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Dedicated to Donald, the love of my life, my husband of thirty-five years. And to our beautiful children and grandchildren. The journey of life is breathtaking surrounded by you, and every minute together is time borrowed from eternity. I love you with every breath, every heartbeat. And to God, Almighty, who has—for now—blessed me with these.
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A wicked nor’easter crippled Washington, D.C., that March afternoon, closing down the entire federal government under a snow emergency. But one order of business remained:

Today the spies of World War II would finally get their recognition.

In a ceremony at the snowed-in U.S. Capitol’s Emancipation Hall, thirteen thousand members of the Office of Strategic Services would receive the Congressional Gold Medal, the highest civilian honor awarded by the government.

Audra Mitchell could hardly wait.

Back then, four thousand agents of the OSS had been women, and one of those was Audra’s grandmother Irvel Holland Myers. Never mind the blizzard, Audra wasn’t going to miss a minute of the celebration.

Her husband, Tom, pushed through the last steps of the snow-covered walkway to the building’s entrance and held the door so Audra and her parents could enter first. The four had walked two blocks from their hotel to be here.

Once inside, they brushed the snow from their coats and boots and made their way to the ceremony room. Already the front was filled with senators and representatives, each of them having tackled the weather so they could declare for all time the honor due the members of the OSS.

That these men and women were, in the words of OSS founder General William “Wild Bill” Donovan, the “glorious amateurs” of World War II. Heroes who deserved their day in the sun.

Audra and her family took their seats in the third row, in the section reserved for the twenty living OSS members who would attend today, and the children and grandchildren of many others who had passed on. Audra settled in between her husband and her father. She turned to Tom. “I still can’t believe it.”

Tom looked deep into her eyes. “Soon everyone will know.”

He was right. A thrill ran through Audra and she faced the front again. Her grandmother, the sweet, genteel Irvel Myers, the one who finished her days at Bloomington, Indiana’s Sunset Hills Adult Care Home drinking peppermint tea, had lived out World War II not as a nurse or a volunteer for the Red Cross.

Her grandma Irvel had been a spy.

And until three years ago, the only one who ever knew was Irvel’s beloved Hank. Audra’s mother had no idea, and neither did Irvel’s only son—Audra’s father—Charlie Myers. Irvel’s secret was one that she and Hank took to the grave—Grandpa Hank, first, in 1995, when he died of a heart attack while out fishing.

And Grandma Irvel, a decade later.

For fifteen years, Audra had lived in Hank and Irvel’s Bloomington house not far from Indiana University. Through the seasons while Audra attended school at IU, and then while she got her master’s degree in writing, and later when she stayed on as a professor. Audra lived in the house after she married Tom, and the two stayed there as they welcomed their twin boys—both home with Tom’s parents this week.

Then three years ago, Audra and Tom decided to remodel the old place, and that’s when they found the wooden chest. Audra closed her eyes and she was there again, crawling through the cobwebs of the dusty attic, intent on reaching the old box. It was splintered and weathered, but it was still intact.

Tom helped her bring the chest down the ladder and into the living room.

Painted across the top in fine black lettering was a simple message:

The story of Hank and Irvel… a love that could only happen just once.

Working together, Audra and Tom removed the fragile lid of the chest and took from the box a sealed plastic bag containing five Super 8 videotapes, each labeled simply Our story 1, Our story 2, and so on. Audra took the cassettes to a video transfer shop near the university, and a week later she and Tom sat down and watched the footage that had been so precious to Irvel and Hank.

Ten hours of a story that had taken Audra’s breath away. And to think the wooden box had been in the attic all that time, since long before Audra moved in as a twenty-year-old college sophomore.

The first lines of the video had taken residence in Audra’s heart, where they would live forever. In the video, her grandma Irvel sat straight and dignified and beautiful, her intelligent, kind blue eyes as clear as they would ever be. Her voice never wavered.


MY NAME IS IRVEL MYERS.

THIS IS FOR MY SON, CHARLIE, AND HIS WIFE, PEGGY, AND MY PRECIOUS GRANDDAUGHTER, AUDRA. IT IS ALSO FOR ME, AND FOR WHOEVER MIGHT WANT TO KNOW THE DETAILS OF MY LIFE, AND MY LOVE STORY WITH HANK MYERS.

YESTERDAY, I WAS DIAGNOSED WITH ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE. ALREADY, I FEEL ITS EFFECTS, SO HANK BOUGHT THIS CAMERA. HE THOUGHT WE SHOULD TELL OUR LOVE STORY… WHILE WE STILL CAN.

ALSO, THERE IS SOMETHING NO ONE KNOWS ABOUT ME. FORTY-SEVEN YEARS AGO, I WAS RECRUITED BY THE OFFICE OF STRATEGIC SERVICES TO WORK FOR THE U.S. MILITARY DURING WORLD WAR II.

THAT’S RIGHT, I WAS A SPY. BUT OUR STORY DOES NOT BEGIN THERE. IT BEGINS THE SUMMER OF 1940.



Commotion in the room was settling down and the memory of Grandma Irvel’s voice faded. Audra opened her eyes. The ceremony was about to begin.

Five American flags stood at the front of the room, and off to the right, a color guard waited. The Speaker of the House, the honorable Paul D. Ryan, stepped up to the podium.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the United States Capitol. I want to thank you for braving the elements to get here.” The Speaker looked over the crowd. He went on, talking about the privilege of Congress to bestow Congressional Gold Medals in recognition of extraordinary deeds. “Today, we present the medal to the members of the Office of Strategic Services for their indispensable contributions to victory in World War Two.” He paused. “The men and women of the OSS have never been collectively recognized for their heroism until this moment.”

Audra squeezed Tom’s hand. If only her grandparents could be here.

The next person at the podium recalled some of General Donovan’s speech in 1945 at what was the final gathering of the OSS before the group was disbanded. “We have come to the end of an unusual experiment,” the general had told the group that long-ago day. “An experiment to determine whether a group of Americans made up of different races, temperaments, and talents could perform America’s first intelligence work, and by doing so, defeat their enemies.”

None of this was news to Audra. She had done her research. The OSS had not only succeeded in aiding the victory in World War II, but then led to the creation of the current-day CIA.

It was time to hear from a number of actual OSS operatives, and the children and grandchildren of late OSS members. Each speech was emotional, ripe with the emotion these heroes and their family members had carried for decades.

Finally, a white-haired, retired OSS code breaker finished his talk and introduced Audra. “There was some speculation,” the man still had a twinkle in his eyes, “that the U.S. was using spies to gain an edge in World War Two.” He looked at Audra. “But back then no one would have guessed so much of our intelligence group was comprised of women.”

The man held up a hardback book—an advance copy that Audra had mailed to him weeks ago.

“Soon, you will all know the name of our next speaker,” the man said. “She spent the last few years writing a novel based on her grandmother’s days in the OSS, a novel that will be in stores everywhere next week.” He motioned to her. “Please welcome author and Indiana University Professor of Writing Audra Mitchell.”

Audra smoothed the lines of her long skirt and adjusted her sweater jacket. For the next five minutes she could only ask God to give her grandma Irvel Myers a window from heaven. She deserved it.

The audience seemed extra intent on what Audra had to say. “I’m here today to honor my grandmother Irvel Holland Myers and to tell you a little about her story.” Audra touched only the most heartfelt points, enough so that the people in attendance were smiling and wiping away tears by the time she took her seat again.

When the ceremony was over, Audra and her family walked through two feet of snow back to their hotel. With the blizzard still bearing down, and their flight home canceled, her parents returned to their room for a nap. When they were gone, Tom sat in front of the TV to watch college basketball—Indiana vs. Gonzaga.

Audra found another advance copy of her novel in the front pocket of her suitcase. The copy she had brought in case she wanted to give it to someone at the ceremony. With the craziness of the storm, she hadn’t remembered to take it. She changed into sweats, grabbed the cozy chair near the window, and settled in. She turned to the first page.


For Irvel and Hank, that your daring, heroic love story might be remembered forever.



She ran her hand over the image on the cover, a young couple much the way her Grandma Irvel and Grandpa Hank might’ve looked during World War II. And below that, the only title that could ever have worked. The one Irvel would’ve given it, had she been here.


JUST ONCE.
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Red was the last color, the very last. That’s what Dr. Edmonds was saying.

Irvel Myers’s mind would splinter and fracture and fade under the burden of Alzheimer’s, and she would forget the love that long ago caused her world to stop and stare in awe. Irvel and Hank. In little time, she would no longer know his face or his voice, or Hank himself, the one who had held her hand when she said, “I do,” and who had stood beside her that rainy Wednesday morning in Bloomington, Indiana, when she delivered their son.

Her brain would release to nothingness the name of that boy, the one she had cherished for thirty-two years, and also the smell and feel of the wood and walls and windows of the house where her life had taken shape for the past four decades, and it would do something else. It would erase entirely her years as a spy for the Office of Strategic Services.

But until the very end, it would remember the color red.

That’s what the doctor was saying.

Irvel Myers adjusted her sweater and tapped both feet on the floor beneath the doctor’s desk. The tick of the clock on the wall was louder than before. Deafening. The doctor stopped talking. For a long time, he didn’t say a word, just stared at them. And Irvel wanted to scream. How could this be happening? Her strong and glorious mind was dying? Through the years of fighting for her life and her heart, Irvel could always count on three things.

God. Hank. And her mental acuity. Until now…

Tall, strong Hank released a guttural sound. Like someone had kicked him below his ribs and he was still trying to figure out how to inhale. He tightened his hold on Irvel’s hand and whispered his next words. “How… how long?”

It was the only question that mattered.

Dr. Edmonds looked down at Irvel’s file and after a beat he lifted his eyes. “Since your first exam, your degeneration has been happening at a rapid pace.”

Her first exam. Irvel blinked and stared out the window. Two months ago today, Hank had brought her to this same office. Irvel had been acting scattered. That’s how Hank had described it. “You’re just a little scattered, my love.”

Setting dirty dishes in the refrigerator. Pulling into the driveway of the wrong house. Calling Hank from a pay phone and asking if he remembered the name of their favorite grocery store. “I know what I need to make chicken piccata.” She had forced a nervous laugh. “But for the life of me, I can’t remember where the store is.”

Now the doctor exhaled. He hesitated, as if the news was only real and true and terrible if he spoke it out loud. Finally, his answer pushed its way through. “By my estimation, you’ll need full-time care sometime in the next year, Mrs. Myers.”

A year? The word hovered over her and screamed at her and consumed her in a single instant. And as it had done all her life, Irvel’s mathematical brain imagined that time in increments. Precious, passing, dissolving, disappearing sections of time. Three-hundred and sixty-five days… fifty-two weeks… twelve months.

“I have to be honest here.” The doctor lifted his eyes to Hank and then to Irvel. “You may only have six months.”

Hank was holding on to her hand so hard now she was losing feeling in it. She slid her chair closer to his, so their arms were touching. Hank’s arm against hers, his skin against her skin. Because the two of them were only halves of a greater one. So that if he were close by, if she could feel him next to her, then maybe she would be okay after all.

The doctor was going on about a host of medications, two of which he’d like to try. The side effects included sleepiness, dizziness, mood swings and confusion. Which, of course, sounded a lot like Alzheimer’s, itself. Irvel stared at her hands and then at her husband. The doctor was still talking.

“Though slight, there is an increased risk of brain bleeds and therefore, a greater chance of premature death with these drugs, I have to tell you that. But we hope that over time they prevent the progression of disease for at least—”

“Excuse me.” Hank held up his hand. “I have a question.”

The doctor fell silent.

Hank blinked. “Will… the drugs reverse Irvel’s symptoms?” Hank looked at her, and then at the doctor again.

For a few seconds, Dr. Edmonds stayed quiet, his face slack. Then he took a slow breath. “Mr. Myers, there are no drugs that cure Alzheimer’s disease, no drugs that reverse symptoms. Good evidence exists that certain medications can slow progression for a while, maybe ease symptoms. But there are no guarantees. With the medications I’m recommending, some people experience favorable results. Some suffer worsening levels of dementia.” He paused. “It’s a personal choice.”

Hank nodded. His eyes told Irvel he was sorting through his options. Fast. Like a man running out of time. He made a fist with his free hand. “Do we have to decide now?”

Dr. Edmonds hesitated. “If the drugs are going to make an impact, they need to be taken on the front end of an Alzheimer’s diagnosis. We’ll need to act quickly to accomplish that. Your wife is already struggling to remember.”

Irvel sat straighter in her chair. “That’s not true.” She blinked, her eyes locked on the doctor’s. “Forgetting my keys or… or putting the milk in the cupboard does not mean I’m struggling to remember.” She looked at Hank. The hint of tears made her voice waver. “I remember everything.”

A perplexed look came over the doctor’s face. He closed Irvel’s file and leaned back in his chair. “We can hold off on the medications. I want you both to be comfortable with your decision.”

Hank nodded. “Thank you.” He stood and helped Irvel to her feet. “We’ll be in touch.”

On their way out of the office, Irvel stopped at the door. “Our car’s to the left, yes?”

“Actually it’s to the right.” He smiled. Then he put his arm around her and opened the door. “It’s a confusing building.”

That was it. Very confusing. Irvel stayed close to Hank as they walked down the hallway and out into the parking lot. Anyone could struggle to recall where they left their car. But she didn’t say that. She didn’t say anything and neither did Hank. When they reached their blue Ford Escort, Hank stopped and turned to her. He took her purse and set it on the ground, then he drew her into his arms. In a voice almost too quiet to be heard, again and again, he said the same thing. “It’ll be okay. God has us, Irvel. It’ll be okay.”

Then he opened the door for her and when they were both inside, Irvel saw proof that Hank was only trying to convince himself. Her decorated World War II vet had tears streaming down his cheeks. He swiped at them with the back of his hand and smiled at her. “It’ll be okay.”

Irvel couldn’t bear to watch. She looked out the passenger window at the medical facility growing farther and farther away. What were they doing here, anyway? She squinted her eyebrows and focused. Really focused. They were at the doctor’s, that’s what. They had just finished getting her diagnosis.

An aggressive case of Alzheimer’s disease.

She leaned into the seat and watched the trees pass by, each of them decked in brilliant oranges and reds. Red. The last color. See, there? Irvel felt herself relax. The doctor was wrong. She could remember just fine. Not just small details like that one, but the bigger ones. The details that made up the story of her life. What about sixth grade? She opened her eyes again. Did she remember that year? The year she and Hank Myers became friends?

A myriad of vividly familiar sounds and smells and images filled her mind and she smiled. She could feel the soft grass beneath her white tennis shoes and hear the rushing creek that ran through that part of town. Young Hank was there beside her, most handsome boy she’d ever seen.

Yes, she definitely remembered. It was spring, 1931. She and Hank were twelve years old, and since he lived three doors down on the same street, the two of them walked home together. Every day. But that April afternoon, they took a different route. The one Irvel’s parents had warned her never to take, because it meant walking alongside the rushing creek.

“The earth could give way and you’d wind up in the water,” her mother had said. “Stay away from that path, Irvel.”

But the sky was blue and the sun warmed the afternoon. The maple trees were in full bloom. A little adventure seemed like a good idea, so instead of turning toward the sidewalk, she turned the other way, toward the sound of the water. “Come on.” She could feel the way her eyes sparkled. “Just once.”

Like always, Hank could no sooner say no to Irvel than he could stop breathing. He had grinned that day and found his place beside her.

“I saw Tommy Fuller talking to you at recess.” Hank picked up a stick and dragged it through the long grass as they walked. “The guys say he has a crush on you.”

“No.” Irvel felt her cheeks flush. She shaded her eyes against the brightness of the sun. “Tommy Fuller likes Betty Owens.”

“I don’t think so.” Hank cast her a look.

“It’s true.” Irvel looked long at Hank. His eyes were the most beautiful she had ever seen.

He didn’t give up. “Would you hate it? If Tommy Fuller liked you?”

“Yes.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “I’d hate it, Hank Myers. That’s all I’m going to say.”

She kept her word, the two of them too young to understand the crush that had developed between them that school year. So they switched to talking about the upcoming spelling test and the book they’d been assigned to read—Floating Island by Anne Parrish. “I like reading about a family of dolls.” Irvel lifted her face to the sun. “It’s adventurous.”

“I’d rather read about pirates.” Hank stuck out his chest. “I’d be one of the good ones.”

Irvel laughed, but she believed him. Hank was good at everything.

Ten minutes was all it took to get home along the sidewalks, but along the creek that day the walk took longer. In some areas, brush and trees had overtaken the earthen path, and they had to take careful steps around the branches to keep from falling in.

“This is why we aren’t supposed to do this.” Hank’s deep blue eyes didn’t look worried. “Be careful, okay?”

“I’m fine. The creek isn’t more than a stone’s throw across.” She laughed again. “It’s safe.”

Irvel had no sooner finished her response when the dirt beneath her right foot gave way. Before Hank could stop her, she dropped her bag, fell into the cold water and slipped beneath the white, choppy surface. She tried to scream, but the water was deep and the current faster than she could swim.

For a moment, Irvel wondered if she might die in the rushing creek, her last act one of utter disobedience to her parents. She poked her face above the water and grabbed as much air as she could. Her yellow and white sundress was pulling her down, and jagged rocks at the creek’s bottom cut hard against her legs.

Another breath, and another. Just when she wasn’t sure she could force herself above the water one more time, Hank was beside her. Panic screamed from his eyes, but his actions were calm and sure. He put his arm around her waist and swam her back to the creek’s edge. Then he helped her scramble up onto the grass.

For a long moment they lay there facing the sky, drenched and trembling, their hearts beating out of their chests. The shivering started then and Hank reached for his sweater a few feet away. He must’ve thrown it off before he jumped in after her because it was still dry. “Here.” He slipped it over her shoulders. “Come on. We need to get you home.”

When they were both on their feet, he searched her eyes. “You okay to walk?”

“I’m c-c-cold.” Her teeth were chattering. She could barely feel her hands and feet. “I’m s-s-sorry, Hank.”

“It isn’t your fault.” He picked up both their bags. “I shouldn’t have let you get so close to the edge.” He put his free arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

“Th-th-thank you. For saving me.” She glanced up at him as they walked. His body was warmer than hers, and for the next few minutes, Irvel could hardly breathe. Not because she was cold and wet and terrified. But because Hank Myers was so close.

Long before they reached Irvel’s house, Hank stopped and turned to her again. He ran his fingers through his still wet hair. “You stopped shivering.”

“I’m… fine.” Warm rays of sunshine washed over them. “Because of you.” Irvel surveyed him, still drenched, water running from the cuffs of his pants. Their shoes were drenched, also. Another reality hit. “We’re going to be in big trouble.”

“No. It’ll be okay.” He started walking again and motioned for her to follow. “Come on.”

It’ll be okay. His words played in her mind again, and Irvel nodded. Yes, that was it. Five minutes later they headed up the sidewalk to Irvel’s house. Her mother met them halfway, eyes wide and panicked. “Where have you been?” She stopped short and looked Irvel and Hank up and down. “What happened? You’re drenched!”

Before Irvel could open her mouth, Hank was talking. “I’m sorry, ma’am. It was my fault. I asked Irvel to walk home along the creek because, well, you know it’s such a nice day and all.” He seemed to gulp back a breath. “I distracted her and she fell in the creek. But just for a moment and then I helped her out.”

Irvel and her mother both stood stone-still on the sidewalk, staring at Hank. Her mom spoke first. “This was your idea?”

Hank didn’t hesitate. “Yes, ma’am.” He nodded and took a step back. “Again, I’m sorry. Truly.” He backed up, but before he turned around, he cast Irvel a quick smile.

Irvel’s mom missed it. She put her arm around Irvel’s shoulders. “Let’s get you inside.” Her mother led her into the house. “You need to warm up. You’ll catch your death of cold.”

Irvel kept the truth to herself. After being rescued by Hank, after walking halfway home with his arm around her shoulders, she wasn’t cold at all. And in the end, it wasn’t Irvel who got sick, it was Hank.

So sick he caught pneumonia and nearly died.

He missed two weeks of school, and lost ten pounds. The whole time Irvel felt terrible. Every night after she shut her bedroom door, she would drop to her knees and pray for Hank. And every time she heard Hank’s words again. It’ll be okay.

God must have heard Irvel’s constant prayers because Hank survived. When he returned to class, he was thinner and his pale skin didn’t have its usual glow. But he was whole and healthy and alive, and that day, Irvel couldn’t stop thanking God.

On the way home Hank’s first day back, they took the sidewalk. And there, while they walked, Irvel had the chance to say what she wanted to say. “I’m sorry, Hank. It was all my fault.”

“Nah, silly girl.” He grinned at her. “You didn’t force me to jump into that ol’ creek.”

“Yes, I did.” She stopped and turned to him. “I walked too close to the edge.”

“I’d jump in again every time.” He flipped his blond bangs and searched her eyes. “You know why? Because when we grow up, I’m going to marry you, Irvel Anne Holland. You wait and see.”

For a few seconds, neither of them looked away or blinked or breathed. But then at the same time they both tipped their heads back and laughed, the innocent laugh from the precipice between being a child and being old enough to fall in love. They kept walking, talking about something funny and letting the more serious conversation fade.

After all, being grown up was millions of minutes away.

Irvel blinked and the memory faded. Hank turned the car into the driveway of the home where they’d lived for forty years. As Hank parked, Irvel reached for his hand. “I remember, Hank. I still remember.”

He nodded. “I know.” He leaned close and kissed her cheek. Then he said the same thing he’d said after he pulled her from the creek that long-ago spring day. Before war or loss or heartbreak had anything to say about life. The same thing he’d said this morning at the doctor’s office. “It’ll be okay.”

And she loved Hank Myers for it.
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He couldn’t have this conversation at home with Irvel listening, so Hank waited until his wife was asleep before driving to the local Best Buy and parking in the back row. It had been six hours since the doctor appointment, and not until now did Hank feel okay leaving Irvel at home alone.

Their only child, Charlie, answered on the first ring. “Dad… what did they say?” His voice was heavy with worry. “I’ve been praying.”

Hank tried to make himself speak the words, but his lips wouldn’t work. Tears flooded his eyes and he held his breath.

“Dad?”

“I’m… sorry, Charlie.” Hank closed his eyes. He would give anything to avoid this conversation. They could talk about the weather in California or the economy or Thanksgiving coming up and whether Charlie and Peggy and young Audra would fly to Bloomington or whether Hank and Irvel would take the trip to Los Angeles. As long as they were together.

Anything but this.

Charlie was waiting. Hank took the slowest breath. God… give me the strength. Please, God. And gradually an inexplicable peace came over Hank. “The news isn’t good, Son. I’m so sorry.”

“No… don’t say that.” Charlie was an in-house attorney for one of the top studios in Hollywood, but here he was just Irvel and Hank’s boy. The one who called twice a week and missed his parents every day. Charlie exhaled. “I talked to her yesterday. She sounded fine.”

Hank shook his head. “She… she has good moments.” He put the phone on speaker and stared out the windshield. The parking lot was busy, people stopping in for a new television or refrigerator or laptop computer. The ones still in the race. Making the most of their lives, the way Hank and Irvel had done with theirs, one decade upon the next since they married in 1945.

“Dad.” Charlie sounded sick. “Tell me about the tests. Please. I want to know everything.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Hank rehashed all the doctor had told them. How her test results were worse than they’d been before and how her decline appeared to be on a rapid trajectory. “If she focuses, she’s okay.” Hank felt like he was betraying Irvel by telling Charlie this part. “But I’m worried about her.”

Then Hank gave his son the details to back that up. Irvel’s strange behavior at home, misplacing things and leaving items in odd locations. Keys in the freezer, a hairbrush in the china cabinet, her purse in the bathroom closet. As if the easy things were no longer so.

“She couldn’t find her way home the other day.” Hank squeezed his eyes shut.

“Okay, so what do we do?” Charlie was rebounding, using his professional voice. As if by sorting through the details he might find the answer they’d all been missing. “They must have a plan… next steps, a way out.”

Hank breathed in sharp through his nose. The sun was warm that second day of October, and Bloomington’s fall was showing itself to be one of the most beautiful ever. If only he could be with Charlie right now, look their son in the eyes and hug him. “There’s no way out, Charlie. The doctor said she has a year, maybe more, maybe less. After that, she won’t remember anything… or anyone.”

For a long beat, Charlie didn’t say anything. He sniffed a few times, and Hank realized his son was crying. For a family like theirs, the news couldn’t have been worse. In a car accident or a fatal heart attack, death would be swift. Here one minute, gone the next—home to heaven, where they would all spend eternity.

But this… this slow taking of Irvel’s mind and memories, their marriage and her motherhood… Hank couldn’t imagine anything worse. And clearly, Charlie couldn’t, either.

“I’ll talk to Peggy about getting out there next week.” Charlie seemed to compose himself. His wife ran a skin care business from home. “She could work from your house.” Charlie hesitated. “We can take Audra out of school for a few weeks, maybe homeschool her through the fall semester. And I can work remotely, fly back to L.A. for any in-house depositions.”

After a few minutes Charlie fell silent again. “I can’t lose her like this, Dad. I can’t.”

A single tear slid down Hank’s cheek. “Me, either, Son.” He waited till his voice was steady. “Me, either.”

Before they hung up, Charlie agreed to call later that night with his plans. “I wish I could blink my family there right now.” He sighed. “None of this makes sense.”

The call ended and for a long suffocating minute, Hank sat there, staring out the window. Let me wake up, God. Let it all be a terrible nightmare. He squinted at the Best Buy sign and the truth fell over him like cold rain. It wasn’t a dream. Irvel had no more than a year before her memory would die, even as her body kept living.

Hank stayed seated in his car. He still had time, since Irvel would sleep for a few hours. He gripped the steering wheel and pictured the fear in Irvel’s eyes earlier when they walked into the house from the doctor’s appointment. He could still hear the terror in her voice. Terror and determination. I remember, Hank. I still remember.

As they made lunch, she had told him what she had been thinking the entire ride home, how she had allowed herself to go back to junior high, to that spring day when they went against their parents’ wishes and took the walk home along the creek.

“I can still feel that sundress wet against my skin,” Irvel told him. She sat at the kitchen counter while Hank made turkey sandwiches. Her eyes looked distant, like she was still back in that time.

“You were always one for adventure.” Hank winked at her.

“Definitely.” A glimmer of daring sparkled in her eyes. The Irvel he had fallen in love with. “You jumped in after me, Hank… remember?”

“Are you kidding? Of course I remember.” He leaned on the counter and looked long into her eyes. “I nearly caught my death from that pneumonia.”

She tilted her head, lost in his gaze. “You said you’d do it all again. When you came back to school after you were sick. I can still hear your voice.”

“And I told you something else that day.” He leaned closer and kissed her forehead. “What did I tell you?”

“That when we were grown up, you were going to marry me.” She smiled. “You always keep your promises, Hank. Back then and still today.”

Irvel went on another ten minutes about that walk home along the creek and the rescue he’d pulled off, and how her parents had talked to her that night about finding other friends. How maybe Hank Myers wasn’t the best influence on her.

“They were right about a lot of things.” Irvel laughed. “But they were wrong about that.”

“They loved me in the end.” Hank finished the sandwiches and handed Irvel a plate. He paused long enough to get her attention. “I’m glad you remember, my love.”

“I remember it all.”

Which was why Hank was here at Best Buy this afternoon.

He grabbed his keys and wallet and took the long walk to the front of the store. Every step, every breath reminded him of the truth, of the reason he was here this October day. If Irvel had only twelve months left to remember the people and places and wildly daring moments of her mysterious life, then there were two things Hank wanted to do.

For sure, he would take her to the lake more often, the place where she loved spending time with him. But before that, he would journey with her on another kind of trip, one down memory lane.

Hank entered the store and walked to the far side, the place where a forever long display of video cameras lined a glass counter. He looked over the lineup. Where to begin? A young man in his twenties approached. “Sir… can I help you?”

“Yes.” Hank wore a fedora, something he’d done most of his life. He took it off, smoothed his hair back and replaced it again. “I need a video camera. A reliable one.”

“That’s our Super 8.” The young man motioned to Hank. “Let’s look at the ones over here.”

Hank followed and with the man’s help, he chose a camera that cost twice as much as what he’d planned on spending. But what did money matter now? He and Irvel weren’t going to spend the next decade taking trips to California and bringing their son and his family on cruises or to Disneyland.

This was it, this next year. A Christmas and a spring, a summer and the beginning of another fall. By then there was no telling what the cruel disease would have done to his beloved Irvel. He added a tripod and a spare battery to his cart along with a five-pack of Super 8 cassettes. Enough for ten hours of video recording.

If that wasn’t enough, he’d buy more.

On the way home, he let his mind drift back to that spring day along the creek. He pictured the way Irvel had looked when he pulled her out of the raging water. Her lips were blue, her blond hair matted to her head, her eyes wide with fear. He always downplayed the moment to Irvel whenever they talked about it. But the truth was, Irvel had been in a heap of trouble.

If he hadn’t jumped in when he did, she would’ve been pulled under a fallen tree branch and there wouldn’t have been anything Hank could’ve done to help her. The same thing could’ve happened to him. Jumping into the creek to save her meant he could’ve died. The current had been stronger than he was, so the possibility had been very real.

But Hank hadn’t hesitated, not for a single second. Before his feet hit the water that day, he had begged God to help him. He could still see himself, uttering the silent prayer as he dropped his bag and jumped. Let us live, God! Please, help me get her out of the creek before she drowns.

And God had met him there, giving him a strength and precision beyond his own capabilities. Before he knew it, Irvel was in his arms and the two of them were on the shore again. He remembered thinking that her parents were going to be furious, but he had decided long before they were at Irvel’s house that he would take the blame.

What he’d told Irvel’s mother hadn’t been a lie. Not really. Her accident had been his fault, because if he’d taken better care of her, she never would’ve fallen in.

Hank stopped at a light and narrowed his eyes. He remembered Irvel’s mother, the look on her face and the sound of her voice when he brought Irvel home. He chuckled to himself. He didn’t think the woman would ever forgive him.

But she did. Both of Irvel’s parents forgave what he’d done, and in no time, her mom and dad actually came to love him. Hank was Irvel’s best friend, the two of them inseparable. But Hank’s father was relocated to Indianapolis for their junior and senior years of high school. By the time his family returned to Bloomington, Irvel had a boyfriend.

Even then, Hank had every intention of keeping his promise. As long as he was breathing, he was going to marry Irvel one day. If only it had been that simple.

His mind found its way back to now. If only he could do something to save Irvel today. He parked in their driveway and brought the Best Buy bags into the kitchen. Irvel was up, searching from one cupboard to the next. She looked at him over her shoulder. “Have you seen the tea?”

“Tea?” Hank set the camera gear on the counter and moved to her side. He gazed up at the cupboard. She was still sifting through plates and bowls. He turned to her. “Did you move it?”

“No.” She exhaled hard. “I hate this. It was just here.”

She was wrong about that. He crossed the kitchen and opened a drawer they’d used for years. The tea drawer, Irvel had always called it. Sure enough, her assorted tea bags were still there. Right where they had always been. “Here they are, love.”

Irvel spun around and stared at the open drawer. “They weren’t there before. That’s where the silverware is supposed to be.”

She was wrong about that, too. He opened the adjacent drawer. “The forks and spoons are here.”

Fear tightened the creases near the corners of her eyes. “You didn’t move things around?”

“I didn’t.” Hank went to her and eased her into his arms. “Don’t worry about it, Irvel. People make mistakes about things like this all the time.”

But they both knew that wasn’t true. Irvel loved tea. Peppermint tea, most of all. She would never have forgotten where she kept her tea. And a few months ago, she could’ve found her way to the silverware drawer in her sleep.

Hank took her hand and together they walked back to the tea drawer. “Here we are. Peppermint. Your favorite.” He pulled a packet of tea from one of the small cardboard boxes. “I’ll make it for you.”

“Thank you, love.” Irvel seemed humiliated. She stepped back. “I knew the tea was there. Of course.”

Hank could feel her watching him as he filled the kettle and set it over a flame on the stove. He turned to her, willing himself to hide his concern about this latest manifestation of the disease.

She took hold of one of the Best Buy bags and peered inside. “What’s this?” The camera box spilled from the bag, followed by the other new purchases.

“I thought we might shoot a few videos.” He came to her and took her hand. “You know, tell our love story on camera. For us to watch. And for Charlie and Peggy and Audra. For whoever might want to know. Just once. So we’ll have it forever.”

Hank watched her process this. Clearly, she understood the point of this. “While I still remember, you mean.” She lifted her eyes to Hank. Hers were watery now, the sadness almost too much for him to take. She nodded. “Right? That’s why?”

“It is.” He leaned down, kissed her, and brushed his cheek against hers. His voice was little more than a whisper near her ear. “Does that sound like a good idea?”

She waited a few seconds, but then she nodded. “Our story is too beautiful not to tell.”

He stood again and searched her eyes, her face. “Exactly.”

The teakettle was whistling, so Hank poured the boiling water into a floral mug and added the peppermint tea bag. He brought it to her and set it on the counter. How much longer until he wouldn’t be able to do this? Until hot water would be a danger to her? Hank didn’t want to think about it.

“Thank you.” Irvel pulled the cup close and looked at Hank. “Will we tell all of the story?”

A sense of relief came over Hank. Because if Irvel could ask a question like that, then her memory of the past was still crystal clear. “Yes. All of it.”

“But Charlie and Peggy… Audra. They don’t know about…”

“We don’t have to tell them yet. We can wait until we’re ready.” Hank took her hand in his, their eyes locked once more. “But people need to find out, Irvel. One day the whole world should know. Irvel Myers, special operative, spy.”

She thought for a moment and then slowly, she nodded. “Member of the Office of Strategic Services.” A sense of exhilaration seemed to fill the moment. Her eyes sparkled. “You really think it’s okay to talk about it?”

“After forty-four years?” He felt the warmth in his smile. “I’d say it’s more than time.”

Irvel cupped her hands around her tea. “This will be a good story, Hank.”

“The best.” He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Even now, she was the love of his life. She always would be.

She stood and straightened. “When will we start?”

“Tomorrow.” He came to her and took her in his arms. “I thought we could take the camera to the park. Way in the back where we’d be by ourselves. That way we wouldn’t have anything to distract us.” What he meant was, nothing to remind Irvel that her memory was going. But he didn’t say that.

“Yes.” The corners of her mouth lifted ever so slightly and her eyes softened. “I’d like that. We’ll tell the story at the park. All of it.”

Irvel took her tea into the living room and sat on the sofa facing the large picture window. Outside stood a large oak tree and a pretty picket fence framed the same yard where Charlie had played as a little boy. Hank watched her, studied her. She was thinking, remembering. He could see it in her eyes. Probably getting ready for tomorrow and the story they would tell. Their beautiful love story.

Hank figured they could take turns. He didn’t want them to miss a single detail, because some far-off day, Charlie would find the tapes and play them and he would finally know the truth. And he and his family, Audra and hers and future generations would remember forever the story of Hank and Irvel.

He didn’t want to leave her, didn’t want to be anywhere but nearby. So he found his Bible and settled into the recliner opposite the sofa. He couldn’t see the front window, but he had all the view he needed. His precious Irvel.

At first, he found his way to Psalm 23, and the comfort of God. Even as a person might walk through the valley of the shadow of death. But eventually he closed the leather cover and studied his dear wife. Every now and then she would catch him looking and they would share a smile. But otherwise she was quiet. Something new for her. Irvel had always been bubbly, chatty, the life of the party and the energy in any room.

But not now.

He didn’t look away, completely captivated by her. And suddenly he wasn’t looking at the beautiful sixty-nine-year-old Irvel Myers. He was looking at the young girl, the one soaked to the skin as they headed up the walkway of her parents’ home. The feeling he’d had that day was still as close as his own heartbeat. He had jumped into that rushing water and saved Irvel, no matter what it cost him.

His throat felt tight and a wave of emotion came over him, one as cold and fast as the creek that day. Because once more she was caught in the tumult of a raging river, one that would soon pull her under. This time around, Hank would have jumped in and saved her, even if it cost him his own life. He wouldn’t hesitate. But with her diagnosis, he could only stand by and watch her fight for her life, for her very identity and existence.

And there wasn’t a thing he could do about it except take her to the park tomorrow and capture every detail of the life they’d shared.

Before the disease pulled her under the water once and for all.






OCTOBER 3, 1989 3 [image: ]


Hank made scrambled eggs, wheat toast, and sliced avocado that morning, but he skipped the orange juice. This would be their new way of eating, because yesterday, in a follow-up call, Irvel’s doctor had told him to cut back on their carbohydrates. Juices, candy, baked goods. There was new cutting-edge research that suggested sugar could speed the process of Alzheimer’s. “Focus on protein,” the doctor had told him. “Protein and fats. As much as possible.”

This was new information to Hank, so as soon as the call ended, he had gone to the fridge and found the orange juice. Then he took off the cap and dumped it down the drain. He would’ve walked over glass to keep Irvel with him even a single day longer. If protein and fat would help her, then that’s what they would eat.

Irvel breezed into the kitchen and Hank felt his heart catch in his throat. She was still a vision, still the striking woman he had loved all his life. The way she looked, he could’ve convinced himself this was any other fall day, that they were merely celebrating a breakfast together before going to the antique mall in downtown Bloomington or taking a picnic lunch to the shores of Lake Monroe. That they weren’t, in fact, setting out to record their love story before Irvel didn’t remember it anymore. He would’ve believed that except for one thing.
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