shouted to Wanda, asking if she could get it, but she didn’t reply, and I figured she hadn’t heard me.

      “Coming,” I called out, though I wasn’t in any real hurry.

      At eighty, I’d earned the right to take my time.

      I made my way down the hall, noticing as I passed the front window that the sky had shifted, the trees outside bent with a sudden gust of wind, their branches rattling against one another.

      I reached for the handle, opened the door, and for a moment, I just stood there.

      Then my granddaughter Charlotte stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. “Happy birthday, Grandpa!”

      I didn’t say anything right away.

      I just held on to her, trying to make sense of what I was seeing.

      My children stood on the porch—Joshua, Gabriel, and Tabitha—along with their spouses and several grandchildren. The grandchildren were smiling and giggling, watching me like they’d been waiting for this moment.

      We greeted each other, and then in unison, they all turned, and what I saw next gave me a shock. Susan was standing behind everyone, her hands clasped in front of her, expression soft and hesitant, as if she wasn’t sure how she would be received.

      For a second, I thought I might be imagining it. “Susan?”

      She offered a slight smile. “Hello, Albert.”

      There were moments in life that caught me off guard, no matter how much time had passed. Seeing her standing there after so many years stirred something in me that I hadn’t expected. It was like stepping back into a version of myself, a person I hadn’t been for a long time.

      Charlotte looked over at me, beaming with pride. “Isn’t it great that Grandma decided to come? I was the one who convinced her. You’re always talking about the old days, and I thought since this is your special day, it would be nice for her to be here.”

      I looked at Susan again, and this time I stepped forward. “I’m glad you came.”

      “It’s good to see you,” she said.

      Behind them, a gust of wind swept down the street. It was a lot stronger this time, and some of the branches on the tree began clattering against the side of the house. Several members of my family turned around.

      “Let’s get inside,” I said. “Looks like a storm’s coming.”

      From behind, Wanda appeared, ushering everyone into the house as she said, “The news just issued a warning. There’s about to be a flash flood in the area, and they’re telling people to stay off the roads. But I’ll bet they’re making it sound a lot worse than it is, and that it will all blow over in no time.”

      I wasn’t so sure.

      Michael glanced up at the sky. “This weather, it came out of nowhere. An hour ago, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.”

      “It always does,” Wanda said. “Now come on, all of you. Dinner’s almost ready.”

      Everyone filed into the house, voices overlapping, laughter carrying from one room to the next. For a while, the storm was forgotten. We gathered in the living room, and I greeted everyone, giving them hugs as I thanked them for being there. It had been a long time since we’d all been under the same roof, and there was a sense of completeness in it.

      I caught Susan watching me from across the room, and I walked over to her.

      “Still keeping that bourbon on the shelf?” she asked.

      “You remember that?”

      “You used to say you were saving it until you felt you were old enough to celebrate a big milestone.”

      “I suppose this one qualifies. I’ve been thinking of you, and about how you’re doing. I’m glad you came.”

      “So am I,” she said. “I hope you’ve been well.”

      “I have, and you?”

      She hesitated, then said, “I’m not sure if you heard, but I broke things off with Ron some time ago.”

      Ron.

      They’d gotten together about ten years after we divorced. They never married, but they lived together. He seemed like a decent guy, although I never thought he was good enough for her. Then again, in my eyes, no one ever could be.

      “I suppose I should say I’m sorry to hear it, because that’s what I’m supposed to say, isn’t it?” I said. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Splitting up with him has helped me put my life in perspective, something I find we do a lot more as we get older.”

      “How so?”

      “It makes what happened between us when we were married seem trivial. If I hadn’t been so young and stubborn, maybe we could have …”

      She stopped herself, but I was curious.

      “What were you going to say?” I asked.

      “It’s nothing. Never mind. This isn’t a conversation we should be having. Not today, and not when you’re⁠—”

      Charlotte appeared at my side and slipped her arm through mine. “Grandpa and Grandma, it’s time to come to the table. We’re about to start dinner.”

      “Wouldn’t want to keep everyone waiting,” I said, though I would have given just about anything to steal a bit more time with Susan.

      The three of us walked to the dining room, and I noticed the table had been extended to its full length, with chairs added along both sides to accommodate everyone. Plates were set, glasses filled, bottles of wine passing from hand to hand.

      Once we were all seated Joshua stood, raising his glass as he tapped a fork to the side of it. “To Dad and a wonderful eighty years of life.”

      “Hear, hear,” Gabriel added.

      Tabitha smiled at me from across the table. “We love you, Dad.”

      I lifted my glass. “Thank you. Having you all here tonight means more than I can say.”

      We chatted as we ate and drank, and for a while, everything was as it should have been. The conversation flowed with ease as past stories were shared. Some I remembered, others I didn’t. I suppose it was part of aging. While many remained, others slipped away.

      Outside, the wind picked up again, rattling the windows as rain began to fall. First in scattered drops, then in a steady rhythm against the windows.

      “Sounds like the weather’s getting worse out there,” one of the grandchildren said.

      Wanda swished a hand through the air. “It’ll pass. Storms like this never last long.”

      I stabbed a fork into another piece of mashed potatoes and took a bite, and that’s when it happened. At first, it was nothing more than a slight catch in my throat, the kind you clear without thinking. I swallowed once, then again, expecting it to pass. It didn’t, and the sensation tightened, sharp and sudden, like something had lodged where it didn’t belong.

      “Dad?” Tabitha said. “Are you okay?”

      I tried to answer, but no words came out.

      I pressed a hand to my throat.

      “Albert? What’s wrong?” Wanda said, her voice shifting.

      I pushed my chair back, the legs scraping against the floor as I tried to stand. The room seemed to tilt, the edges of my vision narrowing.
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