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“If you are looking for a great read with a little something extra, search no further; Love, Loss, and Lagniappe is the novel for you.” ~ Feathered Quill Book Reviews
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“Love, Loss, and Lagniappe is all the more impressive when considering that [it’s] author Richard Robbins’ debut as a novelist. Written with a genuine flair for originality, Robbins has created a cast of distinctive characters deftly embedded in a narrative-driven, exceptionally engaging story that holds the readers’ fully engaged attention from beginning to end. ...very highly recommended, especially for community library Contemporary General Fiction...” ~ Midwest Book Review

~~~
[image: image]


“There are layers of meaning, and an astute reader will dig in and truly relish the nuances within this plot. ... Author Richard Robbins has skillfully crafted a thoughtful romantic fictional work in Love, Loss and Lagniappe: A Love Story That Defied the Laws of Nature. This is much more than a romantic story!” ~ Deborah Lloyd for Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews (5 Stars)
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“...a sweet and enthralling tale... The plot is engaging and unpredictable in the best of ways, and the character study of Drew is unforgettable and profound, especially his time spent on the road and on the Appalachian Mountain Trail. Love, Loss, and Lagniappe: A Love Story That Defied the Laws of Nature is most highly recommended.” ~ Jack Magnus for Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews (5 Stars)

~~~
[image: image]


“Robbins puts a scintillating spotlight on those difficult decisions we have to make sometimes so that the people we love can remain happy. Even so, one reads this book hoping that Drew does not remain on his path. Providing a scientific answer as to what the meaning of life is at the end, Richard Robbins certainly inspires his readers to do what they believe to be the right thing.” ~ BenjaminOokami  for Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews (5 Stars)
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We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the first chapter of Richard Robbins’ second novel, PANICLES. Watch for it to release in 2019.
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To keep up with news on this and all of Richard Robbins’ books, please stay tuned to our website:

Richard Robbins’ Books at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the Prologue and First 2 Chapters of Robb Grindstaff’s critically acclaimed, award-winning literary gem, HANNAH’S VOICE.
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“This book is so well written and Hannah is so compelling, her voice lingers in my mind long after I have finished reading. If Hannah’s Voice doesn’t end up on the bestseller’s list, on every notable list... I will be shocked. I will definitely keep my eyes open for more from Robb Grindstaff!” ~ Michelle L. Johnson
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

Robb Grindstaff’s Books at Evolved Publishing
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Dedication
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For Lisa, my love and inspiration, and the miracles of Max, Ellie, and Jackson.
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We picked up one excellent word—a word worth traveling to New Orleans to get; a nice limber, expressive, handy word—‘lagniappe.’ They pronounce it lanny-yap. It is Spanish—so they said. We discovered it at the head of a column of odds and ends in the Picayune, the first day; heard twenty people use it the second; inquired what it meant the third; adopted it and got facility in swinging it the fourth. It has a restricted meaning, but I think the people spread it out a little when they choose. It is the equivalent of the thirteenth roll in a ‘baker’s dozen.’ It is something thrown in, gratis, for good measure. The custom originated in the Spanish quarter of the city. ... If the waiter in the restaurant stumbles and spills a gill of coffee down the back of your neck, he says ‘For lagniappe, sah,’ and gets you another cup without extra charge.

~ Mark Twain - 1883 - Life on the Mississippi
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PROLOGUE
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Your parents felt it the moment they saw you, and you’ll feel it the second you lay eyes on your child. It turns otherwise rational people into primal animals, willing to sacrifice their lives for the wellbeing of another. It’s the most powerful force in nature, and unavoidable. It is the force of maternal child bonding, and it’s due to Oxytocin.

Oxytocin is produced in a primitive part of the brain called the hypothalamus. It’s involved in many important bodily functions, including lactation and uterine contraction, and plays a role in sexual arousal and orgasm. More importantly, it appears to be the key mediator of maternal child bonding—that tidal wave of love and protection a parent feels for their newborn. When this occurs in the animal kingdom, we refer to it as imprinting.

Can this imprinting reaction occur between a man and a woman? Well, some call it infatuation, a crush, or love at first sight. Call it what you will, but it hit Drew head-on when he least expected it, and it changed his life forever.
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Chapter 1
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Spring 1982

Drew picked up his pace as he walked across campus on a steamy Saturday morning. He was scheduled to lead two Admissions Office tours for high school juniors and seniors starting in five minutes. It would likely be a busy week, since seniors had recently received their acceptance letters and the deadline to reply loomed only weeks away. Furthermore, as Spring Break had hit for northeastern high schools, there would be a roomful of well dressed New Yorkers and Bostonians soaking in the “local culture.” And they did not like to be kept waiting.

Drew had no time to stop for coffee on the way over, which might become a problem. Although he could grab some standard coffee free from the student cafeteria, this morning called for the good stuff. There would be pots of his favorite PJ’s coffee in the Admissions office, but they reserved that coffee, along with fresh croissants, strictly for the visiting students. Admissions required tour leaders to follow three essential rules: don’t flirt with the visiting students, don’t flirt with the moms, and don’t touch the refreshments.

At least he still had enough time to admire a lovely New Orleans spring morning. Spring in The Crescent City brought its own special feel. The morning sun burned the dew off the grass, creating the humidity for which New Orleans was famous—or infamous. The magnolia and cherry blossoms had burst into full bloom, creating a white and pink pastel background for the canvas of Victorian homes and buildings that gave Uptown New Orleans its distinct character.

The morning was typically quiet—few places as peaceful as a college campus at 8:45 on a Saturday morning. It would soon come alive with the sounds of backpack-sporting students purposefully going about their ways, but for now, he enjoyed having the campus to himself.

For an eighteen-year-old from Florida—the land of strip malls and perfectly straight roads, where each fountain-fronted community’s location was described as if on a Cartesian grid—New Orleans, with its unique architecture and culture, felt like a European movie set. Or a dream.

As he crossed the quad and walked under the breezeway of the library, the massive outline of Gibson Hall, which housed the Office of Admissions, came into view. Tour guides had been taught extensively about Gibson’s checkered history. It bore the name of Confederate General and US Senator Randall Lee Gibson, the first President of Tulane University. The massive Romanesque structure sat majestically across from the grand entrance of Audubon Park, separated only by St. Charles Avenue, with its anachronistic but still quite functional open-air Street Cars.

As he approached Gibson Hall, a familiar voice called out to him. “Cutting it a bit close, aren’t we?”

Drew looked over at his friend Matt, who held a steaming cup of cafeteria coffee, calm and sweat free, looking as if he had been there just the right amount of time.

“Made it with almost a minute to spare. Why come any earlier than you have to?” replied Drew. “What’s it look like for today?”

“A big group, lots of kids from New Jersey and Maryland. I talked to a few of them while they were signing in.” Matt blew on his coffee.

“That’s not what I was asking. Anybody cute? Anyone from Hollywood Hills High?”

“Dude, you know the rules. Plus, you see them for an hour and a half, then never again. Why even make the effort?”

Drew shrugged and shook his head. Classic Matt, perfectly rational.

Matt, along with their friend Clayton, was one of Drew’s two best friends from Hollywood Hills. As seniors, the three of them had decided to attend Tulane together. Matt, at six feet four inches of solid steel, was the picture of youthful vigor. Drew figured that’s what he got from eating a macrobiotic diet before anybody had ever heard of macrobiotic, and from working out every day.

Matt was a lefty and a heckuva baseball player, and such an intimidating presence that during baseball practice, Drew would literally shake in his shoes hoping that Matt would not hit the ball to him. He was also the most disciplined person Drew had ever known, numbering all his shirts and wearing them in sequence so that they each received the same amount of use.

Perfectly rational.

Although Drew didn’t think of Matt as naturally funny, unlike most unfunny people, he appreciated good humor, which made Drew like him even more. He could live a hundred years and never find a better person or a truer friend.
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Thursday morning tours followed a routine schedule: half the group took a walking campus tour from 9:00 AM to 10:30 AM, while the other half sat through an information session. Then, from 10:30 to noon, they switched. As the clock turned to 9:00 AM, the tour leaders headed to opposite corners of the admissions office to divide up the large group.

As Matt turned to throw away his cafeteria coffee, Drew called out to him, “Hold on there, big guy. Give me that cup.”

In the activity of the moment, Drew took the cup, snuck over to the refreshments table, and filled it up with a generous helping of PJ’s coffee.

None of the cafeteria stuff today. Time for High Test!

As long as he kept it in the cafeteria cup, he figured they would never discover his petty theft. He also gave a longing eye to the Croissants, glistening in their buttery glory, but thought better of pushing his luck.

Fueled and ready, the sweat from his morning rush finally drying, he stood ready to give his standard welcome speech to his group, complete with well-rehearsed laugh lines and fake self-deprecation. Nothing made him feel bigger than giving admissions tours as a college freshman to high school juniors and seniors. At that age, each year felt like a graduation. The difference between being a high school junior and senior had been big, but the difference between being a high school senior and college freshman was huge.

Drew felt it, and he loved it.

He took a long sip of the forbidden coffee and put his Trojan Horse of a cup down on the long mahogany table, as he had dozens of times before. He then turned toward the group and looked up, and....

One particular visiting student, standing eagerly near the front of the group, immediately captured his attention. He became momentarily disoriented and his vision blurred a bit, then sharpened directly upon her. Everyone else in the room—as far as he was concerned—had vanished.

Petite, she stood just a little over five feet tall, and wore a blue, checkered jumper with a white Lycra t-shirt underneath. Small and curvy, she carried those five extra pounds that looked so good on a young girl but less so on a grown woman. She kept her short brown hair cut in a bob just below her chin, and her eyes....

What is with those eyes?

He couldn’t really describe their color—he guessed the closest would be green—but they were made up of so many different colors that they seemed to sparkle in the spring sun.

She stood near the front of the group along with her parents. Her father, a dignified looking man, had a face that seemed to be balancing the forces of decorum and tenderness. Her mother was a little taller than she was, beautiful in her own right with long brown hair, an elegant cream blouse, and pants that flared slightly more than expected, suggesting there might be more to her than suburban mother.

Drew calmed down, took a deep breath, and stammered his normally smooth welcome speech to begin the tour. As they started walking, he covered the history of Tulane University, its location in Uptown New Orleans, and its proximity—or lack of proximity, depending on the feel of the group—to the French Quarter. Although he mostly stuck to the standard script, for some reason, every sentence he uttered seemed to have the word “great” in it.

“How are the freshman dorms?”

“Great.”

“The meal plan?”

“Great.”

“Greek life?”

“Really great.”

His heart raced, and he wondered if he’d drunk just a little too much PJ’s coffee.

As they walked back and forth across the campus, he offered the usual—“Here’s the Science building. There’s the Library. Look at the beautiful Magnolias.”—all standard stuff. However, all the while, all he could focus on was, “Where is she?” And... “Don’t flirt.”

At the end of the tour came the questions. The first always came from some overeager kid who imagined Drew might actually have some influence on his application. That kid would then proceed to ask a series of questions to show everyone how smart he was, or how well he could craft a question.

He began with an anemic, “What is the student-to-faculty ratio?”

Really? That’s where you’re going with this?

The real answers were either, “Dude, it’s in the damn booklet,” or, “Dude, is the difference between 11:1 and 13:1 going to make you choose here or not?” Nonetheless, he dutifully replied, “The student-to-faculty ratio is 12:1, which is amongst the lowest in the nation.”

Once the little gunner was sufficiently self-satisfied, the real questions began, ranging from the routine to the unusual. Tour guides loved to report back to each other the questions they had never heard before. They were well prepared for the common questions, and well trained never to make up answers for the unusual ones. Drew particularly loved, “Why did you choose Tulane?” That let him get into his discussion about The Great Universities of the South—Vanderbilt, Duke, Emory, and Tulane. He was happy to compare and contrast the strengths and weaknesses of each, which the group generally found interesting, but again, he carefully avoided the real answer: “I didn’t get into Duke or Vandy. And Atlanta vs. New Orleans? No contest there.”

Finally, she asked a question. Looking directly into Drew’s eyes, she leaned forward to make sure nobody else was about to ask a question, and softly but confidently said, “Hello, my name is Kate. I’m a senior from Virginia.”

Her voice was different than Drew had imagined. Actually, he hadn’t imagined her speaking at all.  “I’m Drew,” he said, “a Freshman Biology Major from Florida.”

You don’t look at a Magnolia Tree and wonder what it will sound like. You just admire its essence.

Drew focused on the small details of her body language, the details that made each person unique, but which others generally overlooked or ignored. Like how she kept her hands folded in front of her waist in a slightly defensive position, yet still leaned forward at the waist as if to hear his responses more closely. How she nervously flicked at her nail polish with her thumbs as she switched her gaze from his right to his left eye and back again. How she furtively glanced over at her parents, perhaps making sure she didn’t seem more interested than was appropriate.

Drew didn’t remember her question in its entirety, and barely made it through the answer without embarrassing himself. What he was sure he would never forget was the eye contact.  People rarely made eye contact when they spoke. Maybe it was a defense mechanism or a primitive way of avoiding dominance contests, but people generally avoided it or kept it to a minimum. While answering her question, Drew pointed at this or that building or monument, but near the end, he looked towards her, and their eyes locked onto each other’s for one beat longer than usual.

That was it. Drew felt it, and more importantly, he could feel that she felt it too. He knew she did, or at least he thought he knew.

Cue the Oxytocin. I’m hooked.

He remembered that she was from Virginia, that her father was some sort of high-level government official, and that she was choosing between Tulane and the University of Virginia.

That one’s a tough sell.

He could make the case that Tulane was the better choice, but he couldn’t compete with the in-state tuition.

As they discussed the pros and cons, the Admissions Counselor called out, “Session one tours, come into the auditorium for information sessions. Session two tours, meet your tour guides in the main hallway.”

Damn, I forgot. It’s time for the next tour. Is that it? Is it really over?

He didn’t want it to end. If he finished his next tour quickly enough, perhaps he could be back before her information session let out, and would have the opportunity to see her again.

Rock and roll!

He proceeded with the canned speech—history of Tulane, here’s the Biology building, here’s the Library, nice school, nice town, yada, yada... good luck next year, guys. Then the questions started, and they kept coming: student to faculty ratio, Greek life, what’s the crime rate like here—lots of prep from the admissions office for that one.

C’mon, c’mon, let’s move it, guys. Let’s go back to admissions. Maybe the other group is still there.
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The other group was gone.

The information sessions left plenty of time for questions and therefore varied in length. This must have been a short one, and just like that, she was gone. An emptiness descended upon him, and he felt like an hourglass with a hole in its base. Should he have gotten her phone number or address? He could get in trouble for that, but perhaps he could have done it in a way that would have seemed helpful rather than inappropriate. Could he have found a reason to ask someone in the Admissions Office for her information? No, that was strongly discouraged, he remembered.

The hell with it! I’m having a leftover Croissant. Shoot me.

He looked towards the quad and saw Matt bringing his group back, his curly blonde hair bouncing briskly above the crowd.

As Matt walked back, he called to Drew, “Beat me today. That hasn’t happened in a while.” Matt’s tours were always perfectly predictable in length, as he said just what he needed to say—no more, no less, and all on point.

Drew’s varied based on how late he was out the night before, whether he was able to score some coffee, and the personality of his group, but however those factors came together, they usually added up to a longer tour than Matt’s.

“I kinda rushed it a bit today,” he said. “I wanted to get back before the 10:30 info session let out.”

“Why, do you need to talk to someone in admissions?”

“No, to an applicant.”

“Dude, don’t go there. You know the rules. I’d rather them catch you with the coffee, and by the way, are those croissant crumbs on your shirt?”

Drew ignored the accusation. “Something happened today. I can’t describe it, but it was overwhelmingly powerful. I met someone, someone special. We only said a few words, but there was something there, something I’ve never felt before, something I didn’t know I could feel or... that could even be felt.”

“I know, some of them are pretty cute, and they look at you like you are the coolest kid in school.”

“Yeah, she was cute, but that’s not it. Well, that’s part of it, but there’s more.”

“And now she’s gone, so let’s go back to the dorm, put on some shorts, and go play some ball.”

Exercise as the cure, and good for you too. Very rational. Love that Matt.

This time Drew glided across campus, not noticing the buildings, the trees, the bustling campus, or Matt. People often said there were a few moments in your life for which everything else could be described as either before or after. Sometimes it was obvious, sometimes less so. Drew experienced this feeling years ago when his father passed away prematurely. He would then have to be the “man of the house,” with all its attendant responsibility and baggage. He felt it when he was accepted to Tulane and realized his days of living in Florida were over forever. Now, walking back to his dorm, he had the odd feeling that this was another of those moments.

Clayton greeted them as they walked into the room, wearing old gym shorts and a Miami Dolphins t-shirt. Matt had been up at 7:00 AM, worked out for an hour, showered, and made it early to Gibson Hall. Drew had woken up at 8:40 AM, threw on some clothes, and hustled there just as the tours were starting. Clayton still had sleep in his eyes.

“Bro, its after noon,” Matt said. “We’ve led four tours, stolen a croissant and coffee, and fallen in love already. Throw on some shorts and let’s ball!”

“I’m in,” replied Clayton, as he opened his dorm dresser to retrieve slightly less worn shorts and a different Dolphins t-shirt. 

Drew loved that Clayton was always in for whatever.

Clayton stood a solid six feet tall, thin but not skinny, with dark black hair and a face that looked vaguely Eastern European. Whip smart but not as funny as he thought he was, he at least got points for trying, and was always up for fun. At the age of thirteen, he’d achieved a minor degree of local celebrity by advancing to the national finals in a basketball foul shooting contest. He routinely sank between twenty-two and twenty-four out of twenty-five shots, including in each round leading up to nationals. In the finals in Kansas City, however, he made only fourteen out of twenty-five. Nineteen would have won.

Clayton had been devastated, but his friends were compassionate. They called him The Kansas City Bomber. Forever. It really hurt his feelings. That made it funnier.

Boys.

As they walked to the gym, Clayton looked over at Drew and said, “So you’re in love? It happens to me every day here.”

He was right. Ten thousand young students enjoying the first freedoms of living away from home, combined with alcohol, made for a volatile mix. Crushes and broken hearts routinely followed.

Drew shook his head and sighed. “No, I’m talking about something different. You should have seen her. I’m talking about something special, something lasting. I felt it in an instant, and I can’t think about anything else.” He gazed glass-eyed at a worn Larry Bird poster on the far wall, as if trying to see his own thoughts, and asked Clayton, “Do you believe in love at first sight?”

Clayton replied, “Dude, love at first sight is an illusion, an imaginary idea, like Unicorns, or Abs.”

“I like them taller,” said Matt.
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Chapter 2
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Fall 1985

The elevator door opened, and the smell rolled over them like a tidal wave. Formaldehyde. It was the second day of Drew’s second year at Tulane Medical School, and the first-year students had just finished Anatomy orientation in the cadaver lab and were exiting the elevator. Drew had remembered smelling that way, but he hadn’t remembered it being that bad, although his landlord kept reminding him that you really can’t smell yourself.

Jed and Drew backed up a few feet to let the scent pass, and decided to take the stairs instead. Tall and blonde, Jed looked like a younger, thinner version of Jon Voight from Midnight Cowboy. He wore the same brown fringe jacket too. Jed was the coolest kid in Wyoming, which may not be the pinnacle of cool, but it turned out he was pretty much the coolest kid in New Orleans too. Smart and boyishly handsome, he possessed a vulnerability and laid-back vibe that made him stand out from the other highly competitive medical students.

Jed glanced over his shoulder while bounding down the stairs. “Let’s check out the first years in the student lounge. They get their white coats today.”

“Sounds good,” Drew replied, straining to keep up.

Drew knew that medical education was a highly stratified field, from each year of Medical School through Internship, Residency, Fellowship, Junior Attending Physician, Senior Attending, Department Head, Deans, Chancellors, Emeritus, etc, and the length of one’s white coat correlated with one’s status and experience. Upper level students’ coats went to the waist, no lower. Attending’s to the knees. Drew had seen some old timers with coats that dusted the floor behind them. First Year Medical students got little more than white vests.

The student lounge functioned as the social and administrative hub for first and second year students. Third and fourth year students spent most of their time in the hospitals and rarely made it back to the main building.

Once again, the extra year felt like a giant leap forward for Drew. The lounge buzzed with excitement and nervous energy. The white coat was a big deal for medical students, in the way baseball players remembered their first professional uniform, and cadets their first fatigues. Before a white fold-up table of administrators checking names off their lists snaked a long line of smelly first year students.

As Jed moved about the lounge giving high fives to friends he hadn’t seen over the summer, Drew looked over at the line and saw what he thought must be a figment of his imagination.

It’s her! Kate!

The wandering angel had returned.

Not only had he not forgotten her, he’d thought about her almost every day since. Her memory hovered like a cloud over the rest of his college life. He’d read that once you see Paris, it ruins the rest of the world for you. Likewise, Kate had ruined Drew’s dating pool—it’s hard for a flesh and blood girl to compete with a ghost. Yet there she was, reanimated.

He walked over to get a better look, and the closer he got, the more his heart raced. Finally, as he reached her place in line, she turned to Drew, and once he saw her eyes, he knew.

It’s definitely her!

Not only that, he could see she knew him too.

He swallowed hard, took a deep breath to get his courage up, and said, “Hello, I’m Drew. I think I was your tour guide when you were a high school senior visiting Tulane.”

Kate paused for a second, her eyes widening a bit, and said, “I’m Kate, and yes you were.”

“I guess I didn’t do a very good job, since you didn’t go to Tulane.”

“No, you were good, and I loved the school, but I ended up going to UVA.  I couldn’t ask my parents to pay all that extra money when the in-state tuition was so low, and also it was my Dad’s Alma Mater, and I could tell he really wanted me to go there.”

Drew nodded in understanding. “Well, at least you remembered me. I wasn’t sure if you would.”

“I did.” She looked toward the ground, her cheeks reddening a bit.

“How’s it going so far? I know it’s only been a day. They try to scare you the first few days, but first year isn’t so bad.”

“That’s not what I keep hearing.”

“I know. Remember, it makes people feel big when they say how hard it was. Jackson Browne said, “Everybody’s going to tell you it’s not worth it, everybody wants to show you their own pain.””

“I’ll remember that, but I plan on studying pretty hard anyway.”

“That sounds like a plan. Where do you like to study?”

“In the undergraduate Library uptown. I live near campus.”

Drew smiled. “I study there also. Are you a second floor or third floor kind of girl?”

“Second floor... the quiet rooms.”

The quiet rooms were where the serious students studied. The third floor was the social floor; the fourth floor was mostly long stacks of books. After five years, Drew still really didn’t know what the second floor actually looked like.

He fidgeted with his hands. “Would you be interested in taking a ten-minute study break for some coffee tonight? I’ll find you on the second floor. I know the best places for coffee and snacks near the library and can answer any questions you have about first year.”

“Sure, I’d like that.” Kate smiled.

That smile could easily—perhaps inevitably—become Drew’s favorite part of each and every day. A little smile, guarded, trying not to give too much away, the same look he had seen five years earlier.

He wanted to say so much, to really open up and tell her that her face had been burned into his mind for five years, how he had wished for this day to happen, his views on life, love, and family.

He settled for “Okay, see ya then,” and stole one last look at those eyes.

Drew turned around to look for Jed, who was never too hard to find. When you looked for Jed in a group, you could always find him in the same pattern; Tall Blonde Guy in the middle of a circle of people. He was like the yellow style of a flower surrounded by petals. Drew motioned to Jed to leave and they moved to meet each other at the entrance.

“What’s up, got somewhere to be?” Jed asked.

“No, just gotta walk and talk. She’s here!”

“Who?”

“Kate.”

“Kate who?”

“That Kate... the Kate, jerkoff.”

“That girl from freshman year you keep talking about? This whole time, I thought you were making that up to stop from ever getting serious about a girl. One of those stories that starts out as a lie, but you tell it so often you have to own it, and maybe even start believing it yourself.”

Drew vehemently shook his head. “No lie, dude. It’s all true, and she’s here. And she’s having coffee with me... tonight!”

“Coffee, huh? You’re a big spender for a first date.”

“It’s not a date. I don’t know what it is, but it’s definitely not a date. It’s less than that, yet much more.”

“You’re thinking too much. You’re gonna blow it. Treat her like you treated the other girls you dated. Withholding from them drove them crazy and made them want you even more. It works for you, so keep it up.”

Drew thought about that for a moment, gazing inward, and sighed. “I can’t withhold from the reason that I was withholding.”

Jed rolled his eyes. “Too deep. You’re gonna blow it.”
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The wait until the night felt like an eternity. Drew spent the afternoon running a few errands, organizing his subject folders for the next day’s classes, killing time.

What should I wear?

He rarely asked himself that question. His wardrobe choices were pretty simple: Wranglers, a blue shirt of some sort, and sneakers or brown loafers—maybe Khakis and long sleeves for an interview or if someone’s parents were in town and taking them out for dinner.

What about tonight? It’s gotta be regular library stuff, but my best library stuff. Clean jeans, nicer shirt. Damn, Jed’s right. I’m gonna blow it.

He decided to take the ten-minute walk to the Library and arrived around 8:30 PM, strategically timed to survey the scene for a few minutes before venturing to the second floor. The Howard-Tilton Memorial Library, another landmark he’d learned about from his tours, was a large modern structure built in 1968 of stone and brick. Although it housed a well-regarded collection, the building lacked the romantic appeal of the surrounding homes and university structures. Still, its large windows and open spaces made it a favorite for undergraduate and post-graduate students from each of Tulane’s many schools.

Drew cared about none of that right then; he just wanted to make one of those Hollywood movie entrances, walking in not too fast, with a bit of a gait, flashing promises of coffee and intrigue.

As he walked up the large open staircase, his muscle memory tried to keep him moving towards his familiar third floor, but this time, he turned off at the second.

So, this is the second floor.

It sat so quiet, with lots of desks, serious looking kids, and architecture students with large draft boards. He could see what people liked about it, but it still felt alien to him.

Okay, so she didn’t say where on the second floor she’d be.

In the movie, the lead wouldn’t spend a lot of time walking up and down the stacks peeking around corners, but he wasn’t that guy, so up and down the stacks he went. Around the second turn, he saw her, sitting cross-legged, yoga style on a wooden chair. A few folders lay neatly spread around a large desk in front of her, along with a rainbow of different colored highlighters and post-its ready at the fore.

“Hey, it looks like you’ve settled in pretty well here,” Drew said as he walked around in front of the desk.

“I like it here. I like the big windows. I also like it nice and quiet, and there’s enough activity outside to look at when you want to veg.”

“I’m a third floor guy. I need the background noise, so I usually study in coffee shops. I have a favorite coffee shop in a quiet part of the quarter that’s just out of the way, so that you don’t see anybody you know, and it was shabby chic before shabby chic became chic.”

Geez, I hope that made sense.

“It sounds nice.”

“Maybe I’ll show it to you one day.” Slow down, big guy. Don’t blow it.

“Well, you promised me coffee tonight.” 

“Okay, are you up for a break now?”

“Sure, where do you want to go?”

“There’s a place a couple of blocks away, a little cafe, not too much going on, just a little breath of fresh air.”

Kate gathered up her purse, leaving the folders and rainbow accessories neatly arranged on the desk, and together they walked toward the stairs.

While the campus had the feel of a protective cocoon, as soon as they stepped outside into Uptown New Orleans, the feeling changed. They walked side-by-side past the edge of campus, careful to keep the appropriate distance and not bump into each other, and turned right on Freret Street. As they approached Broadway, they turned into a small cafe in an old, faded-green, freestanding wooden shack with a Hershey’s Ice Cream sign above the front door and a few tables inside, called Easy.

Kate walked up to the counter and ordered a medium coffee, Drew ordered the same, and they sat next to each other at one of the weathered wooden tables up front.

The two sat and made small talk for half an hour, careful not to give up too much information or say anything too forward or foolish. Drew’s romantic idealizations of Kate were being replaced by a new reality. Yes, her father still worked for the DEA, and yes, her mother was a teacher who gave it up to raise her family but continued to write novels on the side. Her sister was a sophomore undergraduate at Tulane. It didn’t really matter; it just felt comfortable in a way that he’d not felt with anyone before, and the time passed before he’d realized it, like when the lights came up after a great movie and you couldn’t believe that you’d been there for two hours.

It was time to go back to the library, as there was more studying left to do.

As they walked back down Freret Street, Drew looked over and said, “I had a really nice time tonight. Any chance you might have a little more time to go out to dinner on Saturday?”

Kate paused a beat, which seemed to last forever, then looked up. “Okay, but just a quick dinner, I’m still a little nervous about school and I have a lot of studying to do this weekend. But yes, I can do Saturday night.”

“It’s a date.” Suddenly self-conscious, Drew tried to move past the moment, adding, “That works for me. Where can I pick you up?”

“I live on Upperline right off Claiborne. How about eight?”

They had already arrived back at the Library—another one of those steps in time.

He stopped walking and looked at Kate. “Great, see you then.” He didn’t know what to do next, so he reached out as if to shake her hand.

Doofus! What am I doing?

Kate put her hand out, and they gently shook hands, both giving off a little laugh acknowledging the awkwardness of the moment.

She turned to walk back into the library, and Drew watched for just a moment. He then turned in the other direction and walked off slowly into the sultry New Orleans night, feeling like an actor in a play he’d never seen.
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Chapter 3
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Fall 1985

Drew took the long way home, lost track of where he had wandered, realized he had walked far past his house, and turned around and headed back home. After the long sweaty walk, all he could think about was sinking into his couch and reliving the evening in his mind.

I love my couch, he thought, as he sank into the stuffing. Few things were more comforting or familiar to him than that feeling.

Couchito Ergo Sum! I have a couch; therefore, I am!

Jed stepped out of the bathroom and into the living room holding a towel around his waist with his left hand, and swept his wet blonde hair past his eyes with his right. “What’s up? How’d it go?”

“Just like it was meant to.” 

“Dude, don’t give me that destiny stuff.”

“No, I mean it just felt right. I haven’t felt like this before. There were no games or hidden agendas, just the two of us filling in the colors of the outlines we had imagined of each other.”

Jed looked over with exasperation. “Okay, Van Gogh. Whatever. We’re heading out in 20 minutes to see The Rads at Tips. You’re driving, I’m drinking.”

Drew thought about it for a second and turned back to Jed. “Okay, I’m in, and I’m going like this so I’m ready.”

Jed walked into his room to get dressed, and called out, “We’re meeting Tommy and Fogel there.”

“I don’t know if I’m up for a Fogel night”

“Then I shall Fogel alone!”

“We’ll see.”

Tommy was one of Drew’s undergraduate friends who’d stayed at Tulane to pursue a master’s, and eventually a Ph.D., in Civil War History. A good ol’ boy from Mississippi, Tommy wanted to teach his heritage as far away from his heritage as he could get.

Fogel was his roommate, and had started to hang out with them sometime last year. Drew had known a number of people in his life with the last name Fogel, and for whatever reason, everyone eventually got around to calling them just Fogel.

Another of life’s great mysteries.

Fogel was studying to be a Nurse Anesthetist and was interning at a dermatology same day surgery center. He was tolerable but a bit needy, and could never seem to find a date, but he was possessed of two great assets. First, he always had dermatologic samples—Lubriderm, Neutrogena, soothing soaps, dandruff shampoos—and was liberal with the handouts. Second, he somehow managed to procure a Nitrous Oxide tank with accoutrements that enabled its “safe” and effective use. For an honor student like Drew, who thought one crossed the threshold of naughtiness at the third beer, the thought of a Nitrous tank took some getting used to. It did have its advantages, however. It could take you to Jupiter and back in three minutes, and leave you sober and ready to take a Physiology final in minute four. And it was free. And the girls loved it. They called that being “Fogeled.”

A few minutes later, they strolled out the door and headed toward the club.

The Rads—short for The Radiators—were Drew’s favorite New Orleans music group. A Grateful Dead/Little Feat-inspired band with the ubiquitous title “Best Unsigned Band,” they eventually signed with a record label, and subsequently earned the title “Pretty Good Signed Band.” At that time, in that place, they were hot.

Tips stood for Tipitina’s, the premiere New Orleans music venue, and home to famous Louisiana acts from Professor Longhair through Rockin’ Dopsie, and from Doctor John to the Neville Brothers. Shows started at 10:30, ended at 2:30, required a five-dollar cover charge, and featured dollar beers and lots of smoke and dancing.

It was a typical New Orleans evening, with shows like this all over town.

Drew eventually lost himself in the music and the moment, but Kate was never far from his mind. Around 1:30 AM, he started to look for Jed, and when he couldn’t find him inside, he headed outside toward the river bank. He found him at Fogel’s car, behind the open trunk, leaning forward and holding the Nitrous tank.

Drew waited the three minutes for the Waaaa, Waaaa, Waaaa of the Nitrous to end, and when he saw Jed’s mindfulness returning he called out loudly to him, the beat of the Rads still ringing in his ears. “Time to roll! I’m beat and a bit out of it.”

“Wanna go back to Tommy and Fogel’s?” asked Jed.

“Nah, I’m not up for it tonight. As long as they’ll drive you home, go ahead.” 

“That’s probably not a great idea. Let’s go.”

Home they went, each of their heads spinning for different reasons.
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It felt as though it took a month to get there, but Saturday night finally arrived. Eager to make a good impression on their first “real” date, Drew showered, shaved, engaged in endless—meaning it took five minutes—deliberation about clothing choice, then hopped into his beat-up Celica with the Florida license plates and drove the few blocks to Kate’s house.

Kate lived in a rented shotgun house off Claiborne Avenue with another first-year medical student. Drew remembered learning how New Orleans property taxes had historically been determined by street frontage, so homes were built narrow and long. In fact, many of the homes were so narrow that their one hallway ran directly from the front door through all the rooms of the house, directly to the back door, so that theoretically you could shoot a shotgun from the front door right out through the back door—hence the name shotgun house. Many of the original shotguns had been renovated, such as this one, but most kept their original layout.

It had been raining hard for much of the day, but thankfully had recently stopped. Kate opened the door and stepped out, looking particularly cute wearing a white cardigan over a yellow sundress, white pumps, and a small black day clutch handbag.

Drew leaned in to avoid the water still dripping from the roof. “Hi, you look nice. Ready for dinner?”

“Yes, this will be my first real time out since I’ve been here. It’s just been school and books up until now.”

“Okay, well you never forget your first,” Drew blurted out, and cringed at the realization of how that sounded.

An awkward silence ensued for a moment, then they turned towards the car. Kate took two steps, slipped on the wet stone steps, and fell face-first directly into a mud patch off the front stairs. She lay prone on the ground, totally covered in mud up and down her dress and body. She tried to pull her purse out of the mud, and struggled to stand up.

Drew hurriedly reached out his hand to help her, and she held on with one hand, pushed herself up with the other, and looked at him in shock as they both began to laugh hysterically.

Kate blushed. “Ohmigod, I can’t believe this. I’ve never done that before.”

“I assumed that was the way you started all evenings.”

“Oh, you’re hysterical. Let me go inside and wash up and change.”

“Okay, let’s go inside.”

“Me, not you,” Kate exclaimed firmly. “Wait out here. I’ll be five minutes.” 

He nodded hesitantly. “Okay.”

Kate returned a few minutes later, looking even brighter in a turquoise, short, cotton drawstring skirt, with a cotton sleeveless tank top and a black medium-sized shoulder bag.

“Take two. Are you okay?” asked Drew.

“Fine physically. Emotionally... scarred for life.”

God, I love her.

“Okay, we’re going to a place called Lagniappe Café on St. Louis Street in the Quarter.”

Kate narrowed her eyes and looked at him quizzically. “Who or what is a Lagniappe?”

“Lagniappe is a New Orleans term loosely meaning, “A Little Something Extra.”  It’s like if you put a dime in the pay phone, and when you hang up the dime comes back—that’s Lagniappe. You put on an old pair of pants and there’s a twenty in the pocket? Lagniappe. The Sunday Supplement in the Times Picayune is called Lagniappe. It’s a happy little bonus.”

“Quirky and local. I like it.”

“New Orleans is full of that kind of stuff. I’ve been here five years and I’m still learning them.”

The drive to the Quarter, which took about fifteen minutes, wound through the patchwork quilt and living contradictions that defined New Orleans. Drew drove his trusty Celica past million-dollar homes that stood only a few blocks from industrial buildings, right down the block from housing projects. They made their way down lovely tree-lined Jefferson Avenue, and turned left onto St. Charles Avenue, the heart of Uptown, home to the green open-air street cars so many people associated with New Orleans. Upper St. Charles Avenue was lined by grand mansions, each with their own personality. On one side stood a classic Victorian, across the street a Greek Revival—each home different, yet somehow coming together like a symphony.

They headed downtown and down market, passing Napoleon and Louisiana streets, where the homes became smaller, yet no less stately. Continuing downtown on St. Charles, the homes were gradually replaced by apartment buildings and old hotels—less exceptional, yet still unique. Columns Hotel sat on the left, where they’d filmed Pretty Baby with Brooke Shields. At the sad end of St. Charles was Lee Circle, with its seventy-two-foot-high monument to Civil War General Robert E. Lee. Unveiled on the anniversary of George Washington’s Birthday in 1884, in front of almost twenty thousand people—including former Confederate President Jefferson Davis and General PT Beauregard—it stood now as a monument to Confederate history in a city with a majority African American population.

Drew turned right onto Canal Street, past the clock in front of the old DH Holmes Department store, where the opening scene of A Confederacy of Dunces took place. As they turned left off Canal onto Chartres Street, the familiar wrought iron balconies of the French Quarter came into view.

He turned left onto St. Louis Street, and crossed over proud Royal Street and the never-ending bacchanal that was Bourbon Street. They luckily found a spot one block from the restaurant.

The Lagniappe Cafe sat in a quiet part of the Quarter, occupying the first floor of a small brick building with wrought iron balcony-fitted apartments above. Drew and Kate sat in the back courtyard next to a small fountain, a replica of the famous Mannekin Pis statue that graced central Belgium, as tenants carried on their business and did laundry on the central balconies of the inner courtyard of the upper floors.

Dinner breezed by. Over rich creamy crepes and red wine, the two shared long stories about their families, friends, and college experiences. The conversation bounced back and forth with no awkward pauses or hidden agendas.

As dinner wound down, Drew leaned in a bit, held his breath a moment to slow his heart rate, and said to Kate, “It’s a nice night out. Do you want to walk for a bit?”

“I have to get back to study soon.” 

“Twenty minutes. We’ll get some Beignets.”

“I had those when we visited. Is there a place nearby?”

“Yes, a five-minute walk away, and it takes us past the nicest parts of The Quarter.”

“You already know my weaknesses,” replied Kate, a bit too quickly, wincing a bit at the admission.

They exited the restaurant and walked down St. Louis, turned onto Chartres Street, past Napoleon House—which was offered in 1821 as an escape from exile for Napoleon—and continued into Jackson Square with its fabled buildings, the heart of The French Quarter. The scene was all too familiar to Drew, who had lived in New Orleans for five years and had loved learning its history. On the left was The Cabildo, where they’d signed The Louisiana Purchase, and on the right the Presbetyre. At center sat perhaps the most famous New Orleans structure, the St. Louis Cathedral. On the right and left cross streets stood the Upper and Lower Pontalbas. Built in 1840 and serving as gracious bronze bookends to Jackson Square and its statue of Andrew Jackson, the Pontalbas, inspired by the famous Plaza Mayor in Madrid, were the oldest apartment buildings in the United States.

Drew carefully held Kate’s arm as he guided her along the uneven cobblestone sidewalks, with their street performers, caricature artists, and horse-drawn carriages, towards Café Du Monde.

“That’s the place!” Kate’s eyes shot wide with excitement. “That’s where we got our Beignets during my visit.”

“That’s one of the things I love most about New Orleans—the place that’s the place is the place.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that while New Orleans is a big city, there is the place for everything. Lots of places sell Beignets, but the Beignet place is Café Du Monde. The Po Boy place is Domilise’s, the park is Audubon, the club is Tips, Brunch is Brennan’s.... The place that’s the place is the place.”

They walked in and sat down at one of the small metal tables, and ordered coffee with Chicory and two orders of impossibly light Beignets. Soon thereafter, powdered sugar covered much of their carefully chosen clothes.

The world could end right now and I would not feel cheated!

Kate sighed. “I hate to say it, but I really have to get back home to study.”

“I hate to hear it, but I promised, so no problem. Let’s go.”

As they walked back toward the car, Drew snuck a peek at Kate looking at the nighttime monuments with a new appreciation. He desperately wanted to hold her hand, but Jed’s warnings stuck in his mind. As they got back to the car, he took her arm again to help her over an irregular spot in the sidewalk.

Kate looked back over her shoulder and thanked him.

They took the shorter route home, along Claiborne Avenue. If St. Charles was poetry, Claiborne was prose, with K&B Drugstores next to Popeye’s Fried Chicken shops. When they pulled up to Kate’s apartment, Drew got out, opened her door, and walked her to the front porch.

“I had a nice time tonight,” he said. “I hope you did too.”

“Yes, The Quarter is beautiful. I never realized.”

“It gets a bad rap from Bourbon Street, but the rest is quite gracious and special.”

“It is. Thanks again, I really enjoyed it.” She looked past him and down the still unfamiliar streetscape, trying to avoid too much eye contact.

“Me too. Good luck studying tonight, and call me if you have any questions. I’m happy to help if you need.”

“I will, I promise.”

The two stood there silently for what must have been a few seconds but felt much longer.  Eventually, he leaned over and gave her a slight hug, gentle and awkward enough that if she were made of eggshell, she would not have broken.

She hugged him back with a slight little squeeze.

As they released, he looked up, suppressing a smile, “Okay, goodbye. Have a good night. See you soon.”

“You too.”
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Fall 1985

Kate opened the door and walked over to the dining room, where she had left her books spread out across the dining room table, pulled up a chair, and sat down as if she had not sat all day. After a few unsuccessful attempts at reading the first paragraph of her textbook, and realizing that there was no way she could be productive at that moment, she got up and walked into the kitchen to pour herself a glass of water. Holding the glass, she continued to walk around the shotgun house, back through the one hallway towards the back door, then turned around and walked towards the dining room, and sat back in the chair, surveying the multi-colored folders and formaldehyde-stained anatomy books as if she were looking at them for the first time.

After a minute or two of procrastination, and realizing she was in no mindset to work, there was only one thing for her to do: call Lauren.

Lauren was Kate’s younger sister and a sophomore at Tulane undergraduate. Although separated by three years, Lauren and Kate were unusually close, Lauren the Yang to Kate’s Yin—not opposites, but two sides of the same coin. The ability of the two siblings, from the same gene pool and raised in the same home, to see things so differently seemed an unexplainable mystery to Kate, but so it was with Lauren and her.

Kate had gone to UVA because she felt it was the right thing to do, whereas Lauren chose Tulane because she wanted to. Kate was always ahead in her studies, and turned in every paper early and perfectly; Lauren pulled last-minute all-nighters, if she studied at all, yet somehow received the same excellent grades. Each drove the other crazy, but each loved, trusted, and understood the other more than anyone else on Earth.

Kate walked over to the living room and dialed her little sister’s dorm room number, and listened for the analog ring of the old dorm room telephone.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Lauren, it’s Kate.”

“What’s up? Are you okay? It’s not like you to call at 10:00 on a Saturday night.”

“I know, but I just need to talk. Do you have a few minutes?”

“Sure. My friends are coming over to pre-game in half an hour, but I’ve got some time. You’re making me nervous.”

Nervousness was a family trait common to both Yin and Yang.

“No, nothing like that. I just needed a reality check and someone to talk to. Remember that guy I used to talk about, who gave me my campus tour here when I visited five years ago?”

“Yeah, you talked about him for a year. It was pretty stupid and immature.”

“Well, he’s here, a second-year medical student, and I just had a very interesting dinner date in The Quarter with him.”

The line went silent for a few seconds. Finally, Lauren yelled back into the phone, “Are you fucking kidding me? And you went out with him before talking to me? What’s gotten into you? What were you thinking?”

Yin spoke in measured terms; Yang cursed.

“Lauren, I think I like him. I really do. And I think I have for a long time.”

“But you’ve told me over and over again that you didn’t want a boyfriend—that you didn’t want or need the distraction. Med School and residency will take 100% of your time, and that’s always been the most important thing to you. It’s just not the right time.”

“But what if this is the right guy but the wrong time? I don’t know if I can take that chance. Even if I thought it was not the right thing to do, I don’t know if I have it in me to not see him again. Am I willing to live life with the risk of “the one that got away,” forever chasing a ghost, having all future boyfriends competing against a memory? I’ve sort of been doing that anyway for the past few years.”

“I knew it. I knew you’ve been thinking about him ever since your senior year. No matter how much you denied it, I knew it. I even think that’s part of the reason you came to Tulane Medical School, on the one-in-a-million chance that he would be here.”

“That’s not true,” replied Kate, none too convincingly.

Lauren continued, “Think of what you’ll be missing—friends, travel, dating. And what about your career? You know that being with someone will ultimately cause you to make sacrifices. You’ll have to move where he goes, give up travel and fellowships, maybe even change specialties. Why is it that women are the only ones who have to do that, anyway?”

Ah yes, one of her favorite themes.

“And also,” added Lauren, her voice rising as she really got rolling now. “Are you really able to make a choice like this at this age? You’re only twenty-two. I know you’ve dated, but have you really dated enough to know what’s out there, what you like, what really works for you?”

Kate shrugged as if Lauren could see her. “I don’t know, I really don’t but I wonder.... Does the heart get smarter as you age, or do your real feelings get highjacked and dampened by bad experiences and expectations and rationality and fatigue? Does the world beat you down so much that you wait until it tells you that it’s the right time, and you just end up with whoever you happen to be dating at that moment? Or worse, do you spend your life looking for and finding imperfections in everyone you date, and never open up to true love? How many songs have been written about young love? Maybe there’s something to it, something that’s high risk but offers the promise of endless reward, something that needs to be followed at the expense of logic and reason.”

“Are you sure that it isn’t just New Orleans? It’s a very romantic city. Strolling around The Quarter at night has won over many a girl.”

“I don’t know. All I know is that I can’t concentrate on my homework, and that’s never happened to me before.”

“Okay, listen, I gotta run—people are starting to show up here—but I have two final thoughts.”

“Okay, let me hear ‘em.”

“First, he’d better not be like Daddy. You know you’re a little Elektra.”

“Wait a second—”

“And second, I gotta meet this guy, and soon.”

Kate hung up the phone, thought for a second about making another attempt at studying, looked up at the clock to see it was almost 11:00 PM, and decided to go to sleep and try again in the morning. As she climbed into bed, she thought to herself that she would never be able to fall asleep, but no sooner had she thought that did she drift off.

She awoke early the next morning to a panicked realization: she had never asked for Drew’s phone number, and had no way to contact him.

Not that I would call first, but it would have been nice to be able to. Well, I’m sure I’ll run into him soon enough.

She dressed, packed up her books and rainbow study accessories, and headed back to the second floor of the Library.

After studying there for a couple of hours, Drew once again appeared at the end of the aisle, walking briskly, trying to suppress what looked like a little smile.

“Hey, I thought I’d find you here,” he called out.

“Brilliant deduction. I’m either here, home, or at school. I’m fairly predictable.”

After a slightly awkward pause, he broke first. “I had a really nice time last night. I hope you did too.”

“I actually did, but you’re bad for my studying. I couldn’t get myself to study last night, so I got up to get an early start today.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“I’ll be more sure after I study for a while. Hey, I was talking to a friend of mine who said that they have music on the quad on Friday afternoons. She said it’s fun.”

“Yes, it’s called TGIF. I sometimes go, depending on the weather and who’s playing.”

“I was planning on going with a couple of friends,” she said, trying to hide her lie. Lauren had suggested that they go to TGIF so she could meet Drew, either to give her blessing or, more likely, to get some ammo to shoot down the whole crazy idea.

“Great, I’ll meet you there. It starts around 4:00, and I usually get there 4:30 or so.”

“Okay, good. Let me get back to the books for a bit, and maybe we can meet up later.”
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Fall 1985

The school week flew by, but Drew and Kate managed to meet up briefly a few times. Their schedules conspired to limit their time together during the week, but each of them looked forward to Friday afternoon, for very different reasons.

Friday brought a typically warm September day, and Drew put on his best khaki shorts, a Maple Leaf Bar T Shirt, and Docksiders. 

“Jed, you ready? I don’t want to get there late.”

Jed came out of the bathroom and looked across the living room at Drew. “That’s a good sign. It’s going to be a good day.”

“What is?”

“I just put my socks on inside out by accident.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a well known good omen when you put on clothes backwards.”

“Dude, you’re some scientist.”

“Gotta look for signs, and that’s one. It makes the day go better when you believe it’s going to,” explained Jed, with typical Midwest sincerity.

With good omens abounding, they headed out the door for the few blocks’ walk to the undergraduate campus. The music grew louder as they approached. The Subdudes, a New Orleans pop/folk band with bongo drums and Van Dyke beards were playing, a more appropriate choice for a school-sponsored event than some of the other punk-inspired acts becoming popular, thought Drew. The Quad buzzed with energy as happy students enjoyed two of Tulane’s undisputed advantages over other schools—top flight local music and an eighteen-year-old drinking age. 

Jed spotted the nearest keg and made a beeline in its direction, with Drew a step behind. Each poured beer into familiar white plastic New Orleans “go cups” and headed into the crowd looking for friends.

Drew loved that New Orleans allowed public consumption of alcohol, one of the few cities to do so. Because of that, all bars kept stacks of plastic “go cups” near the door, so patrons could pour their drinks into one before they left. This lack of prohibition also resulted in the phenomenon of drive-thru Daiquiri shops, which took some getting used to.

As Jed walked through the crowd, he attracted followers, and greeted each one enthusiastically and with a different handshake.

Drew lagged slightly behind, greeting a few friends himself. Nearing the stage, he spotted Kate talking with two younger-looking girls, smiling and carrying herself as if quite familiar.

He walked over and called out to her, “Hey, nice day for a TGIF.”

The conversation stopped, and all three sets of eyes fixed upon him as Kate replied, “Hi, this is my sister Lauren and her roommate Amy.”

“Hi, guys, nice to meet you. I’m Drew.” He focused on Lauren. “Kate told me you were a sophomore here. Are you hanging out for a while?” Drew put out his hand in the half-sure way men do when they shake hands with women.

Lauren studied Drew for a second to see his reaction, reached out her hand, and replied, “Nice to meet you too. Yes, we just finished sorority rush and are enjoying the first TGIF.” She paused for a second, took a sip of her beer, and looked directly into his eyes. “So, what’s your deal?”

“Wow, going right for it, aren’t we? No deal, just a second-year med student from Florida, went to Tulane undergrad and wanted to stay in New Orleans. A nice guy... there are some of us around.”

Kate’s little sister fascinated him. She was just as petite and cute as Kate, more athletic but less shapely, with more fire in her eyes than Kate but less vulnerability.

It’s funny how discriminating Oxytocin is—two sides of the same coin, but one is interesting and the other blows your mind.

“I hear you gave Kate a tour of The Quarter,” said Lauren, with an edge to her voice.

“Well, it wasn’t exactly a tour, but anywhere you walk around this city you bump into something interesting.” He felt as if he were being cross-examined. He glanced down at his empty beer and seized on an excuse to regroup. “I’m running low. Can I get you girls anything?”

“Yes, we each need another.”

As he turned towards the kegs, Drew looked over at Kate and saw her fighting a knowing smile. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
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After Drew walked a few steps away, Kate turned to Lauren.  “Did you really have to go for him like that right away?”

“How long am I supposed to wait? I didn’t get the memo. Anyway, I think he liked it. He actually held up pretty well, and we’re getting beers out of it.”

Drew soon returned with a beer in each hand and two more pressed tightly between them. “Here, take these two, they’re starting to slip.”

“Okay, thanks,” said Kate, grabbing one of the beers.

Lauren and Amy just took theirs and turned back towards the Subdudes.

“Are you here with anybody?” asked Kate.

“Yes, Jed’s here somewhere, but he’s easy to find.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look for a tall guy with blonde hair in the middle of a circle of people. It never fails. His tie-dyed shirt won’t hurt either.”

A quick scan found Jed to the left of the stage 20 feet or so away. “I see what you mean,” she said.

“Hey, Jed,” Drew called. “Come here for a minute.”

Jed turned towards them and made his way through the crowd, half-dancing as he walked over. “Hey, cool band, right?” He towered over Kate and Lauren by a full foot, still dancing, and maintaining that great eye contact.

“Yes,” replied Lauren. “I’m Lauren, and this is Amy. I’m Kate’s sister.”

“Wow, you guys look alike.”

Kate flinched, as a response like that would normally have made Lauren furious, but Jed seemed just sincere and charming enough to pull it off.

Lauren nodded and almost smiled. “Yeah, we get that a lot... until you get to know us.”

“That I can second,” added Drew, who looked around as if nervous that he said something he shouldn’t have. He seemed to relax when Lauren and Kate laughed in response.
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Drew took a breath, which he’d subconsciously been holding, and smiled.

It is turning out to be a good day. Maybe Jed was right about those socks.

“Listen, we gotta run,” said Lauren. “See you, Jed. See you, nice guy,” she added with a smirk. She and Amy turned and headed off.

Kate turned to him and took a step closer. “You okay? Lauren can be kind of direct.”

“Sure, I’ve been through worse.” Maybe... or maybe not.

Deep down, he’d enjoyed the experience. First, they’d clearly planned it as an ambush, which meant he was important enough to Kate for Lauren to meet him. Second, it helped him to understand Kate better, and made him feel more a part of her life. Third, he met Kate’s little sister, someone clearly important in Kate’s life, and, he hoped, someone who would soon be important in his life too.
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Chapter 6
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Fall 1985

As the next few weeks passed, Drew and Kate grew steadily closer, but neither spoke of it, perhaps for fear that putting a spotlight on their relationship would somehow change its nature or course.

They had settled into a comfortable routine with weekdays dedicated to school and studying, and weekends filled with music, fun with friends, and more studying. Sometimes, they would study together in the library, other times in one of a few coffee shops around town. Drew occasionally got restless trying to keep up with Kate’s study schedule, and he’d go out to see music with Jed, Tommy, and Fogel, meeting back up with Kate at the end of the night.

During these months, Drew and Lauren built up a friendship of their own. In fact, the two of them often went out to see music together while Kate kept up with her studies. This arrangement worked well for each of them and began to approach the big brother/little sister relationship that neither of them had experienced in their own families. Maybe they also slightly enjoyed the gossip that followed whenever someone spotted Lauren with a mysterious older guy that nobody knew, but neither ever admitted it.

Drew and Kate so enjoyed their time together that they decided to stay in New Orleans over Thanksgiving rather than fly to their respective homes for the long weekend. Each convinced their parents that they had too much homework to allow them to take the time off, and that their parents should be happy to save money from the holiday airfares. It would soon be Christmas, they assured their parents, and they’d be home for the three-week Winter Break.

They very much enjoyed the quiet of the holiday weekend without classes and with all their roommates gone, playing house, cooking their own version of Thanksgiving Dinner for just the two of them, firing up the fireplace for the first time, and taking full advantage of the nocturnal benefits of time, solitude, and young love.

On Sunday, their last day off, they spent a lazy afternoon lying on the couch watching The Wonder Years reruns.

Drew felt pensive as he turned towards Kate. “You know, Winter Break is coming soon. We’re probably going to have to be apart during the break.”

“I know. Three weeks is a long time, but no way my parents are going to let me not come home during the break.”

“Same here. This is my last long break. During third and fourth years, you only get a week off, and after that, residency, fellowship, and life. I’d hate to waste it just sitting around my mom’s house missing you, but... I’ve got an idea.”

“Go ahead, I’m listening.”

“Okay, hear me out, and don’t say no way until I’ve finished. Our parents were going to fly us home and back, right? How about we go home for the first couple of weeks, and then, instead of flying straight back, we fly somewhere cool and meet up? Like a vacation together? I think I can get my mom to pay for two of the three legs of the trip since she would be paying for that anyway, so it will just cost us the one way. Also, the second week of January is generally off season, and flights and hotels are less expensive. Plus, I’ve got a little bit saved. Besides, we just saved them the Thanksgiving flight money. I think I can pull that off. Can you? How cool would that be?”

He took a deep breath and waited, having sold the idea as persuasively as possible.

“Wow,” she finally said. “What a concept: a real vacation together. I can try. My parents are pretty reasonable, but who am I going to say I’m going with? They sort of know I’m seeing someone, but I don’t know if they’re ready to see me going off on a vacation with some guy they haven’t met.”

“Okay, so now I’m some guy? I thought I passed the some guy stage a while ago?” he said, only half joking. “Anyway, what would Lauren do?”

“She would tell them she’s going on a trip with her boyfriend.”

“And what would your parents do when she told them that?”

“Nothing, really.”

“Okay then, it’s worth a try. You’re three years older, in Medical School, and dating a Nice Doctor. The worst that could happen is they say no.”

“Okay, I’ll try. It would be fun, wouldn’t it?”

“Ya think?”

“Where would you want to go?”

“I’ve actually been thinking about it. It will be January, so it needs to be somewhere warm, or at least not too cold. I’d like to get out of Florida, so that’s out. The Caribbean is too expensive. How about California? Fogel is from outside San Francisco. He keeps telling me how nice the Napa Wine Country is. What about 3 or 4 days touring Napa? We can stay in a little B&B, drink wine all day and eat picnic lunches on the lawn. I’ve always wanted to do that.”

“Me too. My father knows a lot about wine, I think he would enjoy my learning a little about it. It will give us something else to talk about.”

“Okay, let’s make it happen! I would so love that.”

“Me too.” Kate leaned over and put her head on his chest.

They agreed to have “the conversation” with their parents later that evening, Kate at dinnertime, which was her customary time to call home, and Drew at exactly 11:01 PM, right after long distance calling rates went down to their lowest price, as per ancient Coleman family tradition.

To each of their surprise, their parents were agreeable, even happy to hear of their plans. And to their great surprise, each offered to pay the full airfares!

It’s amazing what you can get away with if you’re doing well in school. I gotta think the “dating a Nice Doctor” part didn’t hurt either. Young love will not be denied!
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They spent the weeks between the Holidays preparing for finals, and soon began packing for trips home to their respective families for the holidays.

“I really don’t want to go,” said Kate. “I like Christmas at home, but I’m really going to miss you.”

“Me too, but we’ll be busy, and it will only be a couple of weeks. And we can look forward to being together in Napa.”

“I know, but let’s talk every day.”

“Okay, what are you doing at 11:01 tomorrow night?”  Drew smiled, knowing how they enjoyed highlighting the differences between their families.

“I guess talking to you.”

“It’s a date.” Wow! I remember the first time I said that. What a difference.
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Drew spent most of the two weeks home with his mother, who’d never fully recovered from his father’s passing. They’d met young, he the returning World War II pilot, she the recently graduated shop girl. After living in New York for the first part of their marriage, they’d moved to Florida with their three sons, and created a nice life there for their family. Sadly, a combination of smoking, poor diet, and bad genes had taken Drew’s father early. His mother had tried her best to move forward, but had never been the same.

Drew remained close to his two brothers and their families, and spending time with them was always the highlight of his Florida visits, but they all had busy lives of work and school. After a few days home, as good as it was to see everyone, he longed to return to Kate’s side.

The full two weeks home passed slowly, but they spoke every night. He enjoyed being home, but realized with some melancholy that this might be his last extended period in Florida. He now belonged back in New Orleans, and felt confident that he was creating a real life up there.

And there’s always Napa to look forward to.
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Kate’s flight was scheduled to arrive at San Francisco International an hour later than his, so they had arranged to meet at Kate’s baggage claim.

After landing, Drew picked up his bags, bought a coffee and some M&M’s from the airport café, killed some time in the bookstore, and eventually walked back down to baggage claim. He looked up at the arrivals screen and noticed that Kate’s flight had landed, read that her bags would be at Baggage Claim 6, and walked over to wait for her.

He scanned the crowd to find her, and a voice called from a few feet away, “Hello stranger, looking for me?”

He turned to Kate, standing about five feet to his left, and was surprised to see her wearing a large wide-brimmed wicker sun hat with pink ribbon and bow.

“Wow, I didn’t recognize you. I love the hat. So, is this vacation Kate? I like.” He bent over to embrace her, happy to feel her pressed up against him after the long two weeks.

“Two weeks apart and you forget what I look like. Nice! And yes, vacation Kate is different than Med School Kate. I thought this was cute, and that it might also protect me from the California sun.”

“Cute and practical. The perfect combination.”

“Me or the hat? Anyway, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“For sure. I meant it as one. I’m so happy to see you. I really missed you.”

“Me too. So, what’s the itinerary? I left the planning to you but would love to know what’s in store.”

“Let’s get your bag and the rental car, and I’ll tell you on the road.”

“Sounds good.”

After a few minutes, they found Kate’s luggage and proceeded towards the rental car area. Drew walked up to the Enterprise desk and stepped forward to the next free attendant.

“We have a reservation under the name Coleman.”

“Okay, you’ve reserved an Ultra Compact for 3 days, total cost $96.11. I must inform you, though, that you have requested an Ultra Compact, which is a Geo Metro. That’s a three-cylinder car. Would you like an upgrade?”

“To what, a Moped?”

“The next level up is a compact. That would add $45.58 to the cost of the rental.”

“No thanks, we’re fine.” He reviewed the paperwork and signed for the pitiful but cheap Metro.

After receiving the keys, they hit the road, Drew behind the wheel, Kate manning the maps. They exited the airport and navigated the hour and a half route towards the town of Napa, with the Geo Metro straining to reach 45 miles per hour on the uphill climbs, and topping out at a thrilling 60 on the descents.

“The town of Napa is at the southern end of the Napa Valley,” he said. “The Wineries start north of there and continue up to Calistoga, about 25 miles north of Napa. I researched B&B’s in Fodor’s and made reservations at the Stone Hill Inn in Napa. It looked cute and was sort of affordable. Other than that, the only plans are to drive up and down the wine trail, stop at some vineyards, and tour and drink. Oh, one more thing... Fogel said to make sure we go to a spa for a mud bath in Calistoga. He said they’re famous for their mud baths, and that we shouldn’t miss it. I have the name of the one he said we should try.”

“What exactly is a mud bath, and should we trust Fogel?”

“I’m not exactly sure, but he said they were famous, so I figured we’d give it a try.”

“Okay, should be interesting.”
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They arrived at the Stone Hill Inn, relieved to find it as charming as they’d hoped. Tired from the long trip, they unpacked, ate an early dinner, and despite the long day of travel, eagerly resumed their nighttime pleasure, as two halves becoming one whole.

They awoke early the following morning, still on East Coast time, and went downstairs for breakfast, deciding to get an early start on the day.

Throughout the day, they toured vineyards, drank samples and samples of various types of wine, enjoyed a picnic lunch, and eventually made their way up to The Mountain View Hotel and Spa in Calistoga for their mud baths.

As they drove up, Kate looked around and turned towards Drew hesitantly.  “Is this the one you had in mind? It doesn’t really look so great.”

Drew surveyed the modest concrete structure suspiciously. “Yes, this is the one. It looks okay, I guess. Maybe they’re not into conspicuous luxury in California—maybe that’s an East Coast thing—but I’ve read reviews in the travel books about this place, and they say it’s great. Let’s check it out.”

They entered and walked over to the reception desk, where two young women sat underneath a welcome sign. Drew waited patiently for one of them to look up. “We would like a mud bath for two people. I’m not sure what exactly the story is, but can you let us know our options?”

The woman on the left replied with a warm smile, “Of course. Under what name is the reservation?”

“We don’t have reservations. We didn’t know you needed them.”

“Yes, we book out well in advance.”

“Even in off season?”

“We don’t have an off season. We’re booked year-round.”

“We came to California all the way from New Orleans and had our hearts set on having a Calistoga Mud Bath. Is there anything we can do?”

“Well, we won’t be able to accommodate you, unfortunately, but there are other facilities in town. There’s one just a few blocks from here that takes walk-ins and generally has availability. Would you like me to give you their name and directions?”

“Yes, I guess, if that’s our only option.”

“I believe it is. It’s called the Calistoga Roman Baths and Spa. Here are directions.”

“Thank you.”

Drew turned towards Kate and thought for a moment. “Let’s give it a shot. It’ll be an adventure.”

“I’m not sure I wanted the spa trip to be an adventure, but I guess let’s go have a look.”

They got back into the little Metro and followed the directions towards the Calistoga Roman Baths, which took them through what appeared to be a neighborhood of homes, which one could charitably describe as belonging to folks of modest means. After a few more turns, they came upon a one-story, yellow, concrete structure that looked more like the wing of an elementary school built in the 1950s than a spa.

“If the last place was not luxurious, this place looks sort of sketchy,” said Kate.

“Yeah, I’m not lovin’ it, but we’re here. Let’s at least go inside and check it out.”

Still feeling the effects of the day’s Vineyard tours, the two cautiously walked towards the spa, opened the front door, and proceeded hesitantly towards the reception desk. The reception area was nicer than the outside of the building, with flowers, scented candles, and overstuffed couches covered with throw pillows.

Kate carefully surveyed their surroundings. “It’s a little nicer here than outside. Maybe let’s give it a shot. We came all this way. It could be fun.”

“I agree,” replied Drew as they approached the desk. “We’d like mud baths for two.”

“Fine, and welcome. We’re happy to have you here. We don’t have anything right now, but we have openings at 4:00, an hour and a half from now. Would that work for you?”

“I guess so. Go ahead and put us down for that. Is there something to do or see nearby that we can do until then?”

“Sure. You can go see Old Faithful. It’s only 15 minutes or so from here. It erupts about every half hour and lasts about 5 minutes, so you should be able to see it at least once and be back in time. I can give you directions.”

Kate looked at Drew and the receptionist and thought for a moment. “Sure, Old Faithful. Sounds like fun. We’ll go there and be back in time.”

After a polite exchange, the two walked back to the car and began their journey towards Old Faithful, again with Drew at the wheel and Kate with the maps.

“Wow,” said Drew. “I didn’t realize that Old Faithful was right here. This works out great. We’ll still get our mud baths, and we’ll have a bonus trip to Old Faithful.”

“This will be fun.”

After driving about 15 minutes north on Route 128, they saw a small wooden sign:


Old Faithful. Enter Here.


They turned into the entrance, and after driving past a small empty dirt parking lot, they came upon a mud pit surrounded by more dirt, approximately 40 feet in diameter, cordoned off by a rusted chain link fence, with another wooden sign:


Old Faithful 


They both looked around—no other people, no other signs, no other structures present except for a Pepsi machine plugged into an outlet attached to a wooden peg in the ground beside the mud pit.

“What the hell is this?” said Drew. “Is this Old Faithful?”

“I’m not sure. It can’t be. Can it?”

“I don’t know, but there’s the sign.”

“Maybe we’re missing something. Let’s walk around a bit.”

They explored the area for a few minutes and suddenly heard a hissing sound, like the sound of a draining bathtub. They looked towards the sound and noticed that in the middle of the mud pit were some bubbles, soon replaced by a rising spurt of water approximately 20 feet in the air, about the height of a decorative fountain in front of a Boca Raton housing development. It lasted for a couple of minutes, then bubbled down and stopped.

Kate looked around quizzically, and then over at Drew. “Was that it?”

“I don’t know. I guess so.”

They waited another few minutes, to be sure they weren’t missing any grand show, then looked quizzically at each other, certain there must have been a misunderstanding.

Back at the spa, they entered and approached the receptionist. Drew spoke first. “We went to Old Faithful, but there really wasn’t anything there—just a mud pit, a Pepsi machine, and a little spurt of water for a couple of minutes. Did we miss something?”

“No, that’s pretty much it.”

“That’s Old Faithful? That’s what we’ve heard and read about for years? I mean, it was really nothing special. Why do they make such a big deal about it?”

“Well, that’s not the Old Faithful,” replied the receptionist. “That one is in Yellowstone National Park. This is an Old Faithful.”

“An Old Faithful? Are you kidding me? Too bad we don’t have another hour to kill. We could have gone to see an Grand Canyon too.” Drew let his East Coast sarcasm get the better of him.

Kate almost did a spit-take of her water as the receptionist shot them a nasty look and motioned them into the mud bath room.

They followed the receptionist past the reception desk and into a fifteen-by-fifteen-foot concrete room with a concrete floor pitched towards a central drain, with two concrete tubs next to each other to one side, each filled with what looked like a combination of peat moss and oatmeal. They were instructed to remove their clothes after the receptionist left, and slowly let themselves into the tubs.

The receptionist came back in and said they would have 30 minutes in the tubs, followed by another half an hour in a quiet room. She asked them if they had any questions, and then departed through the same door by which they’d entered.

“Okay, I guess we’re doing this?” said Kate, as she started to disrobe, hanging her clothes on metal hooks next to the mud baths.

Drew undressed, hung his clothes, and dipped his big toe into the tub on the right. “It’s hot and has a weird consistency, but it feels nice.”

Kate slowly let herself down into her tub, and Drew followed into his.

“It is hot, but it’s nice,” said Kate. “It’s so thick that I’m sort of floating. It’s a very strange but relaxing sensation.”

“I agree, and after the last couple of hours, it’s nice to relax. It’s been a fun and interesting day. All in all, I’ve really enjoyed it.”

“Me too.” Kate sank deeper into the viscous mixture.

After a few minutes of silence and relaxation, Drew looked over at Kate resting in her tub.  “I’m really liking it, but I have one question. Do you think they change the mud after each person? I hate to ask, and maybe it’s a little late, but what do you think?”

“I don’t want to think about it. Just enjoy it.”

“Okay, but I’m getting a little hot, and after drinking wine all day, I’m a little dehydrated. There’s a water pitcher over there with some cups. I’m going to get some water. Do you want some?”

“No, I’m good, but get up slowly.”

“Okay.”

He slowly began to stand up from the tub, but as he did, he became lightheaded and fell backwards directly onto the floor.
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Drew lay unresponsive in the middle of the room, on top of the central drain, naked and covered with mud.

Kate jumped up from her tub, naked and covered with mud herself, and began screaming, “Help! Help us! Help!”

The door to the room flew open, and two women rushed in and made their way to the wall opposite the tubs, where a faucet was affixed to the wall with an attached hose. The smaller of the women turned the spigot, aimed the hose directly at Drew, and sprayed him with cold water, the way you spray a bad dog who got into the mud.

Drew began rolling around on the concrete, screaming, “Stop! Stop!”

Kate hurried over to him, still naked and covered with mud. “Are you okay?”

Drew, by now regaining his senses, standing nude and now free of mud, and with Kate and the other two women directly in front of him, was finally able to form coherent sentences.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” he said. “I just fainted from the heat and the dehydration. I’m fine now. Thanks for the help, but I’d sort of like to cover up a bit.”

The two women told him to sit down slowly and drink some water, and call if he needed more help. They then left the room.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” asked Kate.

“Not really. That was the single most embarrassing moment of my life. Yes, I’m fine, but rolling around naked and getting hosed down on the concrete floor of the Bates Motel and Day Spa is not exactly my definition of okay.”

Kate started in with some nervous laughter, which soon became the sort of uncontrollable laughter that you’re always afraid will happen to you at the wrong times. Drew followed, and they stood there naked and covered with mud, laughing hysterically for what seemed like minutes.

Once they regained control, they washed off, put on their robes, and moved to the “quiet room.”

The quiet room was so dark, they could barely see anything inside. It had two beds side-by-side, incense burning on a small table, and new age music playing in the background.

Despite being in the “quiet room,” after a few minutes, Drew couldn’t help himself and started making jokes. The two of them again laughed uncontrollably.

“Humor equals pain plus time,” said Drew, “so I guess it’s been enough time.”

Moments later, the smaller of the receptionists, the one who’d manned the hose so expertly, came in. “I heard some noise. Is everything okay?”

It seemed to Drew that what she really wanted to say was, “Shut up in here! It’s a quiet room!”
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After a few quiet minutes, they got up, dressed, and headed out for the drive back to the Stone Hill Inn. They’d had enough adventure for the day, and agreed to have dinner at the Inn.

The meal brought a welcome change of pace, and near the end of it, relaxed and mostly recovered from the day, and well into their second bottle of wine, Drew reached over and held Kate’s hand.

He looked into the same pair of eyes he first saw five years earlier as a college freshman. “Kate, I’ve been thinking about this for a long time, and have been wanting to tell you this for a while. I love you. I think I have since the moment I first saw you, and I become more and more sure of it with each moment we spend together. I’m not looking to move too fast, but I feel like I’m being untruthful by not telling you exactly how I feel right now.”

Kate looked directly into his eyes, then down at her hands, then back up into his eyes. Each time it seemed as if she was about to say something, she paused. They stayed like that for what seemed like an eternity, though it was probably just seconds.

Kate finally replied. “I’ve never said those words to anyone other than my family. I don’t want to say them until I’m 100% ready to say them. Drew, you know how I feel about you. I say it with every move I make, with every look I give you. I just can’t say it right now. Please be patient. Please wait for me.”

He looked at Kate, glanced away, and turned his chin upwards so that the tears welling in his eyes didn’t run down his cheeks. He then gave Kate’s hands a little squeeze, let go, and picked up the menu. “I hear they have great deserts. Want to split a soufflé?”

A few minutes later, after finishing the soufflé, Kate looked over at Drew and asked softly, “Drew, why do you love me?”

Without thinking, he said, “If you have to ask that question, you’ve never been in love.”

They finished dinner, and talked and laughed heartily, but each felt the tension of that awkward moment. They headed up to the room, washed up, changed into nightclothes, watched the first half of Saturday Night Live, and turned off the TV.

Drew flattened his pillow and lay on his back to go to sleep, and Kate rolled onto him and rested her head on his shoulder. The two lay like that for a few minutes, their breathing synchronizing in time.

As Drew was just about to drift off to sleep, Kate, in a voice just loud enough for him to hear, whispered, “I love you too.”

They woke up nine hours later in that exact same position.
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Once back in New Orleans, they immediately began their spring semester. Not long after recovering from New Years, thoughts in New Orleans turned to Mardi Gras. This would be Drew’s sixth Mardi Gras, and by now he knew it was quite different for those who lived there than it was for visitors. For visitors, it was a three- or four-day nonstop party in The Quarter, with beads, breasts, and booze. For natives, it was a two-month slow build to those final few days, with parades, parties, and King Cakes. The parties, often called Krewes, ranged from those catering to the highest society, to those for neighborhood associations, and everything in between. The highlight for Drew each year was Mom’s Ball.

An underground event, you attended Mom’s Ball by invitation only. You had to know someone to be invited, and Jed always new someone, and Drew knew Jed. Costumes were mandatory, and not of the Party City “Slutty Nurse” variety. They were either homemade costumes, which looked as if they’d taken all year to create, or professionally made ones worthy of a movie set. The event took place in an old building in the warehouse district, on the type of block that was busy during the day but abandoned at night and on weekends.

Jed usually scored a bunch of tickets, and he and Drew had planned to go with a group.

Jed threw open the door and bounded into the living room.  “Got ‘em. Just scored 8 tickets to Mom’s ball!”

Kate jumped a bit, surprised by Jed’s enthusiastic entrance. “What’s Mom’s Ball?”

Drew buzzed with excitement. “It’s an underground Mardi Gras club that gives a wild costume ball each year. Jed and I went last year, and it’s like nothing I’d ever been to before. Do you want to go?”

“I don’t know if it sounds like my scene. I’m not always the most adventurous person.”

“Me neither, but this one’s so much fun that it’s worth a try. It’s safe, and we’ll be there together. If it’s not your scene, we’ll leave. It’s worth a try.” He desperately wanted to go, but not without Kate.

“Okay, but it sounds like more of a Lauren thing.”

“Yeah, I could see that. Do you want to invite her? We were all planning on going together, Jed and Mika, Tommy, Fogel, me and you. Let’s invite Lauren. It will be fun. Just let her know to go all out on the costume.”

“Okay, I will. I guess I’m excited.”

“You should be. It’s quite an experience.”
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In the weeks leading up to Mom’s Ball, Drew began to steadily understand and admit to himself the direction his relationship with Kate was headed. However, the time demands of school and the distractions of Mardi Gras prevented him from taking the time to really ponder its meaning.

They spent the weekend before Mom’s Ball trying to come up with appropriate costume ideas, fun and original enough to live up to the standard expected, but not too suggestive or offensive.

After an afternoon of deliberation, Kate looked up excitedly.  “How about we go as Kevin and Winnie from The Wonder Years? We can do them as grown ups, and sort of sex it up a bit. I think it could be fun and sweet.”

“I love it. We love that show, and I think we can pull it off. We’ll put nametags on our chests in case people don’t recognize us, and if we go a little edgier, it will be our own take on it. I think it will be fun. Hot Winnie, I love it.”

“Okay, I like it too. It’s very us.”

Boy, do I love the sound of that sentence!

On the night of Mom’s Ball, they decided that Tommy and Fogel would drive Jed and Mika, and Drew would pick up Kate and Lauren. Drew put on his jeans and Kevin Arnold New York Jets jacket, brushed and gelled his hair to re-create the desired look as closely as possible, walked outside, and started up the old Celica. He drove the short trip to Kate’s house, parked out front, and got out and rang the doorbell.

Kate came to the door dressed as a sexy version of grown-up Winnie, the first time he had seen her in her costume. She looked so much better in her costume than he had expected, and he couldn’t help but stare, though he tried not to be too obvious. She normally wouldn’t dress so provocatively, and seeing her feeling happy and comfortable enough to express this side of herself made him smile widely.

“You look great,” he said. “That look really works for you.”

“Thanks, it’s not my usual look, for sure. I’m a bit nervous going out like this. Do you think I’ll stand out?”

“Trust me, at Mom’s Ball you will not stand out. I promise you that.”

“Okay, I hope so.”

Drew helped Kate into the car, and they drove uptown toward the undergraduate campus. When they pulled up in front of Lauren’s dorm, she was already waiting out front, looking striking, dressed in all white as Glenda the Good Witch from The Wizard of Oz.

“Playing against type, I see,” said Drew as he opened the door to let her into the back seat.

“Very funny. Why? Do you think I’m the wicked witch?”

“No,” he stammered, realizing he was out of his league to have started with her in the first place. “I just meant—”

“Just playing with you. I always liked The Wizard of Oz, and I thought this was fun.”

“It’s perfect. You look great. It’s going to be a fun night.”

He exhaled with relief and walked around to the driver’s seat door.

They exited the campus and drove past the manicured streets of Uptown towards the grittier warehouse district, and parked a block or so from the site of the party. They got out of the car and made their way towards their pre-determined meeting spot across from the building, on the corner of Tchoupitoulas and Girod streets.

Even dressed as Elvis, Jed stood out, almost as easy to spot as the tall and strikingly beautiful Mika, looking sexy and powerful as Wonder Woman. Tommy and Fogel, dressed as a pharaoh and Jesus, pretty much blended in.

“Okay guys,” said Tommy, “if ever we need to meet up, here’s the spot. And make sure Jed and Mika are okay. They took some mushrooms an hour ago. They seem fine, but just keep half an eye on them.”

Jed, half dancing to the music emanating from the warehouse across the street, looked over at the group, surveying each costume.  “Dude, don’t worry about us. We’re fine. We’re just getting in the zone for Mom’s Ball!”

Drew took Fogel aside and leaned in towards his ear. “Listen, Fogel, ixnay on the anktay. I don’t want Lauren to know about that. She’s only a sophomore undergrad, and I’m not sure if she would want her sister hanging out with some dude with a Nitrous tank.”

“Hey, no worries, there’s more to Fogel than a tank,” replied Fogel, none too convincingly.

As they spoke, the rest of the group became progressively more eager to enter the party. Drew looked over at Kate and Lauren to make sure they were okay with the goings on, and to his surprise, they seemed unshaken.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go in. Mom’s Ball... let’s do it!”

Inside the building, it took a while for their eyes to adapt to the dark. The large room, an open, spartan place, featured a very loud four-person band in the corner, with two guitarists, a drummer, and one guy on the washboard—no stage, just the band on the floor with a few amps and some red spotlights. People of varying ages filled out the crowd, trending towards twenty-somethings, but more than a few in their forties, and a few who looked to be in their fifties and sixties. Some wore overly revealing costumes, but they tended more towards the exotic and creative than the overtly sexual.

Who were these people, what did they do during the week, and how did they end up here?

Within a minute of entering, Jed and Mika held plastic cups filled with blue liquids, and they danced in a corner, drinking, kissing, and spilling.

Tommy and Fogel headed towards the bar, and Lauren talked with two guys dressed up as women in heavy makeup.

Drew and Kate walked over to Lauren to make sure she was okay.

Lauren spotted them and flashed an unusually natural and casual smile.  “Drew and Kate, this is Mark and Ian. Ian is my econ TA, and Mark is his friend.”

Drew nodded towards Lauren’s friends.  “Kate and I were going to dance. You okay?”

“I’m good. Have fun, and I’ll find you if I need you. This place is pretty cool.”

As Drew and Kate headed towards the dance floor, they took advantage of their now dark-adapted eyes to survey the room around them. In one corner, a Hula girl made out with a zombie. In another corner, the band’s drummer had left the stage area and was drumming angrily on the concrete wall across the hall. Jed and Mika were now at the bar getting refills, and Tommy was dancing with a girl in a tie-dyed shirt and flowers in her hair. Fogel was nowhere to be found.

When they reached the center of the room, they started dancing—not a tango or a mambo or the kind of dancing you would do at your cousin’s wedding, but the kind of dancing you do when you don’t care who is watching. Like when you feel the music and you are free. And happy. And young. And in love.

As they held hands and danced, Drew noticed Kate sneaking peeks up into his eyes. It was a good thing it was so dark, because if it had been any lighter, she would have seen the tears rolling down his cheeks. For while they were dancing, Drew had looked around the room, at his friends, at Lauren, and at Kate, and thought to himself—right there at that moment—that it could never get any better than this.
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PART 2
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Chapter 7
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Fall 1999

Friday, along with Monday and Wednesday, were Drew’s days to drive Emily and Sara to school.

He walked downstairs, gathered his watch, wallet, and keys from his desk drawer, and suddenly lapsed into his recurrent daydream. During these episodes, which happened to him involuntarily a few times a month, Drew imagined that he could see his current world through his eyes from all previous times in his life. For example, while walking through his kitchen, his 15-year-old or 25-year-old self, or any prior age for that matter, would be seeing it for the first time. Although the daydream involved all prior versions of his self, he found that he was able to focus on primarily one version at a time, maybe the 18- or 32-year-old ones, and on a different aged version each time.

Although involuntary, these episodes gratified him and felt life affirming. Perhaps it was a measure of his satisfaction with his current existence, but introducing his current life to the previous versions of himself brought him great comfort and pleasure.

In today’s version, his 21-year-old college senior self viewed him walking through his lovely Uptown cottage, and admired the details of the home.

Lovely home, his younger self thought, tastefully decorated, clearly the touch of a woman. Looks Victorian, so maybe I’m still in New Orleans.

He admired the framed photos on the shelves and tabletops—pictures of his family with his mother. The photos seemed relatively recent, so he wondered if perhaps his mother were still alive. Although current Drew knew she had passed just 18 months ago, his younger self did not or could not know this, and the momentary thought of his mother still alive comforted him. He saw several photos of children, two sweet young girls looking nearly the same age.

Must have had them close together. That makes sense. It’s probably easier that way. There’s another one of the whole family. Wait, is that Kate? How can that be? We must have met again later in life. I knew it was meant to be, and not just the romantic dream of an idealistic freshman. Wow, she’s older, yet even more beautiful. And look... photos of us all in Europe, at Disney World, some other places I don’t recognize. What a life! We’ve done it! We’ve made the dream come true. How blessed!

Drew snapped himself out of the sweet daydream and turned to the task-at-hand: driving the girls to school. Now eleven years old and starting their last year of elementary school, the twins were quite familiar with the carpool drop-off routine by this time.

Drew loved to observe the different ways in which parents dropped off their children, particularly the kindergarteners who had their own drop-off line. These differences related mostly to whether it was the parent’s first, second, or later child. Parents dropping off their first child were extra slow and careful. They arrived early to carpool line, pulled up slowly to the curb when it was their turn, got out of the car and opened the door for their child, walked them to the front door and made sure they walked in chaperoned. Parents with second children would pull up to the curb, turn back to their children and tell them to get out of the car, and once the child was safely on the curb, drive away. Parents with third or later children would scoot around to the inner circle of the line and, while the other parents waited patiently, slow down a little bit as their children escaped their barely stopped cars.

Parents told their first children to be careful and have a great day. Parents told their third children to stop, drop, and roll.

The girls had been through this routine for a couple of years already and had it down pat. Furthermore, they were good girls, generally did what they were supposed to, and loved to please Daddy.

“Okay, girls, time to get out. Have a great day. Love you!” Drew pressed the button to unlock the back doors.

“Love you, Daddy.”

Music to my ears.

The oxytocin bomb had hit Drew and Kate again eleven years ago, when the girls were born, and they dedicated most of their days to ensuring Emily’s and Sara’s well-being. He had a hard time describing this feeling to others, but the moment it had hit him... that was the first time he really understood how his parents felt about him. It made him want to apologize to them for all the times he forgot to call them after he landed from a flight or arrived after a long drive.

Life was good for Drew and Kate, and he knew it. They lived in a modest but charming uptown cottage. Kate was a Rheumatologist at Tulane Medical Center, Drew an Ophthalmologist in private practice in Metairie, just outside the city. Recently, he’d patented a surgical instrument that provided them additional income—not enough to live on, but just enough to offer a little something extra on occasion, like special purchases and family vacations. He was being interviewed later that morning for an article in the Times Picayune about his invention.
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After dropping off the girls, Drew drove to his office, entered through the staff door, poured himself a cup of coffee, and waited for the reporter to arrive.

A few minutes later, a knock came on his office door announcing her arrival. He opened the door and greeted his guest. “Hello, welcome, I’m Drew Coleman. Thanks for coming out today.”

“I’m Anne Fontenot from the Times Pic. Thanks for meeting with me. We’re running a series about local entrepreneurs and would like to do a piece about your invention. Can you tell me a little about it?”

“Sure, let’s sit here.” He pulled out a chair for the reporter and sat down across from her.  “Let me give you an overview.”

Drew shifted from his casual to his work voice, telling the story as he had told it dozens of times before. “The human eye functions like a camera, in which a lens focuses light onto a photoreceptive surface. The human lens is clear at birth, but it darkens as you age. When the lens darkens enough to interfere with your vision, it’s called a cataract, and can be surgically removed with a great degree of success.”

He sat up in his chair a bit and continued. “Modern cataract surgery involves removing the front surface of the lens and breaking-up the inside core into pieces small enough to be sucked out through a very small incision. Once this lens material is removed, an artificial lens is folded and stuffed through the incision, unrolled inside the eye, and placed in front of the back lining of the lens. The lens rests behind the iris, which can block the surgeon’s view of the lens. The iris opening is dilated, or made larger, with eye drops in order to give the surgeon a full view of the lens. However, in some cases, the iris doesn’t dilate effectively, interfering with the surgeon’s ability to safely remove the lens. After encountering this problem on a few occasions, I developed an instrument that could be inserted into the eye through a small incision and unfurled in a circular manner inside the iris, improving the surgeon’s view. This instrument proved quite effective and was soon widely adopted. I named it after my wife and my first date location, and it forever became known as the Lagniappe Scroll.” He sat back and looked at the reporter with some measure of self-satisfaction.

“Is this the only instrument that performs this function?”

“No, there are a few others that accomplish this in a somewhat different manner, but individual surgeons have their preferences, and enough prefer this one to keep it in regular use. We’re not curing cancer here, but if it makes the procedure a little safer for a certain number of people, that’s satisfying enough for me.”

The reporter asked a few follow-up questions, then stood up to leave.  “Okay, great, thank you. I think I have what I need. I’ll let you know if I need anything else. Thank you for your time.”

“My pleasure.”  Drew stood up and walked her to the door.
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This was supposed to be his day off, but he was on call that night for the practice, which provided backup for the residents in training at Charity Hospital. He called the resident on call to make sure there was nothing pending, and signed off with the traditional code of the backup attending, which was, “Call me if you need me, but need me if you call me.”

Before leaving work, he called Kate at home. “Don’t we have plans with Lauren and Peter tonight?”

“Yes, but let’s make it a short night. My sinus headache hasn’t gone away yet.”

“You get that every fall, but this year it seems to be lasting a little longer than usual. Maybe you should see if you need to change antibiotics?”

“I was thinking that too. I’ll get it looked at Monday.”

“Okay, I’ll be home soon.”

Lauren and Peter lived a few blocks away in the Carrollton section of town. They each worked in the wealth management division of Hibernia National Bank, though in different offices. They’d met a few years ago at a work holiday party and, after carefully navigating the interoffice politics of dating coworkers, married last year.

Drew and Lauren were always very close, and he was protective of Lauren, especially considering her history of dating less than ideal men. However, he’d taken an instant liking to Peter. Despite that, as Kate liked to joke, Lauren continued to date Peter until he eventually asked her to marry him. They married at the Royal Orleans the past summer, had settled nicely into married life, and the two couples had become good friends. They were also a particularly excellent aunt and uncle to Emily and Sara, who loved them unconditionally.

The four of them met later in evening for dinner at La Crepe Nanou, a precious little restaurant off Prytania Street, and a favorite of each of them. Drew and Kate entered the restaurant right on time and, after checking in with the hostess, were brought to their table.

Lauren and Peter arrived ten minutes late—as usual—with Peter apologizing for Lauren having delayed them—as usual. “I brought a bottle of Pinot,” he said. “It was given to us as a gift at a dinner party we had a few weeks ago. The guy who gave it to me said it’s a really good vintage.”

“Yes, don’t you love when someone gives you a gift and then tells you how great it is?” added Lauren.

Drew chuckled. “I kinda do that, I must admit. I guess I should stop it.”

“I’ve been telling you that for years,” added Kate. “How come it takes Lauren saying it to make you stop?”

“I’m going to stop talking right now,” replied Drew, to everyone’s laughter.

Peter turned to Kate. “How are the girls? I know they started their last year of elementary school this week. I can’t believe they’ll be in middle school next year.”

“They’re fine,” she said. “I don’t say it around just anybody, but they are such good girls.”

“You mean they are so you, and not so me,” said Lauren to Kate.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

The entire table broke out in laughter again.

“We had such a good time with them at the zoo last weekend,” Peter said. “You know, they’re very good artists. There was a booth where you could make clay animals, and theirs were the best ones.”

“Love goggles,” said Drew. “They make you see the work of those you love through rose-colored glasses. Anyway, I’m not sure if they’re the next Michelangelos, but thanks for taking them, and thanks even more for appreciating them.”

“Our pleasure,” added Lauren, pouring the much-hyped Pinot.

Of the many things Drew liked about Peter, including his ability to appreciate everything that was uniquely Lauren, was his true affection for Emily and Sara. It may still be a few years away, but he thought the two of them would be very good parents, which was always the most important quality to him. He treasured family, and missed spending time with his own in Florida. Perhaps that was why he treasured the time with Lauren and Peter even more; they were his only family close by, and the thought of them having children and adding to the New Orleans branch of the family tree made him very happy.

On the way home, Drew looked over at Kate. “You seemed a little quiet at dinner. Are you okay?”

“Yes, just a little tired. It’s been a long week, and I’m still not feeling a hundred percent.”

“Okay, you’ll see Dr. Kahn on Monday and he’ll give you something.”
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Monday morning arrived, and Drew ushered the girls into the car for carpool drop-off. He called out to Kate in the kitchen as he was preparing to leave. “Call me after seeing the doctor and let me know how it goes.” 

“Okay, I will.” Kate walked to the door and leaned over to kiss the girls on their foreheads. “Have a great day at school.”

“Love you, Mommy.”

“Love you too.”

Later that day at work, Drew’s front desk receptionist waited for him outside one of the exam rooms and told him that his wife was on the phone. He walked into his office and picked up the phone. “Hi, honey, how’d it go at the doctor’s?”

“He thinks I may have chronic sinusitis and wants me to have an MRI this Friday.”

“Whatever he thinks... whatever it takes to make you better.”

“I know, but this is the last thing I need right now. I asked him if he can just change my antibiotic, and he told me that if it is chronic sinusitis I may need sinus surgery. I’m really not up for that.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Let’s just get you better.”

“Okay, I have a regular day today. See you tonight.”

“Me too. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Later that evening, they came home from work, prepared dinner together, and eventually put the girls to bed.

As they washed up before bed, Drew turned to Kate. “What time is your MRI? I want to go with you.”

“It’s at nine. You really don’t need to go. I’m fine.”

“No, I want to go. I’ll drop the girls off, come home and pick you up, and we’ll go together. I’ll book the morning out.”

“Are you sure? It’s really not necessary.”

“I know, but I want to go.”

“Okay, thanks. It will be nice to have you there,” Kate finally admitted.
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Friday morning began with the usual routine. After dropping off the girls, Drew picked up Kate and drove to the familiar MRI center, to which they each referred patients.

Kate walked up to the check-in window, and the receptionist immediately recognized her. “Dr. Coleman, nice to see you. Are you the patient today?”

“Yes, MRI of the sinuses. I have a sinus headache that just won’t quit.”

“Okay, have a seat, and we’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

“Is Dr. Lewis reading the films today?” Drew asked the receptionist, knowing his friend and Med School classmate would most likely be the Radiologist on duty today.

“Just send a copy to Dr. Kahn,” Kate interjected. “I’ll review it with him Monday.” She then turned to Drew. “He said he likes to read them himself.”

“Okay, no problem.”

After a few minutes, the technician brought Kate back for her MRI, and a half hour later, brought her back out to the waiting room.

“I booked out today, so just drive me home. I’ll take a nap, and then pick up the girls. You can go to work.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

Drew drove Kate home, walked her inside, made sure she was all right, and drove to work. However, later that afternoon, driven by his worry for Kate and his relationship with Dr. Lewis, the Radiologist at the MRI center, he called to get the results.

“Hello, this is Dr. Coleman. Is Dr. Lewis there?”

“Yes, one moment, I’ll get him.”

“Hey, Drew, it’s Jon. How are you and Kate doing? How are the girls?”

“All good here. It’s been a long time. Let’s catch up later. Kate had an MRI of the sinuses this morning... any chance it was read?”

“I wasn’t on this morning. I think Adeline was, but I’ll find the report. Give me a minute.”

After a couple minutes, Dr. Lewis returned. This time, however, his voice was not as friendly or casual. “Drew, I don’t know what to say. Her sinuses are clear, but there’s an intracranial mass present. We can’t tell exactly what it is. It looks benign and encapsulated, but it’s about two-by-three centimeters in size and is in the right parietal cortex. Were you expecting something like this?”

Drew sat silent, stunned by what he was hearing—as if he understood each word but not the meaning of the sentence. “Are you sure it’s the right MRI?”

“Yes, we only did one MRI of the head this morning. All cuts have her name on it. I’m so sorry, Drew.”

He paused for a moment. “Okay, thanks, Jon. Let me go. I’ll let you know what it turns out to be.”

“Okay, good luck. Let me know if I can help in any way.”

He hung up the phone, sat down at his desk, and stared out the window, not moving or speaking. He’d seen many tumors in his lifetime, including many that were safely removed with little or no lasting effect, but it felt so different when it affected his family. What’s more, Kate not only did not know about it, but had specifically asked him not to get the results before she met with her doctor on Monday. Should he tell her, or should he go through the weekend acting as if nothing had happened? And... even if that was the right choice... could he possibly do it? Kate knew him better than anyone else in the world and could pick-up on his slightest mood changes.

Monday is a lifetime away. What should I do? What can I do?
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He drove home, and as he sat in the driveway, he couldn’t remember the drive at all, and wondered how he got there. He took a deep breath and gathered himself, got out of the car, and walked up to and through the front door.

The girls were watching TV in the living room, and Drew walked over to kiss them hello. “How was school today?”

“Good,” replied Sara.

“Boring,” added Emily

“Why was it boring?”

“I thought our last year of elementary school would be different, but we’re still doing the same things as last year.”

“Well, it’s only the first week. I bet they’ll start doing more interesting things soon.”

“I hope so.”

Drew turned and walked into the kitchen, where Kate was preparing dinner. He had always loved her cooking, admiring the way she always took the extra time and effort to make new and healthy meals. Not every new dish was a keeper, but dinner was always interesting. She’d recently started cooking with the girls, which Sara enjoyed more than Emily, but they each enjoyed the time with Mommy.

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. I couldn’t sleep, so I caught up on some paperwork before picking up the girls.”

Drew nodded, trying his best not to show his emotions. It wouldn’t be easy, but it was clear that he would have to hide his knowledge and concerns until Monday.

All throughout the weekend, he’d carefully maintained his poker face. He took the girls for a bicycle ride, went out by himself to exercise, and asked Kate to go to a movie instead of dinner, thinking that the less time spent in conversation, the less of a chance he had of giving away his secret.

He couldn’t help but think of the old The Twilight Zone episode called, “They Boy Who Predicted Earthquakes.” In that episode, a fifteen-year-old boy named Herbert Bittman possessed psychic precognition. Once his talents became known, he was given a reality television show in which he would go onstage and offer his predictions, which would inevitably come true. However, one day Herbert appeared extremely upset and refused to go on stage. After being subjected to great pressure to perform, Herbert went onstage and predicted a coming human, worldwide, joyful utopia. As the live audience cheered and television audiences celebrated around the globe, Herbert walked offstage to his handlers, who asked him if his prediction was true. Herbert looked back at them ruefully and reported that tomorrow there would be a supernova. The sun was going to explode.

All weekend, Drew felt like Herbert, holding his thoughts to himself, waiting for his sun to explode.

When Monday morning arrived, Drew told Kate he wanted to accompany her on the doctor’s visit. Kate seemed perplexed by his offer to miss work, but said she was happy to have him there. They dropped off the girls together and drove to Dr. Kahn’s office for a 9:00 AM appointment. At a few minutes past the hour, the receptionist called Kate in and the two of them went into the office.

Dr. Kahn appeared a few minutes later carrying a large brown folder containing the MRI prints, and approached the couple. “Hi Kate. Hello Drew.”

“Hello Bill,” they each replied in unison.

Dr. Kahn’s face quickly changed from social to serious as he spoke to them in a calm but measured voice. “I have your MRI and reviewed it this weekend. I’m not sure what you were expecting, but the MRI shows a two- by three-centimeter intracranial mass in the right parietal lobe. It looks encapsulated and benign, but it’s of moderate size and appears to be compressing the gray matter in that area. I want to refer you to a neurosurgeon to be evaluated today.”

His words elicited only silence.

Even though Drew was prepared, the news hit him with the same force as it had the first time. Somehow, he’d been hoping for a different outcome.

Kate asked Dr. Kahn to repeat himself.

“I know it’s hard to understand at first, but it’s very much real, and we need to address it—the sooner the better. Go see Dr. Agrawal at Ochsner clinic today. He’s the best around. He’s calm, has good judgment, and surgically is the best I’ve seen. Go straight from here. I’ll call him and let him know you’re coming. Here, take the MRIs with you.”

They stood up, thanked Dr. Kahn, and Drew grabbed the MRIs.

They walked silently to the car. Drew knew Kate needed space when she was upset, and was careful not to hold her hand. They were both in survival mode, too focused to talk or cry. Drew opened the rear door, placed the MRIs on the back seat, walked around and opened the door for Kate, and came back around and got into the driver’s seat.

Drew broke the silence. “Let’s see what Dr. Agrawal has to say. If it’s benign, as they think it is, then it should be very removable.” He tried not to sound too optimistic. 

He was aware of his natural tendency to see the best possible outcome as the most likely one. Life had been good to him. Although he’d experienced the pain of losing his parents, things had otherwise come pretty easily for him—good grades, good friends, a satisfying career, the happiest marriage he knew, two wonderful girls. Life had taught him so far that things tended to work out for the best.

Life had treated Kate well too, but her nature caused her to never really trust it. She’d worked extra hard to ensure she would get good grades, was always surprised when she achieved professional success, and worried all throughout her pregnancy.

They were equally happy, but differed in their ability to take the future for granted.

As they pulled up to the Ochsner Clinic, Kate broke down and started to cry. “I knew it. I knew it was too good to be true. I was waiting for something like this to happen.”

“C’mon, don’t talk like that. There is no cosmic karma. We’re doctors... we see what happens to people. We’re all flesh and blood, and imperfect physically. Thank God we have the type of medicine that can take care of things like this, and we will take care of you. Let’s pull together and see the doctor.”

He wondered if he was reassuring Kate... or himself.

“Okay.” Kate quickly pulled herself together.

The two walked up to the Neurosurgical suite, checked in, and sat down in the waiting room.

Drew had spent many hours in hospitals, and few things in this world were more heartbreaking than a neurosurgical waiting room, filled with people in various states of distress, sizing-up each other’s illnesses while trying not to make eye contact.

After a few minutes, they were called in to see the doctor, but instead of being brought into an examination room, they were led directly into his office.

Dr. Agrawal introduced himself, took the MRIs and put them onto a view box on his office wall, and studied them for a few minutes. “It appears to be a meningioma, which is benign. We cannot tell for sure until we get the biopsy results, but it seems most likely that this is the case. That’s the good news. The bad news is that it’s relatively large and in a dangerous location, surrounding two major arteries. We need to be aggressive and remove it in full, or it will continue to grow, but we’ll have to dissect around the vessels. It’s a delicate procedure, and the potential outcomes range from minimal postoperative morbidity to much worse.”

“What do you mean by much worse?” asked Drew.

“When you’re talking about removing intracranial tumors, especially ones in this location, all outcomes are possible.”

He wouldn’t say it, but Drew knew exactly what he meant. “When do you want to do the surgery?”

“The sooner the better. It doesn’t have to be today, but it should be in the next few days—from a medical standpoint as well as an emotional one. You’ll need a few days to get your affairs in order and make sure your children are cared for while you’re recovering, but you probably won’t be able to function too much until this gets taken care of.”

“Okay, let’s schedule it as soon as we can,” said Kate.

“I can do Thursday, first case. Be here at six. Angela will take care of scheduling.”

And so it was done. In four hours, they’d gone from sinus disease to scheduling brain surgery.

Back in the car, Kate turned to Drew. “I can’t go home yet. Can we go to PJ’s and sit and talk this out? If I’m in a public place, I won’t break down, and we need to focus.”

Drew nodded. “Can I call Lauren to pick up the kids and take them to her house? I’ll tell her it’s important and that we’ll talk later.”

“Yes, that sounds like a good idea.”
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Once at PJs, they quickly focused on the issue. Their medical training had taught them how to make important decisions on very little sleep and with minimal emotion, and they quickly lapsed into work mode. They agreed to ask Kate’s parents to come down to stay with them in the house, to take care of the girls and to help Kate recuperate. Thankfully, they knew that Kate’s parents would drop whatever they were doing to come down and help, and Drew would welcome their assistance and company. They would each inform their workplaces, first thing in the morning, that they’d be taking indefinite leave. The girls would go to Lauren and Peter’s house on Wednesday night, and would stay with them at least until the weekend, and they would reassess at that time.

All a very logical plan, and the planning took their minds off the underlying problem, which was a relief.

After an hour or so of planning at PJ’s, they drove to Lauren and Peter’s house to pick up the girls. Kate went into the living room to say hello to the girls.

Lauren immediately grabbed Drew and walked him into the privacy of the back yard. “What’s up? Something seems terribly wrong.”

Drew sat down on the bench in the back yard, put his head into his hands, and for the first time started to cry. He started slowly, but soon fell into an uncontrollable sob, the kind of cry that humans developed as an evolutionary defense mechanism to somehow allow unbearable pain to leave the body.

Lauren had never seen him cry, and seemed unnerved by it. Righting herself, she got down on one knee and hugged him. “Relax. What’s wrong? Tell me.”

Drew opened up and told Lauren everything, all the details from his knowledge of the condition all weekend to the range of possible outcomes.

Lauren sat up and took a deep breath to steady herself. “We’re here for whatever you and the girls need. Mommy and Daddy have to come down also.”

Drew managed a weak nod. “I know. I’m calling them tonight. That’s not a call I’m looking forward to making.”
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After gathering up the girls and driving home, they put the girls to bed, then opened and finished a bottle of red wine. Kate went upstairs to wash up, and Drew went into the living room to call Kate’s parents.

In his career, Drew had delivered bad news on many occasions, telling patients they would lose their sight, or even that they had intraocular tumors, but this was the hardest phone call he’d ever had to make.

He took one last walk upstairs to make certain that the girls were asleep, and that Kate was in bed for good, then walked back downstairs into the office he shared with Kate, softly closed the door so as not to make a sound, picked up the phone, and dialed Daniel and Elaine’s home phone number.

After a few rings, Kate’s mom answered.

“Hi, Elaine, it’s Drew.”

“Hi, Drew, so nice of you to call. Anything up?”

He rarely called them directly, generally getting on the phone only after Kate spoke first, and so he could sense Elaine’s anxiety over the oddly timed call.

“Well, I just needed to talk to you for a second. Is Daniel home? Can you put him on the phone also?”

“Sure.” Elaine’s voice grew more anxious. 

“Hey, Drew, how are you?” said Daniel. “You’ve got us both on the line. What’s up?”

“Well, not such good news. Kate has been having headaches recently. We thought they were sinus related, but she just had an MRI, and it turns out she has a tumor. It’s benign, but rather large and in a tricky place. She needs it removed and is having the surgery on Thursday. I wanted to let you know, but was also hoping that maybe Elaine could come down to help with the kids, and maybe stay through the start of Kate’s recovery.”

After a moment of silence that felt longer than it was, Daniel replied first.  “Recovery... that sounds like you think she’s going to be okay. She’s going to be okay, right?”

Drew paused for a moment, somewhat disoriented by Daniel’s tone. Daniel was always so in control, smart and self-confident without being arrogant. He’d attained a high degree of status in his career, so it was out of character for him to be the one seeking reassurance, to seem so insecure.

Drew generally found himself in the role of authority figure in most of his daily interactions. Daniel and Elaine had warmly stepped into the role of surrogate parents to him after his own parents had passed, and were the only people in the world from whom he was able to seek that type of guidance and comfort, to regress to his needy childish self. And Elaine was Mom... she was always Mom... she was everybody’s Mom. Now, Drew found himself reassuring them. He wondered if he could handle it, but after the initial shock passed, Daniel and Elaine quickly reverted to the role of parents, and Drew returned to that of son.

As unaccustomed as he was to be asking for help, these were extraordinary circumstances. “Yes, I have every expectation that she’ll be fine, but it’s going to be a bit of a process. Lauren and Peter are here, and have offered whatever help they can, but I think we could all use a little more help.”

“Okay, we’ll both be there tomorrow,” said Elaine, without checking first with Daniel. “We’ll come in the afternoon and will take a taxi to your place. We’ve got this. We’ll make sure the girls are well cared for and will receive individual love and attention, and we’ll also do whatever chores or tasks you need. I guess Kate’s not up to talking?”

“Not yet. We’re in survival mode, just getting things done. I’ll let her know you’ll be here tomorrow. She’ll be very relieved, and the girls will be thrilled. Thank you so much. I think you know how much this means to us.”

“Of course. See you tomorrow,” replied Elaine and Daniel simultaneously.

Drew hung up the phone and sat alone in the dark office. All things considered, they seemed to take the news about as well as he could have expected. He looked into the distance, scanning the many family photos on the shelves.

No time for this. Must keep moving forward. Daniel and Elaine will be a comfort.

There was nobody with whom he more trusted the girls. They’d raised two very special daughters, so they must have been doing something right.
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The next day, they all agreed that after arriving on Tuesday, Daniel and Elaine would stay with Drew and Kate, see Emily and Sara for the night, and take them to school with Drew Wednesday morning so that they would know the routine. Lauren would pick them up Wednesday afternoon and keep them through the weekend, and Kate’s parents would accompany Kate and Drew to the hospital on Thursday.

The following days, everything proceeded according to plan. Daniel and Elaine arrived, everybody went about their appointed rounds flawlessly, and Emily and Sara seemed excited by the company and the sleepover. Drew and Kate discussed with the girls that Mommy needed to go to the hospital to get better, and that she would be home soon, and everybody went about their business, though hollowed-out like zombies inside.

On Thursday morning, Drew, Kate, Daniel, and Elaine drove to the hospital in relative silence. They shared some small talk about the weather, and how the girls were growing so fast, but nobody’s heart seemed to be really in the conversation.

After checking in, the staff led Kate, accompanied by Drew, into the pre-op area, where she changed into a hospital gown.

Daniel and Elaine stayed outside in the family waiting room.

As the operating room nurse came to bring Kate into the OR, Kate squeezed Drew’s hand, and they looked into each other’s eyes. “I love you, Drew. I always have.”

Drew held back tears, trying to be strong for the love of his life.  “I love you too. You and I are one, and will be so forever. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

Moments later, they took her away.

Drew and Kate had always felt a special connection to each other, even when they were apart. It reminded him of the phenomenon of Quantum Entanglement, in which two particles are connected in time and space, even when they are far apart. An effect on one particle has an immediate effect on the other, even when they cannot communicate.

When they took Kate away, it felt to Drew like a part of him was missing.

He walked out to the waiting room in silence, to where Daniel and Elaine sat in the far corner, farthest away from the television.

“It’s going to be a long day,” he said. “They said it will be six to eight hours before she comes out. Do you want to get some breakfast or something?”

“No thank you,” said Elaine. “You should go ahead. You should eat something.”

“Thanks, not now. I’m not hungry either.”

The hours passed slowly. They took turns taking walks in the lobby, and Drew got a muffin and some coffee. Drew and Daniel read the newspaper, while Elaine read her book. They made light conversation, and tears occasionally welled up in all their eyes.

It felt to Drew as if the time passed more slowly than he had ever remembered.

If time flies when you’re having fun, what happens to it when you’re sitting in the neurosurgical waiting room waiting to hear news about your wife, the mother of your twin 11-year-old girls?

Finally, at just before 4:00 PM, the receptionist called Drew, Daniel, and Elaine into a private room.

Dr. Agrawal walked in looking pale, and asked them all to sit down. “I’m sorry, but the tumor was larger and more invasive than we thought. It had surrounded and was strangulating two major vessels. We did everything we could, but she didn’t make it.”

The room went completely silent.

Drew stood up from his chair, stared into Dr. Agrawal’s eyes, and in a cracking voice said, “Do you mean...?”

“Yes, I’m so sorry. We did everything we could.”

Kate’s mother burst into tears, and her father grabbed her and hugged her, providing support in case she collapsed.

Drew sat down breathless, staring at nothing. A moment later, he got up and said to Dr. Agrawal, “Thank you, Doctor, we know you did everything you could. I need to take a walk.”
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Chapter 8
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Fall 1999

Drew stood up, walked out of the room, down the stairs, through the lobby, and out into the midday New Orleans heat. After exiting the hospital, he turned left onto Jefferson Highway, walked about half a mile, turned right onto Causeway Boulevard, and followed it past the Lakeside Mall towards Lake Pontchartrain and the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway.

He kept walking onto the Causeway, his mind and body numb, suppressing all thoughts in his head. As he continued to walk the flat and straight twenty-three-mile causeway, day turned into night and sunset glimmered to the west over the lake.

Drew continued his walk, eventually seeing the sunrise in the east. He reached the end of the causeway, now standing in the rural north shore town of Mandeville.

Tired from the long walk, he noticed a vacancy sign in a small bed and breakfast off Lakeshore Drive and walked inside.

The receptionist gave him a curious look, probably not used to seeing well-dressed men with no luggage looking for a room at eight o’clock in the morning. Despite Drew’s appearance, the receptionist was courteous and welcoming as was the local custom.

“Can I get a room for one night please?” asked Drew.

“Yes, that will be fifty-nine dollars,” replied the clerk. “Will there be one person or two?”

“One.” Drew had never felt more pain in saying that number.

“Okay, thank you. Room 114, down the hall this way.” The clerk pointed in the direction.

Drew took the key, walked to the room, undressed and showered, and immediately went to bed. After a few fitful minutes, he drifted into the welcome refuge of sleep.

Upon waking over 4 hours later, he put on the same clothes he’d been wearing, walked out of his room to the front desk, and asked the receptionist in a low monotone, “Is there a general store or market nearby?”

“Yes, there’s a country store a couple of blocks down the road. Take a left out the front door. It will be on your right. Can’t miss it.”

“Thank you.” Drew turned and walked towards the door.

As he walked along Lakeshore drive towards the Country Store, he finally found the resolve to think about his daughters. Lauren and Peter would likely keep them for the weekend, plus Daniel and Elaine were also there. The girls would be fine. In fact, he thought they would be better off without him for the next couple of days. He’d call them later today, or tomorrow at the latest, to let them know he was okay and that he needed a day or two to himself, but right now, he could not get himself to talk.

He also still could not get himself to think about Kate. His mind just turned off every time he started to address the reality of the situation.

He arrived at the Country Store, climbed the three wooden steps, and walked inside. The store was weathered and distressed on the outside, but inside was more modern and well stocked than he’d expected. He picked up a toothbrush and toothpaste, a hairbrush, razor blades and shaving cream, a basic change of clothes, a box of protein bars and a backpack. He paid for the items with cash and walked back to the bed and breakfast.

When he arrived, he went directly to his room, changed into the new clothes, and came back down for dinner, which they were serving in the dining room.

“Table for one?” asked the hostess.

“Yes, please. Thank you.”

The hostess, a pretty young blonde girl with pink cheeks and no makeup, sat Drew down, handed him a menu, and walked off. She returned a few minutes later with a glass of water. “You’re not from around here. Are you in for business or visiting family? Not many people come around for business, and we know most family visitors.”

Drew sat blankly for a moment, then said, “No, neither one. I’m just passing through.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m not really sure. I just need to keep moving.”

“Okay.” The hostess retreated a bit to give the unusual visitor a bit more space.

Drew ordered a dinner of baked chicken and rice, ate quickly and efficiently without saying a word to anybody, paid the check with cash, and walked back to his room. Once in his room, he undressed, washed up, and began to leaf through the local newspapers and brochures describing Family Activities on the North Shore. After a few minutes watching television, he fell soundly asleep.

The next morning, after a small breakfast of eggs and toast, he dressed, packed his belongings into his backpack, and set out the front door heading east on Lakeshore drive. As he walked, his thoughts turned to Kate. Had this really happened? Why did this happen? What about Emily and Sara... how will their lives change? Each time he started to think about it with any depth, his mind would shut down.

And he continued to walk.
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For the next week, he continued walking along the lonely roads of Louisiana, eventually making his way into Mississippi. Each night, he stopped at a roadside Inn or Motel for a night’s sleep, followed by morning eggs and toast. Each evening, he also felt the urge to call home and check on the girls, but his shame and self-blame, along with his belief that anything he said—not to mention his pitiful presence—would only serve to make his daughters worse, prevented him from making the call.

That, in turn, made him feel worse still.

As the days passed, he continued walking eastbound alongside I-10 into Alabama, eventually turning north onto I-65 just south of Mobile. The days took on a familiar rhythm, with an early start followed by a few hours walk, a late lunch at some roadside grill to avoid the midday heat, followed by the search for an ATM, then seeking shelter and a warm meal in the evening.

When he’d patented the Lagniappe Scroll, his attorney had instructed him to set up a bank account separate from the rest of his finances for the royalties to be deposited into. Neither Peter, nor Lauren, nor Kate’s parents were aware of this account, so Drew could withdraw money from it without drawing attention to his whereabouts. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to fund a basic subsistence.

As he passed through Mobile, he spotted a highway rest stop and went in to restock with food and water. He appeared darkly tanned and sweaty, but retained a certain inescapable urbanity not often seen in those parts.

In the packaged foods aisle, another man stocking up looked over at the unusual stranger and said, “How you doing, partner? You from around here?”

Drew offered a small smile and said, “No, I’m just passing through.”

“Where you headed?”

“Not sure, just going north. I just need to get far away from here.”

“I know the feeling. I didn’t see any other cars out there,” the man said, more a question than a statement. “I’m driving a big rig, myself.”

“I don’t have one. I’m walking”

“Walking? You don’t see too many people walking I-65, especially people like you.” The broad stranger looked at him quizzically.

Not sure what he meant by that, but taking it as a bit of a compliment, Drew replied, “Yeah, I’ve just had some personal problems back home, and I need to take some time to myself. I just needed to be elsewhere and alone, and this is where I ended up today.”

“I get it, brother. Want a ride? Looks like you could use a seat and some shade, and I wouldn’t mind the company. I’m headed to Atlanta.”

Drew thought about it for a moment. Normally, he would not have agreed, but these were anything but normal times, and he felt like he literally had nothing to lose. “That sounds good, thanks, I’d like that.” As they walked to the cashier, he said, “Let me pay for those things. It’s the least I could do.”

Drew paid in cash, and the odd pair walked toward the only vehicle parked out front, an eighteen-wheel tractor-trailer with Rebel Flag mud flaps over the wheels.

After a few quiet minutes on the road, the driver leaned over, put out his large callused hand, and said, “I’m Ben. What’s your name?”

“Drew, and thanks again for the hospitality.”

“I’ve been driving this truck for about ten years. I worked at a desk job before, as an auto insurance appraiser, but I got tired of doing the same thing in the same place every day. Plus, this pays a bunch more. It gets a little lonely, but it’s nice not having a boss.”

“Yeah, I get that.” Drew turned and mostly looked out the window.

After a few more minutes of silence, Ben looked over at Drew with one eye, keeping the other eye on the road, and asked, “So, what’s a guy like you doing walking the highway? Sorry, but I had to ask.”

“I lost my wife a couple of weeks ago and couldn’t deal with it. It was unexpected. We were very close. The moment I heard, my whole body just said ‘Go’.”

“I’m divorced also. It always comes as a surprise, even if things aren’t going well. That’s sort of why I got onto the road myself, in a different way.”

“I’m not divorced,” said Drew matter-of-factly. “My wife passed.”

Ben paused for a moment and said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. My condolences. I think I understand a little better now. Sorry again.”

“That’s okay. You’re the first person I’ve said more than a sentence to in two weeks. It sort of makes it real having said it out loud.”

“I understand. I lost my brother real young in a hunting accident. We were in a group of about eight or ten people, three dads and their sons. One of the other kids shot him by accident while loading his gun. The kid blamed himself the rest of his life. I blamed myself for a long time. I still miss him.”

Drew found Ben unexpectedly easy to talk to. Perhaps it was because he hadn’t talked to anybody in a couple of weeks, or perhaps it was his need for catharsis, but he found himself relating to somebody for the first time in quite a while.

“For the first few days after she passed,” he said, “I couldn’t think of anything—just the next step, the next turn, the next place to get water. After a few days, I began to think about the myth of Icarus. Icarus’s father, Daedalus, had made Icarus a pair of wings out of wax, and warned him not to fly too low near the sea nor too high near the sun. However, delighted by the gift of flight, Icarus flew higher and higher, eventually flying close enough to the sun to melt his wax wings, and he crashed into the sea to his ultimate demise. I began to wonder, am I Icarus? Did I reach too high? Did I try for too much? Perfect wife, kids, home, career.... Was I asking for this? Did I deserve this?”

He shook his head and sighed. “But I don’t think that’s it. Yes, I had it all, but I, or should I say we, never asked for more. We just went about our lives, caring for our children and our careers, and the other things followed. There were always people with more, sometimes much more. We never looked at them with envy, always happy with what we had, especially with each other. No, not Icarus.”

He turned to the window again, though his thoughts focused mostly inward. “My mind then turned to Cain. Yes, Cain was not righteous, and he killed his brother Abel, then lied about it to God. I’ve never done anything like that, but every time something good happened to me, part of me felt like I was taking it from someone else. When I got into Med School, I thought about some kid who studied his whole life to be a doctor, and was denied a spot because of me. Same thing with residency. I couldn’t pass a homeless man and not think, ‘there but for the grace of God go I.’ Should I have done more, given more, cared more? Is this my punishment?”

He took a deep breath, and the words continued to flow as if a dam had broken. “Growing up I was the golden boy of the family, always getting good grades and never bringing problems home for my parents. Was this out of competition? Was this a betrayal of my brothers? Did I act out of competition and selfishness for my parents’ affection, to my brothers’ detriment? And what about Kate’s illness? I put her in situations where there was smoke and grime. We drank the infamous New Orleans tap water. Didn’t get checkups as often as we should have. I bought her makeup and lipstick with artificial colors and scents. Were they toxic? And I’m a doctor! Shouldn’t I have picked up her symptoms earlier? Was I too selfish, too self-absorbed? Is this my fault, and is this my punishment?”

He reached for his bottled water, took a long sip, and continued. “And what does it say about humanity that the first human death was a murder? Or about God’s lack of benevolence for rejecting Cain’s honest offering and allowing that murder? Kate’s was not the first death, but for me it had the same impact. I’ve never been a big believer in religious ritual, but I truly believed in God. I saw evidence of God in the complexity of the human form. I think, on some level, any parent who witnesses their child’s birth must believe in some higher power. Now, I can come to no other conclusions than either there is no God, or he is uncaring and unjust. Why would a benevolent, just God allow this type of evil or suffering? I’m aware of the argument of free will, that God grants us free will and that, without it, life would be meaningless, that we would all just be puppets. But illness is not free will. Kate didn’t choose to be sick, so why take her? She was kind and good. She was the best of us. And what about the girls losing their mother? They have no sin, so why punish them? Was it all my fault? Is this my punishment? Was my gift not satisfactory, like Cain’s? Whose is, and why do they get to keep their wives and mothers? I refuse to accept the possibility of there being no higher power, but my relationship with God has now come down to, ‘Listen, I don’t like you, and you don’t like me, so let’s just try to stay out of each other’s way.’”

Sitting up straighter in his chair, and with his adrenaline flowing, Drew continued. “And what were the components of Cain’s curse? First among them was the Mark of Cain. The major religions differ on what exactly that mark is. Judaism says the mark is an engraved letter of God’s name on Cain’s forehead. Christianity is more vague, with some believing that the mark may not be a visible defect, perhaps even that the mark was a Dog given to Cain, as protection to keep him safe from harm as he walked the earth alone forever. Mormons believe the mark was a blackening of the skin, a teaching that has become more controversial over time. Another aspect of the curse was the poisoning of the earth by Abel’s blood, making Cain unable to farm or be fruitful, never being able to enjoy the fruits of his labor. The final part of the curse was to mark Cain as a fugitive and wanderer, condemning him to live apart from his family and wander the world alone forever.

“And here I am, without thinking about it or planning—a dark-skinned nomad, wandering the highway alone, separated from my family, unable to return.”

“Son,” said Ben, switching from fraternal to paternal, perhaps sensing Drew’s pain. “I asked myself those same questions after my brother died. I think anyone who’s ever lost anybody they loved has, in some fashion, asked those same questions. You’re not the first to suffer a loss. After twenty years, I still can’t answer those questions. All I can say is that life goes on, and that you are not alone.”

After a few seconds, Drew rubbed his hands together, looked out the window and said, “Thank you. That’s actually somewhat comforting.”

The two remained silent for a long time afterwards. Finally, after a long wait, Ben asked, “Where are you going after Atlanta?”

Drew shrugged. “I’m not sure. I just want to keep moving north.”

“Have you thought about the Appalachian Trail? It starts just north of Atlanta at Springer Mountain and continues uninterrupted all the way to Maine. And there are enough Motels and Cabins and supply shops along the route to keep you going.”

“That sounds like just what I’m looking for.”

They sat in silence again until the early evening, when they reached Atlanta. Ben drove the truck into a large lot outside of a warehouse along a country road just north of Atlanta, turned to Drew, and said, “Well, I’m here at my load out. After this, I turn and head back home to Alabama. There’s a little inn and restaurant about four miles north of here along this same road. If you continue north about a two day’s hike from there, you’ll reach the start of the trail. They can give you more details at the inn.”

“Okay, and thank you again, sincerely. Ben, you were really an Angel to me when I needed one. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Just one foot in front of the other. The past gets farther behind every day, and after a while, it’s no longer part of the present. Good luck, Drew. God be with you.”

“Goodbye, Ben.” Drew took one more, long look at Ben and the truck, then turned and walked north, not looking back again.
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Chapter 9
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Fall 1999

Drew walked north along lonely Route 19 in north Georgia towards the small town of Gainesville. After an hour or so of walking along the deserted road and seeing only two cars pass him, headed in the opposite direction, he came upon a small cluster of wooden buildings on the right-hand side of the road. The main cabin was small and rustic but neat and well built, and surrounded by a dozen or so smaller wooden cabins, each numbered with large, white numerals on their front door.

The largest structure had a sign out front:


Hiker’s Hostel


He entered but did not see another person in the main cabin. “Hello, is anybody here?”

After getting no reply, he walked over to a corner display that contained numerous brochures, each promoting a different enterprise set up to provide services to hikers of the Appalachian Trial. There were brochures for Inns, Hostels, camping and backpack suppliers, shuttle services, and guided tours. He picked out a few of the most appropriate brochures and sat down on the large, well-worn, brown leather couch in the center of the room.

After a few minutes, a weathered voice called out to him. “Hello, have you been here long? I’ve been in the back bringing some firewood up. Can I help you?”

“Yes, do you have any rooms available for the night?”

“We sure do. It’s a little late in the year to see hikers here. We tend to be busiest in the Spring and early Fall, but we’re happy to have people any time of the year. Did you just finish the trail?”

“No, actually I’m just looking to start. Is it too late? Am I crazy to start this late in the year?”

“Well, it’s a little too late in the season to make it all the way north to Maine before winter hits, but if you stop a little earlier along the trail, or take some shuttles to shorten it a bit, you should be fine for the next couple of months, at least.”

“Thank you. I’m a beginner, and I haven’t put a lot of thought and planning into it, to say the least. Can you help me with some planning, or is there someone else who can help me out a bit more?”

“Ezra is the owner of the Inn, and he knows more about the trail than anybody I know. He’ll be here in the morning, and you can ask him whatever you like. He’ll be happy to answer any questions you have. He loves to talk about the trail any time, and it’s been slow around here, so he’ll be happy to talk to anybody about anything.”

“Thank you. Okay, then can I have a room for one night, please?”

“Sure, you can have cabin four, our largest one. There are only a few other people staying over tonight. Breakfast is served from 7:00 until 9:00 in the morning, right here in the main cabin. Don’t miss it. Ezra makes good grits and muffins, and hot, strong coffee.”

“That sounds fine. I’ll see you in the morning.” Drew took the cabin key.

He walked to his cabin, opened the old wooden door, unpacked his backpack, and settled in and read for a while before preparing to sleep. Tired from the long walks, as well as emotionally drained, he fell asleep easily.

He woke at dawn. This schedule suited him well, as it allowed him to get a good start before the midday heat set upon him.

Although he generally fell asleep quickly, he awoke each morning in a panic. The transition from sleep to consciousness each morning forced him to remember again that Kate was gone, and that he was living as a refugee from his home and family. This sadness was followed by the familiar pain and guilt, but as soon as he tried to emotionally reconcile these feelings, his mind and body went numb, and he arose to continue with the mundane tasks of his day.

Once fully awake and self-sedated, Drew felt truly hungry for the first time in a while. He packed some essentials into his backpack and walked out of his cabin towards the main cabin to get some breakfast. He entered and sat at a small table in the corner of the breakfast area.

A man soon came over and poured him some coffee.

“Thank you. Are you Ezra?”

“That would be me. What can I do for you?”

“I was told you could give me some information about the Appalachian Trail. A friend of mine, as well as the attendant from yesterday, told me you would know a fair amount about how to best go about it.”

“Sure thing. I’ve hiked it a bunch and know a good deal about it. And who is your friend?” asked the Innkeeper.

“He’s not really a friend. His name’s Ben, a truck driver who drove me from Mobile to Atlanta.”

“Ben Middleton. Gotta be him. He’s been in here many a time. He’s a good guy, but a real talker.”

“He seemed to me to be a better listener.”

“You must be the talker then. I’ve never heard him shut up.”

“Maybe yesterday I was. Anyway, tell me more about the Trail.”

Ezra sat down, poured himself some coffee into a cup from the place setting across from Drew, crossed his arms, and leaned back comfortably into his rustic wooden chair. “It’s about a two-day hike from here, dead north right along I-19. You go about twenty miles or so until you see the sign for the Appalachian Trail. I can drop you off there if you prefer. Once you’re there, the trail is pretty well marked and groomed. There are inns and places to restock in many parts along the way, but there are long stretches where you need to either camp out or take a shuttle to the next place to stay. You need a good map and an updated Hiker’s Companion Guide, as well as sunscreen and bug spray, a compass, and of course, a good water bottle. I have them all in the lobby. Ask at the inns along the way about where the next stop is, as well as the shuttle schedule. They’re very helpful and hospitable and are geared up for hikers.”

“Thank you, that’s very helpful.” Drew truly appreciated the kindness and expertise offered by Ezra.

“Are you going alone? It’s generally not a good idea to hike the trail alone. What happens if you get hurt or twist an ankle or something like that?”

“I’ll be okay. It’s my path to wander alone for a while.”

“To each his own, I guess. Anyway, see me before you leave, and I’ll get you stocked up right.”

“Thank you.” Drew stood up, gave Ezra’s hand a solid shake, and walked over to the side of the breakfast table where the eggs, grits, and muffins were set out.

After finishing Ezra’s homemade breakfast, the best meal he’d eaten in over a month, Drew walked back to his cabin, packed his remaining belongings, and returned to the main cabin. When he returned, he and Ezra reviewed the necessary provisions, and Drew supplemented his belongings with whatever Ezra thought appropriate. He paid for the provisions in cash, filled his water bottle, and stuffed everything into his backpack.

“You had mentioned possibly driving me to the start of the trail,” said Drew. “If you could do that, it would be greatly appreciated. I have a feeling the trip north along the trail will be long enough on its own. I might as well start at the beginning of it rather than twenty miles south.”

“Sure thing. I need to head that way anyway to pick up some things. Give me a minute to get my wallet and keys, and we’ll go.”

Ezra soon returned, and together they walked out the front door to a dusty old Ford F-250 pickup truck parked alongside the main cabin. They stepped up into the cabin and started up the road.

Neither one spoke for the first fifteen minutes, until Ezra looked over towards Drew. “We’ll be there in about ten minutes. Good luck finding whatever it is you’re looking for.”

“I’m not really looking for anything so much as trying to move past something.”

“Well, whatever it is you want to accomplish, I hope you do it. I’ve been doing this long enough to know that whenever you see someone looking to hike the trail alone, things must not be going so well in their lives. Remember, keep your water bottle full, don’t sleep outside without four walls around you or a good tent, and don’t be too adventurous. Even experienced hikers can get into trouble.”

“Okay, thank you. I’ll remember that advice.”

After another few minutes along the bumpy old road, Ezra pulled the truck over to the shoulder and turned off the engine. “We’re here. The entrance is right up there past that stone arch and red wooden sign. The trail is well marked and pretty obvious, but when in doubt, use your compass and head north. Don’t be afraid to bail out if you think it’s time, and try to stop back around here one day. It’s always nice to see people for a second time.”

“Thanks, and I will try. And thanks again for the ride and hospitality. May I ask you for one more favor? When you next see Ben, please let him know how thankful I was for his help.”

“Will do.” Ezra started the pickup, turned and drove away.
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Drew walked up to the entrance to the Appalachian Trail, a twelve-foot-high stone arch next to a red wooden sign and read the engraving.


Appalachian Trail Approach. Mt. Katahdin, Maine, 2108.5 miles


He smiled and shook his head. Quite a sense of humor on the guy who decided to include the .5 miles.

While the distance would have normally intimidated him, as it would most rational people, he was not in the mindset to consider all the possibilities—or consequences. He had geared up as well as he could have given his limited knowledge, and decided to let the future play out as it may.

He discovered that the trail was indeed well marked and relatively flat and groomed. The dense vegetation provided good shade, keeping the heat from becoming too oppressive. However, he was grateful to have brought along the insect repellant.

After walking for about five hours, he sat down on a large rock by the side of the trail, opened his backpack, and took out one of the many protein bars he’d taken along for the trip. He had enough food to last about a week, but Ezra had assured him that under normal circumstances he would never be more than a couple of days from having access to food.

After sitting on the boulder for a while, he began to feel for the first time as if he had finally left civilization. While he’d been on his own for the past few weeks, he’d never felt truly alone. Now that he was truly alone, he understood that he’d been seeking exactly this feeling, a realization that brought him a strange contentment.

After eating, he continued north on the trail. After a few hours’ walk, he came to the first of what he expected would be many shelters, or lean to’s, where he would spend the nights. Ezra had said these modest wood shelters, with primitive restroom facilities, were distributed throughout most of the trail, spaced approximately one day’s hike from each other, give or take the variation on a hiker’s speed.
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As Drew’s journey continued for many days, he found he was usually the only person present at these shelters, but on occasion, he would share a shelter with another person or small group. Sometimes the trail would take him closer to a town or small village, and on those occasions, he took the opportunity to load up with food and water, and maybe spend the night in one of the trailside inns or hostels.

For the most part, he also walked the trail alone, although for short periods, he tagged along with a group that he met in a shelter or town. He enjoyed the company, but found that he preferred to walk alone. His presence as a solitary hiker inevitably led to questions, which he preferred not to have to answer or discuss. Occasionally, he took advantage of the shuttle service to avoid particularly challenging or wet sections of the trail.

Between his steady walking pace and use of the shuttle services, he advanced quickly along the trail, and by the middle of November entered the mountains of West Virginia, perhaps the most deserted and scenic section of the trail. Over the past few weeks, the weather had cooled noticeably. At first, this cooling had been a welcome break from the heat and humidity of his journey to date, but as he worked his way north and fall headed towards winter, he realized that he would soon need to end this part of his journey.

That decision was the easy part; the harder part was where to end it, and more importantly, how to proceed afterwards.

He slept fitfully that night alone in a shelter, and woke up not at peace. His sabbatical from civilization would soon end, and he felt ambivalent as to where his journey would next take him. He stepped out of the primitive shelter, dressed, and washed up in a stream that fed into a large lake in the distance. He removed a protein bar from his backpack and quickly consumed it while sitting on a flat rock, then closed his backpack, stood up and put it over his shoulder, and continued walking north towards the lake.

As he approached the lake, he marveled at the fall foliage in all its brilliance, a spectacular sight for someone who grew up in Florida and New Orleans. The view of the foliage against the mountains leading down to the lake was particularly dramatic, the intensity and variation of the colors remarkable to him. He bent down, picked up a few of the most colorful leaves, and put them in his backpack, knowing they were transitory at best, but enjoying them for the moment of their youth.

Moved by the majesty of the scenery, he decided to walk down to the lake and feel the water. Once he reached the waterline, he removed his shoes and dipped his feet into the shallow edge of the lake. The cool fall air made the water feel warmer than it was, and before he had a chance to consider the consequences, he removed his clothing and walked directly into the lake.

The sense of the water enveloping his body felt maternal and comforting. Once fully enveloped in the water, he swam towards the middle of the lake, faster and more vigorously, as if punishing the water with each stroke. He swam faster and farther, faster and farther.... He stopped and treaded water while catching his breath, and glanced back to the shoreline. He’d ventured farther from the shore than he’d realized, and thought this might well be his end. He could continue swimming as far as he could, far enough to not be able to make it back, and could die peacefully in the lake. They would find his body eventually, and it would be forever uncertain if he’d died accidentally or by suicide. This would allow his daughters and family to believe whichever version brought them less pain.

For Drew, it would be over, and he would be numb forever—suicide, the ultimate analgesic.

He swam again, vigorously, almost maniacally. The faster he swam, the more the lactic acid dulled his senses, and the more focused he became on the primitive physical activity. Suddenly, he felt a sharp smack across his forehead, momentarily stunning him. He looked up to discover he’d swam directly into a large floating wooden plank. He patted his forehead and saw blood on his hand, and pressed his wound to stop the bleeding. The unavoidable instinct of self-preservation kicked in, and he grasped onto the plank to stabilize himself, still stunned from the impact, and looked around to survey his surroundings. Still far from the shoreline, naked, bleeding, and clinging to the wooden plank, he began to paddle back towards his original entry point into the lake.

After half an hour of paddling alongside the plank, he made it back to the shoreline where he’d left his clothes. He struggled to emerge from the lake, weak, bleeding, breathing heavily, and coughing out lake water. After resting for a few moments to catch his breath, he rinsed and cleaned his forehead wound, then sat by the shoreline, still naked and bleeding, wondering what had become of his life.

As he sat by the lake, now fully clothed but still shivering from both the cold and the residual adrenaline, his mind drifted back to a time when he and Kate took the girls boating on Lake Pontchartrain a couple years ago. Some friends kept a small boat docked at the South Shore Harbor just outside of town, and offered to take the family out for the day. The girls had never been on a boat before and loved the feeling of sailing on the water, the wind in their hair.

The painfully sweet memory finally forced Drew to consider the status of his daughters.

The girls have just lost their mother, and their father is AWOL. Where are they staying? What are they being told? How are they dealing with their circumstances?

Each question caused more pain than the one before, and he wrestled with each question and answer.

Is it better for them to be living with Lauren and Peter than with a broken, hollowed-out version of my former self? Have I now been away too long to return? What would, or could, I say if I did return? At this point, is it better for them to not have a father than to have one who abandoned them when they needed me most? Or, instead of being selfish, is this the most selfless thing I’ve ever done? I dearly love my daughters, and would be greatly comforted by their presence, but would that really be the best thing for them, or are they better off without me? If I did return, would I have another moment of weakness, and would they find my body one day floating in Lake Pontchartrain?

He didn’t know the answers to any of these questions, which was strange and difficult for him. He’d always known what to do. The future had always seemed so certain: go to college, and from there to Medical School. He and Kate met young, so he’d never experienced any uncertainty about dating or marriage. Then parenthood, a career, buying a home... it all seemed as if the path had been laid out clearly before him.

Now, naked and bleeding on the Appalachian Trail somewhere in West Virginia, even the most basic choices were obscured. All he knew—all he felt—was one foot in front of the other, and those feet kept taking him north.
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Chapter 10

[image: image]


Winter 1999

As Drew crossed the Delaware River along I-80 into New Jersey in late November, he focused on the steady crunching sound of his feet on the fallen autumn leaves. He wasn’t prepared for the coming cold, and would need to change his routine of the past few months.  A sign along the highway advertised a commuter bus into New York City, and with little thought or planning, he soon sat alongside sharply suited commuters on their way into New York City for the start of the workday.

He settled into his seat feeling at once together and apart from the rest of the riders. Just a few short months ago, he might have easily appeared a member of the club, well-attired and groomed, briefcase in hand, focused on his work. On this day, he felt very much the outsider in his worn clothes, shaggy beard, and backpack. He spent the hour-long ride staring out at the brown New Jersey winter landscape, first the hilly, wooded western part of the state, then the flatter and more populous eastern part, and eventually past the industrial remnants of Newark, through the Lincoln Tunnel, and into the New York Port Authority terminal on 42nd Street.

His mind wandered back to his one previous trip to New York City, to visit a Medical School friend of his many years ago. His friend had lived in the Westchester town of Larchmont, and the two had taken the train into the city for the day. He remembered the day well, leaving the wealthy town from its small but picturesque train station, and sitting on the comfortable train until its arrival at Grand Central Station. He particularly remembered Grand Central Station. He’d seen train stations like that in the movies, usually in old European capitals, but had never seen one in person. He was particularly captivated by the high ceiling and its beautiful painting of the signs of the zodiac. In addition, he had never seen that many people, so beautifully dressed, moving so quickly and purposefully at the same time. It seemed like a grand, choreographed play on a Herculean stage, the pinnacle of man’s creativity and inspiration. The rest of the day had been magical as well, but the highlight of the day was his arrival at and departure from Grand Central Terminal.

Now, arriving by bus at Port Authority, he eagerly anticipated experiencing another of New York’s treasures.

As the bus pulled out of the Lincoln Tunnel into the daylight, the tall buildings and concrete streetscape he’d remembered from his last visit came into view. They turned sharply into an entranceway and began a spiral climb of three or four stories.

They slowed, and the driver announced, “New York Port Authority Terminal. All riders please exit the bus through the front door. Bags will be available for pickup below. Please wait in the designated areas.”

He had only his backpack, which he’d been able to keep on his lap, so he exited the bus into Port Authority without having to wait for luggage. His excitement quickly turned to dismay as, unlike Grand Central Station, the Port Authority Terminal looked like any other bus terminal from any other depressed city, just much larger and with more dispossessed people wandering about. For the first time, he felt the stratification of the population in New York City—the institutional, cultural, and geographic discrimination—and the discordance rattled him.

With his backpack slung over one shoulder, he followed the signs downward towards street level, past the teenage runaways, drunken castoffs and transients, down to the dirty boulevard surrounding the Port Authority. He felt a small sense of relief after exiting and walking a few blocks east on 42nd Street, encountering the familiar sights of Times Square. He’d seen Times Square for years on television and had walked through it during his first visit to New York, and the familiarity pushed the unwelcoming sight of Port Authority further back into his memory.

After wandering directionless for an hour or so, his thoughts turned to practical matters, particularly clothing and shelter. He knew that each would be much easier to find in New York than on the Appalachian Trail, but that each would also be significantly costlier. He also became aware that access to an ATM would no longer be a problem, and that while his unaccounted-for bank account would provide him enough for a basic subsistence, living in New York City would compel him to live lean and stretch those funds as far as they would go.

He continued east on 42nd Street and walked inside a Kmart. He was surprised to see a Kmart in New York City, and found it refreshing to be inside a familiar store. Once inside, he strolled up and down the aisles, enjoying their familiarity and taking time to consider his basic needs. He grabbed a shopping cart, put his backpack into the child seat, and began to acquire provisions for his new environment. He picked out a suitcase with wheels, a few articles of clothing, including a coat, some additional personal hygiene products, some food basics, a notebook and pens, and walked towards the checkout line.

The cashier rang up his supplies and looked up at him warmly. “Nice suitcase. Are you going on a trip?”

“No, just arriving from one. I just got to New York, and am planning to stay for a while, so I need to start by finding a place for the night.”

“Oh, are you alone or with a family?”

“Just me.”

“Well, if you’re looking for somewhere close and cheap, the Wellington Inn is just a few blocks from here. It’s the cheapest place around that has clean enough rooms. My parents stay there when they visit. It’s not The Plaza, but it will do for a little while.”

“Thank you, I really appreciate it.”  He paid for his things and walked back onto 42nd Street. Just outside the front door, he opened the suitcase, placed all his items, including his backpack, inside, zipped it up, pulled out the handle, and began walking towards the Wellington Inn. He’d stuffed all his earthly possessions neatly into the Kmart rolling suitcase trailing behind him.

After a few minutes’ walk uptown along Broadway and through the heart of Times Square, past the famous theaters and overly large flagship chain stores, he turned left on 47th Street and proceeded a half block to the Wellington Inn. The Inn was a strange juxtaposition of modern and traditional, as if someone had randomly cut the roof off one of the stores on 8th Avenue and placed a 1980’s motel on top. He entered the tired lobby dragging his bag behind him, walked up to the front desk, and asked the receptionist for a room.

“That will be eighty-nine dollars for the night. With tax and fees, that comes out to one hundred five dollars and two cents. Do you have a credit card I can run and keep on file?”

“Can I pay in cash? I can pay you in full now.”

“We generally don’t like to take payment in cash, as it doesn’t allow for the charging of incidentals or damage. And it’s been our experience that customers who pay in cash are more likely to be drug dealers or criminals, but you seem a little different from the rest, so as long as you pay in full and stay out of trouble, I’ll make an exception.”

“Thank you, I appreciate it. I won’t cause any trouble.”

“Okay, you are in Room 204. The stairs are to your right. Checkout time is 11:00. Don’t do any damage or cause any problems and we’ll be fine.”

“Okay, thanks again.” Drew turned to walk to his room.

The moment he entered Room 204, he saw it was not quite up to the standards of his prior stays, and those stays included roadside inns along the Deep South, as well as stone huts along the Appalachian Trail. First, it was very bright, with window shades unable to fully black out the light from nearby Times Square. Second, it was loud. Over the past few months, he’d grown accustomed to quiet and stillness. The Wellington Inn on 47th Street and 8th Avenue off Times Square was not the ideal place for quiet and stillness.

Even so, he had a strong sense that this was exactly where he was supposed to be. Perhaps the light, noise, and activity would fill in the darkness, silence, and paralysis that had engulfed him the past few months.

He unpacked, showered, changed into one of the pair of jeans and a T-shirt he’d just bought, and walked downstairs and out into the bustle of activity in search of food—and whatever else New York City might offer. It was still early evening, and unusually warm for late November, so he took advantage to explore his surroundings, heading directly downtown. For the past few months, he’d noticed that, as he walked, his mind generally went blank. He had welcomed that emptiness, for most of the thoughts that entered his mind were unbearably painful. On this night, however, the more he walked, the more he thought, and the clearer those thoughts became.

New York seemed the right place for him at this time, where he could be anonymous. The streets crawled with anonymous people, many of whom were also running from something. In New Orleans, he couldn’t walk a block without running into someone he knew. He had for the most part enjoyed that familiarity, but here, among the constantly moving humanity, he rarely merited even a sideways glance. It also offered enough distractions to keep his mind occupied, each block bringing some new sight he’d never seen before, whether it be a landmark or a street-side human drama.

Yes, New York is where I’m supposed to be. Tomorrow, I’ll begin the search for long-term living quarters.
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The unfamiliar sounds of Times Square awakened him early the next morning. He got out of bed, checked himself for bedbugs, washed up, packed his belongings back into his wheeled suitcase, and headed downstairs.

Standing behind the reception desk this time was a younger woman, in her early twenties, with blue hair, multiple ear piercings, and a plump but kind face.

Drew walked over to the desk and handed her his room key. “Room 204, checking out please.” He paused a bit, then added, “I’m planning on an extended stay in New York, and while this place worked for last night, I was wondering if you knew of any longer-term rentals nearby. It doesn’t have to be too big or nice, just clean and affordable. Do you know of any?”

The girl behind the desk paused for a moment, looked him up and down, and flashed an unexpectedly sweet smile. “Where are you from? You sound like you’re from the south?”

“I’m from Mississippi,” he replied, not wanting to betray any hint of his true identity.

“Cool, I’ve never been there. I’m from Minnesota, moved to New York a while ago. Really ran off to here rather than moved, but I’ve been here a little over a year. I came with my girlfriend. They didn’t take to girls with girlfriends too well in my family and town. We live a little downtown from here, in a place called The Carlton Arms. They rent by the week or month, and renting that way is a whole lot cheaper than here. You can get private or shared baths—shared is cheaper, of course. Anna and I live together, and we rent a shared bath, so for us it’s super cheap, but it’s clean and kinda cool, and the Madison Square area is safe enough. The people there are cool too. They don’t bother you too much. You’re a little older than most, but you seem like you’d mind your own business. Check it out. It’s on 25th Street off 3rd Avenue. It’s not far from the subway stop, or it’s a half-hour if you don’t mind walking.”

“I don’t mind walking.” Rarely had he uttered a truer sentence.

“Okay, good luck.”

“Thanks. By the way, what’s your name?”

“I’ve renounced my given name. Call me Blue.”

“Okay, Blue, thanks again. Maybe I’ll see you there.” As he spoke, his paternal instincts, which at one time had been a driving force in his life, arose for the first time in a while.

“Maybe,” Blue replied, smiling.

He walked out the front door and headed downtown along 8th Avenue to 42nd Street, just one avenue east of Port Authority. He turned left on 42nd Street, followed it east past Bryant Park, and turned right on5th Avenue. He headed downtown past the gracious Beaux Arts building, which housed the New York Public Library.

The sight of the impressive, massive structure made him stop in his tracks. Not since Grand Central Station had he seen a structure that spoke to him in that manner. The building, with its perfectly sculpted marble columns and imposing lion sculptures guarding the entrance, seemed to possess almost musical qualities in its perfect proportions. Transfixed in its presence, he stood motionless for a few moments, staring in wonder. Without giving it any real thought, he walked up the wide front steps and entered through the large front doors.

Inside, he stood in the center of the gracious, elaborate entrance hall, then followed the signs up to the third floor, past the engraved names of past benefactors—from nineteenth century Robber Barons through twenty-first century Hedge Fund Kings—towards the elegant and massive Rose Reading Room. Seventy-eight feet wide and almost three hundred feet long, the Reading Room was the size of two city blocks. Underneath a fifty-two-foot-high ceiling, surrounded by elegant bronze lamps and murals of the sky, the majesty of the space overwhelmed him. Suddenly, in the beauty and inspiration, he felt the presence of God again.

How could simple human beings such as we create a structure of this beauty and size, especially more than a hundred years ago?

The thought filled him with wonder and joy. He stared up at the towering ceiling for an extended period, and his emotions—a juxtaposition of the beauty and majesty of this place, mingled with his pain—made him lightheaded, and he fell to his knees in the corner of the Reading Room, his suitcase behind him.

After a few moments, he composed himself, but his joy and wonder turned to anger and despair.

Yes, there is the presence of God in humanity’s triumphs, but where was God during the Plague, during the Holocaust, or more selfishly, during Kate’s illness? How can He allow such wonder as this, but also such evil?

His inner conflict boiled over, and he bent over and rested his head down on his suitcase, subconsciously shielding himself from the world.

This last act eventually drew the attention of the library attendant, who walked over and put a hand on his shoulder. “Sir, are you okay? We need to move you out of the main Reading Room.”

Drew took a moment to reorient himself, and looked up at the attendant. “Oh, yes, I’m okay. I was just overcome for the moment. I’m so sorry. Let me get up slowly and I’ll leave.”

“Let me help you. That happens from time to time here. I take it as the highest praise for the structure. I find that I myself am moved every so often by something I see here. It’s amazing what humanity is capable of.”

“Or what God is, when he chooses to inspire.”

“Yes, mankind can be inspired by all sorts of things,” replied the attendant, purposefully noncommittal.

Becoming steadier, Drew thanked the attendant, grabbed the handle of his suitcase, and walked towards the exit doors of the reading room. He carefully navigated the two flights of stairs down to the main lobby and walked toward the front doors. As he reached them, he turned around and took one more look at the inside of the grand structure, then exited back into the bright sunlight of 5th Avenue.

He continued walking downtown, eventually reaching 34th Street and the Empire State building. It lacked the glamour of the Public Library, but made up for that in sheer effort. If the Public Library was evidence of God’s inspiration, the Empire State Building was evidence of man’s desire to become God-like, a modern-day Tower of Babel. Gritty and strong, it stood as a monument to sweat and muscle—equally impressive but less inspiring.

After admiring this entry into New York’s hall of monuments, he continued downtown towards the Carlton Arms, and turned east on 25th Street. He passed through Madison Square Park, past elegant Madison Avenue, eventually reaching the lower rent section farther east.

Nearing 3rd Avenue, he came to The Carlton Arms, a small boutique hotel above a Vietnamese restaurant, right next to the main structure of Baruch College of the City of New York. Before entering, he paused to read a bronze plaque near the front door, detailing the building’s long and checkerboard history, including incarnations as a speakeasy and an SRO hotel for drug addicts and prostitutes, before enjoying a renaissance as a haven for artists and European tourists.

He opened the door, pulled his bag up the steep wooden stairs, and entered the main lobby, all the while noticing the strong and unusual smells of the Vietnamese food being prepared below.

A few moments later, a young white man with dreadlocks and nose piercings came out of a side door, which Drew had not noticed due to the fact they’d painted over it in the same manner as the surrounding walls.

“What can I do for you, sir?”

“I’d like to inquire about a monthly rental,” replied Drew, feeling somewhat old and out of place.

“Single or double, and shared or private bath?”

“Single and private bath, please. How much would that be?”

“Six hundred dollars per month, paid in advance.”

“Can I see the room first?”

“Sure, come with me. You can leave the suitcase behind the counter. It’s safe. How did you hear about us?”

“From someone I recently met. She lives here and goes by the name of Blue.”

The young man smiled and immediately assumed a more casual and relaxed demeanor. “Yeah, that’s Blue. For someone who wants to keep to herself, she seems to know everybody.”

Drew followed the young man up two more flights of stairs, past walls painted with various figures and in unusual colors and patterns, many with three-dimensional qualities. A few people milled around the hallways, and the smell of marijuana coming from under the doors gave the place the feeling of a college dorm for those a little too old to be in college.

Halfway down the hall, the young man stopped and turned to Drew. “Here it is—5C, the Marcus Zimberg.”

“Who’s Marcus Zimberg?”

“He’s a German painter and sculpture artist. All the rooms are designed by a particular artist. This one is the Zimberg room.”

Drew went inside and looked around. It was as if he’d entered a painting, or the stage of an Off-Broadway play. Surrounding him were images with religious overtones, some more clear than others, all in shades of black, silver, and gray. It was disconcerting and comforting all at the same time, but it was clean, cheap, and had a private bath. And, somewhere deep down, he looked forward to the possibility of seeing Blue again.

“I’ll take it,” he said. “I can give you one month’s payment in advance. Anything else I need to know?”

“Just pay in advance, be cool to the other residents, and don’t get into any trouble. Any trouble and you’re out in a second. Live and let live. People end up here for all sorts of reasons, often reasons that they don’t like to talk about, so don’t push them, and they won’t push you,” said the young man as if reading Drew’s mind.

“Okay,” replied Drew rather sheepishly, not used to receiving instruction from someone so much younger than himself.

He followed the attendant back downstairs, paid the month’s rent, took the room key, grabbed his suitcase, and started back upstairs to the Zimberg. Once he reached the room, he opened the door, wheeled in his suitcase, and placed it on the bed. For the first time in three months, he unpacked as if planning to stay for more than just one night. It didn’t take him long to unpack—one pair of shoes, one jacket, two pairs of jeans, a few shirts, socks, underwear, his hair and tooth brushes, and razor and shaving cream.

That’s it. Forty-one years on this Earth, four years of college, four more of medical school, four more of residency, eleven years of medical practice—and these are my entire possessions.

Although he’d left a substantial foundation for Emily and Sara, and therefore for Peter and Lauren to care for them, here, at the Carlton Arms, he was able to unpack his life’s possessions in under two minutes and into one drawer.

Drew explored his new home, particularly the Zimberg drawings, which he found surreal and powerful. While impressive indeed, he wondered how much of a market there might be for these types of drawings.

Maybe practicality isn’t the point.

The hellish landscape continued into the bathroom, but turned to darker shades and themes featuring centaurs, grotesque angels, and lots of angry dogs. Walking out into the main room, he noticed the one window with a black shade pulled down. He pulled the shade up and gazed down at 25th Street between 3rd and Lexington Avenues, a functional street of townhomes, mingling with an eclectic mix of retail and students. And lots of heads. From his fifth-floor window, he couldn’t make out the faces of the passersby, just the heads—lots of heads of different shapes and colors, some with hats, some shaved.

Then, to his surprise, for the first time in three months, an unfamiliar feeling arose in him. Slowly and unexpectedly, and despite his intentions, his facial muscles contracted in that unique pattern that could best be described as a smile. For, amongst the many heads he viewed—the brown, black, and the blonde ones—he spotted the only one he cared about, and it was Blue.
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PART 3
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Chapter 11
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Summer 2002

Over the past two and a half years living in New York, Drew had settled into a familiar routine, and this day would be no different. He awoke just after 7:00 AM, almost exactly the same time as every other morning. After lying in bed for a few minutes listening to the morning activity down on twenty fifth street and in the hallways of the Carlton Arms, he got out of bed, walked into the bathroom, brushed his teeth and hair, washed his face, and headed back into his room.

After all this time, he was now familiar with each and every brushstroke of the Zimberg paintings in his room, but still he pondered the meanings of each hidden little artifact.

He dressed for the day, which involved choosing one of a few pairs of jeans and T-shirts he owned, as well as one of his three pairs of sneakers. Even though part of him wanted to get back into bed, he got dressed and prepared for the inevitable knock that would soon come at his door.

That knock would signal the arrival of Anna and Blue, who brought him coffee each morning in exchange for large bear hugs, which they each claimed they needed to start their day.

Over time, Drew had eased into the role of virtual RA for the residents of the Carlton Arms, serving as friend, confidant, and medical advisor, particularly for Anna and Blue. He’d been aware of some initial hesitation to trust him, as he was a little older than the rest of the occupants, and he’d heard a few whispers as to why someone of his obvious education and background would end up there, but two plus years of consistent friendship and discretion had brought him their trust and respect.

Of all the residents there, he took particular interest in Blue, and to some degree Anna. He had encouraged them to continue their schooling, and thanks to his prodding, Blue was close to completing her cosmetology degree and Anna had enrolled in online computer programming courses.

After finishing his morning coffee, he walked downstairs and headed downtown towards his first stop of the day, 20th Street between 1st and 2nd Avenues, to see the morning drop-off at PS 40. He felt most alive while watching the children being ushered into school in the morning, and was careful not to be too conspicuous such that they might consider him unusual. Over time, he had become a familiar sight, and carried himself in a manner that didn’t concern either parent or child, who seemed to welcome him. The sight of parents dropping off their children at school was both comforting and painful to Drew. While the experience could indeed be difficult, reminding him of his days with Emily and Sara, in the end, he found the activity life affirming.

After the morning drop-off, he continued downtown towards Washington Square Park. The landscape of the city had changed dramatically during Drew’s two plus years in New York. It was now the summer of 2002, and the city struggled to return to normal after the attacks of 9/11. The sad flyers seeking lost persons were gradually torn down from walls and light posts, and people seemed to no longer need permission to enjoy themselves or go about their normal lives. Lower Manhattan near the site of the towers remained an open sore, but the farther away you got from there, the less you felt it. Greenwich Village served as the watershed area between next door and far away, and each block told a different story of the city’s revival.

As he turned onto 5th Avenue from 20th Street, the grand Arch of Washington Square Park came into view. Built in 1892 to celebrate the centennial of George Washington’s inaugural, the Arch was modeled after the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. It measured thirty feet wide by almost eighty feet high, and bore the inscription, “Let us raise a standard to which the wise and honest can repair. The event is in the hand of God.”

He always thought the same thing whenever he saw it: Good luck with that. How ironic, its presence in the former shadow of the towers.

He always brought a pocketful of dog treats to the park, which he shared liberally, and after a few months, he became familiar with many of the dogs and their walkers and enjoyed the daily small talk. Occasionally, he would play chess with some of the elderly men and precocious children, but, although a rather accomplished chess player in his youth, he lost the vast majority of his matches to these well-trained amateurs.

On this morning, he found space on a bench surrounding the central courtyard and large fountain, filled with children running happily through the water. He enjoyed passing the time in this urban oasis, ten acres of well-planned park space filled with features and statues, directly across from the New York University campus.

He always found something here to keep his interest, if not the dogs or the children, then the street performers, protesters, petty drug dealers, college students, and chess players. Still, deep down, he knew exactly what he was really doing: passing the time. While everyone else was out living their lives, he was passing the time in his.

Drew felt that he’s had his life—his wife, children, and career. Some of that life had been taken away from him, and some of it he’d walked away from. Yet whenever he thought about it, he came back to the same conclusion: Emily and Sara were better off without him. The truly selfless act was to keep out of their lives.

And pass the time.
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Of all the activities that helped occupy his mind and keep the bad thoughts at bay, the most effective was his writing. Wherever he went, he brought his pen and notebook. Although not entirely sure what he was trying to accomplish, whenever he saw an interesting sight or a creative thought struck him, he would jot it down in his notebook. No particular order or pattern emerged from his writings, just independent thoughts written in his barely legible handwriting.

After a few hours of passing the time in Washington Square Park, hunger drove him to find a small lunch. Greenwich Village offered endless choices of ethnic foods, most of which he could acquire quite inexpensively. He’d sampled most all of them over time, and had acquired a particular taste for falafel, which he generally picked up at one of many falafel shops on Macdougal Street.

He spotted one of his favorites, and walked up to the counter. “I’ll have one Shawarma and a side of Hummus, please.”

“That will be five-fifty,” said the man at the counter. “I haven’t seen you in a week or so. I was wondering where my best customer was.”

“Just trying to change it up a bit. You can’t be too much a creature of habit.” 

“Okay, so... see you tomorrow?”

“Maybe.” He smiled back at the street vendor.

He took his lunch and headed towards the famous West 4th Street basketball courts, otherwise known as “The Cage,” to watch some top-notch amateur basketball. Home to local stars such as Anthony Mason and Dr. J, as well as generations of high school legends, The Cage hosted hours of competitive and aggressive basketball every day of the week. Drew enjoyed the atmosphere and competition, and on occasion, when the players were short a man or winded, they would invite him to play, inevitably surprised when they realized he could hold his own.

He had just sat down on the stoop near the corner to finish his lunch when someone called out to him. “Hey, old man, ballin’ today?”

He looked up at one of the young men he’d played against a few days prior. Tall, thin, and shirtless, the young man was initially reluctant to play against Drew, but once he saw that he was capable enough to compete, he gave him the respect of a fellow player, albeit one who could only keep up for a short while.

“No, I wasn’t planning on it today. If you’re short I can fill in for a bit, but you know I can only keep up for so long. Plus, if I play any longer, I’ll end up embarrassing you guys too much.”

“Shit, you hit one lucky shot and all of a sudden you’re John Stockton. C’mon man, we’re down one. Let’s play.”

Drew took one final bite of his Shawarma, put his notebook and pen aside, ran in place for a moment, and joined the young men in the cage. The condensed dimensions of the court minimized his deficiencies of speed and conditioning, and for a short time he could keep up. After a few minutes, he noticed a few more bystanders than usual watching the game, their curiosity peaked by the odd sight of a middle-aged man in jeans amongst the shirtless younger men.

After about twenty minutes and a few harder falls than he was used to, he called it quits. “Looks like there’s a few guys waiting to play. I’m out. I don’t want to show anybody else up.”

After some high fives from his fellow players, he walked out from The Cage and continued his trek uptown. He continued north towards the subway station at 14th Street and 6th Avenue, and headed down the dirty concrete stairs towards the 1, 2, and 3 lines.

Ah, the familiar smell of the subway, like someone peed on Chinese Food.

He routinely spent the late afternoons riding one of the various subway lines to a different stop somewhere in upper Manhattan, and walking his way back to the Carlton Arms. After two years of this routine, he had walked and come to know virtually every block and sight in the city. On this day, he decided to take the number two line up to 86th Street and Broadway, and walk back from there. 

He took a special interest in Broadway, and often made detailed notes of its attributes. Most of Manhattan’s streets formed a perfect north-south-east-west grid, but not Broadway. After some meandering near the northern tip of Manhattan, it ran straight down to 108th Street, curving to run between Amsterdam and West End Avenues down to 72nd Street. There it began its diagonal descent southward, creating interesting public squares at each major intersection, including Lincoln Center, Columbus Circle, Times Square, and Herald Square. Past Herald Square, it continued its descent downtown, eventually creating the triangular space just south of Madison Square, into which the Flatiron Building, Drew’s favorite building in the city, was wedged.  From there, it continued towards Wall Street, terminating at The Battery.

On this day, he decided to follow the diagonal trail of Broadway all the way back to the Carlton Arms.

Passing 72nd Street, he stopped off at an ATM to withdraw another twenty dollars. He didn’t like to carry too much money on him, and since he was never more than a block from an ATM, he didn’t feel the need to. The money from the Lagniappe Scroll continued to be deposited monthly into his account, and the account still did not seem to set off any alarms or allow anybody to trace his whereabouts. What was, in his former life, a little bonus revenue stream now represented a basic sustenance for which he was grateful. However, he lived with the constant fear that this source would eventually cease to exist, or would enable someone to discover him, but unlike in his prior life, he lived day to day and tried not to think about it too much.

He continued past Lincoln Square and Columbus Circle, towards midtown and Times Square. Just north of Times Square, he walked over to a street-side newsstand to buy something for the walk, browsed through the selection of gourmet chocolates, and fondly remembered the days when he could only guess at the cacao percentage of his chocolate. He bought a bar with seventy percent cacao, paid in cash, and continued downtown.

Walking through Times Square always brought out a range of emotions. This was the first place he’d visited with his friend while in college, where he’d spent his first night in Manhattan, and where he’d met Blue. In a more existential sense, Times Square represented the intersection between native and foreign, between home and away—the intersection in which he now found himself trapped, both physically and emotionally. 

Times Square was also home to one of the most iconic of New York industries, the Broadway theaters, as well as the thousands of native New Yorkers who worked in the industry and supporting industries, ranging from restaurant and hotel workers to musicians, writers, performers, agents, attorneys, and Elmo impersonators. Loads of visiting tourists also lent their images to the transient carnival known as Times Square. At a more ominous level, those caught in their own sad purgatory also resided here, those who were neither of nor not of New York—like Drew and Blue. 

Who were these expatriated souls, where did they come from, who represented them, and what eventually became of them? Typically, their loved ones back home heard from them for a short while... until they didn’t. Although some of those lost souls may have returned home with hearty stories of their travels, more than most simply vanished into the not-so-tranquil sea—silent and lost, their memories fading like the last light at sunset.

Am I one of those people? Growing up, I was always so grounded, so attached. I would never have believed I would become one of those souls who disappeared into the masses in Times Square, never to be heard from again by those I left behind.

He looked around, trying to glean the life stories of the passersby. Which were New Yorkers, which were tourists, and which were lost souls living in the shadows like himself? Someone sitting on the next corner, doing the same thing, would probably never have made him out to be one of the nameless masses, but they would have been wrong. 

Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe everybody is wrong.

After a few minutes of daydreaming, he continued walking downtown, past Herald Square and the original Macy’s department store, down to 25th Street. He turned left and continued through Madison Square Park and back to the Carlton Arms, arriving in early evening. He entered the lobby and walked upstairs, and turned into the hallway outside his room.

Blue was walking back towards her room from the bathroom at the end of the hall, which she and Anna shared with the other shared bathroom tenants on the floor. “How was your walk? Did you see anything interesting today?”

“The usual, but there’s always something new to see.”

“Anything that made it into your notebook? One of these days you’re going to let me read that thing.”

“There’s nothing too interesting in there. Besides, you’d never be able to decipher my handwriting.”

“I’d love to try. Anyway, wanna hang out? Anna and I are just sitting around.”

“Sure, let me put my notebook away, and I’ll be right over.”

He entered the Zimberg, put his notebook and pen into a drawer, went into the bathroom to wash his hands, then walked back over to Blue and Anna’s room and knocked on the door.

“One second,” said Anna, and a moment later the door opened.

He entered and sat down on a chair that belonged to the one desk in the room.

Anna and Blue sat on their bed, which, pushed up against the opposite wall, doubled as a couch. They’d brought out their bong and were preparing to put it to use.

“You want some?” asked Blue.

“You know I don’t.”

“I know, but I keep thinking that one of these days you’ll say yes.”

“Not today.”

Blue packed the bowl, pulled out a lighter, lit the contents, took a big inhale, and passed the bong to Anna, who did the same. Each held the smoke in for a while before exhaling loudly.

Drew didn’t smoke but he didn’t mind that they did. The science didn’t show too much harm in it, and of all the problems in the world, this seemed like one of those least worth worrying about. In addition, while sitting with Blue and Anna in this small room, he inevitably felt a slight buzz from the second-hand smoke, which he honestly didn’t mind. It may have just been a placebo effect, but he didn’t really care.

Maybe that lack of care is proof of the actual effect.

“So,” said Blue, which is how she started things when she was about to either try to probe Drew’s past, or to announce some major insight into her own life. “What’s up with you? You’re always asking about how we’re doing, trying to get us moving forward, telling us to take courses, but.... Where are you going? I hope you don’t mind me asking, but c’mon, what’s really going on with you?”

Maybe she caught him in a weak moment, maybe it was the secondhand smoke, maybe it was Blue’s inherent empathy and humanity, or maybe it was just the right time, but for the first time since Kate passed, Drew opened up to someone else and told his entire story. He told of how they met and fell in love, about their children and life together, and about Kate’s passing and his reaction that eventually led him to New York.

Blue and Anna sat silently, listening to the whole sad story, waiting on every word, periodically refilling the water pipe. When he finally finished, Blue stared into Drew’s eyes for a moment and broke out into a heaving cry, tears flowing freely down her face.

He’d never seen Blue cry before. In fact, in the two and a half years that he’d known her, he couldn’t remember ever seeing her downcast, which, given her circumstances and history, had seemed remarkable to him. Now, sitting there on her bed, she cried like the little girl she never had the chance to be.

Anna leaned over and hugged her tightly, as Drew sat across from them—empty and alone—not sure if telling his story was the right thing to do.

After a moment, Anna let go of Blue, and Blue got up, walked over, knelt across from Drew still seated on the chair, and wrapped her arms around him. The two of them stayed like that for what felt like a long time before Blue let go.

“How can it be,” asked Blue, “that I ran away from my father because he rejected me, while you ran away from your daughters because you rejected their pain? And maybe you were right, which is the crazy part. I don’t know if either of us did the right thing, but I do know we’re not supposed to end up here forever.”

Drew swallowed hard and shook his head. “I don’t know. I used to know. I used to know everything. I was the guy people asked for advice. I was always good at telling other people what to do, but now I don’t even know what to do tonight or tomorrow. I’m lost, Blue—got myself lost on purpose—and I’m not even looking to be found. I’ve made myself a safe little life here. I go about my business under the radar, and don’t bother anybody. To everybody on the street, I’m just a passing face, a cloud formation that disappears once they look away.”

He gently placed his hand on Blue’s shoulder.  “But I am thankful for you and Anna. You’ve made me feel needed, which has really helped me.”

Blue gave him another little hug, stood up, walked silently back over to the bed, and repacked her bong.

Drew stood and turned to Anna “Thanks for listening tonight. I haven’t told this story to anybody else. Please respect my wishes and let’s keep this to ourselves.”

“Of course,” replied Anna, heeding the code of the Carlton Arms.

Drew walked back to the Zimberg, pulled his notebook out from the drawer, and wrote notes for an hour or so before falling asleep with the notebook on his chest.

He woke the next morning at his usual time, washed up, dressed, and waited for the morning knock on the door. While waiting, he lapsed into his involuntary recurring daydream, seeing his current life through the eyes of his past selves. While in the past these daydreams had been comforting and life affirming, they were now acutely painful. As he viewed his surroundings, this time through the eyes of his twenty-five-year-old medical school self, he found it difficult to comprehend his circumstances as he surveyed his surroundings in the Zimberg room.

Where am I, in some sort of foreign motel or museum? What are these odd images on the walls, and could I possibly be living in this small suite? Am I on vacation or a work trip? It doesn’t seem like a hotel room. It seems as if I’m settled in here for the long run. How could that be? I’m wearing a wedding band, but why are there no family pictures? Let me look outside the window, his twenty-five-year-old self thought, and when he did, he realized he was in a big city. Am I in New York, maybe? What could have brought me here? This is not the sort of place I could ever picture myself in, even on vacation. And why am I alone? The whole existence feels strange, even foreign, desperate, and not of my choosing. This can’t be real, this can’t be happening, not to me. Please, please let this not be true.

A knock at the door snapped him mercifully out of his mournful daydream. He opened the door for Blue and Anna, who entered, exchanged coffee for hugs, and left for the day. This time, the hugs were a bit tighter and longer than usual, and it struck him that they were no longer solely for Blue and Anna’s benefit, but were for his too. They said nothing about the conversation of the prior evening, but he sensed a slightly different dynamic, which gave him a warm but somewhat melancholic feeling.

He headed out of the Carlton Arms and began his usual daily routine. After watching morning drop off at PS 40, he continued downtown. However, on this morning, he decided to alter his routine a bit and, instead of walking towards Washington Square Park, he headed towards the southern tip of Manhattan, home of the Financial District and Battery Park City.

He continued down 3rd Avenue, past Astor Place and Cooper Union, eventually passing Little Italy, Chinatown, the Lower East Side, and City Hall towards Wall Street and Battery Park. By the time he arrived in the financial district, it was almost noon, and he stopped at a street vendor for a pretzel and some water. He paid the cart owner and turned to walk away, but thought he heard something simultaneously strange and familiar.  He stopped for a second, looked around, didn’t hear anything more, and continued on.

A few seconds later, he heard it again. “Drew! Drew?”

He stopped, turned his head towards the voice calling him, blinked a few times to make sure his eyes were not deceiving him, and replied, “Matt?”
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Chapter 12
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Summer 2002

Drew knew the day might eventually come when he would run in to someone from his former life, but while he’d accepted the possibility, he hadn’t considered what he would do when it actually happened. It had been almost three years since he left New Orleans, and he looked and carried himself quite differently. He’d hoped that, even if someone from his past saw him, they wouldn’t recognize him. Also, people from New Orleans didn’t visit New York all that often, and when they did, they generally traveled in different circles than he did.

Yet here it was. He was discovered. And it wasn’t just anybody he ran into... it was Matt.

Once the initial shock passed, they walked quickly towards each other and embraced like brothers.

Matt carefully eyed the current version of Drew.  “Where have you been? It’s been three years! We thought you might be dead. What are you doing here in New York?”

“It’s a long story, and not one that I’d ever thought I’d be telling. I can’t really give you the short version. Do you have some time?”

“I have an important meeting I’m on my way to, but if you need me to cancel it I will. I don’t want to let you disappear again.”

“I won’t, I promise. Go to your meeting. When are you free?”

“I’ll be done by four. Can we meet somewhere? Will you promise me you’ll be there?”

“I promise. I’ll meet you at the bull at four,”, said Drew, referring to the famous Charging Bull statue in Bowling Green Park, just off Wall Street.

“I’ll be there. You be there.”

“I will.”

Matt turned to go, turned back to Drew and paused for a moment, then turned back away and quickly walked off. 

With his heart racing from seeing Matt, and all the joy and risk that entailed, Drew realized he had a few hours to kill, which by this time was his specialty, so he set out to walk the streets of lower Manhattan. He’d spent less time in this part of town, and wasn’t as familiar with its particular appearance and feel. The financial district had its own unique makeup, quite unlike the rest of the city, and varied greatly between the weekday and the weekend. On this workday, it teemed with sharp-suited men and women, and their support staff of food cart workers, shoeshine men, and news vendors, as well as tourists and, as had been the case since 9/11, lots and lots of security on every corner. On weekends, which had been the only other time he’d visited, it stood relatively deserted, the population comprised mostly of younger associates in khakis and polos working weekend hours.

He wandered around lower Manhattan for the rest of the afternoon, returning to the Charging Bull just before 4:00 PM, arriving just as the well dressed and ever prompt Matt appeared from behind a row of food carts.

“Okay, you’re here. Good,” said Matt.

The two walked together towards a bench on the far side of Bowling Green Park, assuming the easy rhythm of old familiar friends.

As they sat down on the concrete bench, Matt said, “So, here we are. Give me the long version.”

“Okay, but then I need the long version of what’s going on back home. Are you still in contact with Lauren and Peter? Can you give me an update on Emily and Sara? And my brothers and their families in Florida?”

“Yes, I talk to them relatively often and see them a couple of times a year. I’ll get to everything, but you first.”

“Okay, here we go.” Drew proceeded to tell Matt the entire story of the past three years, from his leaving the hospital, his walk across the Causeway and the Appalachian Trail, his years in New York, his daily routine, the Carlton Arms, and Blue.

“Where do you get the money to live?”

“Remember the Lagniappe Scroll? If so, then you’re pretty much the only one who does. I had set up an account for the royalties to be deposited into, and it has stayed pretty much on autopilot. It’s not much, but it’s enough. I live very simply. That has actually been a revelation—simple and lean living. It makes you realize that you don’t need most of what you thought you did.”

Matt sat speechless for a moment, staring into the distance towards a group of tourists congregating in the Park. All he could say was, “Wow. Wow.”

Drew finished his story, ending with seeing Matt that morning.

“Wow,” said Matt again. “I don’t know what to say?”

“Don’t say anything about me. Just let me know how the girls are, how Lauren and Peter and Daniel and Elaine are. How is my family in Florida? How is Clayton?”

“Let’s start with the girls. They’re actually doing great, all things considered. They just finished eighth grade and are doing well in school. Emily is the scientist, Sara the artist. They took it hard, of course, when Kate passed and when you disappeared. Nobody knew where you were, and nobody really knew what to tell them about you, so they were just told you went away—not a perfect answer, but there really wasn’t a perfect answer. Anyway, it seemed to serve its purpose. Given the trauma of losing their mother and father, they never pressed the issue, and Lauren and Peter never volunteered any more information. They all moved into your old house, along with Daniel and Elaine, for the short term right after you left, feeling it would be less of a disruption to keep the girls in their home, and with the thought that you might be coming home at any point. Of course, short term turned into long term, and eventually Lauren and Peter sold their own house and moved into yours permanently. Elaine moved in a few months later. Daniel split his time between Virginia and New Orleans, but after a while he retired from the DEA and moved down full time.”

Matt paused to take a sip from his water bottle, took an exaggerated deep breath, and continued. “Peter got a promotion and is now a branch manager, and Lauren got a promotion and is regional manager, effectively making her his boss. It works for both of them. You know Lauren loves the power and prestige, and Peter loves Lauren, so they’re both happy.”

“He is perfect for her, God bless him.” Drew smiled.

“Given what they’ve been through, they’re all really doing pretty well. They do miss you both, very much, and the house is full of pictures of all of you. They love and miss you, Drew. You need to come home. Now!”

“I’ve obviously thought about it a lot. On that first day, I couldn’t think at all. I just moved forward like a zombie, half-alive at best. Once I was able to think a little more clearly—and that took a while—I came to the conclusion that it was better for Emily and Sara to be raised by Lauren and Peter than by the hollowed-out shell that I had become. It was the hardest decision I’ve ever made, and it hurts me to the core, but it looks like I was right. It seems they’re thriving despite it all. I trusted Lauren and Peter, as well as my brothers and Kate’s parents and you, to all pitch in, and it seems you all have. It’s been extremely difficult and painful, but I think it was the right decision.”

“You can’t make a logical decision about this. You’re their father. You need to be with them. And what about your life? You can’t live in the Goddamn Carlton Arms for the next forty years. You were dealt a terrible blow. I know how you loved Kate. I loved Kate. We all loved Kate. But here we are, a block from the site of the towers. There are three thousand of you around here. Are they all at the Carlton Arms? Are you that special? I know you think you’re doing the right thing, but don’t be a martyr. Come home. Right now. Come with me. Please, I’m right. Nobody will blame you or be mad at you. They’ll just be happy that you’re alive. Trust me. You know I want what’s best for you, what’s best for your whole family. Come home, Drew, now.”

Matt pleaded in the most emotional way that Drew had ever seen in him.

Drew sighed. “Let me think about it carefully. It’s a decision that can’t ever be undone. In the meantime, let’s not lose touch. I don’t have a cell phone, but here’s my number at the Carlton Arms. I’m there every night. And give me your cell phone number. Also, tell me, what’s up with everybody else? Tell me about your life?”

Matt shook his head and let out an exasperated grunt, but responded calmly. “I got a job in midtown with Anderson Consulting, and Jenna and Brianna and I moved to Westchester a year and a half ago. We’re all fine, still getting used to living in New York, but we like it up here. We bought a house and are renovating it. Pretty standard stuff. All good here.”

“And Clayton?”

“He’s still single but dating a bunch. He moved back to Florida and is working his way up the corporate ladder. He’s doing great. You know Clayton... they love him there, and he’s happy to be back in Florida.”

“And Jed and Tommy and Fogel?”

“Jed moved to Minneapolis and got married, I’m not sure to who. Tommy is in Spain teaching at an American High School there. And Fogel? Well, sorry to say, but Fogel was found dead in a Motel in Cozumel a couple of years ago. Not sure if it was drugs or girls or both.”

It was Drew’s turn to say, “Wow.”

By now, it was nearly seven o’clock, and Matt needed to go home. They stood up, exchanged phone numbers, and embraced again.

“Stay in touch,” said Matt. “I want to continue this conversation soon. I’m not giving up. I mean it.”

“I will, I promise. I can’t tell you how good it is to see you. But please... promise me... until I decide what to do, let’s keep this meeting to ourselves. You need to promise me, to respect my decision.”

Matt shrugged his shoulders and shook his head again. “I don’t agree with it, but I promise to respect it.”

“Okay, I’ll see you soon.”

The two old friends walked their separate ways.
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With his emotions torn between the warmth he felt from seeing Matt, and the concern over the possibility that Matt might reveal his whereabouts, Drew did what he did whenever he needed to think or to avoid thinking: he walked. The events were disorienting enough that he felt the need to be in familiar surroundings, so he immediately headed back to the Bowling Green subway stop, walked down the crowded stairs, and boarded the number five train headed uptown towards the upper east side.

The familiar movement of the train and crush of the crowd comforted him, and he finally began to relax and think more clearly. He’d boarded the express line, which moved more people more quickly than any other mode of transportation in the city. That was one of the things that he particularly enjoyed about New York, that even the rich and famous in their expensive limousines were unable to traverse the city as quickly and effectively as the savvy poor who mastered the subway.

He exited at the 86th Street station on Lexington Avenue, and walked west towards Central Park. It was almost 7:30 PM, and no matter where you were in the city, or in the tri-state area, for that matter, at night, you could not fail to see the Tribute in Light, the eighty-eight searchlights placed at the site of the World Trade Center. It created two vertical towers of light in memory of the victims of 9/11. Its presence elicited a familiar mournfulness in Drew, but despite that pain, he continued to be drawn to it, like the sore tooth you just couldn’t stop pressing with your tongue.

He didn’t feel like going back to the Carlton Arms just yet, so he turned left on 5th Avenue at the north end of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, walked up the wide stone steps in front of 82nd Street, and entered the museum’s central lobby. He visited the museum often, and had bought a membership that allowed him to make many short visits, spending time in one particular room or exhibit during each visit, learning the details and history of that specific genre of art in depth rather than many types superficially.

On this day, he felt like walking casually through the halls, enjoying the overall sense of the museum rather than the individual exhibits, and taking notes in his notebook. The finest artistic achievement in the whole museum, Drew felt, was the building itself, and he had studied its history for hours in the Museum Gift Shop. The main building on Central Park West was built in 1874 in the grand Beaux Arts or Neoclassical style, similar in style to the Public Library, but larger and more elaborately adorned. While it lacked the one grand central space of the Public Library’s Rose Reading Room, it contained many smaller, interesting spaces and courtyards, better suited to exhibiting art.

Walking through the Met in a manner he had not done before, he noticed recurring themes in much of the art exhibited across many civilizations and centuries: war, illness, misery, and their relationship to God. He was fascinated by the discordance between the beauty of the art and the building displaying it, and the suffering expressed in that art—beauty and pain, life and death, heaven and hell. 

Perhaps without suffering there can be no joy, without darkness no light, and without death no life.

He meandered through the exhibits and soon ended up at the top of the wide central staircase near the Gift Shop, where he decided to look around. While browsing through the offerings, he found himself drawn to an oversized collection of Michelangelo’s most famous works. He bought the book and continued strolling through the museum while studying Michelangelo’s greatest creations.

He soon entered the large gallery containing the Temple of Dendur, the Egyptian temple built in the 15th century BC and dedicated to Isis and Osiris. He sat on a bench in the shadow of one of mankind’s first architectural triumphs, and became drawn to something in the Michelangelo volume—a representation of the first section of his Sistine Chapel Ceiling painting, titled The Separation of Light from Darkness. The painting was a representation of Genesis 1:3, 1:4 and 1:5, which reads:


Then God said, ”Let there be light”; and there was light. God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. God called the light day, and the darkness He called night. And there was evening and there was morning, one day.


The verses resonated with Drew, making him look within himself, within his own life experiences. Without the joy of Kate, he wouldn’t feel the pain he experienced now. He wondered if the inverse might be true for his daughters. Without his suffering, would they be able to find the joy of a normal life, of a happy existence? He’d never been able to put his Manichean angst in words, but now, among man’s greatest artistic achievements, it became clearer to him than it had ever been before.

He must be the dark so that Emily and Sara could be the light. He must suffer so that they may thrive. 

He’d made the right choice. He’d sacrificed for his family, and he would continue to do so.
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Chapter 13
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Spring 2005

Drew awoke earlier than usual. It had been almost three years since he ran into Matt in lower Manhattan, and almost two years since Blue and Anna had moved out of the Carlton Arms to their new apartment in Long Island City, Queens. As sad as he was to lose them as neighbors and regular parts of his day, he was happier for their success. After graduating from Cosmetology school, Blue began working in a salon on the Upper East Side. Anna secured an entry level data entry position with Verizon last fall, but by now had already worked her way up to Assistant Manager. He was still able to see them relatively often, and visiting them gave him the excuse to occasionally ride the Roosevelt Island Tramway, but their visits became less frequent as Blue’s and Anna’s work responsibilities increased.

Drew and Matt met up once or twice a month for coffee and conversation, with Matt providing Drew updates on the status of his daughters and family, and dutifully—and against his better judgment—not revealing Drew’s whereabouts to anybody.

No longer able to trade hugs for morning coffee, he now had to make his own coffee from the small Mr. Coffee he had bought after Blue and Anna left. After finishing his morning coffee, he dressed in a slightly less casual manner than he’d been accustomed to, which meant khakis and a polo shirt, and set out from the Carlton Arms to begin his new daily routine. It still began with his morning visit to PS 40, where by now he’d become a well-known local fixture. He took great pleasure in seeing the growth and maturation of the children he’d been watching for the past six years, as well as the steady influx of excited new kindergarteners, who looked a little smaller and younger each year.

After watching morning drop-off, he walked downtown towards Washington Square Park and the New York University campus. Over the years, he’d struck up casual friendships with many of the undergraduate students, and had offered them pro bono tutoring services in math and the sciences. After a few months of volunteering his services, he began to tutor for a fee. Though well below the prevailing rate, those fees still brought in enough to modestly supplement the slowly diminishing monthly deposits from the Lagniappe Scroll. This routine kept him relatively occupied and satisfied, and interacting with college students left Drew more peaceful and comfortable with his current state of existence. He was not thriving, but passing the time had become less depressing and empty. More importantly, he continued to receive excellent reports from Matt about Emily’s and Sara’s progress.

He eventually reached Washington Square, walked under the familiar arch and past the fountain, through the park to the NYU Kimmel Center for University Life, the hub of social activity for NYU students, where he met his students for the day’s tutoring session. The group walked around the hallways until they found a table large and private enough so as not to bother the other students present, and began their give and take. These sessions kept Drew mentally sharp as well as socially vibrant, and his sessions were so well received that he soon had a waiting list of students seeking his tutorship. This day’s session lasted two hours and covered freshman Physics, always one of Drew’s favorite subjects.

After finishing the morning session and staying a little while afterwards to answer some individual questions, he picked up his notebook and walked up to the third-floor marketplace to get some coffee for his subway ride uptown. While walking through the marketplace, he saw the familiar sight of a large admissions office tour walking in the other direction, towards him. Distracted while watching the group, he bumped into a young male student who was also distracted by his texting. He bounced off the young man, stumbled a bit, and dropped his notebook.

“I’m sorry, my bad, I was texting and spaced,” said the young man.

“No problem, I was distracted too. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, sorry again.”

“No problem.” Drew bent down to pick up his notebook, but a young woman from the admissions tour had already picked it up and was reaching out to hand it back to him.

“Here you are, sir,” said the young woman, sweetly.

“Thank y—”

Suddenly, their eyes met, and they each froze in place.

The young woman jumped up and shouted, “Daddy?”

It’s Emily!

Drew froze, felt lightheaded, his stomach falling as if he’d leaned back too far in his chair and was about to fall. He didn’t know what to say or do. All he could manage was, “Yes, honey, it’s me. It’s me.”

Emily began crying, in a manner that he couldn’t tell if it was from joy, anger, surprise, or all three. Then she reached out and threw her arms around him, and squeezed him tightly, still sobbing. They stayed like that for what felt like a long time, though probably only a few seconds, when he noticed Sara, Lauren, and Peter rushing over, confused and concerned. He released Emily, and as soon as they separated, the others all immediately realized that it was him.

Sara screamed “Daddy!” and, immediately crying, hurried over to throw her arms around him.

Peter stood there frozen in disbelief, and Lauren stood next to Sara, awaiting her turn to hug Drew.

After exchanging group hugs, they noticed they’d drawn attention to themselves, particularly from the folks in the admissions tour.

They composed themselves, and Lauren asked in a calmer voice, “What is going on? What are you doing here? Where have you been?”

“That’s a long story, and not an easy one to tell. I think we need to go somewhere else. This may not be the right place.”

“Girls, let’s go. We’ll take another tour tomorrow,” said Peter, as always looking out for the girls’ welfare. He then turned to Drew and Lauren. “Where should we go to talk?”

Lauren answered while looking at Drew. “We rented a two-bedroom apartment with a living room nearby for the week. It’ll be private and comfortable. We can talk there. Let’s go.” Her face flushed with emotion.

“Okay,” said Drew. “Emily and Sara, you look so grown up and wonderful. I’m so happy to see you. Don’t say anything yet. It’s a long story and I want to tell you everything.”

“Just stay with us, Daddy. Don’t leave again,” said Emily.

“I’m here, girls, I’m right here.”

The group walked up 6th Avenue to 8th Street, and into a brick post-war apartment building. They showed their ID’s to the doorman and entered the elevator. Lauren pressed the button for the fourteenth floor, and when the doors opened, they each walked out, Lauren first, followed by Peter, and then Emily and Sara, exiting the same time as Drew, as if to be as close to him as possible.

They walked down the hall and Peter took a key out of his pocket and opened the door of their apartment.

As they entered, Drew noted the views of downtown and of Washington Square Park. As he looked out, he thought about all the history that had occurred in the streets within his view—his own personal history, but also that of all New Yorkers, from the original settlers through the 9/11 victims, widows, and first responders.

All these external thoughts vanished from his mind as soon as Lauren began to speak. “Do you want something to drink? I’m opening a bottle of wine.” She said it to the group generally, but gazed at Drew.

“No thank you,” he said. “I gave up alcohol completely. I’ve been numb enough, and didn’t want to take the risk of depending on it.”

“Well, I haven’t, and I think I’m about to start drinking more,” replied Lauren.

“I’ll have half a glass,” said Peter.

Lauren poured full glasses for herself and Peter, took two Cokes out of the refrigerator for the girls, and sat down on the sofa next to Peter, across from the large chair where Drew sat. She looked at the girls and said, “Girls, can you go watch TV or read in the bedroom? We need a little time to ourselves. I promise we won’t be long.”

Both girls’shoulders sagged as they sighed in unison and said, “Okay.”

“Don’t be too long,” Sara added, and both she and Emily walked over to Drew, gave him a little squeeze, and walked into the bedroom.

“It’s three o’clock,” said Peter. “We have dinner reservations at seven. Why don’t you stay here until then and come to dinner with us? I’ll call the restaurant and change the reservation to a party of five.”

Good old Peter, always practical and thoughtful.

“Fine,” said Lauren impatiently. “Enough with plans for now. Drew, it’s been five and a half years. Where have you been? Why did you leave, and more importantly, why didn’t you come back home?”

Before he could respond, Lauren continued, “I mean, your daughters were in New Orleans, we all were, and we didn’t know where you were. We didn’t know if you were alive or dead. Those poor girls had just lost their mother, and now we had to go under the assumption that they’d lost their father too? And all the while we are there raising them, caring for them. I mean, don’t get me wrong, those girls were a gift, the best thing ever to happen to us, and we would do anything for them, anything for you and Kate, but knowing that they were there, that we all were there, didn’t you wonder how we were doing? Didn’t you ever think of helping them, of helping us? I mean, and it hurts me to say this, but how selfish could you have been?”

Six years and Lauren had not changed one bit, and Drew could not have been happier. She never minced words, and he loved her for it.

“I understand,” he said, “and maybe you’re right. First of all, I cannot express how appreciative I am of what you’ve done for Emily and Sara. I thought about you and them every day. In fact, I needed to create things to do to stop myself from thinking about you and them, as well as my brothers and nephews and nieces, Daniel and Elaine... everybody. This may be the most selfish thing I’m going to say, but I knew you would take care of them. I had counted on it. In fact, the main reason I left and didn’t come back home was that I believed that you and Peter would do a better job of raising them than the broken version of me would. After Kate passed, it was such a shock that I felt like I had died inside along with her. She and I were such a part of each other that, when she passed, it was like a part of me was lost—the best part of me—and it was never coming back. I wasn’t prepared. I’m still not. When I left the hospital, I hadn’t planned on leaving for good. I hadn’t planned anything. I just kept walking, moving forward, thoughtless and empty.”

He continued his story, from his walk across the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway, his truck ride to Atlanta with Ben, his trek across the Appalachian Trail, his settling in New York, Blue and Anna, the Carlton Arms, Washington Square, his daily routine, his tutoring.

Lauren and Peter sat there speechless, which was not Lauren’s default setting.

“What about money?” asked Peter. “How did you have money to survive?”

“Remember the Lagniappe scroll? The royalties were being deposited into an orphan account that nobody kept track of. I withdrew cash from there as needed. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.”

“You’re gonna owe a lot of back taxes on that, brother,” said Peter.

Lauren gave him a look that would have killed a lesser man, and turned to Drew. “Didn’t you wonder about the girls, about all of us? How could you live not knowing how they were doing?”

“About three years ago, I ran into Matt in lower Manhattan—just by chance, like today. He filled me in and has kept me up to date with the details of all of your lives.”

“And he never told us that you were alive, that you were here?” Lauren looked as if she might explode. “I can’t believe it. I thought he was your friend, that he was a good guy.”

“He’s the best, which is why he never spoke of it. It killed him not to, and he pleaded his case every time we met. Every single time we spoke, he begged me to go home, but I made him promise not to tell anybody, and he didn’t.”

“That was the wrong decision,” said Lauren.

“Maybe, but it wasn’t his decision to make, it was mine, and his respect for what he believed was the wrong decision was the truest sign of his friendship and loyalty.”

“Hmm,” said Lauren, not ready to give up the point. “And so, you’re coming home now, right? I mean, the choice is no longer yours, now that the girls have seen you. The choice is theirs, right?”

“You know I’ve never been a particularly religious person, and Kate’s passing sure didn’t help with that, but I’ve always felt the presence of some higher spirit, some sense of order or reason or guiding force in the beauty and complexity of life and of man’s inspiration. I’ve also had plenty of time to think—nothing but time, in fact.”

He continued to tell Lauren and Peter about the revelation he had in the Metropolitan Museum, of the duality of the universe, of the separation of light and dark, and of his need to take the suffering on himself to allow his daughters to live in the light. He offered it as proof of the correctness of his decision, along with the way the girls had been raised and what they had become.

Lauren and Peter listened silently and carefully. After Drew finished, Lauren stood up, grabbed her bag, walked towards the door, and looked back at Peter and Drew.  “I’ll be back in a little bit. Now I need to walk, to be alone. I need to think.” She walked out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

Drew and Peter sat across from each other with the “What do we do now?” look on each of their faces. Drew stood and walked towards the refrigerator, took out a Coke, then walked to the bedroom and opened the door for Emily and Sara to come out.

After about an hour, Peter’s cell phone rang, and he saw that it was Lauren calling. “Hello, where are you?”

“I’m down in the lobby. Send Drew down. I want to take a walk with him and talk to him alone.”

“Okay, will do.” He turned to Drew and explained, adding, “I’ll stay here with the girls.”

“Okay, thanks.” Drew walked over to Emily and Sara, gave them each a hug, reassured them that he would return soon, and left the room.

When he reached the lobby, he spotted Lauren near the front door.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go for a walk. I’ve had time to do a little thinking myself. Where can we go to sit down and talk, privately?”

“How about Washington Square? It’s nice out, and we can get a bench alone. I’ve spent a lot of time there and am comfortable there.”

“Okay, anyplace will do. We just need to talk.”

They walked back down 6th Avenue, turned left on Waverly place, and continued to Washington Square. They found a private bench across from the old men playing chess, and sat down.

Lauren jumped right in. “Okay, I’ve heard what you said about your crazy theories about duality and light and dark and all of your bullshit justifications for not coming home. You know, on an emotional level, it’s just about guilt—your guilt for your surviving and not Kate, and for somehow causing or contributing to her passing, for not having done enough to save her. It’s about your need to avoid the guilt of making your daughters live with a depressed version of yourself, and your need to somehow justify that what you’re doing was for their benefit. I get it, but overcoming all of that on an emotional level is going to take a lot more time and patience than I have. So, if we’re not going to deal with it on an emotional level, let’s deal with it the scientific way, your way.” 

Lauren took a sip from a cup of coffee she’d bought on her walk, and continued. “Remember when I was a freshman? I had thought at the time that I would major in Physics. I ended up hating it, but you taught me most of it and got me through it. Well, let’s talk physics. What is the Second Law of Thermodynamics?”

“The Second Law of Thermodynamics?” Drew paused for a moment, wondering where she was headed with this line of questioning. “The Second Law of Thermodynamics relates to entropy. It says, in effect, that there’s a natural tendency for any isolated system to degenerate into a more disordered state. That entropy, which is a measure of disorder in a system, inevitably increases. That, for example, an egg can never unscramble. That, as a system evolves, it becomes more disordered, increasing entropy. And that eventually, the universe will end in a ‘heat death’ in which everything is at the same temperature, in the same level of disorder.”

“Yes, exactly. Not a very pleasant proposition, right?”

“Yes, I guess.” Drew knew he was being led somewhere, but wasn’t exactly sure where.

Lauren continued. “And Schrodinger, in his famous 1944 book What is Life, postulated that the nature or definition of life is something that defies the Second Law of Thermodynamics and exhibits negative entropy, something that makes order out of disorder.” 

She took another long sip of coffee. “The first living thing took random organic molecules and organized them into a cell, and over time life evolved into many cells, and then, swimming upstream against the tide of the Second Law, eventually evolved into mankind. And think of what mankind is capable of. Biologically, the human body can ingest simple proteins, sugars, and carbohydrates and turn them into a child, into the miracles of Emily and Sara. And those same humans who started out as simple chemicals can take a disordered pile of bricks and turn them into the Metropolitan Museum of Art, or a bunch of cans of paint and create Monet’s Water Lilies. Day in and day out, for thousands of years, we have been violating a fundamental law of nature. Do you follow and agree with me so far?”

“Yes, I guess so.” It fascinated him to see Lauren on such a roll.

“Okay, well then, stay with me. What, then, is the First Law of Thermodynamics?”

“That’s an easy one. The First Law of Thermodynamics deals with the conservation of energy. Basically, it says that the total energy of an isolated system is constant. Energy can be transformed from one form to another, but cannot be created or destroyed.” Drew had been tutoring this concept for the past couple of years.

“So, if you think of energy, the First Law does not specify what form of energy. Light, heat—basically, energy in any form—must be conserved. It can be transferred from one system to another but never increased or decreased. Any energy gain in one system must be balanced by an equal loss of energy in another, correct?”

Drew nodded. “Yes, that is correct, according to the Law.”

“Yes, and that is exactly the argument you’re making for not coming home, for suffering for the sake of your daughters, for being the dark so that they can be the light. The total energy, whether it be light, heat, positive energy, love, karma, call it what you will, must be conserved, so that the negative energy, the negative karma you are experiencing, allows the positive energy to flow to Emily and Sara. God Separating the Light from the Darkness, correct?”

Drew could only smile. “I guess that’s a reasonable explanation of it in a scientific way.”

“Well, then if life can violate the Second Law of Thermodynamics, why can’t it violate the First Law? Think about it, when you and Kate fell in love, did it not create positive energy, positive Karma? Everyone who knew you became happier. People would see the two of you walking in the park holding hands, and they would stop and smile. Your love served as the template for my and Peter’s marriage. And who did it hurt? Who suffered? Whose Karma or energy was diminished? Nobody’s! And out of that love came Emily and Sara, and wherever they go, they spread love and joy, to Peter and me as well as everyone they meet. Your and Kate’s love violated the First Law. It created a net increase in love, in positive energy, in Karma.”

Lauren leaned a little closer to him and looked directly into his eyes. “And if the definition of life is its ability to violate the Second Law of Thermodynamics, then perhaps mankind’s ability to violate the First Law of Thermodynamics, the ability to create positive energy, positive Karma, positive love is... well, maybe that’s the meaning of life.”
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Chapter 14
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Summer 2011

Drew raked the dirt as quickly as possible, hoping to finish before the New Orleans summer sun made it impossible for him to plant the rest of his marigolds. His Northwestern University T-Shirt had already become partially transparent from sweat, and his large yellow gardening gloves had become slippery on his hands. He’d grown to love gardening, and took great satisfaction in seeing the earth bear the fruits of his labor. From a practical point of view, he knew he’d soon be welcoming a large contingent of out of town visitors, flying in later that afternoon for Sara’s wedding the following day, and he wanted the house to look happy and well cared for.

It had been six years since he moved back to New Orleans. Seeing Emily and Sara in New York, and hearing Lauren’s flawless argument, had convinced him that moving back home was the only choice he could make. It had taken him a little while to reintegrate into Emily’s and Sara’s lives and regain their trust and forgiveness, and to readjust to life in New Orleans, but over time, it felt progressively more comfortable. Keeping busy and seeing how the girls thrived had provided the final pieces of reassurance.

He’d made the right decision to return home.

He finished planting the last of the flowers, stood up, and looked around for his now constant companion. 

“C’mon, Lanny, let’s go inside and give you a bath. We need you to look pretty, too.”

Lagniappe followed happily to the front door, her tail wagging.

Inside, Drew picked up a towel to dry off Lagniappe, who had gotten wet and dirty while Drew was watering the flowers, and led her into the bathroom.

His new home was a simple shotgun structure, with a small but bright living room leading directly into the dining room and kitchen, with one hallway along the left side of the house continuing directly through two bedrooms and bathrooms to the rear entrance. The small house sparkled, unusually neat and clean this day for the benefit of the visiting guests.

After he returned to New Orleans, he’d moved into his old home with Peter, Lauren, and Emily and Sara for the girls’ senior year of high school. After they left for College, Emily to NYU and Sara to FIT, he bought this little shotgun house a few blocks away from his former home, where Peter and Lauren continued living. Lauren and Peter had a daughter two years later and were raising her in Drew and Kate’s old home, and Kayleigh was now a beautiful and precocious four-year-old in her first year of preschool.

Emily graduated from NYU a little over a year ago and continued on to Northwestern University Medical School, where she was now a second-year medical student. Sara graduated from FIT, and after working for a year as an intern for a fashion designer, decided to move back home, where she now taught art at a local high school. Upon her return to New Orleans, she began dating Alex, one of her old high school friends. They got engaged last spring, and were set to be married tomorrow. Tonight was the rehearsal dinner, for which everybody was flying in this afternoon.

Drew had settled into a new routine, just as regimented but much less lonely than the one he obeyed during his time in New York. In the mornings, after feeding and walking Lagniappe, he walked with her to his small office on Prytania Street, where he tutored college students for the GMAT, LSAT, or MCAT. They stayed there until 2:00 PM, then walked the few blocks up Prytania Street to pick up Kayleigh at preschool, and then back to Lauren and Peter’s house, where Drew stayed with Kayleigh until Lauren and Peter came home from work. Sometimes he ate dinner with them, and sometimes he and Lanny walked home and either stopped off on the way to pick up dinner, or made something small when they got home. He didn’t own a car, and preferred to walk wherever he needed to go, usually with Lagniappe by his side.

The rehearsal dinner was set for 7:00 PM at La Crepe Nanou, with the wedding party taking over the entire restaurant. He was excited to see the large number of people flying in for the event, including his brothers and their families, Jed and his wife and son, Matt and his family, Clayton and his fiancé, and Tommy.

After spending the afternoon bathing Lanny and cleaning the house, he finally began dressing for the rehearsal dinner. He put on a pair of khakis, a blue long-sleeved shirt and a sport coat, and headed out for the few blocks’ walk to the restaurant.

Emily, who’d been staying with Sara since arriving the night before, and Sara, as well as Lauren and Peter and Kayleigh, had already arrived. They were putting the final touches on the table settings, along with Alex and his family, who’d been there for the past few hours. Peter had offered to pay for the rehearsal dinner, and Drew had in turn asked Peter to give Sara away in tandem with himself, which only served to bring the two men closer, if that were possible.

Slowly, and in small groups, guests began arriving. First, Matt and his family entered through the side garden. Matt walked over to Sara and gave her a big hug, then went down the line greeting the entire wedding party, ending with Drew. The two embraced as brothers, with all the history and emotion implied within. Standing a few feet from the rest of the group, Matt leaned over and spoke softly into Drew’s ear.  “Boy, the girls look great, very happy and successful. And you and they seem great together. See, I told you that you should have gone home sooner.” He playfully punched Drew on the shoulder.

“Yes,” said Drew. “Look at them. They’ve really grown into wonderful young women. See, I told you it was the right choice to stay away.” He felt less playful than wistful.

The two old friends laughed the kind of laugh you do after you’ve survived the crash and have the luxury of looking back with humor.

“Kate would have been very proud. Of all of you,” added Matt, knowing that he may have been the only one at the party with the courage and moral authority to say so.

“Thanks, I know. I think about that often. You know, she was only here for a short time, but look what she did with that time. Together we made Emily and Sara, and they make the world a better place every single day. What’s a better legacy than that? What could be more meaningful?”

Before they could continue that line of thought, a large group including Clayton, Jed, and Tommy entered the restaurant. Each one first approached Sara and Alex to see the happy bride-and-groom-to-be, and to offer their congratulations, but each soon made their way over to Drew.

Jed introduced Drew to his wife Jessica, and their tall and handsome blonde son Justin, and exchanged details about their happy life in Minneapolis.

Clayton came over with his fiancé, Talia, who Drew had gotten to know on their recent visit to New Orleans, and filled him in on the details of their planned wedding in December, which Drew was excited to be attending.

“So, you’re finally getting married. It took long enough,” he said to Clayton.

Clayton smiled and nodded. “Well, you gotta pull the trigger when the right one comes along, whenever that is. For you, the right one came along earlier than you had planned. For me, the right one came along later than I had thought. But as long as it’s the right one, that’s all that matters.”

“I never doubted my choice for a second. Knowing Talia, I know that you’ll feel the same way.”

“Thanks, brother. Go have fun. I think there’s a line of people who want to see you.”

Tommy came over soon after. They’d hoped he’d be able to attend, and only found out recently that he would. It wasn’t easy for him to return from Spain to the states, but he combined the visit to New Orleans with a conference in Washington DC, which enabled him to make the wedding. Tommy updated Drew on the details of life in Spain, and invited him to visit, which Drew had promised to do.

The group of friends carried on happily as if the time had never passed.

Over the next half hour, the rest of the guests arrived, including Drew’s brothers and their families, loud and fun in contrast to Kate’s more dignified and reserved side of the family. They brought the party a new level of energy. Drew introduced his family to Alex’s, and each fawned excitedly over the other’s child.

It was cocktail hour, meaning appetizers were consumed with vigor and drinks flowed liberally, in typical New Orleans fashion.

Drew looked around and saw his lovely daughters, his friends and their growing families, his brothers and their families, Alex and his family, Daniel and Elaine and Peter and Lauren, and felt fulfilled and satisfied, and emotionally overcome in a way that he’d not been since that night at Mom’s Ball so many years ago.

Just as he felt he couldn’t be happier, he caught an image near the door, and thought he must be seeing a mirage.

It’s them!

Blue’s hair still shone as blue as the day they’d met, but she looked graceful and elegant in a floor-length dress. Along with Anna beside her, they held the hands of a little boy.

Drew cleared his eyes and hurried over to them, and they embraced as a group, screaming and laughing.

Drew could hardly speak, but managed, “Blue, Anna, you’re here! I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Yes, Peter and Lauren invited us, and we wanted to keep it a surprise” Blue sounded very much the confident young woman, not the teenage misfit Drew had first met at the Wellington Inn a lifetime ago.

“Ohmigod, you guys look so great,” he said. “And who is this?” He glanced down towards the bright-eyed young boy.

“This is Andrew,” said Anna. “Blue and I got married two years ago, and shortly afterwards we adopted him and named him Andrew. After you, in fact.”

Drew tried to hold back the tears welling up in his eyes. He gradually composed himself.  “I don’t know what to say. That means so very much to me.”

“Drew, you were there when we needed you,” said Blue, tearing up herself. “You believed in us when no one else did, including our own families. You encouraged us to better ourselves, to live the kind of life that we now enjoy. We owe it all to you. Drew, we love you, and Andrew reminds us of that love every day.”

“Thank you. I think that while I set out to save you, in the end, the two of you saved me. It was you who was there for me when I needed you most.”

“Enough with the tears,” said Blue. “This is a party. Let’s finally meet your daughters and the rest of your family.”

Drew walked Blue, Anna, and Andrew over to Peter and Lauren, Emily, Sara and Alex, and introduced them all. They’d each heard so many stories from Drew about the others that they felt like they already knew each other. Over strong drinks and good food, the group immediately bonded, and the combined energy and love of the world increased, just as Lauren had explained to him six years ago.

Later that evening, Blue and Drew stood alone together on the far end of the restaurant near the bar.  Blue leaned over to him and spoke through the weight of their special bond. “So, I hear that you’ve taken all those notes from your notebook and turned them into a book. When is it going to be done, and when can I read it?”

“I’ve actually finished writing it. I just need to put a title on it for it to be complete.”

“Then do it! Finish it. I’m sure it will be unlike anything I’ve ever read before.”

“Oh, that’s for sure, but I can’t seem to get myself to title it. Putting a title on it finishes it, and finishing it feels like moving past a part of my life that I just can’t seem to let go of.”

“You’ll know when it’s time,” said Blue, wise beyond her years as ever.

“Thanks, that’s what I keep telling myself.”

Dinner continued long past its scheduled time, with good feelings, great food and lots to drink, funny and sentimental toasts, happy reunions, and tender memories of Kate.

As dessert ended and midnight approached, Clayton strolled over to Drew and put a hand on his shoulder. “It was a great night. You have two wonderful girls, of whom you should be very proud.”

“I am. I really am. And everyone in this room should be proud, since they all had a hand in raising them when I wasn’t able to do so. Thank you, Clayton. I know you were always there for my family.”

“Love you, bro. That’s what families are for.” The two embraced.  “You need a ride home?”

“No thanks, I’m only a few blocks from here. I’ll walk.”

“I figured so,” replied Clayton, as he and Talia walked towards their rented car. Before getting in, he called out, “See you tomorrow.”

“See you then.”

After exchanging goodbyes with the remaining guests, Drew began walking home through the dark but welcoming streets of Uptown New Orleans.

Once home, he walked over to the dining room table on which his completed but untitled book rested, and stared at the blank front page. He studied it for a while, and as he did, all his memories began swirling around in his head—meeting Kate for the first time, their med school days and early marriage, Emily and Sara, Matt, Clayton, Jed, Tommy, even Fogel. He thought of Kate’s illness, his travels and the people he met, including Ben, Anna and Blue. Then he considered the contributions of everyone who cared for Emily and Sara, especially Peter and Lauren.

Finally, he picked up his pen and started to write on the blank page. After a few moments, he looked down and saw what he had written:

Love, Loss, and Lagniappe

A love story that defied the laws of nature.

He put down his pen and closed the book. After sitting there silently for a few moments, he stood up, changed into his nightclothes, washed up, and got into bed.

“C’mon Lanny, come on up.”

Lagniappe jumped onto the bed, scratched at the sheets for a few moments, circled three times, and laid down in a tight circle, pressed up against the inner curve of Drew’s ankle.

Drew closed his eyes and calmly fell asleep. The only one home, and never alone.

—-THE END—-
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1. Is there such a thing as “love at first sight,” and if so, what is its nature? Is it psychological, biological, based on pheromones, other?
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2. You learn a lot about Kate’s family, but less about Drew’s. Why is that? Is it a function of location, the nature of the families, or of relationship dynamics between Drew and Kate?
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3. What is the nature of Kate and Lauren’s relationship? Is it possible for sisters to be this different? Can a male author accurately capture complex female relationships?
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4. When Drew first tells Kate he loves her, why didn’t Kate respond in kind? And why would Kate ask Drew why he loved her?
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5. What do Drew’s daydreams of viewing his current life through his past selves tell us about him? What would you feel if you had such daydreams?
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6. Could you have held the secret of having found out Kate’s MRI results? Should Drew have kept that secret?
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7. Was Drew’s reaction to the news of Kate’s passing a conscious choice or one made from shock?

[image: image]

8. This is the fundamental question of the story: was Drew’s decision to leave and not return home an extremely selfish or selfless act, or some combination of both? Were his thoughts and self-doubt real, or just efforts to convince himself of the choice he’d made?

[image: image]

9. Were Drew’s daughters better off with him gone, and being raised by Kate’s family, or not?
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10. Would Drew have gone through with his suicide attempt had he not hit the floating plank?
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11. What was it about Blue that caused Drew to have such an immediate and strong emotional attachment to her?
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12. Was it surprising that Matt would agree to keep Drew’s secret after meeting in New York? Was it the correct choice? Would you have kept his whereabouts secret, or would you have told his family?
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13. Was Drew’s theory about the duality of the universe inspired by Michelangelo’s The Separation of Light from Darkness a true spiritual insight, or just an effort to reinforce his decision not to return home?
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14. After meeting Lauren, Drew remained uncertain about returning. Was this surprising? Did Lauren’s opinion about the laws of nature resonate with you?
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15. What was the significance of Drew’s gardening in the final chapter?
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16. What does the final sentence of the story, “The only one home, and never alone,” mean to you?
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Please keep reading for....
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Q. You state in your biography that you based this story on actual events. How close does the story keep to those events?

A. Early in our marriage, my wife was diagnosed with a significant brain tumor. At the time, we had three children under 5 years of age. Fortunately, she survived the episode and, after recovering, thrived. However, I’ve never fully gotten over the effects of spending 8 hours in a waiting room, not sure if she was going to make it or not. During that time, you can’t help but think of what you would do if the results were as they were in the story. Would I ever be able to provide a happy home for my children, and if so, how? Other than that, I based some characters on people from our lives, some more closely than others, although I took significant literary license with each. I also made a conscious decision to change the nature of our children completely, so that they were not able to recognize themselves in any way. And of course, I love New Orleans and New York City.

[image: image]

Q. I have to ask, is there any chance that, if the news regarding your wife were bad, you would have made the same choice as Drew?

A. Almost everyone who reads the story asks me that question, and of course the answer is no. Yet the thought did cross my mind during the long wait in the hospital. I knew that if the outcome were bad, I would have been crushed, and I wondered/worried if my children would be better off without me in that state. I’m sure my choice would have been to stay, but I understand Drew’s choice, and I’m not 100% sure that it was the wrong one. Readers of the book who know me have trouble believing Drew’s choice, and this has interfered with their fully relating to his character (some were quite mad at him/me, including my in laws!). Hopefully, readers who do not know me will not have that problem.
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Q. Why did you choose this topic as your first novel?

A. I had been kicking this story around in my head for a while. I have a number of other stories rolling around that I’m looking forward to completing, but getting this one out first felt the most therapeutic.
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Q. Will the next stories also be somewhat autobiographical? Will we see these same characters again?

A. No, this is the last of Drew and Kate and the rest of these characters. Time to move on. Although the subjects will be different, I still expect to base future novels on relationships and family dynamics. I believe these relationships are the sources of the best drama and humor, as anyone with a family knows.
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Q. What’s next?

A. The next novel is called Panicles. A Panicle is a form of branching flower in which all branches come off one main stem, which feels like family lineage to me. It’s a story of two families, one wealthy and powerful, one of more modest means, and their relationships to themselves and each other. The fundamental question addressed is the price of fame versus the simpler pleasures of living a more casual, grounded life. This story will be longer and more ambitious, and there will be more humor, plenty of tears, and an ending you’ll never forget. I’m looking forward to its release in late 2019.
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Special Sneak Preview
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Is it better to take to the risks and pursue the glory of fame and fortune, or to live a simpler, more grounded life?
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Please enjoy the Special Sneak Preview of the first chapter we offer below of Richard Robbins’ second novel, Panicles. Watch for it to release in 2019.
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Keep reading for....

CHAPTER 1 – EMILY JANE MURNANE
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Murnane Family, Bethesda, Maryland

Emily cried when the flowers died—the full-bodied, heaving, snot-nosed cry of a heartbroken five-year-old. Hers was the type of sweet, sorrowful heaving that made an adult smile and weep at the same time.

“I hate Nana,” she cried. “Why did the flowers die? Why would Nana give me flowers if she knew they were going to die in a few days?”

“No, don’t say that. Nana loves you,” said Robert, her father. “All flowers die eventually. They’re cut from the plant for us to appreciate their beauty, and after they bring us happiness, it’s their time to go.”

“But why do they cut them if they know they’re going to die? Why not leave them on the plant? Aren’t they still beautiful there?” She turned to her mother. “I don’t understand?”

Elizabeth sighed, at once joyful and frustrated by her daughter’s naivety and innocence. “Well that’s what they do. Nana bought them for you because they were beautiful. She bought them for you to make you happy, because she thinks you’re beautiful too.”

“But now they died. I hate flowers, and I hate Nana!”

“From now on, we’ll only get you plants—plants that have flowers that keep flowering over and over. I’ll tell Nana that, and she’ll be happy to do it for you. She loves you and wants you to be happy, and I think we’ve figured out how to do that.”

“Okay, but no more flowers.” Emily’s tears began to dry. “I’m thirsty. Can I have a juice box?”

“Yes, here it is.” Elizabeth bent down, picked up a juice box, forced the straw through the opening, and handed it to Emily.

She then walked her into the living room, turned the television to her favorite channel, and set her up on the couch. “You sit here and watch TV. I’ll be in the kitchen with daddy.”

Emily sat stone-faced in front of the TV and did not respond.

Elizabeth turned and walked back into the kitchen, where Robert sat at the table rummaging through the day’s mail, and said, “Boy, what a reaction that was! I never expected her to react that way to some flowers.”

“She is the sensitive sort,” replied Robert. “Must get that from your side. Let’s not tell your mother about this little incident. It would break her heart. But let’s be sure to tell her that from now on, plants only, no flowers.”

“We’ll see her next week, over Christmas. We can tell her then. I think it’ll be good for Emily to be with her. She’ll get over this quickly.”

“Seems like she already has.”

“Nice to be five years old. I wish I was that resilient. It’ll be nice to be down in Florida for a week, to be out of this cold weather. You know, I must really need to get out of the cold if I’m looking forward to a week in Florida at my mother’s condo... on that stupid sleeper sofa.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean, but don’t blame your mother for the flowers. How could she know? Anyway, it’s just another episode in a long series of adults not understanding what children really like. It used to be worse, but that generation is still pretty bad that way.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean it was only a few generations ago that nursery rhymes were about The Plague. Remember Ring Around the Rosie? Or how about London Bridge Is Falling Down? Nice!”

“I guess....”

“And even when we were kids... I remember when I was in third grade. They took us to the movies to see Fantasia. I was so excited to see a Disney Movie on a field trip! All week I was excited. Then the day arrived, and we go on a bus to a movie theater, the lights go down, and all of a sudden.... What the hell?”

Robert took a sip of coffee and continued. “I was thinking to myself, what kind of Disney movie is this? Mickey is mean, and that broom is kind of a dick! What adult could possibly think any kid would like that? Yes, as an adult, I now appreciate the artistry, but as a kid, I was scared. I hated it!”

“Yeah, I remember doing that also,” said Elizabeth. “I didn’t much care for it either.”

“And the next year they took us to see Jonathan Livingston Seagull. A group of fourth graders to see Jonathan Livingston Fucking Seagull? I don’t know what kind of hippie shit they were thinking, but really? I remember sitting in that dark theater, with a big tub of popcorn topped with that oil they passed off as butter, staring up at the screen, wondering what the hell was going on. We were in fourth grade! The whole episode left me with an afternoon of stomach pain, and a lifetime of nihilism.”

Elizabeth laughed. “Fortunately, I didn’t have the pleasure of that experience, but my version was when my parents read me The Giving Tree. I remember it clearly. I was lying in my bed, ready to go to sleep, when my father came in to read me a story. He was all excited to tell me that he got a new book that he knew I was going to like. Then he started reading it to me. By the end, I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. That nasty guy just kept hacking away at that poor tree until the end, when he just sat down on that helpless little stump. What were they thinking? And the worst part was the picture of the author on the back cover—the scariest picture of a human being I think I’ve ever seen. And on a children’s book! I can still remember it clearly. If you don’t remember it, google it, look up Shel Silverstein photo The Giving Tree. That’s the picture they decided to use? There are only two possible explanations for why they used that picture. The first is that they took a bunch of photos, and that was the best one, the one that made him look most likeable to children. That’s a scary thought. The other explanation is that they had a bunch of other pictures that made him look more likeable, but in keeping with the tone of the book, decided to use that picture. That’s even scarier!”

Robert shook his head. “Yeah, I remember that book. I hated it too. I read it in high school when one of my English teachers assigned it. I remember thinking that instead of The Giving Tree, it should be called The Enabling Girlfriend.”

“So, it’s the girlfriend’s fault? Is that your take on it?” Elizabeth felt the heat rushing to her face.

“No, I didn’t mean it like that. What would you name the book?”

“How about The Sadistic Boyfriend?”

“I believe that I’ve lost this argument.” Robert half smiled.

“No, an argument has two sides. This has one side, so it’s called a lecture. Remember that.” Elizabeth also half smiled.

“Well, at least Emily seems to be over it. Let’s talk about what we want to do in Florida.”

—-END OF SPECIAL SNEAK PREVIEW—-

To keep up with news on this and all of Richard Robbins’ books, please stay tuned to our website:

Richard Robbins’ Books at Evolved Publishing
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Richard has always liked telling good stories, but not until his youngest child left for college was he able to find the time to put them into print. His first novel, Love, Loss and Lagniappe, was inspired by actual events in his life, and utilizes Richard’s Medical and Business School background to explore the journey of self-discovery after heartbreaking loss, while revealing the scientific basis for the meaning of life. (You’ll have to read it to find out!)

Richard is currently working on his second novel, Panicles, a multi-generational story of the intersecting fate of two families, and the price of fame versus the simpler pleasures of a grounded life.

Richard lives in New York City with his love and inspiration, Lisa, his wife of thirty years (and counting), near their beloved grown children.
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We hope you loved Love, Loss, and Lagniappe as much as we did, and that you’ll take a moment to post your heartfelt review at whatever retail site you purchased it. Your reviews are so important to what we do as a small independent press, and to our authors, of course.
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And... be sure to check out the full catalog of our great Literary Fiction books (just some of which are pictured) at the link below:

Literary Fiction Books from Evolved Publishing
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When six-year-old Hannah’s brutal honesty is mistaken for lying, she stops speaking. Her family, her community, and eventually the entire nation, struggle to find meaning in her silence. All she wants is to find her momma, a little peace and quiet, and maybe some pancakes.
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Please enjoy the Special 3-Chapter Sneak Preview we offer below, or....
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GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

Robb Grindstaff’s Books at Evolved Publishing
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“Pancakes.”

With that one word, I broke my silence of a dozen years.

“I said I want the goddamn pancakes.”

Finally, I got what I really wanted. Not the pancakes, but some silence. Everyone else shut up. Finally.

I hadn’t decided to stop talking forever, or even for twelve years. I’d just chosen not to speak at a moment in time.

Sometimes decisions have a way of forging your future, setting a path before you that you must travel, even if you’re only six years old when you make the choice.

CHAPTER 1 (TWELVE YEARS EARLIER)
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“Hannah, did you clean your room?”

Yes. I’d already answered Momma twice. I always answered the same question more than once, and always told the truth, so there was no need to keep asking, checking to see if I’d trip up and change my answer. Some kids are born with lies in their mouths, but I didn’t know how. Why make up a different answer other than the one I knew in my head or could see with my eyes? I remembered cleaning my room.

She could have looked rather than asking me three or four or twenty times. She always did that, whether about cleaning my room or brushing my teeth or studying my Sunday School lesson on Saturday night. She had to ask the same questions over and over.

“Hannah, I asked if you cleaned your room. Answer me. Don’t just stand there like you’re deaf and dumb.”

It wouldn’t do any good to answer her. She’d just ask again in a few minutes. Answering her wouldn’t make it any cleaner, but I wouldn’t get supper until she knew it was spotless. Every day I cleaned my room. Every day I used the feather duster and the can of furniture polish and the vacuum cleaner that was taller than me, even under the bed and behind the dresser.

Momma didn’t want the devil hiding in the dust under the bed. That was what had taken Daddy. Since Daddy was a Christian man, the devil couldn’t keep him, so Satan had put the dust in his lungs and made him go to sleep forever, leaving Momma and me alone. I kept the dust out of my room because I wanted to wake up in the morning. Mostly. Some nights I prayed to God to let me be with Daddy, but then I’d pray for forgiveness, because it wouldn’t be right to leave Momma all alone.

“Hannah, has the devil got your tongue? I asked if you’ve cleaned your room.”

I took her hand, led her down the hallway and pointed to my room.

“Oh my, what a lovely job you’ve done.” She leaned down and gave me a kiss on the forehead, her glasses falling off her nose and hitting me on top of the head. “Why didn’t you just say so?”

She hugged and kissed me and was very proud of the job I’d done.

“Such a good little girl deserves a special dinner. How about pancakes tonight?”

***
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“Hannah, did you brush your teeth?”

“Yes, Momma.”

“Good. Now come give me a kiss goodnight and let’s say your prayers.”

I crawled into her lap and leaned in to give her a peck on the lips. My nose would always bump against her reading glasses, the half-glasses that sat on the end of her nose with a chain holding them around her neck so she wouldn’t lose them when they fell off.

“I’m too young for my eyesight to be getting so bad,” she always said. “And if I don’t have these around my neck, I can’t ever remember where I put ‘em.”

Just as my lips were about to meet hers, she pulled back, disgusted.

“Hannah, did you brush your teeth? You’re not kissing me goodnight with those nasty teeth and bad breath.”

“I did already, Momma.”

“Don’t you lie to me, young lady. Now go brush those nasty little teeth before that lie sticks to them and they rot out of your head.” She acted like she would throw her Sunday School lesson book at me, but she wouldn’t.

I hopped off her lap and ran to the bathroom to brush my teeth again, and brushed the devil out of them this time.

I crawled back into her lap, curled my lips up to show her how white and shiny they were, and exhaled my minty fresh breath for her to smell.

Her blue eyes sparkled behind her glasses like the biggest jewels in a treasure chest. “Oh lovely, what lovely teeth you have. You have your father’s teeth.”

I didn’t have my father’s teeth. His were still in his mouth, his lips closed tight over them. I’d kissed him goodnight last year at the church. Momma said he was going to sleep and would wake up with Jesus and the angels.

I didn’t even have all of my own teeth. The two top front ones were gone, along with one on the bottom, so brushing the few I had left didn’t take long. But I scrubbed them three times a day to make sure they were shiny and clean when I kissed Momma goodnight.

“Okay, love, give me that kiss with your lovely teeth.”

I kissed her goodnight, and my nose left a smudge on her glasses. She moved them to the top of her head, where they disappeared in the thick waves of black hair. I curled up on her lap for our bedtime prayers, to keep the devil away.

“Amen,” Momma said.

Amen, I thought.

She didn’t wake me up later that night, like she did some nights, to ask if I had remembered to brush my teeth.

Yes, Momma, I brushed them. I brushed them twice. I answered you before. I brushed them until I spit red streaks with the white foam. I keep my mouth so clean, no lie can ever grow.

CHAPTER 2
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Momma kissed me goodbye on the front porch, and I waved to my snowman. Momma had helped me build him in three parts, taller than me. He still stood, a little shrunken, in the near-constant shade under the magnolia tree, next to the tire swing Daddy had made on my fourth birthday.

Snow still covered parts of the road in front of our house from last week’s storm, even though today was warm enough to wear just a sweater on my three-block walk to school. Momma said small North Carolina towns like Spencer didn’t waste money on snowplows that would seldom be used. We lived an hour from the beach, and saw more hurricanes than snowstorms.

I settled into my desk at school, in the back row next to the window. Elizabeth, three desks away, stared at me through her thick glasses that made her eyes look huge and frightened. The sun shone through the open blinds, and the reflection off her gold eyeglass frames cast two eerie curves of light across her forehead. Starting at the top of her nose, each light shined up and out like two glowing devil horns.

Outside, the sun glittered off the few remaining snow patches still sprinkled across the playground.

“Class, it’s time for this week’s spelling quiz. Did you all spend extra time studying your word list last night so someone else can win and we can have a new weekly champion?”

Mrs. Velasquez always gave out some trinket for the spelling quiz winner—maybe a pack of crayons, or a tiny stuffed animal, or a pencil with a clown for an eraser. If you win the spelling quiz, why would you need an eraser?

Every Friday, the same thing: in the morning, a spelling quiz; after recess, a champion named and honored, and given a prize to take home. Every Friday afternoon, on my way home, the prize would find its way into the dumpster at the 7-11 behind my house. Only then would the shame fade from my face.

“Elizabeth,” Mrs. Velasquez singled out the horned, frightened demon for a challenge, “I know you studied your words extra hard this week. Your mother called and told me so. Maybe this is your week to take the championship away from Hannah.”

Not even the pink ribbons in her pigtails made her look less evil. She kept staring at me, even when the teacher spoke to her, as if she might burst into tears, or scream and fly across the room to rip at my hair and peck at my eyes.

“Pencils ready, everyone.”

Mrs. Velasquez paced back and forth in front of her big metal desk, then behind it. She leaned up against the whiteboard, getting red marker dust on the padded shoulder of her navy blue dress. She called out each word and made up a sentence with the word in it.

“Mess.”

M-E-S-S, I wrote.

“Michael’s desk is a ‘mess.’“

All the kids laughed. I didn’t. I’d been to Michael’s house with Momma to invite his family to church. I didn’t think Michael could help being so messy. It was all he knew. As we left his home, Momma had taken deep gasps of air, like she’d held her breath the whole time we were inside. I liked the smell of the pipe his father smoked. Besides, it helped to cover up the stink of the dirty dishes piled in the sink.

“How can people stand to live like pigs?” Momma had asked herself out loud as we climbed back into the car to go visit the next family on the list.

“Dress.”

D-R-E-S-S.

Mrs. Velasquez walked up and down the aisles between our desks, peeking over our shoulders, working her way to the back of the room. She stopped at Michael’s desk, woke him up and helped him find a pencil. Next she stopped at Madison’s desk.

“Madison’s ‘dress’ is very pretty,” she said. A flower print, with lace around the collar, like I would wear to Sunday School if I had one that pretty.

“Dirt.”

D-I-R-T.

Mrs. Velasquez’ high heels clicked up the aisle behind me, and pinpricks tingled the back of my neck as she looked down at my paper. I pretended to keep writing, not wanting her to see I had already finished the word before she used it in a sentence.

“Hannah has ‘dirt’ under her fingernails and needs to wash better.”

Everyone laughed. Everyone but Michael. His head lay on the desk, eyes closed again. Elizabeth’s cackle rose above all the others, but I refused to look at her, glancing at my fingernails instead.

“Shirt.”

There would be ten words in all. Always ten—never nine, never eleven. I had to miss some words, or I’d have to stand at the front of the class to receive my prize while all the other kids giggled, or stared at me with envy and anger. Elizabeth might shriek and flex her bony, scaly wings and sail across the room in a flash, too quick for me to even dive under the teacher’s desk before her claws dug into my flesh.

If Mrs. V gave harder words, it would be easier to miss some. Momma had me copying pages from the Bible by the time I was four, and I could spell Jehoshaphat and cubit and swaddling and revelation. I couldn’t even figure out how to get “mess” wrong. Use only one “S” maybe? That would just be silly.

Elizabeth usually missed one, so I had to miss at least two. But what if she missed two this week? Maybe I should miss three, just to be safe. No, two would be enough. Was it lying to miss words on purpose?

“Pencils down. Everyone turn your paper in at my desk on your way to the gym for recess.”

The whole class groaned in unison. Not the gym again.

“But it’s warm out,” Madison protested.

“It’s still too muddy to play outside. Michael, wake up.”

Boys threw basketballs toward hoops much too high for first-graders. Girls jumped rope. Elizabeth sat by herself on the bleachers and read a book—a second grade book—hoping everyone would notice.

I walked past the girls with the jump rope, not stopping to play this time, but headed straight to the restroom to wash under my fingernails.

The loud thump brought everything to a stop. Everyone turned toward the hollow echo, a dull thud like when Daddy once dropped a watermelon on the back porch. Miss Emily, the teacher’s aide, screamed and ran to the girls with the jump rope, only to slip and fall on the blood pooling beside Madison’s head and onto her lace collar.

Will Maddy’s momma be angry that she stained that nice dress?

It wasn’t the first time someone fell on the gym floor, but it was the first time for blood. I always wore my sneakers, but girls like Maddy who wore their nicest shoes to school had to take them off to play on the gym floor in their sock feet. Sock feet and slick, varnished wood aren’t good for jumping rope.

As a bloodstained Miss Emily led a bleeding, crying Maddy to the nurse’s office, the other girls moved the jump rope a few feet to the left and started up again. I forgot about my fingernails, and walked over to the blood on the floor. I knelt down to look at the small puddle. My hand could cover most of it, except for the long skid mark from Miss Emily’s slide. Shiny and dark, it was an odd color red, and it smelled like sweat, only stronger—pork chops, maybe.

“Hannah Cross! Come here.”

Mrs. Velasquez’ voice sliced through the chatter and laughter. Was I in trouble for looking at the blood? I hadn’t touched it. I stood up to find half a dozen boys gathered around looking at it, too.

“Cool.”

“I dare you to touch it.”

“I dare you to taste it.”

Michael dipped a finger in it as I turned and headed to the door where Mrs. V stood. Why wasn’t she calling the boys, too? I only looked at it; they were touching it. Maybe more.

The teacher rested her hand on my shoulder and led me back to the classroom. She sat me in the chair next to her desk and pulled out my spelling quiz.

“Hannah, you want to tell me about this?”

“About what, ma’am?”

“Don’t ‘what ma’am’ me. We’ve been taking these spelling quizzes every week for three months, and you’ve never missed a word. Today, you missed three.”

“Three? I only missed two, Miz Velasquez, I promise.”

Her eyes seemed darker and larger than usual, even though she squinted at me. Giant, thick eyebrows rose up to different heights. Caterpillars. Her eyebrows looked like caterpillars. I knew how to spell ‘caterpillar,’ too.

“And how do you know you missed two? Did you misspell words on purpose, Hannah? Tell me the truth.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I wanted someone else to be champion. It’s not fair for me to be champion all the time, and I don’t like being champion.”

“Being champion is good, Hannah. It means you’re the best. You’re the smartest, the best speller. Why wouldn’t you want that?”

“Because I have to stand up front and everyone looks at me. And they laugh.”

“They only laugh because they’re jealous.”

“I don’t want them jealous at me.”

“Well, if you’re going to make something of your life, and be somebody, you have to be the best. Always be the best. Always do your best.”

She set my test down in front of me as she read upside down.

“You know how to spell ‘suit.’ Why did you spell it this way?”

I looked at the paper. S-O-O-T.

“It sounds the same almost. And other words were mess and dirt.”

“But you knew it was wrong. I said, ‘The man wore a suit to work.’ Do you know what ‘soot’ is?”

“Yes, ma’am. We have it in our fireplace at home.” We never used the fireplace anymore. Making the fire and cleaning out the ashes had been Daddy’s job. It sat there, cold and dark, full of charred remains from the last time it held the warm comfort, since the last spark had gone out.

“Then you know a man wouldn’t wear soot to work. You got that wrong on purpose?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I pictured a man wearing soot to work and thought it made sense if he cleaned chimneys for a job.

“And ‘pants?’“

P-A-N-C-E.

“Yes, ma’am. I know how to spell ‘pants.’“

“I want you to stay after school today and take the test over. And I’m going to send a note home to your mother. She has to sign it, and you bring it back tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am. But that was only two. What other word did I miss? I know all of them.”

“I’ll discuss that with your mother.”

I glanced back down at the paper in front of me and spotted it instantly. I knew how to spell that word. How did I get that wrong? Was I in a hurry, or daydreaming, or nervous because Mrs. V was standing next to my desk or all the kids were laughing at my fingernails or Elizabeth was screeching and flying around the room waiting for the opportunity to rip the meat from my bones?

I stared at the paper.

“Shirt. Tommy is wearing a blue ‘shirt.’ Shirt.”

S-H-I-T.

After looking at the word printed on the page in my own careful handwriting, an oily slickness coated my tongue again. My throat burned again. The fumes of dish soap ached deep inside my nose again.

***
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Daddy sat in the living room—in his big green recliner with the scratchy fabric and the arm covers that always fell off—watching television and laughing at something funny. Whatever it was, it must have been hilarious, so I ran to the kitchen laughing, not knowing why it was funny other than it made Daddy laugh until tears came down his face.

“Momma, Momma, Momma.” I tugged hard on her apron, jumping up and down to get her to see me. She stood at the sink full of suds with her bright yellow rubber gloves, the ones I liked to wear because they came up past my elbows and turned me into Cinderella.

“I’m busy, child. Stop pulling at me, you’ll make me drop this glass.”

“But Momma, it was so funny.”

“What was, baby?”

“That man on TV. He said, ‘You can just go to hell.’ Ain’t that funny, Momma?”

***
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The flavor of the soap had lingered for hours, days maybe. Now it returned in a flash, just looking at S-H-I-T on my quiz. And the teacher had written it all down in a letter—how I cheated to lose, how I wrote a dirty word on my paper, how I looked at Maddy’s blood, how I imagined Elizabeth as a demon in pigtails. Momma would read it, wash my mouth out and send me to bed without supper.

“Mrs. Velasquez,” Miss Emily shouted as she threw open the door to the classroom. Blood still streaked across her milky white thigh and onto her gray gym shorts. “I think Maddy’s hurt worse than I thought. The nurse can’t get the bleeding to stop and Maddy fainted.”

The sirens from the ambulance and fire truck pulling into the school parking lot grew louder.

“Hannah, go back to the gym with the others. We’ll finish this later.” Mrs. V ran down the hallway with Miss Emily to meet the ambulance men at the main entrance and lead them to the nurse’s office.

I stood in the doorway of the classroom and watched the men in blue coveralls walk the stretcher down the hall. Why didn’t they hurry? They took their time and talked on their radios while Miss Emily and Mrs. Velasquez ran ahead, motioning for them to keep up, come this way, hurry.

They didn’t hurry. Perhaps if they had hurried, it would have helped. Perhaps it wouldn’t have mattered.

Perhaps Maddy was already dead.
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