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1.  Amelia Calling
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Dr. Walter Arlin Colburn had been a prominent and popular Chicago psychiatrist for more than thirty years. As he approached his sixty-first birthday, he was finding himself less and less willing to tolerate the selfish indulgences of his wealthy executive clients and their overly shallow and excessively extravagant wives. He had grown increasingly aloof and disinterested, unable to control his daydreaming as his clients settled into the deep leather chair and revealed their secrets. He drifted off to times in his past when his wife was still alive and his life was full of purpose, compassion, satisfaction, and love.

He had developed the uncanny skill of being in two places at one time. He became increasingly anxious for his clients to arrive for their appointments, anxious to escape into his dream world. He became agitated if they failed to fully use their allotted fifty-minute session or tried to manipulate him into allowing it to dissolve into friendly chit-chat, cheating him out of precious moments of personal bliss.

His ability to remain perfectly ‘in the moment’ and focused on his client had evolved into an involuntary reflex. His congenial responses to their prompting remained appropriate and caring, even though he was completely, ‘out of town’. Cloaked in his reputation as one of the most sought-after psychiatrists by the Chicago elite, he had full command of his practice.

He was the captain of his ship.​

He sat alone in his upscale downtown apartment surrounded by memories of his past. Photos of his two sons, his three grandchildren, and his mother and father stood sentry on every tabletop. Pictures of him and his beautiful wife of thirty-six years, Amelia, posing with friends on the slopes of Colorado’s finest winter resorts, sipping wine in a Bordeaux café, and riding the rapids on the Rio Grande, decorated the hallway walls from end to end. Every corner of his fourteenth-floor flat gave him reason to smile. Or, so it seemed.

Sitting in his grand recliner he sipped his favorite Spanish brandy from a cut crystal glass. His eye traveled slowly around the room and back to the glass in his hand. Lost for a moment in a thoughtless stare, he sighed deeply. Bending down, he reached into the open black bag on the floor by his side and picked up the camera that he and Amelia had used on their last vacation together. He opened the tiny access door on its side and sat staring at the memory card contemplating the potential flood of emotion that might be unleashed if the hidden images were released.

Distracted by the ringing of his telephone, he shut the camera and answered, “Hello!”

His son Daniel was calling to remind him of the birthday dinner for his grandson on the following Thursday night. The conversation was short and after he mounted the phone back on its cradle, he turned his stare once again toward the camera. Silent pain and yearning brought him to tears as he submitted to the calling of the images trapped within. Holding the camera in both his hands he pressed it against his forehead. The faint sounds of laughter rang in his ears. He rocked back and forth in agony as the tears poured from his eyes. Then, sometime later, his head dropped to his chest, and he slept away the pain for another day.

The next morning, he sat in his office chair staring out the window at the clouds drifting over the Chicago skyline.

“Dr. Colburn, Dorothy McClain is here for her ten-thirty appointment,” sounded out the announcement from the intercom on his desk.

“Thank you, Jennifer, please have her wait. I’ll be just a moment!” He remained locked in his stare at the gray sky outside his twentieth­floor window.

After a moment, he pushed himself out of his leather chair and gently pulled the curtain closed. He removed his overcoat from the rack and dropped it over his arm, then, he opened his office door and walked through​ the reception area, and out the front door. Mrs. McClain looked at Jennifer, jumped to her feet and anxiously asked, “What about my appointment?”

As the doctor walked across the street the sounds of happier times were faintly resounding in his ear. He walked up to the teller’s window at the New Commerce Bank and Trust and slid a withdrawal slip across the cold granite counter as Marjorie greeted him like an old friend.


“Hi Doctor C.!” she said cheerfully.



“Getting hotter outside?” she asked as she began processing his transaction.

“Not much we can do about that Margie.” He smiled as he wiped the beads of sweat from his brow. Her eyelids rose as she read the amount on the withdrawal slip.

“Gee Dr C., how do you want this? “Hundreds, please!” the doctor responded.

She opened her drawer and began counting out one-hundred-dollar bills into stacks of one hundred until there were five stacks on the counter.

“Fifty thousand, now let me just put these in envelopes, and there you go Dr. C . . . I sure hope you don’t have far to go with all that cash.”

He slid the envelopes across the counter, then into his coat pockets. “My grandson’s birthday is Thursday. He’s going to be six,” he said with a smile.

“Ooh, lucky boy!” she exclaimed as he turned and walked toward the exit. As he pushed through the revolving door his cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket to see who was calling and recognized his office number. He opened the phone with his thumb and then let it snap closed as he hailed a cab.

“Good morning, sir!” the driver greeted him as he pulled the door closed and straightened his glasses, “where to?”

As the doctor settled into the back seat he asked, “Do you know if the Lord and Taylor store is still open in the Water Tower Place building?”

“Oh, yeah, Oprah’s got a penthouse up there ya’ know. My brother’s wife works at the Wow Bao restaurant on the ground floor where she eats sometimes. According to what I’ve heard Lord’s isn’t supposed to be closing until next spring,” the driver explained.

“Great! Take me there first and then any chance you could wait while I pick up a gift for my grandson?” the doctor asked.

“I’m all yours, bud!” the driver responded as he flipped his meter to hour​ly. 

After a short drive through town, the cab turned left onto North Michigan Avenue and pulled over in front of the Water Tower Place, just beyond Macy’s front door. He slipped the car into park and turned to look over the seat at his passenger, then said, “I’ll be watching for you from over there when you come out,” pointing toward the cab stand across the street next to Borders Book Store.

Dr. Colburn stepped out of the cab and headed toward the expanse of doors which led into the mall. Once in the main lobby, the very object of his intent was immediately in view. Through the Lord and Taylor store’s tall glass entrance, he could see his prize, mounted artfully atop the cabinet halfway down the aisle on the right. His eyes were glued on a meticulously detailed model of a wooden schooner in full sail. He had admired it a year earlier while shopping in the store for a new briefcase. It was still there, waiting for him to claim for his favorite grandson.

The clerk went to get a ladder from the storage room in the back. Within minutes the doctor was hurrying out the front door and across the avenue to the waiting cab. Back on North Michigan Avenue, he asked the driver’s name.

“Leo,” the driver answered.

As Dr. C. passed a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill over the front seat, he asked, “Leo, what would you say to three hours of helping me for say, one hundred dollars an hour?”

“Hey, if it’s legal, and I can tell the story to my wife when I get home without bein’ whacked in the head, I’m good to go,” Leo answered with a laugh. The doctor directed him to his apartment building and told him to wait at the front door for twenty minutes. As he opened the side door and stepped out onto the sidewalk, he handed a second hundred to the driver as a deposit. He entered his access code and proceeded to the elevator. The doors opened and out stepped Dr. Colburn’s neighbor Mrs. Elliaser and her new Pomeranian, Shootsie.

“Oh, Dr. Colburn, what are you doing home in the middle of the day?” she nosily asked.

“Forgetful me, I left some letters that need mailing. How is Shootsie adjusting to high rise life?” he asked.

“Oh, Dr. Colburn, I would have never thought any dog could ever replace my little Poppie, but Shootsie is even sweeter than Poppie ever was, and he​ never has to . . . ,” she kept talking as the elevator door closed and the doctor headed up to his fourteenth floor flat.

The telephone was ringing as he entered the room. He walked to his desk where he checked the caller I.D. Again, his office was trying to find him. He left the phone ringing and crossed the carpet to the huge leather recliner where he had fallen asleep the night before. On the floor was the camera. Just thirteen hours earlier it had driven him into a painful abyss of memories.

He slowly picked up the camera and flipped open the side access door. Out popped the memory card and with it the sounds of a crowded bar full of happy people flooded his thoughts. He plucked out the card, closed the access door, set the camera on the chair, and dropped the card into his pocket. As he locked the front door, he turned to take one last look at the room, as if he might never return.

With the telephone still ringing he whispered through his tears, “I’m coming sweetheart.”

He slid back into the cab and shut the door. “To the airport if you please Leo,” he instructed the portly driver.

As they pulled into traffic the doctor took out a business card and wrote something on the back. “Leo, what’s your wife’s name?” he asked.

“Oh, you don’t want to hear this,” Leo laughingly answered.

“Cleo!” “You’re kidding me, aren’t you?” asked the doctor in good-humored disbelief.

“No sir, there ain’t no kidding when it comes to that big mama, we’re Leo and Cleo Rabonnavich,” the cabbie laughingly answered.

“Is Cleo any good at wrapping birthday gifts?”

“After six kids, I guess so, why you askin that?” Leo curiously returned. The doctor slid forward on the back seat and handed the card to the giant of a man behind the wheel. Held to the underside of the card was another one­hundred-dollar bill. “Here,” he said. “Have her wrap this boat and put a big bow on top, then you drop it off at my office and tell my secretary to put a card to my grandson on it. The address is on the back of the card. Tell her to take it to the party on Thursday night. If she asks where I am, just tell her you were only hired to deliver the gift. You don’t know me and have no idea where I am, savvy?” “Well sir, that won’t be any stretch for me, ‘cause unless your name is on​ this card, and I choose to look, I won’t know who you are, or where you went after you got out of my cab. So, whatever secret you want to keep, sits in your back pocket, not mine,” Leo explained as he turned onto West Kennedy Expressway and negotiated the cab into the center lane.

“You can just count on that Mr. Whoever­you­are. This fat boy don’t know nothin’ bout nothin’, but he and his fat mama goin’ out for T­bones in this windy city tonight,” he added.

Doctor C. smiled as he watched a plane lift above the airport fence. “It all changes in a breath Leo. You only get so many. Don’t waste a one my friend! Not a one!”

Walking into the terminal he pulled his silk tie from his collar and wadded it into a ball, then tossed it into the trash can that stood beside the escalator as he stepped onboard. He locked his eyes on the outbound marquee that hung above the upper landing. He glanced down at his watch; it was six minutes shy of noon.

He was studying the departure time listings when his phone rang again. Jennifer was making one more frantic attempt to find out what to do with his patients. He looked around the huge lobby and saw a fountain at the entrance to the airport food court. He headed to the bubbling water and dropped his cell phone in. It sank slowly to the bottom where it rested among hundreds of coins and ten times as many soggy wishes.

The renegade doctor took a deep breath as he contemplated the consequence of his next move. He reached into his left pocket and turned the memory card over three times with his thumb. He listened to the sounds of a distant ocean. He heard seagulls and laughter. He heard someone far off calling to him. He felt pulled. There was no way to resist. He was already gone. Standing with his ticket in hand, he had a little time to kill before boarding. He wandered into the gift shop, hoping to find a book worth reading. He glanced at the titles and was disappointed to find so many books that he had already read. He looked through the self-help titles, but nothing caught his fancy. Then he glanced up at the magazine rack on the back wall of the shop. One magazine came into focus. He frowned and tried to clear his vision as he realized that his eyes could see none of the other magazines, only the one. He dropped his glasses from his eyes and strained to clear the view, still only one magazine in a blur of color. He was scared for a moment as he approached the rack.​

“Excuse me!” he said after bumping into a lady on his way down the narrow aisle. He moved slowly toward the mirage with apprehension and reached out his hand to see if it was real.


“SAILING WORLD Magazine”!



Why was this magazine calling to him? He stared at the cover straining to understand what message he might be meant to receive from it. He studied the photograph of the beautiful white sailboat cutting through a sea of blue. The couple at the helm seemed distantly familiar but he was unable to make the connection. He looked at each feature title to see if perhaps there was some hidden explanation. Nothing seemed to click into place. He was aware that he was being pulled into some hole by some power he had never known existed.

In less than one second, he consciously decided to yield completely to whatever destiny lay before him. As he took the magazine from the rack, his vision returned to normal and he nervously straightened his glasses to their proper position. He proceeded to the checkout counter and tendered payment for the first boat magazine he had ever purchased.

“Sir, sir, excuse me, sir, we’ll be landing in Atlanta shortly. You’ll need to put your seat in the upright position.”

The doctor awakened to the flight attendant’s instructions and adjusted his seat. He yawned and stretched as best he could in the cramped space, then leaned toward the oval portside window to catch the view. He watched as the city lights rose to meet the landing jet. He walked down the ramp and into the giant terminal. He asked the attendant where the next gate was located. She looked at his ticket and gestured down the long corridor, “All the way at the end, then take a right.”

She reminded him that he needed to be in the loading area in ten minutes and that he should not delay. He expressed appreciation for her directions and set out down the long hallway.

“Walter!” He heard someone call out from the crowd of people passing by in the opposite direction

.“Hey, Walter,” someone had apparently recognized him.

There he was, in the Atlanta International Airport, far from Chicago, and someone had recognized him. Was it a colleague, or perhaps a patient? It didn’t matter. He kept walking without paying the least attention to whoever it was. If he didn’t respond to his own name, well then, it must not have​ been him. That was his hope, at least. He moved on toward the next boarding station and didn’t even want to know who had seen him. It was behind him. Not even a part of him. A mistaken identity. It happens all the time.

His next stop was the Miami International Airport where he had a three-hour layover. There was quite a difference between the July air of Chicago and the salt-soaked tropical air of Miami. He yearned to smell the beach, the coconuts, the Cuban, coffee, and that fabulous Caribbean cuisine as it gets served up heartily on the roadside tables at those quaint little South Beach cafes. Walking out the front door, he looked toward the east, then, he crossed the footbridge, to the top of the parking garage and gazed toward the distant glowing lights of downtown Miami bouncing off the underside of the low-hanging clouds.

He was taken back thirty years, to the week that he had taken the family with him to a psychiatric symposium at the beautiful Fontainebleau Oceanfront Resort in Miami Beach. Amelia and the boys spent their days swimming in the glass bottom pool, diving down to wave to the tourists that watched from the other side of the thick glass, and playing on the beach while he attended workshops and lectures. He remembered the wonderful Cuban restaurant on South Beach and Joe’s Crab House. The boys wanted to see an alligator so they stayed an extra day and drove west on the Tamiami Trail to watch a Seminole Indian chief wrestle a giant alligator named “The Boss.”

The roar of a jet plane taking off shook him back to the moment and he walked back down the long hall to gate 23 at the end of the corridor.

A small two-engine puddle jumper taxied up to the end of the tarmac and after a dozen or so commuters unloaded, the attendant announced it was ready to board. There were only three people, other than Dr. C., being picked up in Miami that evening; one businessman and a very amorous young couple, full of anticipation and affection. The doctor handed his ticket to the flight attendant as he approached the bottom of the boarding ramp.

“No luggage, Mr. Colburn?” she asked, handing back the ticket.

“I’ve got everything I need waiting for me,” he answered with a gentle grin. He smiled as he pushed himself into his seat. He overheard the pretty girl whisper to her boyfriend something about, “doing it” over Key Largo as he snapped his seatbelt closed and tugged it tight.​

The plane was less than half full that night. The pilot and copilot carried on conversations from the cockpit with the passengers in the forward section. It was very relaxing. Dr. C. was feeling more than just melancholic, more like he was in his “perfect” place. The plane rose through the wispy clouds and into the darkening sky. He watched the colored lights of Miami Beach fade as they banked to the left, then to the right, then followed the shoreline of Biscayne Bay and off toward the Florida Keys. Leaning his head back on the headrest, he recalled a conversation he once had with a colleague and good friend at a dinner party many years ago. The two psychiatrists were sharing cigars in the night air on a patio overlooking a golf course. Dr. Juan Miller was originally from Venezuela and had come to Chicago to complete his doctorate and establish his practice. Juan had presented an interesting approach to the issue of purposeful living and existential intervention. It seemed very simple and somewhat profound, but Dr. C. never really grasped just how profound. He could hear Juan’s broken English as he closed his eyes. He could taste the cigar and smell the grass of the golf course as he mulled over his deceased friend’s words.

“You know, when I want to consider if I am in the right place, I simply look at my feet and accept that at this particular moment, this is where I am, and this is what I am doing, and if I am treating people right, and my conscience is clear, then this must be where I am supposed to be.”

If this philosophy never seemed applicable in his life before, Dr. C. was ready to embrace it now. It allowed him to temporarily justify the place in which he was currently sitting, on a little plane, over a big ocean, headed back. Back to Old Key West.​
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2.  The Haunting of Jillian
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Jillian Bethany Dougherty, or Jill as she was fondly known by friends and family, was the daughter of Bill and Dolores Dougherty from Gloucester, Massachusetts. The oldest of three children, Jillian was the jewel of her family. As a young girl, she tended to her responsibilities working in her parents’ ice cream store, doing her chores, babysitting her brother and sister, keeping up with her school assignments, and flirting with boys. She had loads of friends and was full of promise.

As she grew through her teen years, she became known as a girl well-skilled at taking advantage of every opportunity to promote her best attributes in a favorable light. Her accolades were celebrated at almost every Friday morning school assembly. Awards and recognition for her achievements of excellence were held as a standard that few other students could hope to match. In tenth grade, she was the president of the drama club. In the eleventh grade, she was the top performer in the debate club, the point guard on the girls’ basketball team, and president of the student council. As a senior, every dream she had ever imagined was exceeded when she was elected the Gloucester High School homecoming queen.

Yes, everyone in town felt that she was destined to become a Washington politician, a Wall Street legend, or a Hollywood movie starlet. Somehow, her path had already been laid by some distant planning board, and after​ spending two summers as a Candy Striper at the Addison Gilbert Medical Center, she made a decision that would carve her destiny into Pennsylvania granite.

In hind sight, everyone should have seen it coming. Her compassion and love for life, her amazing capacity to be sympathetic to the suffering of others, her unending generosity and her absolute dedication to finding solutions to others’ problems; the signs were abundant. How could anyone have been surprised when she announced she was entering the nursing program at Boston College?

In 1997, Jillian’s father and mother had taken the children on a vacation, camping in the Florida Keys. They closed the ice cream shop for two weeks and had driven the long stretch south, down I­95, in three days. Jillian was eleven at the time and she and her younger sister Katrina, Trina for short, and little brother Bo, had the time of their lives. Bo and his dad fished while the girls hunted for sand dollars in the clear shallow waters. Their mother sat on the sand in the sun, looking up from her magazine to monitor the family’s whereabouts and calling out if they wandered too far down the beach. The girls chased the sandpipers and laughed at the crabs and the colorful parrot fish nibbling on the rocks along the seawall. They imagined them telling each other stories about the people watching from above. “That one can’t swim, and that one can’t hold its breath for even one whole minute.”

They gathered coconuts and struggled for hours trying to find new ways of breaking them open to eat the hidden flesh of the sweet meat. They caught fiddler crabs as they scampered from hole to hole trying to beat the gentle wash of the incoming waves and ran to give them to Bo and their father to use as bait. Hiding in the mangroves, they spied on lovers that lay on blankets in the sand, soaking in the rays and making their romantic plans of marriage and spending a lifetime in each other’s arms. They pretended they were shipwrecked children of a king from a faraway land, hiding from pirates who sought to capture them and sell them as slaves or hold them for ransom. They laid out shells in the sand in the shape of a hull from a Spanish galleon that had sunk to the bottom on a reef, and pretended they were scuba divers on a treasure hunt. By the end of each day, they were exhausted and so sunburned that they couldn’t sleep.

Their father had borrowed a huge umbrella tent from his cousin Mort whose sons had been Boy Scouts. Mort had loaded them up with all the​ sleeping bags and cooking gear they would need for the trip. They had a Coleman lantern and a green two-burner cook stove so most of their meals were prepared right there at the campsite. Bill budgeted enough extra money into the trip to be able to take two jaunts to town where they could enjoy the sunset fanfare and try some of the famous Key West cuisine. On the last afternoon before their scheduled departure, they loaded into the station wagon and headed down the Overseas Highway toward Key West. During the thirty-five-mile drive, Jillian’s blistered nose was glued to the window, watching as the evening sun sank lower and lower over the Gulf of Mexico. Trina entertained herself with keeping count of the number of bridges they crossed while Bo remained asleep, slumped over with his head against her arm.

Bill parked the car in the Old Town section of the city where every house reminded him of his great-grandmother’s home in Salem. The slatted shutters and the huge front porches and the beveled glass windows brought back all those long-lost childhood memories when his brothers and cousins, and he, gathered to celebrate the holidays. He could almost smell the cinnamon from Gammie’s sugar cookies as he climbed out of the front seat and turned to lock the car door. He just wanted to take one last walk through the Old Town section before ending their vacation and heading home. Just one last visit with a feeling he thought had died, many years ago.

They took their time walking as Bill pointed out the curious architectural nuances that make Key West such a unique and quaint island town. The gingerbread filigree that hung from the soffits above the porches, the fancy scrollwork that flanked the ends and corners of the eaves and tops of the columns, the ancient glasswork that rippled and flowed like honey under the gravity of antiquity, and the wreckers’ watch towers that were mounted on the roofs, where old-time captains of wrecker boats watched the reef for the next claimable cargo ship to fall victim to the treacherous tides as they attempted to navigate the southernmost point of a young America.

Before long they came to the Pirate’s well, historically known as the only freshwater source on the island, and the destination of every thirsty pirate and sea­going man that drifted within one hundred miles of its location. Legend has it that many a bad man lost his life fighting over the precious water that lay at the bottom of that well. The kids huddled together as their mother read the plaque that marked the spot. When she got to the part about dead pirates Trina started crying, so they moved ​on.

[image: image]

THEY CAME UPON AN OLD building constructed of quarry stone. It was a theatre house with a tin roof and a huge ficus tree growing out of its side. The quarry stones bulged from the expansion of the tree roots, leaving gaps in the wall where they could see into the darkness of the building. A dim light illuminated the green curtains that hung over the stage, making the room look like a dungeon. Wild chickens were roosting in the limbs of the tree and started cackling as the family approached. There was a wrought iron gate and a stone wall that wrapped around both sides of the building and the place looked like a set from a movie scene.

An old man with a brown leather vest and long thin hair was sitting on the lower section of the stone wall smoking a cigarette. Next to him were two huge green lizards with pink rhinestone encrusted cat collars around their necks. Leashes kept them next to him as he sat there waiting for the tourists to walk by. The man was very dirty and smelled like a dock piling at low tide. The girls began screaming and stomping their feet wildly when they saw the lizards. This angered the old man who then yelled at them to get away from his lizards before they got loose and escaped. Bill herded the family out of the area, apologizing to him as they left. Bo thought the iguanas were​ “cool” and wanted to go back to pet them, but Jill and Trina were scared and wanted to leave. Bill and Dolores kept them moving until they were safely around the corner.

They moved down the brick-paved street until it opened onto a wide pavilion overlooking the water. They could see the lights shining in the homes on Tank Island just offshore, across the fast­moving channel. A second island was further to their right. Wisteria Island, or more popularly known as Christmas Tree Island, was a completely uninhabited dredge site that had become seeded and overrun with nonindigenous and intrusive Australian pine trees. The dark forest silhouette covered it from end to end. Sailboats, with tiny flickering lights, were anchored all around it, bobbing up and down in the waves.

As they stepped out into the crowded boardwalk they felt as though they had entered another world. There were gypsies and tightrope walkers, fire eaters, magicians, fortune tellers, jugglers, animal trainers and musicians everywhere. It was very exciting! Like stepping right into a circus! They felt as though they were a part of some great parade. Trina was so excited that she wet her panties, which was not unusual for her; she would never in her life use a public bathroom.

The fiery orange sun was sinking low in the sky over the western horizon, casting a blaze of colors from pink to purple into the darkening sky above the crowd. There were all kinds of boats parading by the pier, some going one way, some going the other, all of them were loaded with people drinking and having a grand time. Every boat was decorated with strings of outdoor Christmas lights. Sailboats with tall masts had lights strung all the way to the top, and people were climbing up the wires on the sides, waving at the crowd up on the pier. Just as the family made their way over to the water, a huge two masted sailboat went by. Every single person on board had turned their backside toward the crowd and in unison bent over, then dropped their drawers. The crowd roared with laughter and applause while Bill and Dolores nervously shaded the children’s eyes and turned them one by one away from the water. To say the least, the event had quite an impact on all three of them, especially little brother Bo.

They meandered through the crowd, stopping periodically to listen to a tightrope walker shout out a joke to his audience, or sniff the aroma of freshly made scented candles, or enjoy the carnies performing their awe-inspiring​ antics. One funny fellow had a red dog named Mo that wore a pair of baggy shorts and sunglasses. The man played a banjo and sang a funny song while the dog walked through the crowd gathering dollar bills from people and dropping them in a silver bucket that sat next to the man. Next, he had the dog climb a tall metal tower, walk across a tight­rope to a second tower, then turn and come back. It was great fun and the kids insisted on watching the whole show a second time.

At the far end of the wooden wharf, there was a small crowd listening to three musicians that were sitting on stools. The family drifted over and was intrigued by the enchanting sounds of mountain dulcimers being played by a young man dressed in overalls and a red cowboy shirt, and a girl wearing a plaid cotton dress. Another fellow stood over them playing an accompaniment on a mandolin. They sang a charming old-time mountain lullaby.


What’ll I do with the baby-­o;

What’ll I do with the baby-­o;

What’ll I do with the baby-­o;

When he won’t go to sleepy-­o.









It was a magical night for everyone. They left the square and walked up Green Street to a little gift and treats shop where they ordered frozen Key Lime Pie bars and sat out front in chairs painted with monkeys and pink flamingos as they enjoyed their creamy delights. A very funny fellow walked down the sidewalk and stopped in front of them. He was dressed in the most fanciful white jumpsuit covered in sequins and shiny bric-a-brac. He had huge sideburns and wore dark sunglasses. After striking a pose he turned toward them and started singing and playing on his whimsical white guitar which was covered in feathers. Tourists from up and down the street gathered to dance and sing with the funny Key West Elvis, aka ‘Quelvis’. When everyone had finished their treats, they headed back up Green Street toward the spot where Bill had parked their car.

As they approached Duval Street two drunken men fell from the doorway of a yellow saloon with a big pink fish over the doorway and landed in the middle of the street. One man was falling backward and hanging on to the shirtsleeves of the other, trying not to hit the pavement with his head. The other man was throwing punches toward his face, yelling at him​ as he threw blow after blow, his fist connecting with the poor fellow’s face on several occasions. It looked just like a scene from an Old West cowboy movie. Bill gathered the family close to his side and led them safely across the street. They reached their car and began piling in. Jillian held the back door while Trina and Bo climbed up onto the vinyl seat.

Just as she was stepping from the curb, she heard a moan from a dark place under a bush on the edge of the sidewalk. She turned and looked but could not make out what had made the sound. Her curiosity outweighed her fear and for another second, she strained to make out the image. It was just at that moment that her father turned the key and the red taillights blinked on. She gasped as she caught the image of a bearded man, lying in the darkness squinting into the bright red tail light, holding his dirty arm up to block the painful flash. She jumped into her seat and slammed the door shut. She hit the lock button and glued her body onto the cold plastic seat.

“Go! Daddy let’s go! Go! Move! Now, Daddy!”

She choked out the commands.

“OK, hold on! What’s the matter with you Jillian?” her dad asked as he maneuvered out of the parking place.

“Please, can we just pull out of here?”

Tears were flowing down her face as she cried out. She didn’t make a sound for the rest of the ride. When they pulled into the campsite, she stormed into the tent and hid under her sleeping bag.

She never told a soul what had scared her so.

The man in the shadows would haunt her forever, and somehow, she knew it.​
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3. Destination Paradise
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Jill’s eyes blinked twice, then opened. She squinted to see the green numbers on the clock as the ceiling fan spun linen dust into their barely opened corners. At about five a.m. she had fallen asleep to the sound of a gentle rain that had moved in over the Florida Straits. The cooling Caribbean showers wash over the island several times a day this time of year and come as a welcome relief to everyone from the free roaming chickens to the beach-bound tourists. She sat up and stretched her arms one after the other and yawned so loudly that she surprised herself. Hesitating for a moment to consider if she might capture another hour of sleep, she quickly decided that she had too much to do in the short time before her next shift began at three p.m. and climbed out of bed.

Seven weeks earlier, she had applied for the job at the Lower Keys Medical Center online from a computer in the job development center at Boston College. She had never seriously considered working in Florida but, while reviewing the nationwide nursing vacancy listings, she had come across a posting of nine open positions at the Key West facility. She immediately envisioned herself scuba diving on the reef, being courted by rich young doctors, dining at fine oceanfront restaurants, and walking the moonlit beaches. She felt a flood of excitement and romance as she crystallized her plan.​

After completing the application, she hit “SEND” and called her sister Trina to tell her what she had done. Trina was of course completely supportive of the idea and reminded her of the wonderful time they had had as children, swimming and playing on the tropical beaches and laughing at the comical people they saw in Key West.

Jill had left the Chestnut Hill campus and stopped off at the Office Depot in Woburn to make copies of her transcripts, driver’s license, the letter of recommendation she had received from the director of the Candy Stripers, her high school diploma, and three personal letters of recommendation, then she handed the stack of papers to the clerk behind the service counter, along with the fax number to the Lower Keys Medical Center human resource department and stepped off to one side to wait. Five minutes later, she was out the door with her fax confirmation and receipt in hand.

Under normal conditions, it took Jill about one hour and fifteen minutes to drive the fifty miles from Boston College back home to Gloucester. Lunchtime traffic was light that day and by the time she left Woburn and pulled back up on Yankee Division Highway her little yellow VW Bug was pedal to the metal and damning all torpedoes. If she hadn’t been banging her head wildly to Green Day’s song Basket Case, she might have noticed that she was three lanes too far over to safely make the I­95 on-ramp at the Peabody/Portsmouth exchange. And, if she hadn’t decided at the last minute to go ahead and risk her life and the lives of seventeen other mid-day commuters, and cut dangerously across traffic to get on that ramp, she wouldn’t have been pulled over by the state trooper who was just finishing his lunch when the call came over his radio. “All units in the vicinity of 95 and 128 North be on the lookout for a north­bound late model yellow VW Beetle license number RY327­LU. Suspect is a white female reported to be under the influence and driving erratically.”

After a pathetic display of begging and a convincing story of moving to the Florida Keys to start her first nursing job, the understanding officer re-leased her with a stern warning and a wish of good luck. Grateful to have successfully skirted a well-deserved ticket, she turned off the CD player and proceeded north toward Gloucester. Pulling up the driveway to the family home, she noticed her mother looking out the window while holding the phone to her ear. Jill gathered her purse and papers from the side seat and climbed out of the car. Her mother met her on the sidewalk, halfway to the​

front door. Handing Jill the telephone her mom exclaimed, “It’s a lady from a hospital in Florida! This is the third time she’s called in thirty minutes. Take it!”

Her mother pushed the cordless phone into Jill’s hand and gave it an anxious shove toward her ear. Jill frowned at her as she took hold of the phone and answered the call.

“Hello? Yes, this is Jillian Dougherty. Oh no, that’s fine. I just walked through the door. Ok! No, that will be fine. Great, eight-fifteen, yes ma’am, this number is fine. Thank You!”

Jill handed the phone back to her mother who stood waiting anxiously beside her, waiting to hear the details of the call. Jill was numbed by what the woman had said. She turned to look into her mother’s eyes, grabbed her by her cheeks, and screamed into her face, “I’m gonna be a nurse!”

Locked in each other’s arms, the two began jumping up and down with excitement. After a minute, Jill’s mother’s enthusiasm faded and a perplexed look came over her face.

“Wait, wait, she was calling from Florida!” her mother said. “I know,” Jill excitedly responded, “the Key West Hospital!” “Oh Jill, you’re not thinking of moving to Key West, are you?” her mother asked, hoping to interject some rationality into her daughter’s obviously impulsive consideration of moving so far from home.

“Well, it sure looks like I am!” Jill exclaimed with exuberance as she grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and headed toward her room.

“They’ve set up a conference call for tomorrow morning. I just sent in the application and they’re already calling me.” She was in tears over the prospect of rising so quickly into the professional ranks.

Her mother was fighting to level her thinking on the matter and followed her down the hall and into her bedroom.

“Sweetheart, you don’t want to go all the way to Florida for a job you may not even stay with,” she tried to reason with her.

“Oh Mother, don’t you do that to me. Don’t you try to take this from me! You just wish this had happened to you twenty-three years ago. Instead, you choose to marry Daddy and have us. If it hadn’t been for that, I know you would have been on the next train out of here. Well, leave my life alone! You had your chance and you gave it up for Daddy.”

She slammed her door closed as she scolded, never giving her mother​ a chance to respond. That evening the family gathered in the living room. Through tears and hugs, they shared their fears as well as their joys. They hashed out as many concerns as they could. In the end, if hired, they were all behind her.

Jill didn’t sleep at all that night. Her mind was racing through all the exciting prospects that might be coming her way. She was on the phone with her girlfriends until dawn. The rest of the morning she sorted through everything she owned, picking out all her favorite summer clothes, stuffing them in suitcases, emptying her drawers, sorting her underwear, socks, jewelry, frantically packing for her anticipated new life in paradise.

The closer that the clock on her dresser got to eight-fifteen, the more frantic she became. By seven-forty-five, she was all packed and ready to go. In her mind, there was absolutely no possibility that the interview might not go her way. It seemed ordained by a higher power and she was ready to hit the road.

She answered the phone on the extension in her room. After a forty­minute interview, the head nurse in Key West asked her when she would be able to start work, and Jill said she could be on the road in one hour. The nurse put her on hold, a minute passed, and when she punched back in she said, “Ms. Dougherty, thank you for waiting,” then added, “Please drive safely and call us as soon as you arrive in Key West.”

“Really?” Jill squealed.

“Yes, really! We are so shorthanded that if you were here right now, I’d put you out on the floor immediately. Do you have any questions?” the nurse asked.

“No ma’am! I guess it’ll take me a day or two to get there from here,” she said.

“Just drive carefully!” the nurse instructed. “Especially through Miami, if you stay on the turnpike, it’ll go a lot smoother but you’ve got to pay tolls. Hang on to your receipts. I may be able to get you reimbursed.”

Then she explained, “We’ve got a lot of papers to sign when you get here. The hospital has a condo where you can stay for up to fourteen days while you settle in and there are plenty of ads on the bulletin board of other nurses seeking roommates so if you are comfortable with all this, welcome aboard”. Jillian left that day about eleven a.m., stopping off at the ice cream shop to say goodbye to her sister, Bo, and her dad, who had left the house while she was still on the phone. She drove to the bank to withdraw the last of her​ savings and then over to the hospital to tell all of her Candy Striper friends the news. With great expectations, three sleeves of her favorite CDs, and a four-pack of Starbucks Frappuccinos on the floorboard, she headed for the on-ramp to Interstate Highway 95 South, and her awaiting island destiny.​
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4. Farewell Amelia
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“Hey Marty, I didn’t know you were on tonight,” Jillian called across the nursing station counter as she closed the night shift log book and returned it to its position on the desk. Marty stepped into the kitchenette behind the station to put a Tupperware dish in the fridge and answered as she slid a chair across the floor.

“Well, it’s not my choice. You can bet on that. I’m being punished by Nurse Ratchetass for getting caught with Dr. Bowen at Smathers Beach last Tuesday. I mean, really! How can she get away with this? We were both off duty, and we weren’t even doing anything. I mean, come on. Who the hell does she think she is anyway?” Jill finished loading the patient charts onto the rounds cart and pushed it around the end of the nursing station and into the hallway.

“Come on, Marty, you know she wouldn’t risk another EEO complaint. I think, considering all the staff shortages we’ve got, she does a pretty good job. My bet is she couldn’t care less about what we do on the beach when we’re off duty,” Jill explained.

She listened as Marty mumbled her disdain for the head nurse under her breath.

Two patient alarms sounded on the wall behind the desk.

“318 and 307,” Marty announced as she turned off the switches.

​I’ll take 307,” Jill called out. “Mrs. Colburn probably needs a reset on her O2,” she continued, “You want to drop these down the laundry chute when you go by?”

“Got-ch!” Marty answered as she headed down the hall, grabbing the sack of dirty sheets and pillowcases from Jill as she passed.

Jill glanced at the clock as she turned to enter the room. 1:07 a.m. Mrs. Colburn had been brought up from intensive care earlier the previous day and this was the third time Jill had actually seen her. As she pulled back the curtain, she sensed there was something different. Mrs. Colburn’s husband had been in the chair beside the bed since she had arrived and Jill expected to find him still there, but he was gone. Mrs. Colburn had not moved since the 11:23 p.m. reset. She was still in the exact position as before. The expectations for her recovery seemed poor. The doctors had not yet determined a formal prognosis, it was a wait-and-see kind of time. She was just hanging, hanging in limbo.

Jill reached across the bed and pushed the blinking red button on the nebulizer, then lifted the access flap on the clear plastic tent and checked the position of Mrs. Colburn’s nasal cannula. The saline bag hung from above, slowly dripping the fluids through the tubing down to her motion-less arm, then into her vein. As Jill rose back to a full standing position, she was overtaken by some unexpected impulse to stroke Mrs. Colburn’s beautiful hair. Just then the bathroom door opened and she turned to see Dr. Colburn step into the room. He tossed a paper towel into the trash can and slipped back into the chair by the bed. His eyes were red and swollen as he forced a smile in her direction, then gazed longingly back at his motionless wife. Jill sensed that he was precariously teetering on the edge of a break-down and though she was inclined to comfort him, she feared that she might be drawn over the edge herself. She returned his smile and sympathetically touched his shoulder, then left the room, closing the door behind her.

Returning to the nursing station she sat at the desk reviewing Mrs. Colburn’s chart. For over fifteen minutes she sat there flipping pages, reading test results, and thinking aloud, but her questions could not be answered. Sometimes, the light just burns out. It’s a part of life! People just break! Sometimes they can be fixed, sometimes they can’t. It’s just another reality to accept.

“It’s an aneurysm. Cerebral aneurysm I’ll bet,” Marty said as she leaned​ over the front of the counter to grab a pen off the desk. “Read the intake notes from the paramedic report. He nailed it in the first five minutes.”

Jill flipped through the papers for the patient identification number and entered it into the computer. She scrolled through the pages until reaching the initial assessment entered by the attending emergency room nurse. Then she paged down to the PPR, Patient Pickup Report, and read the paramedic's account of the incident that led to her being admitted.

“Key West Emergency Medical Services Mobile Unit 14 responded to a 911 call for medical support rescue dockside at the Key West Bight at 4:17 p.m. The initial call for service was called in by the captain of the Yankee Freedom on its way back to port from the Fort Jefferson National Monument in the Dry Tortugas. The victim was a white female approximately forty­nine years old and was reported to have been unconscious since half­way back to port, approximately one hour. Upon arrival, the paramedics took her vitals and stabilized her for transport. Attempts to revive the patient had been unsuccessful and she was accompanied by her husband en route for delivery at Lower Keys Medical Center Key West.”

Jill looked up at Marty who was still standing above her at the counter making notes in a file. Marty pointed the pen at the computer screen and said, “You won’t run across this kinda stuff at the Boston College of Nursing!”

Jill grinned and returned to her review.

The patient’s husband, Dr. Walter A. Colburn, had provided the following assessment information to the E.R. intake nurse. Jill read it out loud, “The patient had been snorkeling among the shallow reef outcroppings and dock pilings at the Fort Jefferson landing for approximately twenty minutes when she stood up and became disoriented. The husband was on the pier and not participating in the activity. He reported that his wife made her way to shallow water and leaned over to shake water from her ear canal at which time she fell into the water and was unable to recover her footing. The husband reports that she was underwater for no more than twenty seconds when he and other swimmers rescued her and carried her back onto the boat where she partially recovered.”

Jill paused while taking a sip of her coffee, then continued reading, “Dr. Colburn reports that Mrs. Colburn complained of sensitivity to the sunlight and remained on the boat for two hours while the tour continued. During​ this period, adequate hydration was administered and her vital signs were taken. All findings were within normal ranges. The patient remained seated and on two occasions expelled the contents of her stomach, after which she complained of blurred vision and severe pain behind her eyes. Dr. Colburn reported that while returning to Key West the patient’s head pain increased and her pupils became dilated. He reported that her cognitive ability diminished and she suffered a noticeable change in her speech functions. It was at this point that she lost consciousness. Her breathing was determined also to be diminished but not limiting for the sustaining of life.”

Jill sat back in her chair as Marty walked out of the staff lounge behind her and asked, “Have you seen the C.A.T. scan results?”

Marty slipped the last bite of a cherry Popsicle off its stick and tossed the wrapper in the can under the desk as she sat down in the next chair over and answered, “Yeah! It was negative.”

She rolled the chair to the back wall and grabbed the clipboard for room 321, then slid back over to the desk and continued, “They did a lumbar puncture at lunchtime today. I haven’t checked to see if the results have shown up.”

She opened the metal lid to the case file on the desk, then without looking at Jill said, “She’s your patient, the only reason I even know this much is because I heard Luanne and Carol talking about it downstairs in the cafeteria.”

Jill frowned at what seemed to be a rude thing for Marty to say, then turned back to the computer screen and searched for the puncture results to see if the doctor found blood in Mrs. Colburn’s cerebrospinal fluid (CSF). There it was. The report revealed that a massive intrusion of blood had flooded her brain. They had not yet recorded the diagnosis, but it all seemed to point to an aneurysm.

“Ya know,” Jill said after exiting the system and rolling back from the desk to stretch her legs, “It seems to me that if that boat captain had called the Coast Guard or asked for Trauma Star to be sent, we could have flown her in and gotten to her quicker. Maybe she could have made it. Now, she hasn’t got a chance.”

Marty answered without looking up, “By the time she was unconscious she was halfway here. They couldn’t have gotten her any quicker than they did. That’s it, she’s toast! Sayonara! End of chatter! Good night!”

​Marty slapped the lid closed on her case file then threw it down on the desk and stretched her arms as she stood up. She walked out of the cubicle and down the hall toward the elevator.

“I’m on break!” she snarled as she rounded the corner.

Jill got off duty at three a.m. After she clocked out, she poked her head through the door of 307 and quietly choked on her tears from what she saw. The man was clutching his dying wife’s hand as he knelt by her bedside. She could hear his whimpers as he rocked gently back and forth, tapping his temple gently against the bed rail, softly calling to his beautiful wife.

“Amelia, please don’t leave me,” he cried.

“Please, don’t go.”

By the time Jill reached her car she was precariously teetering on an emotionally unstable edge. Through swollen eyes she fumbled with her keys and fought to hold back her tears. The door finally opened and she slipped into the driver’s seat. Then, the rains came.​
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5. The Ride of Her Life
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Five hours of sleep seemed better than no hours of sleep. She stepped into the living room where the bright morning light poured in off Higgs Beach through the sliding glass doors. She squinted from the pain as she shuffled across the cold tile floor and into the kitchen. Her new roommate, Canyon, had been considerate enough to leave the coffee pot on, but dumb enough to not add water. She wasn’t sure how long this living arrangement would last, but, since they worked opposite shifts, she figured there might be potential. Besides, at fourteen hundred dollars per month for her half of the rent, there was no way she could ever afford a view like this on her own. Not yet, anyway!

She set the coffee carafe in the sink and ran a little warm water in it to soften the sludge. Checking the fridge, she felt lucky to find an unopened Frappuccino hiding behind a half­eaten cantaloupe and commanded it to, “Come to mama!” She scooped up her mail from the coffee table, slipped her glasses on, and pulled hard on the sliding glass door handle. Leaning out over the railing, she took a deep breath of the salty Atlantic air.

Two shrimp boats were dragging the bottom about a mile offshore and a cloud of seagulls trailed behind them, diving into the frothy prop wash to scoop up their crustaceous breakfast. Jill could smell the sweet aroma of coconut palm blowing in from the south across the rows of trees that lin​e the beachfront highway below. She scanned the waterline behind the historic West Martello Fort where the Key West Garden Club is housed, and watched a group of seniors practicing Tai Chi on the sea wall. A little further down the beach was the dog park. There were several large dogs running in the open field while their owners sat in the shade of some palm trees talking about politics, prices of real estate, and crime. It was so not Massachusetts! It was so Jillian!

She smiled as she thought about how free she was.

So, in control of her own life! Grown up!

So, on her own!

After a few minutes of basking in the morning sun, she sat down in the plastic chair next to the little patio table on the balcony, set her coffee down, and looked at the three envelopes in her hand. There was another letter from her mother, an advertisement for an upgrade to the cable TV subscription, and her third paycheck. She ripped open the paycheck envelope, pulled the check out into the sunlight, gave it a kiss, and took another swig of her coffee.

Pushing herself up from her chair, she turned to open the glass door and heard a voice shouting from down by the beach. She looked over the railing just in time to see a half-naked man angrily pulling another man off of a bicycle. He was screaming profanity while pounding on the bike rider with his fists. A short distance down the sandy sidewalk there were some covered picnic tables where a group of other men and two women were watching the pummeling. Several of the men approached the two brawlers. Jill thought they might help the man on the bicycle, but to her surprise, the entire crowd started yelling at him. The closer they got, the louder and angrier they became. He dropped the bicycle and fell into the sand, spilling all of his belongings onto the sidewalk. He curled up to protect himself while three or four of the men took turns hitting and kicking him. They finally finished, and one by one, returned to the picnic table. The man that had started the altercation picked up the bike and pushed it over to the table, then came back to spit at the guy on the ground and kicked him one last time.

Jill watched as the poor fellow rolled back and forth in the sand, obviously in severe pain. He pushed himself up and staggered over to the outer brick wall of the old fort. He stood there leaning against it for support, spitting on the ground, then stretched his arms and rubbed his bruises. He finally limped back to the sidewalk, looked toward the picnic table, and threw​ his fist in the air, and screamed something unintelligible. Several of the other men stepped toward him from the table area and returned angry threats, but didn’t go after him.

About that time a police car pulled up and they all started yelling about who did what. Jill thought it was so sad at first, but soon figured that the bicycle was probably stolen and though she wanted to tend to the man’s need for medical attention, she wasn’t about to inject herself into such a dangerous situation. She went back inside, set up the ironing board, and watched the noon news while she prepared for her three o’clock shift.

It’s only a seven-minute drive from her apartment on Higgs Beach to the Lower Keys Medical Center. Jill never went anywhere in what others might call a ‘straight shot’. Back home in Gloucester, she always defended herself by insisting that exploration broadens a driver’s experience and helps lower the chances of having a wreck. At least that’s how she always explained her joyriding when she was caught by her dad.

In Key West, there is ample opportunity for ‘exploration’. Though the island is a mere two miles by four, she could take a different route to work every day for three years and never follow the same route. There is something of interest down every street. Between the funky houses, the quirky people, the crazy chickens, the beautiful tropical plants and trees, the ocean, and the ever­changing sky, one is never without something new to see or experience.

By the time she pulled out of the parking garage and drove to the gate at the front of her apartment complex, the police had already cleared up the mess across the street. Jill took a right turn on South Roosevelt Boulevard and drove past the picnic tables to see if the man that had been beaten up was still hanging around. She passed by the crowd of people that had been sitting and lounging on the picnic tables. They apparently were not a working class of people and appeared to have lots of personal belongings in bags and backpacks leaning up against the concrete seats and trees. Jill tried not to appear to be gawking as she drove by, but she was curious to try to figure out how they took care of their personal needs if they weren’t working.
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