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Chapter 1
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Walking around the empty apartment gave Noah an uneasy feeling. He had spent years of his life living here and now it was over. Time to move on, they said. How could he move on from all of the memories that they made here? 

Everywhere Noah looked he remembered Malia. Everyday when he got home from work, Malia had dinner ready. Her hours at the outdoor supply store allowed her to be home in the evenings. Dinners were always a surprise, they could be elaborate casseroles or instant ramen. Noah smiled as he thought about it all.

He walked into the bedroom to do one final check. Noah closed his eyes and tried to remember their happy times here. He could still picture Malia, still asleep when he left for work. Noah Wagner was a Pittsburgh police officer and had pretty odd hours. Usually he was leaving so early that Malia was still snuggled in their warm bed.

The happy memories would always be clouded by the events of that night not so long ago. A night that changed their lives forever. Noah believed he could still smell her perfume. Malia always loved the floral scents of gardenia or lilac. He missed her so much.

Noah had met Malia Harris when he visited the store she worked at on his day off. He often went in when he needed new running shoes or wanted to try tennis or golf. Noah loved the outdoors and was willing to try any sport that he thought about at that moment.

When a beautiful woman approached him and asked if he needed help, he immediately forgot why he was there. Noah hesitated and could only stare at her. This made Malia laugh and Noah was instantly hooked. Her dark skin and brown eyes were flawless. Her hair was braided and that only emphasized her natural beauty. When Malia asked, again, if he needed help, Noah finally found his words.

“I, uh, am supposed to go hiking with my buddy, Steven, this weekend and I don’t know what I need,” Noah replied.

“Well, our hiking section is over there,” Malia said while she pointed to the far corner of the store. “I can show you if you want.”

Noah simply nodded and the two of them walked in that direction. From that moment four years ago, Noah knew he would not let this woman get away. He didn’t. Malia moved in with him and he proposed not long ago on a romantic trip to Niagara Falls.

Malia was very understanding of Noah’s job and schedule. Past relationships couldn’t handle being in a relationship with a cop, but for Malia it was more comforting. She wasn’t really worried about his safety. She knew Noah could handle himself and wouldn’t get hurt, at least that’s what she prayed for each night.

Noah ran his hand through his hair, they were supposed to be planning a wedding, not a funeral. They had plans. Noah had saved enough for a down payment on a house in the suburbs so they could finally move out of the city. Even he knew it was not the best neighborhood and didn’t want to raise a family here.

Malia would always go to open houses and they even found the perfect neighborhood with a big backyard and on a quiet cul-de-sac. Noah’s apartment days would finally be over, or so he thought. 

That was a long time ago. It had taken a lot of therapy to get to the point he was at today. That night would always be traumatic, he just needed to learn how to move on. His fellow officers were very supportive when the sound of gun shots would make Noah freeze instead of react like a cop should. That’s when they told him he needed to take some time off.

These last few months, Noah felt like he was just surviving day to day. This was no life. Every sound would send his heart racing and hands sweating. Could he still be a police officer when he was suffering from the trauma of that night? 

Moving out of the apartment was a step in the right direction, he was sure of it. No one could take away his memories, he just had to make sure they were stronger than the nightmares. His therapist wanted him to do exercises that focused on his happiest memories. He tried. Somedays he was successful, but most of the time he failed. 

It was Noah’s parents who worried the most about him. They didn’t like him living alone for the last six months, especially in the same apartment that was the catalyst for the nightmares. The place where the worst night of his life happened. 

When they suggested that Noah move back home, on a temporary basis, he was hesitant. He certainly didn’t want to move backwards but he knew he couldn’t continue living in the apartment. He told them he would find something on the other side of town, or move in with Steven. There had to be a better option.

In the end there wasn’t. Noah had given up the fight and gave in. His parents won.

“The truck is all loaded, son,” Richard Wagner called from the front door.

Noah’s dad had also been a police officer but was now a homicide detective. He was grateful for his father’s help today, he couldn’t have done it alone. His mother, Dawn, was probably waiting outside in the car. With all the heavy lifting done, she was eager to get back home and get everything organized.

“Just a few more minutes,” Noah called back to his father.

Noah walked back to the living room. He could picture them snuggled up on the couch watching a sappy romance movie that Malia chose. She always wanted to watch something that would make her cry or cuddle. Noah didn’t really mind. He lived the action and crime dramas in real life. Having a couple hours to wrap his arms around Malia as she cried into a tissue was priceless.

Noah knew that drawing out the inevitable wasn’t doing him any good. He took his keys out of his pocket and set them on the counter in the kitchen. He took a final look back before closing the door behind him.

Noah followed the rental moving truck in his own pick up truck. The half hour ride outside the city to his childhood home was soothing. He didn’t know what his future held but for now, he didn’t need to decide anything. He was on a medical leave of absence and he was going home. Noah needed to recuperate from the inside out.

He imagined Malia in the seat beside him talking about their day. She would ask about his day and he would share what he could. He smiled at the possibility of her still being alive instead of the wooden box filled with her ashes that occupied the passenger seat. He knew he would never be able to move forward unless he put her to rest.

Richard drove the moving truck with his wife, Dawn, beside him. They were happy to have Noah move back home so that they could keep an eye on him. His behavior these last few months were concerning them and they believed this was for the best.

Dawn worried about the calls from his partner, Steven, when he reported that Noah had been out drinking all night. Or when he would sleep with his weapon on the bedside table, or worse yet, under his pillow. Dawn knew that trauma could make people do things that weren’t normally in their character, so she was concerned about his safety.

It would be an adjustment to have their thirty year old son back home again, but it was something they were willing to do, for Noah. He needed people around him that loved him. Dawn feared that his personality was dissolving into fear and depression. She wanted to expose him to empathy and laughter.

“Are you ready for this?” Richard asked his wife.

“As I’ll ever be,” Dawn replied.

They both knew this wasn’t going to be easy. Steven had stayed with Noah a few times, especially after nights of drinking, just to make sure he was okay. That’s when he experienced Noah’s nightmares. He would wake up in a panic and a cold sweat and start yelling at the top of his lungs. At first, Steven thought something happened, but soon realized that this was Noah’s new normal.

Dawn was thankful for the heads up, but still wasn’t sure what they were getting into. Noah still had weekly therapy sessions, so at least he was working his way out of the darkness. Even Richard, who had all the police training available to him, wasn’t sure how to best help his son.

When everyone reached the house, Richard backed the moving truck down the long driveway. Noah followed them in his pick up truck and both men started unloading the remnants of Noah’s life. Dawn had cleared out his old bedroom of childhood furniture and the memories of a different life. 

Dawn knew that in Noah’s thirty years, he had seen his share of love, violence and loss. She hoped that his old room would become his sanctuary when he needed it the most. She would try not to intrude or hover, but she couldn’t promise not to worry about her only child.

Noah and his father unloaded all of the items from the truck and now he was left to unpack on his own. He rubbed his left shoulder, still sore and tender from that night. He didn’t think his shoulder would ever be one hundred percent again, but it was getting better. The scar was slowly fading a little more each month.

With his bed assembled, Noah was finally able to lie down and relax. He didn’t realize how tense he was until he exhaled and release the anxiety he had been feeling all day. He knew that moving on was what he needed to do, but he also couldn’t help the feeling of leaving Malia behind.

Noah looked in his bag for the picture of them from Niagara Falls. He placed the framed photo on the bedside table and stared at it. It was a selfie he had taken right after proposing. Malia was smiling and holding up her left hand to the camera. 

Noah had spent weeks hunting for the perfect engagement ring. Finally finding it at a small jewelry store in downtown Pittsburgh. Malia was thrilled to show it off to everyone, whether they asked to see it or not. Noah smiled at the memory. That ring was now somewhere in the bottom of his backpack.

Noah cried. He seemed to be doing a lot of that lately. He didn’t tell anyone. His therapist urged him to feel his feelings, not to hold them in. When his emotions took hold of him, he felt like he was drowning, barely keeping his head above the rising water. It didn’t last, though. Noah focused on the horizon and kept moving forward.

A knock on the door brought him back to the present. His mom entered with a tray.

“I thought you might like some hot tea.”

“Thanks, mom,” Noah said. “You didn’t have to.”

“I know,” she replied.

She placed the tray on the dresser and handed him a cup and took one for herself. They sat together on his bed and sipped the soothing beverage. Dawn knew her son was not one for small talk. She just wanted her son to be comforted by her presence. Sometimes that was all anyone really needed.

When Noah shifted and lowered his cup, his mother took this as a sign to leave him alone. She stood up, took his tea cup and started returning them to the tray. As Dawn was turning to leave the room, Noah spoke.

“Mom,” he started, “thank you for this.”

Dawn smiled at her son. “You’re welcome. Tea can solve almost anything.”

“No, I mean all of this. For encouraging me to let go and welcoming me back home,” Noah replied.

His mother set the tray back down and came over to hug her son. She kissed him on the top of his head like she had done when he was a child. “You’re welcome,” she said again. “Anytime.”
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Chapter 2
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Noah tried to embrace his new life at home. He ran in the mornings, went to the gym and did chores around the house. It was freeing and stifling all at the same time, but he also knew it was the medicine he needed right now. 

He yearned to get back to the streets, to his job of protecting and serving the people of this city, but now was not the time. This was his time to heal. It was an adjustment to be living at home after nearly a decade away, but he knew it was an adjustment for his parents, too.

He could feel their eyes on him. Noah knew they meant well, they just didn’t know how to deal with him. It was like he was a levy ready to break and the flood would be all encompassing. He wasn’t sure if they were wrong, he just knew he could only take one day at a time.

With Richard at work everyday, Dawn tried to stay out of her son’s way. She tried to act like everything was normal by going out with her friends and hemming new curtains for the kitchen. She fought every urge to go and sit with him or get him to open up. That would come when Noah was ready.

Noah was no where near ready. He didn’t want to talk about that night and couldn’t image ever letting anyone in about how he felt. He was trying to get past it, not dwell on the worst day of his life. Every time he did, he subconsciously touched his left shoulder. The only physical evidence that anything was wrong.

His mother called out to him on the couch that she had lunch ready. She didn’t believe him when he said he wasn’t hungry. He hadn’t eaten anything all day.

“It’s my homemade chicken noodle soup,” she said, “your favorite.”

Noah stood up and walked into the kitchen. Dawn smiled as he sat down in front of the steaming bowl of soup. It was chilly for the end of May, probably the last chance she could get away with a hot lunch until the fall. Plus, she did know it was his favorite.

She came around behind him and placed a plate of warm biscuits next to him. That’s when she noticed the hand gun tucked into the back of his jeans.

“Noah, I wish you wouldn’t wear your gun in the house,” she said.

“Sorry, mom, it’s just habit,” Noah replied without removing it.

Dawn simply sighed and ate her soup. She knew there would be small battles like this one and she chose to let it go. She knew what being married to a police officer was like, but she was concerned that Noah was taking it a step further. Today, they would just enjoy their soup.

Noah had plans to meet his old partner, Steven, for drinks later. It would be good to catch up and hear the latest gossip from the station. His parents were glad that he was at least still keeping in touch with Steven. They also knew that if there was anything that concerned him, Steven would let them know.

***
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NOAH WALKED INTO SULLIVAN’S Bar and saw Steven sitting on a stool. Steven waved when he saw Noah approach and asked the bartender for another beer for his friend. They hugged and Noah joined him. 

Noah laughed at his stories from the police station. He had been partnered with Greg and they weren’t an easy fit at first, but they were getting better.

“I miss my old partner,” Steven said.

“Me, too,” replied Noah.

“How much longer do you think you’ll be out?” Steven asked.

Noah didn’t know how to answer that. Should he tell Steven that he still walks around with a gun in his belt? Or that he still wakes up thinking about what happened? Or that he flinches when he hears a loud noise?

“I don’t know,” Noah said. “I think I need to get away for a while.”

“Where would you go?” Steven asked, concerned.

“I was thinking about Virginia.”

Steven looked confused. “Why Virginia?”

“It’s where Malia’s family lives,” Noah replied. He took a sip of his beer before continuing. “I want to give them Malia’s ashes. It’s only right that they decide where to bury her.”

Steven watched his partner and friend wrestle with his decision. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. I know they weren’t on good terms, but they are her parents.” Noah paused then looked at his friend. “Since living at home, I know how much parents love their children and would do anything for them. I can’t keep her from them, even if they did disagreed with our relationship.”

Steven patted his friend on his back. “That’s pretty amazing. I’m proud of you, man.”

Noah smiled.

“When will you leave?” Steven asked.

“Soon,” Noah replied.

Steven turned towards Noah and raised his glass. “This calls for a toast. I believe there is hope for you, yet. To safe travels!” Steven said loudly.

Noah raised his glass. They both took a drink and remained silent. Steven wondered if this was really a step forward or more running away from his problems. Noah knew this decision was a hard one to make but now that he had said it out loud, he felt better. 

He didn’t know what he would be walking into. Malia had always made it clear that she was not welcome back home in Virginia, not while she was still with Noah. Well, he didn’t have to stay long and they certainly couldn’t refuse him while returning their daughter’s ashes.

When she was pronounced dead at the hospital, it was Steven who called her parents. Noah couldn’t do it. He was ashamed that he couldn’t protect their daughter, his fiancé. This could very well end badly but it was a risk he was willing to take, for Malia.

The next day, Noah told his parents his plan to drive to Virginia. At first they tried to convince him that he could send someone else, he didn’t need to be the one to deliver Malia to her parents. What if they were still angry and tried to hurt Noah, a child for a child?

Noah tried to assure his parents that they wouldn’t do anything to him, but deep down inside, he wasn’t completely sure. Her death wasn’t his fault, but he was a cop, he still blamed himself. He also knew that he needed a complete change of scenery and this was the perfect opportunity. 

Noah had never been to Virginia. Malia never went back home, so there was no reason to go. He knew the Shenandoah Valley was beautiful, so he would stay a little while. He would need to build up the courage to meet them face to face, so a few days of exploring the outdoors would be good for him.

Who knows? He may even find a new path for his life. He wasn’t finding it at home, so maybe Virginia would be a good place to start. It was the only thing he hadn’t tried already. He wouldn’t let himself sink any deeper into his depression and planned to leave the day after tomorrow.

Richard was more skeptical that this was the answer his son was searching for. Dawn had her doubts, too, but was willing to let him go. Richard wouldn’t stand in his way either, but he had a bad feeling about the whole trip. He was stirring up hornets that were better left to their nest.

Noah knew his parents had concerns about his trip south, concerns they didn’t voice to Noah, himself. He did, too. It was the hard decisions in life that built character. Wasn’t that something his father always said? He went for a walk to clear his head. He was at peace with his decision, but he still felt anxious. Noah was jumping into the unknown and that would be scary for anyone.

His walk quickly turned into a run. Noah found himself running nearly six miles before finally returning home. He needed to clear his head and the stillness of the evening was perfect for that. As he looked around, he realized that he didn’t even know any of these neighbors any more. This was his parent’s home, it was no longer his.

Noah needed to find his place in the world again. He thought he did once. He had a whole future planned out but that evaporated in one night. The thought made him touch his left shoulder, still tight and sore. Noah feared that his wounded shoulder would be a constant reminder of that night. 

He thought carefully about what he would take. Not even sure how long he would be gone, he packed for a couple of weeks. His gun would be tucked into his belt, hoping to keep the nightmares at bay. 

Finally, he packed Malia’s ashes. He sat on this bed and looked at the picture of them at the happiest moment of their young lives. A whole future was ahead of those two. Noah had grieved and felt the anger, now he was trying to accept what had happened. He felt like he had made tremendous progress, until he was reminded that he was sitting in his childhood bedroom.

Noah placed the picture in his bag, he would bring it with him on this journey. He was going to need all of the strength and encouragement he could get. He even called Steven to let him know he was leaving in the morning. 

Steven wished him well and reminded him that he was only a phone call away. Noah knew he could rely on his partner to help in any way he could. He had even once offered to come with him, but Noah knew this was something he had to do on his own. 

That night, his father cooked burgers on the grill. The June evening was warm and getting warmer. It was a nice dinner on the back patio with the barbecue and his mother’s famous macaroni salad and baked beans. A real cozy sendoff before he left for a couple of weeks. At least, that’s what he told them. In reality, he didn’t know when he would return.

Noah felt that he would know when the time was right to come home. He was going to play this by ear and do what felt right at the moment. He may even keep driving south until he ran out of land.

His parents watched him. They tried not to be obvious about it, but they desperately wanted to know what was going through his mind. They did not see this one coming. When Noah announced his trip to Virginia, they were both caught a little off guard. 

They knew coming home was temporary, but they expected him to eventually move back into the city, to his old life. Perhaps his old life was just that, old and worn out. He was searching for his new life, his new path.

Dawn had made a cake for dessert. She was treating this like a celebration even though she wasn’t sure what it was. She just knew that a cake felt like a fitting going away dessert. Part of her wondered if he intended on returning. There was a knot in her stomach that wouldn’t go away because she believed this might be a one way trip.

The three of them ate their cake in silence, all deep in their own thoughts. Richard hoped his son could find closure in this trip and come back as his normal self. He also worried that it was too much to hope for.

Noah just wanted the nightmares of that awful night to end and prayed that this would be the solution. He feared that handing over Malia to her parents was like giving in to his own weaknesses. Noah would have done anything for Malia, anything to make her happy or to keep her alive. He would have sacrificed himself and his own safety to give her a chance at a future, a future she was denied.

Noah was betting it all and would never admit to himself or anyone how frightened he was about heading into the unknown. He would let his training take over and hoped it would be enough. He would do it for Malia.
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Chapter 3
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The four hour drive from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania to Virginia was refreshing. The big city slowly gave way to green hills and valleys. Noah saw corn fields, cotton fields and even tobacco farms as he drove further into Virginia. The Shenandoah Valley National Park was a place he had wanted to visit, maybe this trip he would get the chance.

Noah saw cows and horses and thought about what it would be like to see this everyday. If only Malia had wanted to visit her parents, he would have loved seeing as much of Virginia as he could. He loved the outdoors and felt like he could be happy in a place like this. Maybe.

As he approached the small town of Summer Hill, Virginia, he slowed down to get a good look. It was very small. He must have passed the downtown area because the sign announcing the next town was all he saw. 

Noah turned around and drove back to the small town square. He saw a bank, a motel, a diner and a hardware store. He knew there had to be more, but for now, this is all he needed. He parked in front of the motel and asked if there was any vacancy.

“Sure, how long are you staying for?” The man behind the counter asked.

“I’m not exactly sure,” Noah replied honestly. “Let me have two nights for now. I’ll know more later.”

The old man nodded, had him sign in and took his credit card. 

“Room 106,” the man said as he handed Noah a key. “Over on your right.”

Noah nodded his thanks and took the key. He drove to the parking spot right in front of room 106 and carried his bag inside the room. It was as unwelcoming as he had imagined. Well, he didn’t expect to be in Summer Hill very long, so it would work out just fine.

Noah was not going to try to visit Malia’s family tonight, he would call later and set up a time to meet them tomorrow. He didn’t want to come unannounced, this was a delicate operation. 

First, he was hungry and wanted to eat. Noah had skipped lunch, too nervous to eat anything earlier, now he was starving. With limited choices on restaurants, he walked to the diner across the street. 

The diner looked straight out of the fifties. As soon as Noah opened the front door a small bell jingled and every head turned to look at him. He already knew he didn’t fit in. It would be obvious to the locals that he was from out of town. Noah hoped he could blend in enough to sit and eat in private, that little bell just changed all of that.

He walked slowly down the middle of the restaurant passing curious diners along the way. He opted for the counter so that he could at least sit on the end and avoid being the center of attention. Every eye stayed on Noah.

Noah’s head looked up at the pretty young waitress when she yelled, “Okay, shows over! Everyone get back to eating your dinner!” 

Noah smiled at her. “Thank you.”

“Hi, honey,” she said. “I’m Teresa, but everyone calls me Teri. What can I get you?”

“Umm, I don’t know. I’m just passing through. What do you recommend?” Noah asked.

Teri smiled at Noah and brought him a menu. “Well, the meatloaf is the most popular, but the fried chicken is my favorite,” she said.

Noah only glanced at the menu before ordering the meatloaf and a cup of coffee. Teri brought him his coffee and Noah took the time to look around. The customers were a mix of everyone. There were families, older couples and a few cowboys in real cowboy hats and boots. 

Noah was starting to feel like he had just stepped into the backlot of a western movie. Was this really how people dressed everyday? He had never really thought about it before. Noah was a city boy that wore shorts and sneakers. Occasionally he wore a baseball cap but most days it was his police uniform. 

Teri brought his meatloaf dinner complete with mashed potatoes, gravy and green beans. It was delicious. Noah noticed the cowboys were the first to leave. They glanced back at him before waving at Teri and getting in their trucks.

It was a strange feeling to be in a town where you knew no one. Noah was definitely the outsider. He was sure he was the topic of conversation at every single table. That was okay with him, as long as no one gave him any trouble.

Noah just wanted to eat his dinner and go back to the motel. Tomorrow would be another day, one that he was not looking forward to. 

Teri came back to refill his coffee and asked how the food was. Noah complimented the cook and Teri laughed. He had watched her make the rounds to all the tables and flirt with all of the customers. He thought she couldn’t be more than twenty or twenty-one and was good at her job of making everyone feel at home. 

“Do you want pie?” Teri asked.

“Well,” Noah wasn’t sure. When he hesitated to answer her, Teri said she would bring him a piece of apple pie on the house.

Noah was not going to let her give him a free piece of pie and decided he would tip her extra for the thought. Perhaps this is what she says to all the customers and in turn gets great tips. Noah laughed to himself as he at his pie.

When Teri brought out his bill, Noah laid down a twenty dollar bill for the food and another twenty for a tip. Teri smiled and winked at him.

“Are you gonna stick around? Maybe come back for dinner tomorrow?” Teri asked.

“Maybe,” was all Noah could say.

The little bell jingled as Noah walked out onto the sidewalk. Unsure of what to do next and unwilling to go back to the motel, he looked up and down the quiet street. He noticed some neon lights on a building further down the street, usually indicating a bar.

Sure enough, he walked into a dimly lit room with a bar on one side and pool tables on the other. He also noticed the three cowboys from the diner were playing pool in the corner. Noah walked up to the empty bar and ordered a draft beer. He chose a seat that gave him a good view of the whole room.

He wasn’t expecting any trouble, but didn’t want to be questioned about why he was here, either. There was one cowboy not playing and Noah watched him as he approached the bar. The man purposely chose the corner closest to Noah when ordering another round of beers.

“I don’t think I know you,” the cowboy said. “I’m Mason, Mason Fisher.”

Mason held out his hand with a casualness that his eyes did not have. Noah knew this was a test. He would play his game and remain calm.

“I’m Noah Wagner.”

“Well, Noah Wagner, how long are you staying in Summer Hill?” Mason asked.

“I’m just,” Noah hesitated, “making a delivery. I’m not staying long.” Their eyes locked onto each other.

Mason took the beers, tipped his hat and said, “See ya around,” before heading back to his buddies. 

Noah’s police officer senses were telling him that Mason Fisher was a man to be avoided. A man who had a bad side and was not afraid to show it. Noah made a mental note of the name, he would have Steven run it if he needed to. Mason wasn’t going to scare him off.

Noah just kept reminding himself that he would not be staying here long enough to encounter anyone’s bad side. He would make his delivery and keep moving. This town might just be too small to be a long term stay, lucky for him, that was not his plan anyway.

After a couple of beers, Noah pulled out his phone and summoned the courage to call Malia’s parents. Since he had never met the Harris’s, he wasn’t sure of their address. He thought he knew where they lived, but would definitely want to confirm it before heading out there.

Noah’s palms were sweaty as the phone rang. He let it ring long enough before he determined they weren’t home. Well, he took a chance. He would try again tomorrow.  

When Noah set his phone back down on the bar, he noticed the group of cowboys had gone, Mason with them. He was glad and breathed a small sigh of relief before ordering another beer. 

Noah wanted to call his dad next and let him know he was okay.  He gave a quick update on where he was and how the day went. He said how he tried to call the Harris’s but there was no answer and would try again later. They didn’t need to worry about him, he survived the day.

His father said that they both wished him well and hoped he accomplished what he set out to do. He knew his father suspected that he had ulterior motives. Maybe he did, he wasn’t even sure what he was even doing here sitting in the bar on a Monday night.

They talked a bit more before his father was pacified enough to let his son go. Noah wished them both a good night and hung up. Maybe it was the three beers or the three cowboys, but he was suddenly feeling a little unsteady. He knew it was time for him to leave.  

It was late and Noah suddenly felt tired enough to sleep. It wasn’t a particularly eventful day, but it was mentally exhausting. He needed to get to bed. He paid his bar tab and walked out into the cool mountain air. Even when he closed his eyes, he could tell he wasn’t in Pittsburgh anymore.

Noah turned right and walked past the diner again. It was closed at this time of night. He decided that he would come back here to eat tomorrow. He had no where else to go anyway and wasn’t about to leave without finishing his task. He would let Teri flirt again and offer free pie. 

Noah crossed the street and entered room 106. He locked the door and even put a chair in front of it. He showered and looked around at the depressing room. He sat on the edge of the bed and turned on the television. He found a sappy movie that he knew Malia would demand to watch, but instead changed the channel. 

He realized early on that he would encounter many things in the course of a day that would remind him of Malia. A scent, a taste, a laugh, but he had to keep moving. These were fleeting moments, not Malia. He would not let these things make him sad, he would acknowledge them and push forward. Some days were easier than others.

After six months, Noah found that the saddest moments were also fewer and farther between. He was encouraged when he could quickly glide past the triggers and simply remember her. That was always the goal. It didn’t always work. Grief and trauma were a work in progress.

Noah felt that she would be proud of him. He would never forget her, but it was less painful to think of her now. He subconsciously touched his left shoulder. That ache would always be there. There wasn’t anything he could do about that.

After flipping through every channel the motel provided, he found a late night news channel that gave the sports scores. He particularly wanted to hear how the Pirates did tonight. His life back home felt like lightyears away, even though he had only traveled four hours. Unfortunately, as soon as Noah’s head hit the pillow, he went right to sleep. 
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Chapter 4
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The sun coming in through the worn curtains woke Noah from a restless night. He had awoken with another nightmare but it went as quickly as it came. The rest of the night he was reminded that he was in a strange city because of the lumpy mattress and scratchy sheets.

Noah was eager to start the day if it meant the night time was over. He tried calling the Harris’s again but still no answer. He decided to take a chance and drive out to their place, unannounced. It wasn’t how he wanted to do it, but he felt he had no other choice. He couldn’t keep hanging out in this town waiting for them to pick up the phone when they lived only five miles away.

He stopped at the gas station to fill up and grab some coffee and a donut. Fueled up, he headed to their last known address. He was surprised to feel nervous and anxious as he headed in their direction. His palms were even sweaty as he made the last turn onto a dirt road. 

He pulled over to the side of the road when the large white house came into view. He nearly ducked behind the dashboard when an older woman walked out into the front yard. He surmised that this was Mrs. Harris, Malia’s mother.

She went around to the side of the house and turned on the garden hose. She proceeded to water the rose bushes that lined the perimeter of the house. Noah watched as this woman went about her morning routine, unaware that her daughter had been brought back to her just feet away. 

He continued to watch as she put the hose away and went to the large chicken coop in the backyard. She threw out feed and collected eggs. Noah hated being a voyeur as this woman went about her tasks, but in truth, he was losing his nerve.

What started as a mission to deliver their daughter’s ashes, felt more like a disruption of their daily routine. Was he doing this to make the Harris’s feel better or himself? He didn’t know and it didn’t matter, Noah put his truck in gear and drove away.

He told himself he would try again, call this time. It didn’t feel right to just show up. Noah did not want to be responsible for ruining their day, again.

Noah followed the signs to the Shenandoah Valley National Park. He spent the afternoon walking the trails and enjoying the scenery. It was a great place to pass the time and be surrounded by nature. He found a shady place to sit and relax.

What was he doing here? Why had he really come to Virginia? He didn’t have any answers. If it was solely to deliver ashes, he would have done it by now. There was something else drawing him here but he didn’t know what it was, not yet.

He listened to the birds and felt the cool breeze. Noah took out the water bottle in his backpack and sipped the water eagerly. He missed having a companion on days like this. He had gotten used to having a partner in life who loved doing things together. Realizing this didn’t make him sad, though, it made him feel alone.

Noah didn’t like to feel alone. He had always had someone near him whether it was his fiancé or his partner on the streets, he was never alone. That’s how he liked it. Today, here, he wasn’t just alone, he was lonely. There was a difference.

After several hours passed, Noah decided it was time to head back to town. He didn’t have any cell phone service out here, so he had to rely on his sense of direction to get him back. That was a bad idea. After getting lost a few times, he finally had to pull over and ask directions. Confident he was finally on the right road, he relaxed a bit more.

What should have been a twenty minute drive turned into an hour. Noah was starving. He parked at the motel and went inside to shower and change. He knew he was sweaty from the afternoon hike and didn’t want to walk into the diner like that.

The little bell chimed to announce his arrival. All heads turned in his direction as he walked up the center of the diner to the same stool at the counter. Teri’s big smile was surprisingly comforting as Noah sat down and was handed a menu.

“Well, well, you did come back after all,” Teri said.

“I’ll have the fried chicken tonight,” Noah replied.

Teri’s smile lit up her face as she said, “Coming right up!”

As she poured his cup of coffee, Noah looked around the restaurant tonight. It was a different crowd, no cowboys. He was secretly glad that they had somewhere else to be tonight. He didn’t want any more questions about why he was here.

“So, sticking around are you?” Teri asked as she brought his fried chicken and french fries.

“Only another day or so,” Noah replied as vaguely as possible.

“Well, it’s nice to see you every day,” Teri answered with a wink.

Noah smiled back and ate his dinner. He was sure she used these lines on all her customers, but it was nice to be flattered once in a while. She was not on his radar, being ten years older than her, but it was fun to have her flirt with him.

Customers came and went, emphasized by the jingle of the bell as Noah ate in relative peace. Aside from the occasional questions from Teri about whether he needed anything, he was free to let his mind wander.

He knew he still needed to call the Harris’s again and his parents. It was an unusual feeling to have no one else concerned with his whereabouts. Noah finished his fried chicken and had to admit it was delicious. 

“Pie?” Teri asked as she cleared away his dishes.

Noah shook his head but Teri was not convinced.

“Tonight I’ll bring you pumpkin, on the house, of course.”

Noah was soon looking at a large slice of pumpkin pie complete with whipped cream on top. He did like pumpkin pie and ate it all. He liked coming to this diner and smiled to himself. Teri was good at her job and when she brought the bill, he paid with a twenty and tipped with another twenty.

Outside, he walked to the bar down the street. He was creating a routine and it was comforting. He sat at the same corner of the bar as the night before and thankfully, no cowboys. He was sure that if he encountered Mason again, it would turn into a confrontation. 
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