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PROLOGUE





The two young girls twined around each other like vines, desperately holding on, tears falling freely, their breaths hampered by sobs.  Between those sobs dramatic promises were exchanged.  The kind of promises young children traded with each other, even though they  understood no power of theirs could bring them to fulfillment.

“Promise me you’ll never forget me,” Candace whispered, drawing back and meeting her best friend’s blue like the sky eyes.

“I promise. You’ll always be my best friend,” Jessie whispered back, tears streaming unchecked down her cheeks. “I’ll come to see you,” she tacked on, even though she knew her parents were too busy to worry about promises little girls gave to each other, nor would they feel any obligation to fulfill them. When she saw the sad doubt in her best friend’s tearful glance, Jessie promised even more fervently. “I’ll find a way, somehow.  And when we grow up, we’ll go to college, like your sister, and we’ll be roommates and you’ll be a doctor, and I’ll be…” Jessie hesitated.  She had no idea what she wanted to be when she grew up, but tacked on for her friend’s sake, “I’ll be whoever I’m supposed to be.”  

“Come here, Jessie and let your friend be on her way to her new home,” a woman’s, no-nonsense voice intruded on the girls’ farewell. Hearing it, Jessie paused for a moment to turn in her mother’s direction, saw the steel within the gaze holding her own, and then turned back and drew her friend in for one final, desperate hug. “We’ll find a way. Then when we’re older, we’ll move to California and live together and be best friends always. They can’t stop us then."

Candace nodded and held on just as tight to Jessie. In the end, it was Jessie’s mom who drew them apart, separating them forcefully when Jessie refused to let go, and dragging her daughter away.  Candace’s parents watched the girls’ prolonged goodbye with tears in their eyes and hurried to comfort their daughter when Jessie’s mom separated them. Both fathers lifted their youngest in their arms, blinking back their own tears.

No one loved with the passion and innocence of the very young, Jessie’s dad mused as he carried his sobbing daughter to the car and tucked her, unconsolable, in the back seat of the Volvo SUV. Jessie pressed her face and hands against the window at her side holding Candace’s agonized gaze from where she was held in her father’s arms, on the front porch of the home Jessie knew as well as her own.

“I’ll find a way,” Jessie whispered fiercely to herself as her father started the car and backed out of the stone driveway where lush landscaping framed the entrance to the house. As if she could hear her desperate promise, Candace nodded in her father’s arms, and waved with the same desperate determination, until Jessie’s car was out of sight.


PROLOGUE





Charlie Madison shoved her ungloved hands in her coat pockets as she braced against the howling wind and light slushy drizzle on her way home from her shift at the coffee shop to the tiny apartment in the city she shared with five roommates. Good tips this morning, she mused, so she was glad she agreed to cover for her coworker who partied a little too heartily the previous evening and wasn’t up for perky barista duty and smiling politely in the faces of the often snide, always impatient, New Yorkers who stopped by the coffee shop on their way to work. Charlie brushed aside the stinging icy drops on her cheeks and considered summoning a rideshare but quickly dismissed the idea as an unnecessary extravagance.

Charlie grew up on the Massachusetts coast, so the miserable winter drizzle wasn’t enough to have her reaching for her phone to call for a ride. Her walk home, or what passed for home, for another year, anyway, was less than a mile. Her hard-earned tips would fund her own coffee habit for a week or so. If she was faced with a choice between an uncomfortable walk home but one accompanied by the promise of a coffee future, or a short rideshare without one, the weather would have to be a lot worse than it was for her to choose the latter.

“Hey, Charlie,” an unfamiliar voice hailed her. Surprised at the interruption of her silent musings, Charlie tried to place the voice and summon a name to attach to it before she turned in its direction and made eye contact with its owner. Failing her intent, she turned in the direction of the voice with a polite barista smile to greet her unexpected company. There was no one there.  She swung quickly around in all directions, taking in the fact no one on the moderately busy sidewalk was paying the least bit of attention to her, and reluctantly drew the obvious conclusion. Shaking her head in disgust, she hunched her shoulders against the latest icy gust of wind sweeping up the tunnel created by the tall buildings on either side of the street and turned back in the direction of her apartment. She resumed her walk at a brisk pace, accompanied by a barely audible, “Shit,” escaping beneath her breath.

“Come on, don’t be like that,” the same, now amused, voice pleaded.

Charlie didn’t bother turning her head this time. “Go away,” she commanded silently. No point attracting unwanted attention from people on the street by holding a conversation with herself out loud.

“Hmm, no problem on my end. Your signal is loud and clear,” her companion assured her.

“What do you want?” Charlie asked with an audible, elongated sigh.

“A favor. I’m Mike by the way.”

“Apparently, you already know my name,” Charlie responded, unable to completely disguise her less than welcoming reaction to the introduction, then forced herself to add. “What’s the favor?”

“You seem pretty clued in,” Mike commented, as if the observation was a compliment. “How the hell do I get out of here?”

“I’m not sure I understand your question,” Charlie demurred.

“I missed my ride. I wasn’t ready to move on when the opportunity arose, and now I’m stuck here,” her companion confided.

“How long ago was that?”

“Doesn’t really matter. Time is for the living, not the dead. The dead have nothing but time.”

“How’d you miss your ride?” Charlie was curious enough to ask, despite her lifelong practice of steering clear of the Mikes of this world and the next.

She heard his sigh in her head, before he reluctantly admitted, “Well, I didn’t exactly miss it.  I told the guide, I believe they’re called, who came to get me, to get the hell away from me. I wasn’t going anywhere.”

“I guess you told him,” Charlie replied, amused.

“Yeah. Haha. Obviously, I didn’t think things through.”

“Now you’re stuck here?” Charlie confirmed. She never knew a soul could be stuck here.  She knew one could delay their departure, but she always assumed once a soul was ready to move on, the vehicle to do so, whatever that was, would automatically appear.

“Not that I gave it much thought at the time, but I’m thinking a lot of us made the same erroneous assumption. So yeah, I appear to be stuck here, and no one seems to know the way out,” Mike explained. “Well, that’s not entirely true. There’s always someone around looking for lost souls, but they’re not like the one who came for me when I passed through to this side of things. I’ve learned my lesson. The ones hanging around are like I was, looking for a way out of the whole death deal. Or worse, there’s the ones who seem to be looking for more than a little company in their own misery. They scare the shit out of me. I try to stay out of their way. Besides, I’ve got a steep enough climb ahead of me. I’m not looking to add to it. I’m ready to face the consequences of my less than stellar performance in my former life and get back on track with the whole eternity deal. So, I’d appreciate any tips you can offer to steer me in the right direction. Up. Not down.”

Charlie considered dead Mike’s dilemma then offered him a few suggestions she picked up from the moms and aunts over the years and wished him luck on his way home. When she was once more alone in her own head, she accepted it was time she did something tangible about the family secret. Despite her best efforts to distance herself, there were more and more Mikes appearing unannounced and unwanted in her life lately.  

Yes, she was definitely going to have to do something about the family inheritance, as her mom’s side of the family laughingly called it, and as soon as she figured out the answers to other more pressing mysteries, like what she was going to do with the rest of her life, she’d get right on it.


CHAPTER ONE





Charlie Madison was home for the last few weeks of summer break before she returned for her senior year at her performance arts school in New York City. Her family lived in Chatham, Massachusetts on the Cape in one of the older, not yet renovated, cottages along the water.  She sat now on a tiny strip of beach, pretending to read a book. Actually, the book was an excuse. Sometimes she just needed to escape the chaos of the family home. Not that her life at her tiny apartment in New York was any less chaotic but it was her chosen chaos, at least for one more year. After that, she just didn’t know.

She looked up when her mother, toting a beach chair, opened it up and sat down beside her.  “You mind the company?” she asked, motioning to the unopened book in Charlie’s hands.


“No, of course not,” Charlie replied automatically.

"There’s no of course about it, but I appreciate the effort,” her mom replied.


“Mom…” Charlie began, realizing there was some tension between them since she arrived home, and acknowledged, silently, she’d done her part in perpetuating it.

Her mom waved away the beginnings of Charlie’s attempt to explain or apologize or whatever she’d been about to do.

“You wanna talk about it?” she asked.

“About what?”

“About what’s been bothering you.”

“Aren’t you going to tell me?” Charlie challenged, defensively.

Her mom shrugged. “I could, but it only seems to piss you off when I do, so this is me trying to be a normal, supportive mother of her eldest daughter and asking if you want to talk about what’s bothering you.” Charlie couldn’t hold back the laugh. Her mom smiled. “It’s good to hear you laugh. It’s been too long. What’s up, baby? You’ve got a lot of love here to lean on, but you’ve wasted most of it these past weeks and months.”

Charlie nodded, thrusting her hands through her long red hair and pushing it away from her face. Her mom reached in her tote and handed her a tube of sunscreen.

“No umbrella. You’re going to fry out here if you’re not careful,” her mom reminded her.

“I know, I know. How in the world did I end up with red hair and such white skin?” Charlie asked. She thought it was a reasonable question, because most people, when seeing her with her family, assumed she was adopted.

“Well, it wasn’t because I snuck out one night on your father. Not that I wasn’t tempted a time or two, but I took my wedding vows of my own free will. I’ve never broken them. I never will.”

Charlie reached over and clasped her mom’s hand. She was aware of the trials and tribulations of her parents’ marriage. Always had been, but she respected and admired both of their efforts to make it work. “I know, Mom. I wasn’t implying otherwise, nor have I ever doubted your faithfulness to your wedding vows.”

“Yeah, well too bad your dad doesn’t see things as clearly as you do,” her mother answered on a sigh.

“Dad accused you of being unfaithful?” Charlie replied stunned.

Her mom just shook her head. “Sorry, should never have opened that can of worms.  Besides, we’re out here to talk about your problems this morning, not mine. Tell me what’s on your mind. Or not. I’m not trying to pry into your private life. I just want you to be happy, and it doesn’t take a psychic to see you’re not and haven’t been for a while now.”

“I love my life in New York. I’m glad I took these years at school even if it means I’m graduating with a mountain of debt,” Charlie began.

“Then I’m glad too. Again, it doesn’t take a psychic to hear a but buried in there,” her mom challenged.

Charlie hesitated. God, was anything harder in an adult child’s life than admitting her parents were right all along, and she wasn’t destined to be a prima ballerina in the ballet, or even a back-up dancer on Broadway? “I need to finish my degree,” she announced.

“Of course. We Madison’s finish what we start,” her mom replied, in a pretty decent imitation of her father’s proud proclamation the Madison kids heard all their lives.

Charlie laughed. “It’s a lot of debt, Mom,” she admitted the worry, she was unable or unwilling to share with her parents over the past few years, especially since her father made it clear if she pursued the impractical dance major, at a school costing triple the state school, not to mention the added expense of living in New York City, she couldn’t come crying to them when she graduated, if she graduated, to bail her out.

There was no denying it was practical advice, but Charlie resisted it at seventeen. Now the price of her teenage resistance was coming due. It wasn’t as though she was ever going to earn a decent salary as an artist. Certainly not one large enough to make her student loan payments.  Charlie hated to admit it, but her dad was right. The family didn’t qualify for financial aid. She wasn’t a prodigy worthy of a full scholarship. She was a better than average dancer and student, or she would have never made it through the crazy competitive admissions process. Maybe she was even better than better than average. Maybe next year after graduation she could land a job on Broadway, or with the ballet. She could find a tiny place in New York she could share with multiple roommates and live on noodles, since not only was noodles all she would be able to afford on her stingy salary, but she wouldn’t be allowed to gain an ounce anyway in her chosen profession.

“It’s not really the money, is it?” her mom spoke into the prolonged silence. “Or it’s not only about the money.”

“I’m not telling Dad. You can’t say anything about this to Dad,” Charlie hedged.

Her mother nodded. “Agreed. I hope you’ll eventually tell him yourself.”

“Why? So, he can tell me he told me so?” Charlie echoed bitterly.

“You know better than that,” her mom replied sharply.

Charlie released an audible sigh. “You’re right. You’re right. The thing is, Mom, I was right too. I needed these years, not pretending, but experiencing the dream of New York, of dancing my days and nights away. I wasn’t goofing off.  It was hard work. I loved it. I studied. I embraced the music and the art and the chaos of the city. If it takes me the rest of my life to pay off the debt, I can honestly say it was worth every penny.”

“But?” her mom challenged. “Have you noticed, Charlie, everything you just said, you used the past tense? I needed, it was, I loved, I studied, I embraced.”

Charlie nodded.  “You’re right. You picked up on that, I won’t say surprisingly quickly, but still.”

“I know my girl,” her mother replied, reaching over to squeeze her hand.

“Am I crazy?” Charlie asked.

"One thing I’ve learned in my many more years in this life than you’ve accumulated to date, is destiny likes to have its way. It keeps circling back around, nudging you in the direction it wants you to take, until you finally give in or go crazy trying to avoid it.”

“So, is that what you call the last three years of my life? Going crazy trying to avoid my destiny?” Charlie asked, depressed.

“Nope. You were smart. You took what you needed when you needed it. Destiny’s a bitch but it doesn’t get the last word. You do,” her mother told her.


“It’s not only my future career choice I spent the past few years avoiding,” Charlie admitted reluctantly.

Her mom laughed. “The past few years? My girl, you’ve been avoiding the rest your entire life.”

“I know,” Charlie admitted on a sigh. “And look where it’s gotten me.”

“Yes, why don’t we? You were admitted and excelled at one of the most prestigious institutions in the world for performance art. You spent the past three years in one of the most important cities in the world deciding who you want to be when you grow up. You’ve taken and continue to take an honest and supportive interest in your younger sisters’ and brother’s lives.  In addition to going to school, you work, sometimes two jobs to cover your college expenses and limit your school debt as much as possible. Because you excelled at your current school and honored your choices, you have almost unlimited possibilities open to you for where you go from here.”

“It sounds better when you say it,” Charlie admitted.

Laughter again. “You didn’t sign up for normal. If a bell curve kind of life was what you were looking for in this one, you wouldn’t have come to us.”

“Screw the bell curve,” Charlie countered.

“You’ve been doing that your whole life,” her mom reminded her.

Charlie laughed and met the laughter in her mom’s true, vibrant green eyes so much like her own. When the laughter died, she sighed. “You know, don’t you?”

A dark brow rose over a penetrating glance. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

“Yes, I think I do,” Charlie surprised herself by admitting.

“Have you signed up to take the MCAT’s yet?” her mom asked.

This time Charlie laughed and laughed until the tears streamed down her face. When she recovered, she looked over at her mom. “I love you, Mom. Don’t you dare tell Dad.”

Her mom made a motion of closing a zipper across her lips. “My lips are sealed. Let me know if you need anything and I’ll move heaven and earth to make it happen.”

Charlie stood and knelt in the sand before her mom’s chair, then dipped her head in her lap.  “I love you, Mom,” she repeated, softly this time.

“I love you, too, baby. It’s going to be all right. The thing about destiny, is when you finally come around to seeing things its way, destiny will add a little wind to your sails.”




The following spring, at her family graduation party from college, Charlie met her mom’s glance across the room.  Her mom raised an enquiring, “what are you waiting for” brow, and Charlie nodded. Over the cake cutting and gift opening, Charlie leaned back in her chair, and announced, “Thank you so much for being here to celebrate with me. Since everyone I love most in the world is here, this is probably as good a time as any to tell you about my plans for the next few years.” Silence fell over the room. It was obvious to Charlie no one wanted to ask if she found a job yet, or how she was going to continue living in New York without one, especially since the entire family knew what a sensitive topic her whole future in dance was with her father.

When the silence extended and grew heavier, Charlie took a deep breath, met her father’s concerned glance across the room, acknowledged it was love and worry for her she saw in his eyes, and finally announced with a hesitant smile, “I’ve been admitted to medical school. I need to spend the summer and entire next year catching up on the prerequisites, so the school’s willing to defer my start date until next fall.”

Charlie was not surprised at the stunned silence greeting her announcement, but she grew a little worried when the stunned silence extended, and no one seemed to know the appropriate response to break it. Her dad, still holding her gaze, worked his way through the crowd of family gathered to celebrate her graduation and stopped in front of her. Without a word, he took her hand and led her out of the house, then down the path leading to the beach, to make sure they were out of earshot of the crowd in the house.

He stopped and turned to her and then shocked her with his next words. “Charlie, honey, I’m sorry for the pressure I put on you these past few years, and for not being supportive of your dreams. For God’s sake, please don’t tell me you abandoned your dreams of becoming a professional dancer and decided to pursue med-school because of me, because you thought you needed to do something different than your heart was telling you, become someone different in order to earn my approval. So, if that’s why, I want you to tell them to shove it up their ass. I’ll help you with your student loans. I’ll help you while you get on your feet in the city.”

Charlie tried to blink back the tears forming in her eyes, then gave up the effort and let them fall unchecked. “Dad, it means so much you would say that, but I didn’t, I promise I didn’t abandon my dreams. I lived them. These past four years. I’m not abandoning them now; I just discovered a new dream to chase. I know it seems crazy, and even a little flighty on my part, but this is what I’m supposed to do, who I’m supposed to be. I got a perfect score on my MCAT’s, Dad. I didn’t tell anyone, but I figured it would make you proud to know your big brain wasn’t completely wasted on your eldest daughter.”

“Jesus, Charlie. A perfect score? Are you f’ing kidding me?” he echoed astonished.

“Nope, and I received a full scholarship for med school, so I can defer my undergraduate loans until I graduate, and I’ll be able to pay them off myself. I’m hoping I’ll make a little more as a surgeon than I would have as a back-up dancer on Broadway.”

“Back-up dancer, my ass. You would have been a star. Wherever or whatever you decide to do in this life. You’ll be a star.”


CHAPTER TWO

​


Jessie accepted the news her parents delivered in stunned silence, even though she’d been expecting it for weeks. Candace was dead. Her mother was asking her if she wanted to travel east for the funeral. They were asking her now? When it was too late? After all the times she begged them to take her to see Candace. They never found the time.


Not once, could they pry themselves away from the demands of their busy schedules to take Jessie to visit her friend. Even when one of her older brother’s offered to accompany her, her parents blew off his suggestion, with the excuse Jack couldn’t afford to miss school, or practice, or the game in whatever sport he was excelling in at the moment. He made a commitment. He would keep it.

Yet they wouldn’t allow Jessie to keep her commitment to her best friend, who was sick, who needed her, who was fighting for hope as much as she was fighting for her life. Jessie begged them. Over and over again, but they always came up with some excuse as to why the timing wasn’t right, or how any proposed visit would be too much for Candace’s family, asking them to host a now virtual stranger, a childhood friend of their daughter’s, during such a difficult time. 

Jessie refused to give up. She tried everything she could think of. She begged, she screamed, she cried, accused her parents of not understanding, of not loving her, of being selfish. She even tried the silent treatment and kept it up for long weeks before her parents squashed her little rebellion with threats and lectures to grow up and get over herself. Nothing worked. She was the youngest of four siblings. Her parents had already seen and lived through every trick in the book her older brothers threw at them, and nothing Jessie tried moved the needle to even the smallest level of uncertainty on their part. 

When she was eleven, Jessie decided she was done waiting for her parents to bend.  She was going to take matters into her own hands. She purchased a ticket on a flight to Boston, using her mom’s credit card. The next day, she told her parents she was going home with a friend after school. Then she ordered an airport pick-up online for an address near the school of another friend, whose parents both worked, and the friend was in after-school care.

Her grand escape plan blew up in the TSA line after Jessie made it to the airport without incident. Her passport, she retrieved from her father’s desk in his office, was valid, but she was a minor travelling alone. They called her mortified parents for an explanation, who in turn grounded her for a month, and cut off her online access. They assigned her a month’s worth of chores to go along with the grounding to pay back the cost of the unused airline ticket.

They didn’t tell her at the time, Candace had recently received devastating news. The treatments weren’t working. The aggressive cancer she'd been fighting since her family moved to the east coast for her treatments was winning the battle against everything Candace’s doctors tried to force it into remission. Her parents and extended family were still reeling from the news their once perfectly healthy daughter was not only in a fight for her life, but she was losing.

Jessie knew before Candace’s parents were told by the team treating their daughter. Candace called Jessie when she returned home from the doctor’s office. She suspected something was wrong. She confided in Jessie about the reemergence of her symptoms weeks earlier, how she knew the results from the tests her oncologist ordered weren’t going to come out the way they all hoped and prayed for. When the results came back, they cried together when Candace confided what the doctor said, and likely what he didn’t say. 

Still Jessie’s parents remained unmoved by her tearful pleas to let her go to her friend’s side and be with her. They didn’t understand. They thought she was being dramatic. She hadn’t seen Candace in person in longer than the two girls had known each other before Candace moved away. So, they stood together that day, presenting a united front, in the door to Jessie’s bedroom and stoically, perhaps even sympathetically, delivered the news, of Candace’s progressing illness.  In their rigid stance, Jessie read absolute surety, they knew exactly what was best for her. How could they? Jessie thought bitterly. They barely saw her, so wrapped up in their own busy lives, and those of Jessie’s older brothers.

“Jessie?” her mom prompted, drawing Jessie back to the present.

Jessie managed to swallow her rage-filled grief and instead raised dead eyes to her mom’s perfectly made-up face. Maybe she could detect a hint of empathy there, but mostly she saw impatience at the thought she might be called upon to disrupt the perfect flow of her daily routine by the proposed side trip to her daughter’s former friend’s funeral on the opposite coast. She apparently believed she was being generous to even make the offer. “Candace is gone. Why would you consider allowing me to make the trip across the country now when it no longer matters?”

Her mother’s brows drew together at her response, and Jessie heard the exasperated sigh her mother half tried to suppress for her sake. “It would be proper for you to give your friend this show of respect by attending her funeral.”  The explanation was a perfect mix of condescension and disbelief she was being forced to explain such a basic tenet of good manners to her only daughter.

“Candace needed me when she was fighting for her life. She doesn’t need me now. I’m not going to attend her funeral to salve your conscience about not letting me go to her when she needed me.”

“Jessie, you will not speak to your mother with such disrespect,” her previously silent father entered the fray. “I realize you’re grieving and your friend’s death has come as a shock to you, but there’s no reason for you to take your grief out on your mother who is willing to take you to Candace’s funeral so you can say goodbye.” Jessie turned to her father, disbelief in her expression. “Be careful, what you’re about to say, young lady,” her father warned.

Swallowing her less than flattering opinion of his view of the situation, she simply nodded, and replied, “I’d like to be alone.”  Her parents exchanged a meaningful glance with each other, then nodded and retreated from her room, softly closing the door behind them. Unable to cope with the toxic brew of emotions tangling up her insides, Jessie jumped off the bed, ran across the room and slammed the door so hard it rattled in its frame. She couldn’t summon the tears demanding to be released. She was too furious at her clueless, appearances must be kept, parents.  They expected her to go to Candace’s funeral? Seriously? Why now? After years of dismissals?  Of course. Appearances must be kept. They could pay their own respects to her friend’s parents at the same time. How efficient of them.


CHAPTER THREE








Charlie stood on the beach she caught a rideshare to from her new LA apartment.  Her mom, along with her mom’s entire side of the family were appalled to learn she was living in a long-term, corporate housing complex, rather than finding a place and making it her own. Her mother argued those corporate complexes were for people who lived their lives in beige and no daughter of hers was damn beige. Charlie smiled at the memory of the exchange and was forced to admit her mom had a point. The entire complex, as well as Charlie’s apartment, was done in a pretty limited color scheme, focused primarily in the beige and or greige range. Still, it worked for where she was in life. Real estate in LA was crazy expensive, and she didn’t see herself on the west coast for the rest of her life. Her family was all on the east coast. When all was said and done, she was a family kind of girl.


Still, after completing her residency in general surgery in New York City and being offered a fellowship in trauma surgery in LA, she decided the offer was too good to turn down. She could work with some of the finest trauma surgeons in the world and would be able to work anywhere when she returned home. If she was only going to spend a few years on the west coast, it didn’t make sense to go crazy and into more debt for her housing, especially since she would be working at one of the busiest trauma centers in the world, and it was unlikely there would be a lot of free nights spent lounging around her apartment.

When she couldn’t change her mind about her living arrangements, her mom insisted on shipping out a few pieces to make the place livable, in her words, and Charlie’s father was arriving in the morning to confirm her housing choice was safe enough for his daughter to call home for a few years. Family. Can’t live with them. Can’t live without them. Most of the time she was grateful for hers.




Her dad arrived the following morning, just after ten. Charlie was off so she was able to be there when he arrived.  After a hug and a greeting, he asked, “How you doing, Charlie, my girl?  Settling in okay?  Getting along at the hospital?”

“Fine, yes and yes,” she replied with a smile and led him into her small, but light and airy apartment.  Even though it was beige, it was updated, with a modern kitchen and baths. It was also two flights up, so her dad couldn’t complain about ground level. He checked the locks on the front door and windows, and concluded a trip to the local hardware store for a better deadbolt was in order. “Your mom and I bought you a security system that will automatically call the police in the event of a break-in. I’ve got it with me. Shouldn’t take me more than a few hours to get everything all set up,” he informed her, and turned to her with a raised brow, obviously expecting her to protest his proclamation.

“I appreciate it,” Charlie replied smiling. “Thanks, Dad.”

“You’re welcome.  Why don’t we go out and grab a late breakfast and find a hardware store for that deadbolt? Even I wouldn’t risk the food on a plane.”

“Sounds like a plan. Let’s go.”

They spent part of the day together installing the deadbolt and setting up her new security system. Rather than resent it, Charlie was happy for the extra security. After a few weeks in trauma, treating the victims of violence, crimes and accidents, and being graphically reminded of what all of them could do to a human body, she was grateful for her father’s willingness to spend the day making her safer, and told him so. They just sat down to dinner at a local restaurant the following evening when she was called into the hospital.

“Sorry, Dad, to leave you in the lurch. I need to go,” she apologized.

“No problem, I’ll enjoy your meal right alongside mine. I’ve got an old academy buddy in LA. Maybe I’ll look him up and see if he’s free for a drink,” he told her.

“Please do. I hope he’s free. I’ll probably be late, but I’ll do everything I can to be there in the morning to see you off,” Charlie promised.

“Good deal. Go, go,” he encouraged, shooing her off. “Save a life.”

After his daughter left, Mick enjoyed his dinner, and half of Charlie’s then glanced at his watch. His body was telling him it was time to settle in front of a screen, catch the news or a late game, but his watch was telling him it was barely seven. Coming to a quick decision, he reached for his phone and looked up his old academy buddy’s number. Max was in the security business.  He was hoping to convince him, if not to keep an eye on Charlie, at least to be a resource for her, if she needed anything, and Mick couldn’t get to her quickly enough.

“Mick? How the hell are you? What’s up?” Max Cole’s familiar voice came over the line. It had been years, maybe even decades since they last connected. Jees, time flew.

“Max.  Hope I’m not interrupting anything important.  I’m in LA. My date for the evening just left me sitting alone in a restaurant, and I was wondering if you were free for a drink.”

“Sure.  Would love to catch up.  Sorry. I hadn’t heard you and Elise broke up,” his old friend sympathized.

Mick laughed.  “We haven’t. The date who ditched me was my daughter, Charlie. There was an emergency at the hospital. She’s a doctor and got called into surgery.”

“Yeah? Congratulations. How is it possible we’re old enough for one of us to have a daughter who’s a doctor?” Max joked.

“Beats the shit out of me.  You free for a drink?” Mick replied laughing.

“Where are you? I’ll meet you there,” Max replied.

Half an hour later, Mick watched Max enter the restaurant and search the room. When his glance found Mick at the table, he crossed the room to where he was seated.  Mick was grateful his old friend could still pick him out in a crowd after a few decades.  He slid out from his side of the booth and waited for Max to join him.  After exchanging a manly hug, a probing look to assess the toll the years had taken, both men sat down, and ordered a beer.

“So, remind me.  You have four kids, three daughters and a son?” Max asked.

“Yep.  Nothing wrong with your memory. You and Charlie?” Mick asked.

“Still going strong,” Max confirmed.

“Good to know. Heard through the grapevine, Charlie was pretty sick a while back.”

Max nodded.  “Yeah, it was a couple of rough years, but he’s cancer free now.”

“Good, that’s great to hear.”

They spent the night reminiscing about academy days, catching each other up on shared friends, and on how they spent the past few decades.  On the way back to Charlie’s apartment, Mick asked, “I hope you don’t mind if I give Charlie your number in case she needs a friend.  Boston’s a long way away when one of your kids needs you.”

“I’ll bet. Sure give her my number.  Maybe after she settles in at the hospital, she’ll let me and Charlie buy her dinner.  I’d love to meet her,” Max replied.

“Thanks. Really appreciate it. I think Charlie would too.  She’s never lived this far from family.  As far as I know she doesn’t know anyone in LA,” Mick admitted.

“She does now,” Max said as he pulled to a stop in front of the door to Charlie’s apartment.  “What’s her number?  I’ll reach out in a few weeks.  See if I can convince her to have dinner with an old friend of her father’s.”

Mick gave him Charlie’s number and held out his hand.  The two men shook hands.  “Good to see you, Max.  Give my best to Charlie.  Maybe next time I’m out this way you’ll let me buy you both dinner.”

“Or better yet, you could stay with us in Laguna.  Charlie’s still a great cook.”

“Count on it.”




The next morning, following a long night and morning spent in the operating room, Charlie stood with her father in her foyer.  After a sincere hug, she leaned back. “Thanks, Dad, for making the trip out.  I’m really sorry about last night.”


“Don’t be.  I caught up with an old academy buddy.  We had a great time reminiscing.  Give me your phone,” he instructed. 

Obliging with a smile, Charlie unlocked her phone and handed it to her father.  She watched him add a new contact and phone number to her list of favorites. “You setting me up on a blind date?” Charlie joked.

Her father handed her back her phone. “Nope. My friend owns a private security company in LA. I asked if it was okay if I gave you his number, in case you ever needed anything, and I couldn’t be there. If you ever need anything, aren’t sure about anything, call Max.  He’s as solid as it comes.”

“Good to know.  Thanks, Dad.  I appreciate it,” she told him with a smile.

“Yeah?  You being nice to your old man because you know I’m about to be three thousand miles away?”

“Don’t remind me. I admit, it’s going to take me a while to get used to being so far from home.  In New York, I knew I was just a quick flight or train ride away.  There’s plenty of direct flights from LA to Boston, but still,” Charlie explained.

 Her father drew her against his strong chest. “We’re still just a flight or call away.”

“Thanks, Dad. Give mom and everyone my love.  I’ll try to be better about calling home than I was in New York.”

“You do that.”

After parting from her father, Charlie sighed tiredly and made her way back to her bedroom.  She elected to take another shower before trying to sleep.  She’d never gotten the hang of going to bed just as the workday was starting for most people.  She showered, settled into bed, tossed and turned for a while, then felt herself drifting off to sleep. Finally, she thought to herself, and with a tired sigh, let herself fall.

Seconds later, she sat straight up in bed.  “Who the hell are you?” she demanded out loud, looking around, her phone already in her hand, holding it like it was a weapon.  She was just debating whether she should call 911 or her dad’s Naval Academy friend when her visitor sighed audibly.

“What do you think you’re going to do with that?” he asked in an amused voice.

“Where are you?” Charlie demanded.

“I’m right here.  You must be new at this.  Haven’t you figured it out yet, what’s going on?” he replied in a somewhat mocking tone.

Charlie looked around, searching for any sign of her mysterious visitor.  How could she hear him so clearly and not see him? Frustrated, beginning to catch a clue as to what was going on, she climbed out of bed in her sleep shorts and t-shirt and checked every available inch of her apartment where someone could hide.  Nothing.  Her front door, patio door to the second-floor balcony, and every window was locked.  Her new alarm system was on and seemed to be functioning properly.  According to all the signs, no one was in her apartment with her.

"Shit,” she muttered under her breath.

“Now you’re catching on,” her visitor encouraged.

“Who the hell are you?” Charlie demanded again in an annoyed tone.  “What do you want?”

“I need you to deliver a message for me,” he told her.

“You woke me up after an endless night in the operating room to ask me to deliver a message?” she asked, irritated.

“I didn’t wake you up.  I caught you on the edge of sleep.  I know your type.  Most of the time you’re locked down tight.  I figured the edge of sleep was my best chance.”

Charlie sighed.  “You’re not going to leave, are you?”

“Nope.”

“Fine.  What’s the message?”

When he told her the message and who it was intended for, Charlie couldn’t help but laugh.  “How long has it taken you to find someone to deliver this particular message?”

“Damn near thirty years.”

“Fine.  Go away.  I need to sleep. I’m back on night shift tonight.”

“You won’t forget, will you?”

“Not likely,” Charlie replied and shooed him out of her place.


​CHAPTER FOUR




The following afternoon, as Charlie was walking home from the hospital after a sixteen-hour shift, she reached for her phone and pressed the number her father added to her favorites the previous morning.

“Charlie? You, okay?” Maxwell Cole answered on the first ring.

“Yes and no.  I’m sorry to bother you so quickly after you and my dad reconnected, and I promise not to make a habit of it, but I’ve got a message from an old friend,” she launched into what she assumed was about to be an awkward explanation of her reason for troubling him.

"Really?  Who’s the friend you have a message from?” her father’s friend asked, curious.

“A guy by the name of Booker,” Charlie told him.

“You must be mistaken,” Max replied. “The only man I knew named Booker died almost thirty years ago.”

“I know,” Charlie conceded on a sigh. “That’s how he ended up with me.  There’s not a lot of options out there for this kind of messaging service. As soon as my dad met up with you and he made the connection, he sought me out.  Now he won’t leave me alone.”

“I’m not sure I’m following you,” Max said carefully.

“Not sure I blame you,” Charlie conceded. “The way Booker tells the story you and he promised each other whoever died first was supposed to come back and tell the other what it was like on the other side.  You know, kind of like Houdini and his wife.”

“How the hell do you know that?” Max demanded harshly, wondering if he ever shared with Charlie’s father, Mick, the arrangement they made during a sloppy night of drinking with another academy buddy graduation weekend.

Charlie sighed impatiently.  “Booker told me.  If you don’t mind, it’s been a long day.  I’m heading home after my shift at the hospital to try to find something edible in my refrigerator, because there wasn’t time to break to eat today.  Can I just give you the secret code word you two decided on so I can say farewell to Booker, hopefully for a very long time?  Like forever.”

“What’s the code word?” Max demanded.


“Zipideedooda,” Charlie supplied.


“Shit!” Max muttered.

“Right there with you.  I’ll let you go,” Charlie replied.

“Wait,” Max interjected before she could disconnect. “I’ll swing by and pick you up, buy you dinner, and you can tell me again how Booker found you.”

“You caught me at a weak moment,” Charlie admitted on a sigh.  “But I have conditions.”

“Name them,” Max encouraged.

“I want a real dinner at a real restaurant with real food.  No hospital crap posing as food.  Tablecloths optional.  Since it’s a nice night, maybe an outside rooftop deck where we can watch the sunset.”

“Why don’t you just tell me where you want to go?” Max suggested, amused.

“No idea. I just arrived in town, remember?  All I’ve done is work pretty much since the moment I arrived.”

“Give me your address. I dropped your dad off after our dinner but didn’t write it down.  I’ll pick you up in an hour,” Max promised.

“Make it an hour and a half,” Charlie countered.  “That will give me time to find something to wear other than scrubs.”

“Got it,” Max agreed.  “What’s your address?”

Charlie gave him her address and then picked up her pace, thinking, if she hurried, she could squeeze in time for a shower, too.




Max took her to a very nice restaurant with a roof top deck from where they could watch the sunset over the LA skyline.  After the waiter took their drink orders and left them alone, Charlie couldn’t help but feel as though they were sharing an awkward first date.

“So, Charlie, maybe we could start at the beginning,” Max suggested.

“Sure,” Charlie agreed with a smile. “Where do you want me to start?”

“I’ve met your mom a few times.  You have her eyes, but I can’t help but wonder where the red hair comes from.”

Charlie laughed.  “My mom assures me it isn’t because she stepped out on my dad one night.  Must be a throwback gene somewhere in the family tree.”

Max laughed. “It happens. I have to ask. Did your father tell you about my arrangement with Booker?”

Charlie grinned, recognizing the signs of someone trying to make sense of what he previously believed was impossible.  “No. Did he know Booker?”

“Not particularly well,” Max admitted.

“My turn. How in the world did this arrangement between the two of you come about?”

“Lots of beers one night, with our first deployment on the horizon,” he explained with a smile.

“What happened to Booker?” Charlie asked.

“A freak accident a few weeks before our first deployment,” Max confirmed. “It’s almost like he knew.”

“Most people have a sense, if they’re paying attention,” Charlie told him.

“Yeah?” Max asked. “So would you mind running through it again, how he found you?”

“We didn’t discuss it in detail,” Charlie admitted. “I just returned home after a long shift and was on the verge of falling asleep when a voice called my name.  I sat straight up in bed and grabbed my phone, as a potential weapon, or to call 911, or you,” she confessed.

“What happened?”

“Your friend Booker asked me what I thought I was going to do with my phone.  I was beginning to get a sense he wasn’t some random criminal who broke into my apartment. Just to be sure, I climbed out of bed and searched every corner of my apartment big enough for someone to hide.  Then confirmed the new deadbolt my dad insisted on installing before he went back, along with the windows, were all locked. Then I moved onto the alarm system my dad brought with him from Boston.  It was armed and seemed to be operating.  So, I returned to my room and asked my unwelcome visitor what he wanted.”

“Did you see him?” Max asked, curious.

“No.  I’m not the kind of psychic who sees spirits,” Charlie clarified.

“Just hears them?” Max confirmed.

“Only when I can’t avoid it.  Your friend was very insistent.  Plus, he caught me at a weak moment.  I was tired.  I just returned home after an overnight shift.  It generally takes me a while to fall asleep during the day.  He was smart.  He waited until my defenses were down before making his presence known,” Charlie told him.

The waiter returned with their drinks and asked if they were ready to order dinner.  After they gave the waiter their dinner orders, Max asked, “So, Booker’s not the first, ah, ghost, you delivered a message for.”


“No, but he was certainly the most direct. I think he’s desperate to get it done and move on.  He wants you to know he didn’t suffer, and how much he regrets what he said to you about Charlie when he found out. He hopes you’ll forgive him,” she recited for his friend’s benefit.  “Who’s Charlie?"

"My soon-to-be husband,” Max admitted.


Charlie nodded. “Congratulations. Booker says congratulations too and if you’re not planning on waiting another three decades to get the deal done, he might be persuaded to hang around so he can be there for the big day.”


“Is that right?” Max asked, brows raised, then confirmed.  “So, Booker’s here now?”

“Hmm. He says he misses food, and he’d give a lot for a cold beer right now.  He tells me you used to be a straighter arrow than my dad, but you’ve grown lately.  Expanded your horizons.”

“I’m not sure my horizons have expanded enough for this,” Max admitted, drawing on his beer.

“Can’t blame you,” Charlie conceded, “but I’d really like you to get over your reservations, so Booker will go into the light, or wherever he’s headed from here, and I can get some sleep tonight.”

Max grinned. “How did you expand your horizons the first time around?”

“Not sure. I don’t remember the first time.  It’s just always been this way for me.”

“You’ve been talking to dead people your entire life?” Max challenged, stunned.

“They’re not dead,” Charlie contested on a sigh.  “There’s no such thing as death, but yes.  Actually, I’ve spent my life trying to avoid talking to dead people as you refer to them.” Their waiter delivered their food and nodded when Max ordered a second round of drinks.  “I’ll switch to club soda with lime,” Charlie interjected, then turning to Max added, “One’s my limit.  I’m not supposed to be on call tonight, but in the event of a zombie apocalypse I’d rather not be impaired.”

Max grinned and waited for the waiter to head off for their second round of drinks before continuing their conversation.  “Your mother like you?”

“Hmm. You mean the woo-woo stuff?”

He nodded, watching her closely. “I understand this kind of thing tends to run in families, and your dad’s the straightest arrow I know.”

“No argument there, so I hope you won’t share the contents of this conversation with him.  It would only upset him.”

“How in the world did your mother and Mick end up together?” Max asked, shaking his head.

“Wasn’t there, but family gossip holds it was love at first sight.  Frankly, it’s been a struggle,” Charlie admitted on a sigh.

“They still together?” Max asked.

She shrugged.  “Off and on. I believe this is an on phase. He can’t handle who she is. She resents him for not being able to handle her authentic self.  Insists he’s trying to change her into someone ‘normal’, whatever that means.  They split up; they’re drawn back together.  Like magnets.  I don’t think there’s ever been anyone else for either of them.”

When Max shook his head again, perplexed, Charlie added laughing.  “My mom’s a free spirt.”

“It must drive your dad nuts,” Max replied, making Charlie laugh harder.

After their second round of drinks arrived, Max asked, “What’s your specialty?”

“Leaning towards trauma but haven’t decided for sure.  Not much point ruminating over it.  My mom already knows my future career path,” she told him.

“Is that right?” Max asked grinning.

“Yeah.  It used to piss me off, but since she’s invariably right, I figure I might as well save myself the brain damage.”

Max laughed.  “Charlie’s going to kill me when he finds out about tonight and he missed the chance to meet you.”

“Your soon-to-be husband?”

“Yep. How about dinner one night? Next week?” Max proposed, then added, “Charlie’s a great cook. We’ve got a place in Laguna Beach.”

“I never say no to a free dinner prepared by a great cook on a beach I can’t wait to see. It’s a date. Let me check my work schedule and get back to you.”

“Will Booker be joining us?” Max couldn’t resist asking.

“He wants to know if you’re planning on getting your head out of your ass before the big dinner date,” Charlie told him with a smile and laughter in her expression.

Max laughed. “Don’t think so. My Charlie would kill me.”

“Booker’s a little nervous about seeing Charlie again,” Charlie confided.

“He shouldn’t be. Charlie loves this kind of stuff.  He’s Louisiana Bayou born and bred.  The whole idea of talking to the dead won’t be such a stretch for him,” Max brushed off his dead friend’s concern.

“Booker wants me to remind you he’s not dead and maybe your horizons haven’t expanded as much as he thought, and that’s not why he’s nervous.”

“Tell him I never told Charlie what he said, so no worries there,” Max admitted.

“He needs you to know how sorry he is,” Charlie relayed seriously. “It’s one of the reasons he hung around for so long. He feels terrible about being a shit friend and dying before he could make things right between you two.”

“Sounds like Booker’s experienced some horizon expansion of his own,” Max commented neutrally.

“He says you have no idea,” Charlie assured him, making Max laugh.




When Max returned home later that night, after dropping Charlie back at her apartment, he recounted their dinner conversation to his Charlie.

“Holy shit! You’ve got to be kidding! Mick Madison’s daughter is a medium? We talking about the same guy?  Tight ass.  Yes, sirs. Yes Ma’ams.  Slept in the ramrod posture position. Life is a straight line with no detours, and no unknowns? That Mick Madison? The guy you met for dinner?”
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