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      Denny was only 51, but damn if he didn't feel twice that. The last few years had been hard, but somehow he'd survived. Or, more to the point, was surviving. And it was all because of Allie. It wasn't because he was tough, although he was, and it wasn't because of determination or some divine plan of a mystical, magical sky-daddy. No, it was her, plain and simple.

      Sitting there in McDonalds, he watched her coloring on a print-out coloring page. It was a picture of a dog wearing a fireman's hat. Why would anyone want a dog to be a fireman? Denny had no idea. It seemed like dogs would be far more interested in lifting their legs to the hydrants than they would in putting out fires. He realized there were those Dalmations who were used by firemen – at least on TV – but he couldn't figure out what the dogs could possibly contribute to the proceedings. He watched the seven-year-old, leaning intently over her picture, coloring, careful to stay within the lines.

      Seeing her coloring the dog's face brown, Denny said, “I think fire dogs are supposed to be white with black spots.”

      The little girl looked at him, scrunching up her face in disapproval. “That's ugly. My dog is brown. His name is Charlie.”

      “He's got a name, huh?”

      “He does,” she said, looking down at the paper again.

      There were many reasons Denny knew he was becoming an old man, ranging from his receding hairline, turning grayer by the minute, to his ever-increasing out-of-touch views on music and society. But chief among them was the way this little girl made him feel. He found that watching her color, as mundane as it was, was now equal to watching a movie or a Royals game. Even as a parent he'd never really felt this sort of enjoyment simply watching his kids do run-of-the-mill day-to-day kid stuff. It wasn't that Allie was different from how his kids had been; it was just that he'd become old enough – he preferred to think of it as mature enough – to relax and appreciate the little things.

      Allie.

      She was that little thing. Especially now that everyone else was gone.

      Thinking of this, Denny turned away, staring absentmindedly out of the restaurant window. And it all came back to him. All the people he'd lost.

      First there had been Timmy. Timmy was only 14 when he died. He was fatally injured in a high-school football game. Timmy's team, the Trojans, had been winning, largely because of Timmy's on-field heroics. He was having his best game ever. They were up 38 to seven in the fourth quarter. It was third down with just over four minutes to go. Timmy stepped back in the pocket, looking for someone to throw to, but no one was open. So he stood there a second too long and he took the hit. A hard bone-crunching hit. From the stands, his mother said it looked the same as any other hit. Denny couldn't say for sure because he hadn't been there. He'd been where he'd always been – in his cruiser, patrolling the city. But this hit had been different, and Timmy’s neck was shattered. He crumpled to the ground like a discarded piece of paper and lay there, broken. Caroline said when the other players cleared the way for the coaches to examine Timmy, his body twitched violently, so much so that she could see it from where she was. And then he died, right there on the field.

      Caroline was inconsolable. She'd witnessed something no parent should ever have to watch. After that, she was as broken as Timmy had been. She became something less; something of no use to anyone. She started to look at Denny differently, blaming him. He could see it on her face just as plainly as he could see the make-up she applied so liberally. When loved ones die, it's natural to search for someone to pin the blame on, and Caroline had found her patsy in Denny. Never mind that he was hurting, too. Never mind that he'd been absent only because he was out working to put food on the table. When Denny went to work the morning of the accident, he had no inkling he would never see his wife or son again. Timmy died. Caroline had lived, but not really. She had remained alive only in the most literal sense – she continued to breathe. But the truth was, she'd died that night, too. And Denny wasn't the only one who saw it. Their other child, Evelyn, saw it, too. And she felt it – felt all of it – the coldness, the disdain, the blame. Feeling her mother's undeserved hatred towards her, Evelyn turned it around and redirected it back towards her.

      By the time Caroline died, both Denny and Evelyn hated her. There was no other way to put it. They both secretly wished she would die. Maybe not die, but at least go away for ever. And then she did die, which made things even more difficult. Neither of them ever admitted their feelings about her to one another, but Denny knew they'd both felt it.

      Evelyn was the one who found her. It had only been eight months since Timmy's death. It was a warm June day. The sun was out, the birds were singing, and neighborhood kids were out riding bikes and playing catch. When Evelyn came home from her boyfriend's house to grab some things, she she found Caroline lying in a bathtub filled with red water, dead with both her wrists slit. After having just lost her little brother, finding her mother dead was an incredibly hard thing for a 16-year-old to endure.

      Denny and Evelyn went to the funeral, the second they'd attended in less than a year, and they both sat there wondering what had happened to the life they had known previously. Both of them knew right then and there that it was gone. By this time, they were both tough enough – broken enough – that neither of them cried. Denny was aware that everyone's eyes were on him, watching to see him weep, but he didn't give them the satisfaction. Thinking about them judging him made him even angrier than he already was. But he didn't cry. It wasn't because he didn't love Caroline. No, never that. She had been his high-school sweetheart. The love of his life. He'd lost his virginity to her. She had been his everything. The fact was that Caroline – the only woman he'd ever loved – had already been dead for nearly a year. He didn't cry because he didn't have any tears left to shed; he'd already spent them.

      He started drinking. Not one or two beers here and there, but a bottle of Jack every day, seven days a week. And Evelyn suffered even more as a result.

      Denny should have taken time off work. Everyone told him to, but he didn't listen. He'd never listened. He'd been a hard-headed SOB all his life, and this was no different. Looking back on it, he now wished he'd taken the time off to care for his daughter. But he didn't. He was a fuck-up as a parent just as he'd been a fuck-up at everything else. Soon Evelyn was doing a smorgasbord of drugs and getting into trouble for things ranging from telling her principal to go fuck himself to vandalizing some random woman's car for reasons Denny never knew. None of it had made sense, and that fact now baffled him. How could he not have understood what she'd been enduring? Had he taken the time to consider her pain rather than dwelling on his own, he would have realized how damaged she was. But he didn't. He'd been a selfish prick.

      This led to Evelyn moving out and staying with her aunt Patrice at 17. Within the year, she was pregnant. She'd still been doing drugs while pregnant – the doctors found heroin in her bloodstream – but somehow Baby Allie had come through it unscathed. But Evelyn didn't make it. In the end, it wasn't the drugs that got her. Evelyn, Denny's first child, forever his baby girl, died in childbirth.

      Somehow her death caught him off guard, even after the other deaths. Somehow it was different. He'd been deeply sad when Timmy died. He'd certainly been affected. And when Caroline had died, well, that was what it was… She essentially died twice, the first one making it easier to cope with the second. And, truth be told, the alcohol had softened it some. But not with Evelyn. Not with his baby girl. Nothing could have prepared him for the immense pain and emptiness he felt. Even when they'd been fighting, he'd always believed things would be right again one day. There would be time. There was always tomorrow, right? Except there wasn't. They had run out of tomorrows.

      Denny had always felt close to the kid. All of her life he'd spoken to her like an adult. He didn't know if that was good or bad, but it had always felt natural. And he'd never felt bad about it because she'd been more of an adult as a child than most of the adults he'd known. But none of that mattered now. Nothing mattered.

      Or so he'd thought.

      But then he realized there was one thing left that mattered. One person. There was that precious child. Baby Allie. Suddenly, with everything and everyone else in his life gone, Denny had managed, finally, to get his priorities straight. Unfortunately, Caroline, Timmy, and Evelyn weren't here see it. Denny stopped drinking. He stopped smoking. And he turned in his badge. He did it all for Baby Allie.

      It hadn't been easy raising Allie by himself, but he'd managed. Denny had always believed himself good at things but when Allie came along, it became apparent pretty quickly that he was lacking in some areas. It also became obvious how much of the child-rearing had been done by his late wife. He'd always believed they'd been equal partners, but he saw now that was bullshit. Parenting was a tougher gig than he'd realized. But he kept working at it, trying to provide Allie with the best life he could. Somewhere along the way he learned how to parent, and he and Allie became a family. A small family, but a family nonetheless.

      When she was two, Denny's mother had started babysitting for her. Allie always enjoyed going to grandma's because she said Grandma had the best toys. One day when Allie was there, his mother coined the name “Denny-Pa”, which was a combination of his name and the word grandpa. At first Denny scoffed at the name, thinking it sounded ridiculous. But his mother kept using it, and eventually it stuck. Just like that, he became Denny-Pa. It was a goofy moniker, but it's who he was. He was Allie's Denny-Pa, and she was his Baby Allie.
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      Evelyn's death had been the hardest thing he'd ever dealt with. He was there in the waiting room when she died. It had been him and a couple of relatives, all on Caroline's side, and a few of Evelyn's druggie friends. No one knew who the baby's daddy was, so at least there hadn't been some young knucklehead there to put up with. As he'd waited on news, Denny sat in silence, alternately leafing through women's magazines and watching Judge Judy with the volume down. There were many shows a person could watch on mute and still be entertained by, but Judge Judy wasn't one of them. So he waited, proud of himself for staying awake the entire seven hours. Then, finally, a doctor – a young middle-eastern woman named Khan (he remembered because the name made him think of the character from Star Trek) – came out.

      Denny had always prided himself on being perceptive and being able to read people – an ability that served him well as a cop – but not now. This time, it was not an ability he enjoyed having. He knew something was wrong when he saw the doctor's face. She looked tired and she wasn't attempting to conceal the grimness. If she was, she was doing a piss-poor job. In addition, her blue scrubs were soaked with Evelyn's blood.

      Denny's first thought was that the baby had died.

      He rose to his feet. Seeing this, Khan came to him.

      “Are you with Evelyn Davis?”

      Denny said he was.

      “Are you…?”

      “Her father.”

      The doctor gave him a look of sadness that surprised him, even more so the thousand times he would later recall it. Generally doctors became steely after having delivered bad news hundreds of times, but not her.

      “I'm sorry,” she said, looking like she was on the verge of tears.

      That told the story, didn't it?

      “I tried everything I could, but Evelyn didn't make it.”

      Despite knowing it would be bad news, he still wasn't prepared, and it hit him like a brick to the head. Denny had always been a tough guy; the guy who never let anything get to him and, if he did, he didn't show it. But not then. No sooner had the words left the doctor's mouth than Denny was doubled over, crying uncontrollably.

      As understandable as it was that he'd felt that way, Denny would always feel embarrassed by his showing vulnerability. He'd been so overcome with shock and grief that the doctor had actually put her hand on his back to console him. She just kept saying: “I'm sorry, Mr Davis, I really am.” Over and over, different variations of “I'm sorry”.

      Denny was sorry, too. He was sorry for everything he'd ever done or said to Evelyn. But even more so, he was sorry for the things he hadn't. The countless school events he'd missed. The high-school plays he'd foregone in favor of work. Caroline had told him Evelyn was a good actress, but he'd never seen her perform. Thinking back, he would always remember how happy she'd been to inform him that she'd been cast as Stella in A Streetcar Named Desire. She'd been giddy, talking a hundred words a minute. Despite her pride and enthusiasm, Denny still hadn't attended the show. He'd always figured that she and Timmy would understand his missing these things because he was working. The concept of taking time off work for them had never even crossed his mind. Looking back, he still saw practicality in this, but he also saw how his children would have remembered him, had they lived. The empty seat at the most important events of their lives would be the thing they would have remembered.

      But it didn't matter. None of it mattered. They didn't think that anymore. They didn't think anything. And if they were somehow in some heaven somewhere, he doubted he would be something that even crossed their minds. The truth was, they hadn't known him, and he hadn't known them. Not really. He'd always believed he'd known Evelyn, that they were close, but the reality was that they weren't. How could you be close to someone you never saw? This was why long-distance relationships rarely worked, and in those, the parties involved still spoke or corresponded more than Denny had conversed with his children.

      So, when Evelyn died, Denny had set his sights on trying to correct these things. While he knew he could never truly fix any of it, he figured he could redirect his after-the-fact desire to be a good dad into taking care of Baby Allie. Caroline's sister, Kristine, had begged him to allow her and her husband Ray take the baby. “You can come see her whenever you want, Denny,” she'd said. But Denny refused. He'd always been a mission-oriented guy, and he saw this baby as his latest mission. For a time, he'd worried that Kristine and Ray would try to take Baby Allie away, but they never did.

      Denny and Allie became much closer than he'd ever been with his own kids. But Denny wasn't just closer to her than he'd been with them; he was closer with her than he'd ever been with anyone. He'd never had many friends, and that had been by design. He'd always been a loner. But not anymore. Now Allie was his everything. She was his best friend and his entire life.

      He'd gotten by without working much. He worked part time as a short-order cook at Tommy's Diner in the mornings while Allie was at school, and they had managed to scrape by thanks to the respectable stock portfolio Caroline had accumulated before her death. The funny thing was, Denny had no idea how much money there was until after she was gone. He'd been pleasantly surprised, to say the least. He'd felt bad about using the money at first, but eventually came to accept that Caroline was gone and couldn't use it.

      Denny and Allie went to the park and played games like Mr Dinosaur. Allie had invented this game, and it was her favorite. It was a game where she pretended Denny was a dinosaur. She was very exact about the type of dinosaur he was, too. She'd explained that he had to be a Velociraptor, as that was her favorite dinosaur. He would chase her around and she would scream. Sometimes she would battle Mr Dinosaur with a stick, wielding it like a sword. Other times, she would ride on his back and scream out: “Go, Mr Dinosaur, Go!”

      She made him feel young again, although his body reminded him otherwise. Especially after the times she rode on his back.

      He and Allie developed a few traditions along the way. One was the bedtime story. When he would tuck her in at night, she would demand a bedtime story. The two of them, over time, created a character who would inhabit most of these tales. This had started with Allie asking: “What if there was a man who had a gerbil head?” The thought of this had started her giggling uncontrollably. When she said that, Denny envisioned someone with a man's body, wearing clothes and shoes, but with a gerbil's head on top. He'd described this, and she'd agreed that it was perfect. “What should we name him?” he'd asked. Allie had dutifully considered this, and had then said, “Tom. His name should be Tom.” Denny had asked her why, to which she simply replied: “Because it's a good name.” Denny had said fair enough, and Gerbil Head Tom was born. Each night in the years since, Denny would make up tales of Gerbil Head Tom and his trusty sidekick Monty Mongoose. Sometimes Tom and Monty would just hang out and get into trouble at school, and then in other stories they would have exciting adventures like traveling through time, going into space in a rocket made of aluminum cans, and even meeting the president.

      Another Allie and Denny-Pa tradition was the utterance of a line. It had started one day when they were in the car in the bank drive-thru. Allie had asked: “Denny-Pa, how long will we be together?” Denny thought about it for a moment. “Until one of us is dead,” he'd replied. After that, it became their routine. They would ask one another, “How long will we be together?” To which the other would reply: “Until one of us is dead.”

      Life was good. This year they had started to travel, visiting places and things within driving distance. Last month, they drove to the Ozarks to see some caverns Denny had read about. They had both been bored to tears by the caverns but had then gone on to Branson to an amusement park called Silver Dollar City. They'd had such a good time on the trip that they had now returned to the area, this time to go camping. They both had a good time. They hadn't done anything too eventful, but they had rented a boat and had gone fishing. It was the first time Allie had ever gone fishing. Denny had never cared much for it, but had done it on occasion as a younger man, more or less just sitting on the dock with a fishing pole and drinking beer. But he had decided to do it with Allie because it would be something new for her to experience. As it turned out, Allie didn't like fishing either. She'd been particularly disgusted with the experience of hooking a worm. “That's mean, Denny-Pa,” she'd said. “That worm probably has a mommy and daddy who will miss her.”

      The trip had also been memorable because it had been the first time Allie had ever been on a boat. She really enjoyed the boat and liked sitting in the front and feeling the wind against her face as they moved forward. The funniest part had been when she had to pee. That was when she had the experience of peeing in the lake for the first time. She hadn't wanted to, but eventually she did it.

      The night before they left, sitting beside the campfire, Allie had looked at him with sweet, soft eyes. “Denny-Pa,” she said. “I love you more than anything in the whole world.” Denny had looked at her, feeling incredibly moved, and said: “I love you more than anything, too.” Allie being Allie, she then asked exactly how much he loved her. To this he said, “I love you eight million.” He thought this would please her, but instead she frowned. “Only eight million?” she asked. He grinned. “You didn't let me finish. I love you eight million trillion billion.” Her face lit up. “Really?” “Absolutely, baby girl.” They sat there for another few minutes, Denny basking in the moment. Then Allie broke the silence. “Denny-Pa?” she asked. “Will you promise you’ll never ever leave me?” He smiled. “I promise, baby. You and me will always be together.” She looked at him, smiling, a knowing look in her eyes. “How long?” He smiled back. “Until one of us is dead.”
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