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 To Alicyn, who believes in me, more than I believe in myself,

         and Nathan, Trevor, Danika, and Corbin

    “See, when Dad’s at the computer, he is working.”
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MY BED IS FRIGID AND THE ROOM DARK. I’VE PLACED many blankets on my bed, but they don’t stop the cold Wasatch wind that penetrates to my bones. I stare through the window at my snow-covered plants and realize I will miss my garden. I will miss the way the carrots emerge from seeds not much bigger than dust. I will miss thinning beets in the late spring. I will miss digging for new potatoes in the fall. I will miss harvesting buckets of zucchini for unsuspecting neighbors who will then have no idea what to do with them; and I will even miss watching the plants turn brown and die each year as winter sets in. 

My garden has taught me that every living thing must die. I have watched it happen now for scores of years—I only wish I could have a few more summers in my garden with Emily. 

I have other grandchildren, and I don’t mean to play favorites, but the others live far away and seldom visit. Emily visits with her mother every Friday. Though our ages are more than seven decades apart, Emily and I are best friends. 

My name is Harry, a laughable name for a man who’s been completely bald most of his life. But, hairy or not, it’s my name nonetheless. It was my father’s name before me, and his father’s before him. I wish I could say it was a name I passed on to my own son. I can’t. When he was born and it came time to give him a name, we chose Bob instead. He rarely visits; he never writes. Now, on occasion, I wish I’d named him Harry as well. 

Strangely, I’m not bitter about what is happening to me. Why should I be? I am no better than anyone else. I am no wiser, no stronger, and no smarter. (Okay, I am smarter than ol’ man Ross who lives next door but that’s beside the point.) So then, why not me?

I hope to go quickly so I’ll be remembered as Grandpa Harry and not as the person I’m becoming. I fear I’ll be remembered as a contemptible, cranky old man and that thought sickens me. The fact is, I’m losing my mind. I have Alzheimer’s—an insidious disease that causes the nerve cells in the brain to degenerate. As it works its havoc, the brain shrinks and wastes away—dementia sets in, causing disorientation and confusion. There is no cure, no way to slow its determined progression. 

This disease is a thief. It begins with short spells of forgetfulness, but before it’s finished, it steals everything. It takes your favorite color, the smell of your favorite food, the night of your first kiss, your love of golf. Droplets of shimmering water cleansing the earth during an invigorating spring shower simply become rain. Mammoth snowflakes blanketing the ground in white at the onset of winter’s first storm merely seem cold. Your heart beats, your lungs suck in air, your eyes see images, but inside you are dead. Inside your spirit is gone. I say it is an insidious disease because in the end, it steals your existence—even your very soul. In the end I will forget Emily. 

The disease is progressing, and even now people are beginning to laugh. I do not hate them for it; they laugh with good reason. I would laugh as well at the stupid things I do. Two days ago I peed in the driveway in my front yard. I had to go and at the time it seemed like a great spot. A week before, I woke up in the middle of the night, walked into the kitchen, and tried to gargle with the dishwashing liquid that is kept in the cupboard beneath the sink. I thought I was in the bathroom, and the green liquid was the same color as my mouthwash. I get nervous. I get scared, and I cry; I cry like a baby over the most ridiculous things. During my life, I’ve seldom cried. 

There are times when I can still think clearly, but each day I feel my good time fading—my existence getting shorter. During my good spells, now just an hour or two a day, I sit at my desk and I write. I crouch over the keyboard on my computer and I punch the keys wildly. It’s an older computer, but it serves its purpose well. It’s the best gift Bob has given me in years. It’s an amazing machine and every time I use it, I marvel at how it captures my words. Younger people who have grown up with computers around them don’t appreciate the truly miraculous machines they are. They create magic. 

I’m not a good writer, but I’ve loved writing stories and poems all of my life. Writing always made me feel immortal—as if I were creating an extension of my life that nothing could destroy. It was exhilarating. 

I no longer write for excitement. There are times when my back aches and my eyes blur, and I can’t get my fingers to hit the right keys, but I continue. I write now for Emily. She is just seven years old. I doubt she’ll remember my face; I doubt she’ll remember the crooked fingers on my wrinkled hands or the age spots on my skin or my shiny, bald head. But hopefully, by some miracle, she will read my stories and my poems and she’ll remember my heart, and consider me as her friend. That is my deepest desire. 

At times I feel bad that I’m not writing to my other grandchildren, but I hardly know them. While they visit every Christmas, they don’t stay long. They are courteous, but they treat me like a stranger. It’s not their fault. I’m not angry with them, and I hope they aren’t angry with me. 

My worst fear is that before I finish, I will slip completely into the grasp of the terrible monster, never to return. If this happens, my prayer would be that those around me might forget—but they will not forget—and then, worse than being forgotten, I will be remembered as a different person than I truly am. I will be despised. 

I vow not to let this happen, so during my good times, I write—I write for Emily. 
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IF YOU ’LL NOTICE THE KITCHEN, MRS. HENDRICKS, THERE ’S A sink in the corner below the window, as well as one on the center island. With two sinks and the double oven, this place would be fabulous for entertaining friends.” She was trying not to rush the woman, but she’d been with her all morning, and both time and patience were running short. Emily would never let her hear the end of it if she showed up late again. 

“I do like this place a lot, Laura. I just don’t know,” responded the plump, finicky woman. “Can we run back to the one on Pierpont and compare it, one last time?” It was posed as a question, but came out more like a command. Laura took a deep breath and tried not to let her frustration show. 

“Absolutely, but I’d like to do it first thing tomorrow morning. I need to pick up my daughter from school in a few minutes, and she’ll skewer me if I get there late.”

“Tomorrow? Oh no, that won’t do. I have my hair appointment in the morning, and I promised Charlie I’d decide between the two today.” Laura detested such clients, but forcing a smile, she reminded herself how much she wanted this commission. While her initial reaction was to tell the woman to take a flying leap off the back deck, she continued calmly. “I’ll tell you what, Mrs. Hendricks. Come with me to pick up Emily, my daughter, and after I drop her off to visit her grandpa, we’ll run back up to the other house. Will that work?”

“Hmm, could you drop me off at the Pierpont house first? I’ll just stay there and wander a bit until you can swing back and pick me up after your little errand.”

It was not an errand, it was her daughter, and Laura was close to reaching her breaking point. “Certainly,” she blurted as she headed to the front door. Right now, dumping “Cruella” anywhere seemed like a great option. 

As she reached the school, she could see Emily standing on the curb. While she normally rode the bus, today was Friday. That meant Laura would pick her up and they’d head straight to Grandpa Whitney’s house to visit. 

“Mom! Hurry, we’re gonna miss his good time.”

“We’ll be fine, honey. I’m so sorry. At least it’s only fifteen minutes this time. Last time it was twice that. I’m making progress.”

Emily didn’t smile as she jumped into the car. “Okay, go!”

“So, how was school today?” Laura questioned, hoping to change the subject. 

“It was good, ’cept for I colored my leaves purple andBilly Mason said it was stupid to color leaves purple and then he took the purple crayon so I couldn’t color and so I told teacher and Billy got in trouble.” She hardly took a breath. 

“Is that so? Well, what color did Billy use on his leaves?”

“He didn’t have leaves. He drew a picture of a tank, but he colored it red and tanks aren’t red, and it was stupid, but I didn’t tell him.”

“That was very kind of you, sweetie. Can I see your picture?”

“I didn’t brung it home yet.”

“Bring it,” Laura corrected. 

“But I’ll show you my other papers.” Anxiously unzipping her Old Navy backpack, she pulled out her notebook and gathered her papers. 

As Laura watched the sun reflect off her daughter’s shoulder-length brown hair, she could almost remember being seven herself. It was such an innocent age—full of adventure and learning. 

Emily held out several papers for Laura to see. She swerved twice in traffic trying to look at them. “Honey, you’d better show me the rest when we get to Grandpa’s house. I don’t want to crash.”

“Okay, Mom,” she replied, stashing them back into the bag. “Are we there yet?”

“Just about.”

“Mom?”

“Yes, dear.”

“How come pigs don’t wear clothes?”

Laura laughed. “What?”

“We wear people clothes, how come pigs don’t wear pig clothes?”

Emily was always full of questions. Sometimes they were profound, sometimes bizarre, and often they were humorous. 

“Next time you meet a pig, why don’t you stop and ask him?”

Emily giggled. “Pigs don’t talk, duh.”

“You’re right, honey. Pigs don’t talk.”

Several minutes passed as Emily appeared deep in thought. 

“Mom?” she asked again, “Why don’t pigs talk?”

“I’m not sure. Let’s ask the cows,” Laura joked. 

Before Emily could respond Laura turned the corner in front of Harry’s house. “Look, we’re at Grandpa’s now. Let’s figure out the pigs later, okay?”

Harry’s small brick house was located on Lincoln Street in Midvalley, a fifteen-minute drive from Emily’s school in Lake Park. All of the homes in this section of town were well kept. Both sides of the street were lined with old-fashioned lamps which not only kept the area well lit, but also gave a nostalgic feeling to the neighborhood. 

Harry had lived in the house most of his adult life. He’d built it with his own hands in the mid 1940s with help from his brother, a carpenter. It was his first house, and though later in life he could have afforded more, he could never bring himself to move. Perhaps it reminded him of life with Kathryn. 

As Laura and Emily approached, they could see Cara’s car parked in front at the curb. 

“Oh good, Cara’s here,” Emily shouted. “I like her, she’s funny.”

Cara’s business card read “Independent In-Home Assistant to the Elderly.” Though she was just twenty-six, her heavy build and full round features made her look ten years older. Her dark black skin was a stark contrast to the bright white uniform she always wore. She might have been mistaken for a nurse; the truth was that she had dropped out of nursing school in Atlanta five years earlier after only one semester because she’d found it difficult to scrape the tuition money together. She’d begun in-home assistance after moving to the area four years ago to help take care of her aunt. She’d told Laura that while she wasn’t getting rich, there always seemed to be plenty of customers, and the satisfaction she received from helping elderly people in need was exactly the reward she had sought when she chose nursing as a career. 

Laura’s husband, Bob, had hired Cara three months earlier when Harry’s condition began to worsen. Initially she dropped in for a few minutes each morning, fixed breakfast, checked his condition and took care of any small needs. Lately, she had been spending a good part of her day at the house. 

After the car came to a stop, Emily jumped out and ran up the steps to the front door. Without ringing the doorbell, she burst into the house and began searching for Grandpa Whitney and Cara. 

“Hello? Hey, where is everyone?” she called out. 

“Emily? That you?” Cara answered from the kitchen. 

Emily bounded toward the sound of the voice.“Hi, Cara, how’s Grandpa doing?”

Cara stood at the sink washing dishes but put down the wet plate to welcome the child with a high five. “Well, girl, I think he’d love a visit.”

“Is he out back?”

“Sure enough. He’s out on the porch,” she replied, pointing toward the back door. Emily was gone in a flash. Laura caught just a glimpse of her blue pants streaking out the door. 

“Hi there, Cara,” Laura greeted. 

“Hey, Laura. How y’all doin’ today?”

“We’re doing great. Late as usual, but still great.”

“Is that a new ’do?” Cara asked. 

“My hair?” Laura chuckled. “Yeah. I was getting tired of pulling out the gray. I had a weave last week. They lightened the brown a touch, but you’re the first to notice.”

“Really? Looks dynamite.”

“Thanks. So, is he on the porch?”

“Yep, Emily’s already there.”

“Hang on, I’ll be right back.” Laura walked softly to the back door to eavesdrop on Emily’s conversation. The old man sat in a reclining lawn chair under an aluminum-covered porch attached to the house. It was a pleasant place for Harry to sit and admire his garden. 

“Hi, Grandpa,” Emily greeted. There was no response from Harry. “I said hi, Grandpa,” she repeated louder. 

“Hell’s bells, you don’t have to yell.”

“Grandpa, don’t talk that way, it’s not nice!”

“What’s your name, anyway?” he asked, in a softer tone. 

“Grandpa! You know my name. It’s Emily.”

“What a nice name, Amy.”

“Grandpa, it’s Emily, not Amy.” She giggled. “So you want to play checkers again?”

He appeared confused at the question. She ignored his puzzlement and skipped over to the cabinet next to the back door to retrieve the game. 

“You want black or red?”

“What?”

“I said do you want to be black or red?” No reply came. He watched intently as the little girl placed the colored plastic disks neatly on the checkered board. As Emily made thefirst move, his eyes brightened. He reached out with his bent finger and pushed the black plastic circle one spot forward. 

“Listen, Emily,” Laura called through the screen door, “I have to run a quick errand. You stay and visit with Grandpa for a while. I’ll be back in thirty minutes. Cara’s in the kitchen if you need anything.”

“Okay, bye, Mommy. Your move, Grandpa.” Laura watched the two for another moment, intrigued that a girl as young as Emily would have so much empathy for a crotchety old man. Smiling, she tiptoed back to the kitchen, so as not to disturb the game in progress. 

“How’s he really doing, Cara?”

“He’s not doin’ too good, Laura.” She talked while she dried the last of the dishes. “He typed like a maniac in the mornin’ for about ten minutes, but then he locked himself in the bathroom for almost an hour before he could figure out how to undo the lock. I almost called 911, but he wasn’t screamin’ and I figured he couldn’t get into no trouble in there. It’s just my opinion, but you may wanna start thinkin’ ’bout getting him into a home. I hate to say it, ’cause I’d lose my best client, but I’d hate it worse to see Mr. Harry hurt himself or somethin’. ” It was the answer Laura dreaded but had been expecting. Harry had seemed despondent lately. She had sensed it was time for a change. 

“Thanks, Cara. Sorry for the trouble. I’ll call Bob tomorrow and talk over the timing with him. We’ll figure out what to do this week. Is it okay if I let you know by next Friday?”

“Oh sure. And like I say, I don’t mind being here, just give me a few days’ notice once y’all decide.”

“Thanks again. So, did Bob send you a check for last month?”

“I got it right on time, no problem. So how you two doin’ anyway?”

Laura would often chat with Cara during the Friday visits, while Emily entertained Harry. Though they had become good friends, Laura still felt uncomfortable talking about her imminent separation from Bob. 

“He’s doing well. He seems to love his new job.”

“I don’t care how he’s doin’, how are you doin’?”

She hated getting emotional. It made her feel weak and dependent. Biting her lip, she vowed this time to be strong. 

“I’m doing fine. We’re still trying to work things out, but it doesn’t look like we will.” Her voice faltered slightly, but Cara didn’t seem to notice. 

“Men!” Cara pronounced with disgust. “They’re the only reason I don’t get married.” Both started to laugh. 

“Cara, I almost forgot, I have to run back up to the city. I left a client alone at a house, something I’m never supposed to do. Is it okay if Emily stays—are you going to be here a bit longer?”

“I’ll be here, so don’t you be worrying ’bout her.”

“Thanks so much. I have my phone if there’s a problem.”

“Take whatever time you need.”

Laura gave her a quick hug, then trotted to her car. After making sure her phone was on, she placed it on the passenger seat beside her and headed toward the house on Pierpont to pick up Mrs. Hendricks. 

People were beginning to ask about Bob. What was she supposed to tell them when they asked how things were going? She had vowed not to get emotional when they asked, and she had done well in front of Cara. Yet now as she pulled away from the house, she wished she had told her friend the truth. She wished she had explained that makeup was covering dark circles under her eyes; that eye drops were helping to hide the red; that there were periods of such terrible heartache that a physical pain developed in her chest; that often she couldn’t get to sleep in the evening or get out of bed in the morning; and during all of these times she worried about Emily. She knew people were whispering, wondering. What exactly was she supposed to say?

Six blocks away from the house she started to cry. 
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AFTER A GLASS OF MILK, THREE COOKIES, AND TWO BEDTIME stories, Emily was tucked securely in bed with her two blankets pulled up tight against her chin. 

The two-blanket ritual was one she had insisted on since the age of four. It had come about strictly by accident. When Emily’s blanket was in absolute shreds, Laura had decided it was time for a change. It had been such a problem to get the ragged thing away from the child, even to wash, that the obvious answer seemed to be two new ones that could be alternated in washing. At least it seemed like the easy answer. When presented with the new blankets, Emily was sure she’d struck gold, ecstatic that she had twice as much as she had given up. The first night she placed a blanket on each side of her face, her mouth and nose barely peeking through.“Look at me. I’m a Eskimo,” she exclaimed. Each night afterwards she insisted on sleeping with both blankets. The original problem had multiplied; now Laura had two blankets to wash. 

“Are you all comfy and cozy?” Laura quizzed, kissing her on the cheek. 

“Yep. Will you lay down with me?”

“I already read you two books. Just give me a hug, I have something I need to do in my room.”

“Okay, night, Mom.”

“Good-night, babe.”

Laura clicked off the light and headed to the master bedroom. She glared at the stack of mail still sitting on the bed. Her queasiness returned. She had noticed the letter when sorting through the mail after they’d returned home from Harry’s. In the usual mix of bills and bulk-rate junk mail was the crisp white envelope with the disturbing return address. She didn’t want to cry in front of Emily, so she quickly mixed it back into the stack and tried to put it out of her mind. Now, in the quiet of her bedroom, she pulled out the envelope and stared—Bagley, Morris, and Lattimer, Attorneys at Law. 

She had known it was coming. She and Bob had discussed it a few days ago, but at the time it hadn’t seemed real. She’d clung to a glimmer of hope that the situation would work itself out. Now she sliced the envelope open with a fingernail file and removed the starched paper. It was addressed to her attorney with her name highlighted at the bottom under a section showing where copies had been sent. It read like a form letter with names plopped into place. But the letter she now held in her hands wasn’t sent to “other people.” It hadn’t gone to a stranger, it was sent to her—and it meant that her marriage of eleven years was crumbling before her eyes. It couldn’t be happening, but in her hand she held the evidence—the beginning of the end. 

It was a simple request to schedule a meeting with both parties’ attorneys so details of an amicable divorce settlement could be reached. But as she read, her eyes moistened. What is it about me that he’s grown to despise, she wondered? Certainly they had had their share of arguments, but there had been good times as well, times of laughter and fun when she felt so full of hope. Just weeks before he had moved out, for example, they found themselves alone together in the middle of the day. They had chased each other around the attic, both giggling like schoolchildren. When he caught her, he pulled her to the old couch in the corner, where they made love. It was sweet and wonderful and she had wondered if it would be the turning point to better times. Within days, however, they were at odds again, arguing over the most trivial things. And then three weeks later, his things were packed. He had received the job offer and he was leaving for San Diego, acting like it was no big deal—as if husbands abandoned their families every day. 

They had attempted counseling a year earlier, but after two sessions, Bob refused to continue. She thought the sessions went well; he felt like all the blame was being placed on him. Had they grown apart? If so, then what about the good times, she wondered? The thought of another woman entered her mind again. If he was hiding someone, he was doing a great job of it. She could find no evidence, and when she questioned Bob, he flatly denied that there was anyone else. 

Laura dropped the letter onto the bed and hurried to the bathroom to grab a tissue. She paused in front of the mirrorand studied her face. Slight wrinkles showed at the corners of her eyes. She had tried to cover them with makeup, but they still showed through. Could he be looking for someone younger? Had she married someone that shallow?

She returned to the bedroom with tissues in hand and curled up on the bed to consider her options. At eleven o’clock, when her tears had finally dried, she slipped out of her clothes and headed to the bathroom to take a shower. The water was warm and comforting, and she stayed in until the hot water ran out. She dressed for bed slowly, detesting the thought of sleeping alone again. The sheets were cold when she climbed in, and she shivered under the covers as she waited for the bed to warm. Forty-five minutes later, still awake, she rolled over and reached for the phone on the nightstand. 

On the sixth ring he picked it up. “Hello?” He sounded dazed and in a strange way it gave her pleasure to have woken him up. 

“Bob. It’s me. Are you alone?”

“Laura, what’s wrong? Is Emily okay?”

“She’s fine, Bob, but I’m not okay.” Her sorrow was turning to anger and she struggled to keep it under control. 

“What? What’s the matter, Laura?” he questioned, still trying to clear his head. 

“So, is it really over, Bob? Just like that?” There was a noticeable pause before he responded. 

“The letter—you got the letter, didn’t you?”

“Of course I got the letter.” She had wanted so badly to remain calm, but the anger inside was overpowering. “Did you think I’d call with excitement?”

“Laura, we talked about it. You knew it was coming.”

“I knew it was coming? That’s the point. After elevenyears of marriage, I didn’t see it coming. I must be so stupid.” She was starting to rant, and it was making him tense. 

“Listen, just settle down. I’m talking about the letter. You knew it was being sent out. We talked about it. It’s just a formality. It’s the way attorneys do things. I’m coming out to see Emily next weekend. Let’s talk then.” He waited for her response and was surprised when none came. 

“Laura? You there?”

“I’m here.” She could feel grief again replacing her anger. “I’m here, Bob—I’m here, you’re there, and there’s going to be a little girl caught in between.”

“Laura, just go to bed and get some rest. We’ll talk about it some more next weekend. Okay? Oh, how’s Dad doing? Is he all right?”

She paused. “He’s fine, Bob, just fine.” Clicking the phone back onto the stand, she rolled over and pulled the pillow over her head. 


It was still dark outside when the alarm began to buzz. She wanted desperately to shut out the world and stay in bed. It had been a restless night with no sound sleep until the early hours of the morning. She smacked the snooze bar with her hand for ten more minutes of peace. In what felt like mere seconds, the alarm again ruined her dream.“Okay, okay,” she yelled to the clock as it buzzed loudly, “shut up already!” When she checked Emily, she found her so sound asleep she decided to shower before waking her to get ready for school. If they were late, she’d drop Emily off on her way to the office. Ten minutes later she marched into Emily’s room and turned on the light. “Get up, sleepyhead. I let you sleep in, so you’ll have to hurry to make the bus.” Emily barely stirred. “Honey, get upso you won’t be late for school.” She moved to the bed and began to shake the sleeping child. With a slight moan, Emily turned over, looked at the clock, then sat up, rubbing her eyes. She looked puzzled. 

“Hurry babe, get out of bed and get going.” After a few pensive seconds, Emily looked at her mother and muttered, “Mommy, go back to bed, it’s Saturday.” With that she plopped backwards into the warmth of her blankets, still staring up at her mother’s face. 

The words caught Laura completely by surprise. She was bewildered as she paused to calculate the days. After a few seconds, they both began to laugh hysterically. 
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ALIGHT RAIN WAS COMING DOWN AS BOB LACED ON HIS running shoes. Very few people other than joggers would be out this early. He was surprised at how easy it had been to get up this morning, having had so little sleep the night before. Why was Laura always so frenzied, especially in the middle of the night? Why couldn’t she flip out at noon, or at dinnertime? Why always at midnight or one in the morning? He stepped into the garage, tied his key onto his shoe, and began to stretch. He’d started to run recently, after giving up tennis. It was a much better workout, and besides, the country club routine had become boring. Running on the beach at sunrise—now that was exercise. 

When he felt he had stretched his legs enough, he stepped outside and headed in a slow trot toward the water. Thebeach was five blocks from his house, the perfect distance for warming up. The rain was more of a mist and would feel great in a few minutes. 

The usual early morning joggers were making their way up and down the shore when he arrived, some on the trail, some on the sand. There were people he recognized who occasionally said “hello,” but never anything more. They came to exercise, not to socialize. His muscles tightened as his shoes hit the dense, wet sand. He turned right. The routine was the same, a mile north to the pier and back, and then two miles in the opposite direction to the point. The round trip was just over six miles, plus the five blocks home, which he walked to cool down. He had been faithful, never missing a morning since he’d begun running, and it showed. Not only was he tan, but his muscles were also toned and solid; better than most thirty-six-year-old guys, he boasted to himself. 

Though it was a weekend, he’d arranged to meet a group of young interns from the medical school for lunch. Get ’em while they’re still young, the company always taught. He’d need a little time to prepare, but even so he’d still have a couple of hours to himself this morning. He wondered why he hadn’t discovered running on the beach sooner. The sound of the water was soothing, and the morning salt air refreshing. He’d have to invite Emily out. She’d love the beach. He wondered if Laura would let her come. Did she have a choice? They couldn’t seem to agree on anything lately, why would this be any different? Their relationship had grown to be so stifling. It was hard to pinpoint exactly when they’d become so distant from each other. He supposed it had been a slow process, occurring over several years. He knew Laura still held hopes that things would work out, but “work out” to Laura meant “Bob’s fault.” Take the marriage therapy sessions, for example. 

“Tell me how you feel, Bob.”

“I feel fine, thanks.”

“No, tell me how you really feel.”

Two more weeks of that and he thought he’d puke. If there was ever a disagreement, he was always to blame. “You’re just not as sensitive as you used to be,” she would say. He shook his head as he jogged. “What’s that supposed to mean, anyway?” And Laura would get so worked up about the little things. The divorce letter, for example—she knew it was coming; they had talked about it last Friday, but still she calls in the middle of the night. It’s not like I’m abandoning the family, he reasoned. He was willing to provide support for Emily. People get divorced all the time; what was the big deal? Laura had blamed his new job as the reason for their separation; couldn’t she see it was just an excuse—an excuse to finally do something that had needed to be done for a long time? Yes, as far as he was concerned, the separation had been a success. A new place, a fresh start, life was going to be great. Laura would get over it. She was strong. She was more than strong—she was immutable. And Emily would understand when she was older. 

His shirt was wet, partly from the morning mist, partly from sweat. As he reached the pier, he stripped it off and strapped it around his waist pack before heading back in the direction he’d come. 

The job had been a dream. He had started with the pharmaceutical company in Lake Park. Though the company was terrific, his territory had been only mediocre; it was a rural area and there were only so many doctors to visit. Thank goodness they’d recognized his potential. Now his area covered a good chunk of Southern California, including San Diego, and his income had more than doubled. Other than the problems with his marriage, life couldn’t be better. 

“Bob? Bob Whitney?” He turned around at the sound of his name; a shapely young woman was calling to him. She looked familiar but he couldn’t place her. 

“It’s Cynthia—Cynthia Jones, from Dr. Brightman’s office,” she added, as he stared blankly at her. Of course! She looked so different. 

“Hi, how are you? I didn’t recognize you without your nurse’s uniform.” She was wearing black jogging shorts and a white, oversized T-shirt; a black sports bra showed underneath it. 

“Do you live around here?” she inquired. 

“Yeah, actually I live on Westridge Road, about five blocks away.”

“Oh, sure. I’m on Canterbury. I drive down and park in the lot while I run.” Bob tried to think where Canterbury would be, but he was terrible at remembering street names. 

“Do you jog here often?” he asked. 

“Every morning, same time.”

“I’m surprised I haven’t seen you before.”

“It is a big beach,” she replied. “We’ve probably jogged right past each other and didn’t pay attention.”

He doubted that was possible, but nodded his head in agreement. A moment of odd silence followed, neither knowing what to say next. 

“Well,” she finally continued, “I better let you get back to your exercise.” Then she added, “Maybe we could run together sometime?”

“Hey, that’d be great. I’ll watch for you. And tell Mike thatI’ll be in the office to see him later this week. I’ve got more samples to drop off.”

“Sure thing. Take it easy now.” She smiled, turned, and jogged away. As she headed down the beach, he admired her long tan legs, still amazed at how different she looked in jogging shorts. 

Turning toward the point, he continued to run. Run together? Was she just being friendly or was she interested? He hadn’t started dating yet. Not that he wouldn’t have, had the opportunity come up. He’d been working extra hours getting the territory established, and that coupled with the biweekly trips to see Emily hadn’t left much time to socialize. It would come with time. He turned back to see if he could still see her walking away, but she had gone. Picking up his pace, he sprinted beside the ocean waves rolling onto the sand. The salty mist was especially refreshing this morning. Running on the beach in the morning instead of playing tennis had been a terrific idea. 


It was still dark when he opened his eyes and focused on the clock. Was it six in the morning, or was it the evening? He couldn’t remember sleeping but was sure he had. It must be morning or it would still be light outside, he decided. Climbing out of bed, he dressed in his baggy brown trousers. He pulled his belt tight, causing his pants to ride high. Kathryn would be angry if he wore the same shirt he’d worn yesterday. Rummaging through the closet, he found one he hadn’t remembered wearing in a few days and buttoned it up the front. It was hard to tie his shoes, so instead, he slipped on his brown house slippers and tiptoed to the kitchen. He didn’t want to wake her. He had always been a morning person, but she liked to sleep late. Besides, Kathrynwas in a better mood the rest of the day when he let her get her rest. In the kitchen he took out six Saltine crackers and spread them thick with butter. There was still buttermilk in the refrigerator so he poured himself a glass. He ate standing. He still had a lot to do, and if he sat too comfortably at the table, he might not get up. 

The shed was dark inside when he opened the door. He waved his hand wildly in the air searching for the string, and as it snagged on the flannel of his shirt, the light clicked on. The workbench was just as he’d left it yesterday—or the day before. If only he could finish the cover today, he still might make it in time. He surveyed what needed to be done and with a glimmer in his eye, he opened the lower drawer and removed the false bottom. If they only knew. He giggled like a child. The twinkle of gold in the drawer caused him to pause and reflect. Kathryn had loved the color gold. She looked like a queen when she tried on her gold dress. He could feel his mind slipping and forced himself to focus— he needed to finish or they might never know. 

He worked slowly but methodically. It was not a difficult task, but it would take some time to get it perfect. If only his fingers worked the way they used to—before the disease had infected his body. 

He pulled the fabric over the cover and held it in place, waiting for the glue to set. With his hands still, his mind drifted. 

When she woke, they would pack their camping gear into the old Ford and then head to the mountains for the weekend. The wildflowers would be in bloom and the weather pleasant. They could pitch their tent by the stream in their usual spot and then drift to sleep in each other’s arms to the sound of babbling water. He would rise early and cook bacon and eggs over the fire as the sun’s early rays drifted over the trees and through the tent door. When she opened her eyes, she would find breakfast ready, and they would eat and then run after each other through the meadow, like they had done so many times before. If the day was hot enough, and if she was in the right mood, perhaps they would even swim naked again in the stream, and he would kiss her and tell her again that he was sorry and she would whisper to him that it was okay, that she still loved him. 

The sound of the car startled him. How long had he been standing, holding the fabric? It was firm, the glue set. He would have to stop for today with only one complete. The others would have to wait until tomorrow; he would concentrate better tomorrow. Sliding the drawer closed, he pulled the string on the light and shuffled to the back porch. He was tired and needed to sit and rest. 

Cara found him perched peacefully in his favorite chair. 

“Mornin’, Harry. You’re up early.” He didn’t speak. 

“What would you like for breakfast this morning?” She didn’t expect him to answer. He seldom did. He would usually eat whatever she fixed, so today it would be either oatmeal or grits. 

As she headed back to the kitchen, he turned his head toward her. 

“Today, I’d like bacon and eggs. Bacon and eggs, and then I’m going to swim naked in the stream.”
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