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Author’s Forward

The inspiration for this book emerged from my personal experience with a life-threatening, inoperable brain tumor.


It all started January 27, 1988 as I was leaving my office for lunch. Suddenly, the left side of my face and head became numb—like I had been struck by a two-by-four. I staggered toward the entrance of my office, my left arm throbbing with pain. It felt like every blood vessel in my arm was about to burst.


I reached the hallway and gasped out to my secretary to call 911. I then remember falling to the floor thinking stroke or heart attack, and that this may be it. A picture of my beloved wife, Nancy, and eight-year-old daughter, Shannon, flashed through my mind.


I clearly remember that during this episode I did not panic nor did I feel any fear. The pain left and I lost consciousness. If this had been a death experience, it would not have been all that bad, I thought later. This was before I knew that our fear of death is unfounded; it is simply a transition or passage from this earth plane to the next dimension of existence.


When I opened my eyes, I was looking into the face of a paramedic. I had been unconscious and convulsing for several minutes. One of my friends at work had cleared and maintained my airway until the paramedics arrived. This friend is a former police officer, trained in this lifesaving procedure, and just happened to be in the area. During the ambulance ride to the hospital, paramedics hovered over me holding an I.V. as they questioned me to evaluate my disoriented mental responses. All this time I remained calm and thanked God I was alive.


Later, after extensive tests, which included CAT, MRI scans and an angiogram, I was diagnosed as having a brain tumor. I personally knew of three people who had brain tumors: They all died. I was gripped with fear. In the four-week period that followed, I lost 28 of my 171 pounds. In the face of death, so it seemed, I found myself in the dark with nowhere to turn: I surrendered to God and He was there to comfort me and help me take my first step into the light.


It happened one morning in a moment of despair. I slowly lowered my head and quietly uttered these few words, “I give up, Lord, I can’t take this any longer. My life is yours: If I come out of this, I commit it to you.” At that very instant, I felt an inflow of love such as I have never before known. I felt a joyous, peaceful calm spread throughout my body and tears of happiness rolled down my face. In human terms, this emotion was magnified in such a way that it is impossible to adequately describe. I knew, without a doubt, that everything was going to be all right. I subsequently proceeded through brain surgery with relatively little fear.


The surgeon discovered that the tumor was an “astrocytoma type” that characteristically has microscopic tentacles that extend into the brain. The tumor, which was a low grade type, was deemed inoperable. The surgeon, therefore, removed only part of it, opting against radical invasive surgery, which probably would have left me seriously impaired both physically and mentally.


I left the hospital with a prognosis of three to five years to live, at best, and a continuing seizure disorder. However, this was when my actual recovery began. It was a spiritual as well as a physical healing. I was no longer skeptical of spiritual phenomena because I had been shown that God’s love is the essence of life. I wondered; had I been touched by an angel?


A chain of circumstances led me to the Church Of Religious Science in Huntington Beach, California. I honestly did not know where this would lead, but I intuitively knew it was right for me.


It proved to be the springboard for my continuing spiritual journey. What followed was an almost daily diet of reading, study, prayer, meditation, plus attending classes and seminars on self-healing and alternative healing choices.


During my study of metaphysical principles, coupled with parallel study of the teachings of Jesus Christ, I began to gain a sense of truth, awareness and inner awakening. And as soon as I was able I found myself reaching out to assist other cancer victims and their care‑givers. My prayers and meditations during that time were directed toward my own self-healing, as well as theirs.


One year, after my first recovery, I was forced to quit work due to a seizure disorder. My family and I moved to the small community of Forest Falls, California. I soon bonded with a spiritual healing group in the Unity Church of Yucaipa, California. There, in the mountain setting of our new home, I continued to heal. I also continued my service to others as a volunteer member of Hospice for two years.


 Until that time, my condition remained stable; there was no tumor growth. This was evidenced by a follow‑up MRI. In December of 1993, Opting against full head radiation or radical invasive surgery, my neurologist introduced me to a relatively new procedure that could remove the tumor without the use of invasive surgery; Gamma Knife surgery performed by the Neurosciences Institute At Good Samaritan Hospital. I elected to go ahead with the procedure.


Follow‑up MRI and PET scans a year later revealed that the tumor was essentially dead, but due to its large size, had not disintegrated and dissolved. I agreed to have another major brain surgery, which was to include an experimental protocol, “Immunotherapy.” At a spiritual level I was assured that this was the right decision and that the surgery would be successful.


That last surgery took place in March 1994. As of January 1997 it will have been nine years since the original incident, with no sign of recurrence. My doctors are elated. In fact, articles have been written in two separate journals highlighting my case. However, I am still challenged with side-effects which include the continued need for anticonvulsant medication and partial paralysis of my left arm and hand. (I am getting good at typing with one hand.) A small price to pay. I am truly blessed. I continue therapy, prayer, and meditation with creative visualization.


I began to feel a compelling urge to express myself in writing; something I had not before attempted. Three years ago my family and I relocated to a rural area near the small town of Eureka, Montana, which is offering the perfect environment. Our modest lakeside home is set against the forest, and we are often graced with serene sunrises and sunsets like the one I selected for the cover of this book.


Insofar as creative writing is concerned, I am a novice at best. But I do have many ideas and the desire to participate in elevating the consciousness of humanity and promoting peace on earth and goodwill among men. In pursuit of this endeavor, I have written this book. It expresses my feelings and beliefs in the inner realms of  psychic intuition and the spiritually supernatural. I have been blessed to experience these phenomena. It has truly transformed my life. I have been given a “SECOND CHANCE.” I have learned that the power of healing; body, mind and spirit, lies within each of us.


I pray, that by this book, I have been able to represent the many people whose lives have been similarly transformed, as well as to send a ray of hope to others. I chose a fiction story format, hoping to entertain and, at the same time, make a positive statement as to the importance of love and family. And also the future of mankind; both on and “beyond” our planet earth.


God bless and I humbly hope that you will benefit from reading this book.

Daniel Ovist

___

PART ONE
 Chapter One 

It was a beautiful April morning, a typical spring day for Long Beach Harbor, home port of the cruise ship Sunbeam. The Sunbeam nestled against its mooring dock in anticipation. Smoke billowed from two giant smokestacks extending high above the upper deck. The Sunbeam would soon embark on a seven-day Mexican Cruise—a voyage that would change the lives of a select few.


The terminal was a beehive of activity as people unloaded themselves from buses and cars. Porters busily piled pieces of luggage on pushcarts to precariously balanced heights. Their day’s earnings would depend upon the quantity of luggage they could handle and how quickly they moved during the four hour boarding period.

__________


There is something about a cruise vacation that sets it apart from the traditional on‑shore vacation experience. After once indulging in the fantasy of a cruise, the average tourist returns again and again. Aside from providing all that a magnificent floating resort can offer, including visits to exotic foreign ports, there is more. For some, the beauty and tranquility of the sea, coupled with spectacular sunsets and star‑studded moonlit nights, provides the perfect setting for spawning romance. And it is curiously odd, during this short period, how friendships are made and cemented to endure long after the cruise is over.


Out there, isolated in the ocean’s center, positive energy permeates the air creating a healing atmosphere that can aid in the unraveling of confused minds and the softening of the hardest of hearts. Perhaps a person will experience life-changing personal growth in the form of expanded inner awareness, an intimate commune with nature, or maybe a spiritual unfolding. Some mystery and intrigue also are not uncommon. In any event, the seasoned cruiser always knows he can expect the unexpected.


 Eager passengers began to check through boarding gates.



Lieutenant Benjamin O’Reilly, and his wife, Louise, were the first to cross the gangplank and board ship. “Lieutenant Ben” had recently retired after forty years of service in the LAPD (Los Angeles Police Department).


Ben and Louise were completely devoted and attentive to one another. Especially now that the kids were grown and out of the house. They were celebrating his retirement along with their forty‑first wedding anniversary. This would be their first vacation since honeymooning in Bermuda and they were quite excited.


Lieutenant Ben was a stodgy fellow who stood about five‑foot‑six. He was a bit on the portly side, an unfortunate side effect of forty years of subsisting on donuts and coffee for breakfast, eaten either in a patrol car, Dotties Donut Shop, or at the station sitting behind the battered, walnut finished desk that was probably as old as he.


Lieutenant Ben was a product of an ancestry of Irish policeman. He had been shot four times in the line of duty and walked with a slight limp from one of his wounds.


During his forty years with the police force, he had confiscated millions of dollars worth of narcotics as well as large amounts of drug money.


Drug traffickers had attempted to bribe him on several occasions, and he was also presented with many opportunities to pocket significant sums of drug money without detection. He had been tempted at times, especially when he thought of the things he would like to do for Louise and the kids. But these moments of weakness were a secret he would take to the grave.


He had a good reputation for solving crimes, even though his co‑workers claimed he did so mostly by accident. They failed to acknowledge that he possessed extraordinary insight. And he did not flaunt this gift.


Louise was a short, stocky, Jewish lady about as round as she was tall. Living up to the sometimes stereotyped image of Jewish people, she had a propensity to hang on to the dollar. To say that she was thrifty with family finances would be an understatement. Her prudence accounted for the lieutenant’s brown bag lunch and morning breakfast diet of donuts and coffee, as his allowance would not afford him much more. She was also the reason why they had postponed, as she would put it, any prior vacations. 

__________

This cruise was the exception and Lieutenant Ben couldn’t get aboard the ship fast enough.



Upon entering the terminal building, Ricky Colletti stood out in the crowd, just the way he intended. His manner of dress, olive complexion, and shiny black wavy hair, combed straight back, cast him as a suave Italian playboy. Dressed in a white suit, white shoes, and a flashy tie, he looked very handsome and might have even passed for a Mafia gangster of Sicilian heritage. As he walked toward the check-in gate, it was no surprise to note that many heads turned, particularly the young ladies.


After boarding, Ricky immediately proceeded to the ship’s main cocktail lounge to begin his surveillance. In contrast to his appearance, Ricky was dirt poor; in fact, he had borrowed the expensive Rolex watch he sported on his left wrist from a reluctant uncle.


The lounge was practically deserted, but soon it would be bustling with cruise passengers, friends bidding bon voyage, and waiters prancing about holding trays overhead, dodging stumbling people.



Lisa Simmon sat in quiet contemplation at the end of the lounge bar sipping a Virgin Mary. Lisa was a petite blonde with flashing hazel eyes that betrayed a conscious desire to appear independent, self-assured, and emotionally insensitive. She was dressed in a full-length pink pantsuit that left little for the imagination. In terms of physical attributes, she was a beauty to behold, close to a perfect ten.


 She was born in the small southern town of Pattersville, Georgia. An alcoholic mother and abusive stepfather caused her to run away from home when she was fifteen years old. Her meager savings were enough for a bus ticket to California with a little left over for food and the bare personal essentials every fifteen-year-old girl should have.


It had been a long, lonely bus ride. Only the hypnotic effect of staring out the bus window, watching wooded areas, wheat fields, and telephone poles pass by, temporally relieved her anxiety. Her heart ached terribly as the miles separated her further and further from the only life she had ever known. She was desperately afraid of the unknown that lay ahead, yet she feared even more the prospect of returning home. She prayed and cried to herself as she reached out to her Daddy. Even though he was dead, she somehow sensed he was watching over her.


She finally arrived in Los Angeles late in the evening, five days later. The only place to sleep that first night was on a hard, wooden bench in the bus station.


She spent the next day walking the streets, overwhelmed by the tall skyscrapers and crowds of people hurriedly walking in all directions, but seemingly knowing their individual destinations. She had never seen a skyscraper close up, nor had she ever seen so many people concentrated in one area at a time. As she strolled the sidewalks, carrying a small suitcase, it was obvious to passersby that she was just another runaway.


The days turned into weeks. For Lisa, it was eternal hell. She was given shelter and befriended along the way only to be raped, deceived, and discarded when she refused to willingly yield to sexual demands. Pimps constantly solicited her for their employ, but she would rather die than resort to prostitution as a means of livelihood.


Desperate, cold, and scared, she huddled one night in an alley somewhere off Hollywood Boulevard. She thought of her younger sister, Mama, and Daddy, before he died—the happy days at the candy store they owned. She reached inside her purse, clutched a small Bible her Daddy had given her, and prayed, as she so often did.


Awakening at dawn was usual, due to early traffic noise and the smell of auto fumes combined with bacon cooking in the diners and restaurants that dotted the business district along Hollywood Boulevard. Still lying in a fetal position, shivering from the cold, Lisa turned her head and looked up to see a stooped over, graying old man looking down at her.


“You needn’t be afraid, I am here to help you,” he said.


She was, at first, frightened, but his soft voice and easy smile with eyes to match, left little reason for concern. He motioned and she followed. They drove to an old three-story Victorian style house located on the outskirts of town.


Inside, she met Granny, a sweet, frail, little lady whose warm eyes and demeanor expressed love and compassion. Pop and Granny were both in their mid‑eighties and usually boarded about six or seven homeless girls at a time. Lisa was able to return to school, although she did have to work part time in fast food restaurants to help with expenses. She considered herself lucky to be there: Or was it luck?


One lazy afternoon, Lisa curled herself into a comfortable chair in the living room of the old house. Her eyes moved in blank stares from flames licking scorched logs in the fireplace, to hailstones rebounding from darkened window panes. They bounced randomly in all directions following no specific pattern, finding their resting place seemingly by unpredictable happenstance. She remotely compared the chaotic, yet rhythmic, dances of the fire flames and tiny hail stones to the circumstances of her life. Then, in a “Divine Holy Instant” of time it came to her as an impression deeply rooted in feeling and knowing, that someday she would correctly perceive these were, indeed, dances that exemplify a synchronized universal order: Everything in its place; in its time.


The smell of Granny’s fresh baked cookies lured Lisa from the comfort of the living room into the kitchen. Her curiosity aroused, she spontaneously questioned Granny, “How did Pop find me? And why was he up so early? He never gets up that early in the morning.”


Granny held her broad smile in place while she studied her young friend and searched her mind for a truthful answer. “Dear,” she said, “Pop sometimes has strange ways about him. He says he gets hunches about things.”


“You mean he knew I was there and needed help?” inquired Lisa with a puzzled look.


“No, not quite, he just sometimes knows he should do something. It’s hard to explain and I don’t understand it myself. But, it’s like when a need arises, thoughts pop into his head to guide him. For instance, there was the time when we thought we lost Charlie.” Lisa looked over at Charlie, their beloved house cat who had been sleeping beside the warm stove, pick his head up at the mention of his name.


Granny continued, “When Charlie was still a young kitten, he ran off and got lost. Well, Pop came down out of his music room and we got in the car to go looking for the cat. He drove down our street first and then made about five or so turns going down different streets. I remember asking him if he knew where he was going. ‘Just following my hunches,’ he said. After all the years we been together, I should have known better. I don’t ask anymore. Anyway, he turned down the next street and stopped at the corner, got out of the car and started calling for Charlie. He walked up and down the street and pretty soon, here comes Charlie.


“Pop says he gets his hunches from relaxing in his music room. You’ve heard him go up there and listen to classical music. The day he went out to get you, he got up real early that morning for some reason and went into his music room. After he came out, he came through the kitchen here, kissed me on the forehead and started out the front door. I asked him where he was going. He gave me that mysterious look of his and said he didn’t know but would soon find out. About an hour later, he came back with you. And Lisa honey, I’m glad he did.” Granny reached out and pulled Lisa to her and treated her to one of her famous bear hugs. “Pop treasures the time he spends in his music room because it helps him do good, he says. That’s the reason why he sometimes goes in there instead of going to church with us.” Granny wasn’t totally accepting of that idea and it shown in her eyes. “And that reminds me of another story.”


Lisa was content sitting at the table nibbling on cookies and sipping milk as she listened to Granny.


“Pop says his music room is just as good as church. One day, when Reverend Doyle was over here to visit, he told Pop he’d be a better Christian if he went to church every Sunday instead of sitting around listening to music. That was one of the few times I seen Pop get mad. He told the Reverend, ‘Even Jesus said that a man should go in a room or a closet by himself and pray and have his commune with God and that’s what I do.’ Pop also told him that he shouldn’t say that his religion is the only right one. Pop studied the major religions. He explained to Reverend Doyle that as far as he could tell, they all teach the same basic message. And that message is love.


“Our sole purpose during this lifetime is to learn how to love without strings attached—without expecting something in return. To love our neighbors as ourselves, as the Bible teaches. Pop told the Reverend that the words may differ, but he discovered that all the major religions include the statement ‘do unto others as you would have others do unto you.’ He said that’s how he lived and that he was more of a Christian than all those folks who go to church every Sunday and then go out on Monday and start sinning again. He went on to say that he didn’t know how people could follow a religion without knowing something about other ones. That’s when I jumped in and told Pop he knows that the Bible is the word of God. Pop agrees with that, but because of his studying, he also believes that it’s not the only word of God and that there are many paths to God. ‘My hunches come from a source outside myself and that’s my connection with the divine power,’ he would say.”


Granny paused, and then said, “And you know Lisa, after that day, Reverend Doyle and Pop became good friends and respect each other.” Granny looked at Lisa with penetrating eyes. “There’s one thing they both agree on. And that’s the fact, like it or not, bad things that happen to us should be looked upon as lessons we need to have in order to help us learn to love and have compassion for others. That, dear, is why we are here.”


Lisa would never forget that day in Granny’s kitchen. It would have a profound influence on her later in life.


Granny and Pop died three years later, but not before proudly attending Lisa’s high school graduation. They loved to listen to Lisa sing in the choir and she often serenaded them as they sat on the front porch in their rockers. She felt it only fitting that she sing at their funerals, which turned out to be a short two weeks apart. Pop followed Granny in death just ten days after her funeral.


The high quality of Lisa’s singing voice was such that friends recognized her extraordinary talent. They urged her to audition for a part in an upcoming play put on by a local theater group. She won the part and her singing career was launched. Working nightclubs, hoping for that big break, would occupy the next few years. With the passage of time though, her dreams of becoming a recognized first-rate vocalist and recording star began to fade.


She was irresistible to many of her employers and so‑called important people. And often, sexual favors became a condition of continued employment. Weary of fighting off the wolves, she traveled across the country to work the nightclub circuit in the big cities. She quickly found that people differed little, from the standpoint of ethical and moral character, regardless of where she went.


Time passed, leaving in its wake two failed marriages, an abortion insisted upon by a recalcitrant mate, and a subsequent nervous breakdown. Unrelenting guilt, coupled with grief over the part of her that was missing—her unborn child—plunged her into depression, a depression so great that it led her to substance abuse, followed by addiction.


Having recently completed a rehabilitation program, Lisa, at age thirty‑one, now sits at the end of a cruise ship bar, ready to resume her career, doing the only thing she knows—entertaining.




Lisa’s daydreaming came to an abrupt halt when she felt the sensation of staring eyes. Looking into the mirror across the bar, between standing wine glasses, she could make out Ricky’s figure in the background. His piercing eyes, like two mental laser beams, explored her from top to bottom. After a closer look, again in the mirror, she immediately saw through his facade and said to herself, ‘This one I am going to have to stay away from.’ Lisa was a seasoned entertainer and had seen them all—Ricky was nothing new to her.

_

 Chapter Two 

The Sunbeam Lounge would quickly fill to capacity. It was elegantly decorated; the theme, of course, “A Mexican Holiday.” Bottles of complimentary champagne were already uncorked and glasses were being filled. Tables of hors d’oeuvres, some kept warm, fondue style, were strategically placed to allow easy access. Many of the passengers were tossing party streamers in assorted colors and waving to friends standing on the outside upper level of the terminal. The air was filled with streamers, and the surface of the dock below was fast taking on a colorful, kaleidoscope-like design. There was laughing, joking, and an occasional hilarious scream. A happy atmosphere indeed.


It was traditional for the cruise line to take a souvenir photo of each passenger or couple before they boarded the ship.




Mrs. Bernice Chandler approached the photographer who was standing adjacent to the gangplank. In contrast to most of the casually dressed passengers, sixty-eight-year-old Mrs. Chandler wore an exquisite summer outfit. It had always been her practice to overdress for any social gathering or occasion. In the circles she traveled, it was customary to not only look one’s best in all respects, but to silently compete with the other ladies, even though the suggestion of such would predictably draw an upturned nose.


Here, however, she was clearly out of her element. She spent four or five minutes primping and fixing her hair, hat, and dress while annoyed passengers looked on. Finally, the camera clicked and away she went, strutting across the gangplank.


Bernice’s cabin boy, Juan, had already placed her luggage inside her stateroom. Although the closet and drawer space were designed to accommodate two people, there was hardly enough room for Mrs. Chandler’s clothing. Having finished her unpacking, she laid on the bed to rest before exploring the ship.


Going alone on this trip at the spur of the moment was but another attempt to heal wounds of the past. It was her son, John Jr.'s, idea she get away. And to his surprise, this time she obliged.


Her mind, drifted back seven years. April 7, 1984 was the date. She and her beloved husband, were standing in the doorway of their luxurious mansion in Newport Beach.


“John—you be careful now,” she remembered telling him. “I still don’t like this idea of yours—traveling all the way to Canada just to go fishing.”


Affectionately stroking her left cheek with his right hand, John confidently replied, “Don’t worry your pretty little head, Bernie, these trips are quite safe you know. I’ll meet you in Hawaii in ten days. We’ll have a marvelous time.”


“I love you, John.”


“I love you too, Bernie.”


John joined his two waiting friends and they pulled out of the driveway and drove down the winding road in‑route to John Wayne Airport. Bernice watched as the last flicker of taillights disappeared in the early dawn. She left for Hawaii later that week.


It was 11:00 p.m., Hawaii time, when Bernice was awakened from a sound sleep. She sat erect in bed, trembling from chills running throughout her body. Her first thought was that she had contacted a flu virus. The trembling subsided and she felt a rush of calm flow through her. A cool breeze brushed her right cheek. She then experienced a few moments of emotional ecstasy and love that far surpassed the imaginable. With tears in her eyes, she walked over to check the balcony windows, thinking she would find the source of the breeze. The windows were tightly shut. This brief, un-worldly experience, as amazing and wonderful as it was, left her feeling confused and apprehensive. Unable to sleep the rest of the night, she arose early and drove from the hotel to Honolulu International Airport, arriving two hours early.


She stood nervously watching the parade of passengers deplane Flight 407 from Alaska. Three flight attendants followed what appeared to be the last passenger.


Approaching one of them she asked, “Excuse me Miss, are—are there any more people on the plane?”


“No, Ma’am, that’s the last of them,” replied the flight attendant.


“Are you sure?” Bernice’s heart pounded, her knees weakened.


“Yes ma’am, I am sure. We were the last to leave.”


Studying the monitor screen, Bernice discovered that Flight 407 was the only one from Alaska that day and there would be no further flights until tomorrow.


She impulsively directed herself to a phone across the terminal. In order to keep her wits about her while walking, she rationalized, ‘he probably just missed the plane. I’ll just call the emergency number he gave me, find out what the delay is and when he is coming in.’


However, as she reached the phone, a premonition of uneasiness stirred within and she knew that something was desperately wrong. Several attempts to produce an answer to her calls, failed. Upset, she was unable to drive, so took a taxi back to the hotel where she thought she could best compose herself before continuing her telecon search.


“Good morning, Alaska Resorts, can I help you?”


“Yes—yes. My name is Mrs. John Chandler. My husband was to arrive this morning in Honolulu on Flight 407 from Alaska and he wasn’t on the plane. He had been on a fishing trip in Canada and this is the number he gave me to call in the event of an emergency.”


There was a long pause. “Just a moment Mrs. Chandler, I am transferring your call.”


Engulfed with fear, her heart pounded so fiercely she expected she may faint at any moment. But her concentration was directed to the silence, desperately hoping for words of assurance.


“Mrs. Chandler?”


“Yes.”


“Mrs. Chandler, I am Alex Semore, President of Alaska Resorts. We have been trying to reach you at home for several hours. There is a problem regarding your husband. I don’t want to unduly alarm you, but I must tell you the facts. The plane that your husband was traveling on from Canada to Alaska—ahhh—we have lost contact with it. Now this does happen from time to time due to adverse weather conditions and planes often find alternate airports.”


“OK! OK!” she shouted impatiently, “Do you know anything more at all?”


“Only that our last contact was about midnight. That would have been about 11:00 p.m. in Hawaii.


After giving Mr. Semore the hotel number, she threw herself on the bed, unable, unwilling to restrain the rain of tears. She wanted to believe that everything was going to be alright, that this was just a bad dream she would awaken from in the morning, and that she and John would have their usual quiet breakfast in the nook before he departed for the office or Saturday morning golf.


Less than an hour passed and Bernice Chandler was still laying face down on the bed, her pillow soaked from tears, when the phone rang. Not to her surprise, Mr. Semore of Alaska Resorts confirmed her greatest fear. John’s plane had crashed in a rugged mountain canyon only twenty minutes after takeoff in a weather-related accident and there were no survivors.


Numbness replaced Bernice’s hysteria, yet somehow her sanity prevailed at this critical moment. And it was because John was aware of how his dear wife would react, that he had already interceded. She knew, albeit in a way she couldn’t understand, that it had been John who was with her the night before when she was so abruptly awakened. He wanted her to know that he was alright and that he was near her.


Over the years, Bernice had known others, and also read accounts of people, who claimed to have had a similar experience of loved ones communicating with them after death. She was not a religious person, nor had she ever stepped into the arena of the mystical or metaphysical. However, she was always a willing listener to such accounts from friends and had read testimonies in books and magazines. She hadn’t believed them though, and passed them off as symptoms of emotional reaction and media exploitation. But now, like so many others, she found herself believing that there is an unseen spiritual presence and she knew she would never be convinced to the contrary.


But she was still alone. And even though John was alright, she was not. Bernice Chandler was not alright at all!


The painful task of breaking the news to the children that their father was dead could not be delayed. They loved their father very much. They loved him as much life itself. They favored him over their mother, and it was OK, for there was enough of him to go around with no need to compete.


John was a good man, a shrewd businessman respected by all, including his fiercest competitors who actually envied him for his ability to do so well while maintaining the highest standards of ethics, honesty, and integrity. He was the stabilizing factor in the family, always knowing what to do in any given situation.


Bernice elected to call John Jr., break the news to him, and ask him to take over. She couldn’t bear the thought of talking to her daughter Sarah. Not now anyway. Next to Bernice, Sarah would be the hardest hit.


Leaving most of her and John’s belongings behind, she quickly left for the airport and caught the next flight home. As the giant 747 jet glided over the beautiful, green Pacific Ocean thirty‑five thousand feet below, she concluded, in her grief, that she no longer had anything to live for, no reason to live. After the children left home, her fatuous social activities and John had been her whole life. She contemplated different methods of committing suicide.

__________


Bernice was awakened from her trance by a persistent sharp knock on her stateroom door. “Ma’am, Ma’am, this is Juan, your cabin boy. Are you alright?”


Although annoyed at first, Bernice was relieved that her train of thought had been interrupted. “Yes—yes, I’m fine. What do you want?”


“I have something for you.”


Bernice opened the door to see a dark complexioned lad holding a large vase of long-stemmed red roses, her favorite.


“These are for you Mrs. Chandler.”


“Why thank you Juan,” she said as she looked fondly at the young man. The card read, “Dear Mother, hope you have a wonderful time. With all our love, John Jr., Sarah, and families.” ‘How nice,’ she thought as she rearranged the flowers, just for the sake of doing it. She set them on the dressing table to remind her that, despite their sometimes strained relationships, her children loved her. She placed her face close to the roses to gather in their fragrance. Then she picked up the picture of her and John that she had carefully placed at the other end of the dresser and held it close to her, shutting her eyes and caressing it and allowing herself to sense his presence.


Bernice Chandler’s perception of reality was changing. And she was aware of it and could feel and accept it as intuitive knowingness. In the passage of time since John’s death, she was slowly comprehending a divine truth: That the body may die but the soul lives on; the essence of John’s love is a permanent part of her; it is incumbent upon her to live the rest of her life to the fullest; and, that it is not in her best interests to continually replay the incidents of that fateful day over and over again in her mind. From now on, she determined to control herself.


Feeling comforted by these thoughts, coupled with the flowers, Bernice decided to explore the ship.

_

 Chapter Three 

Sharlet Latamier was among those, impatiently awaiting her turn to board the ship. Easily provoked anger, one of her characteristic traits, stirred juices of discontent, causing her stomach to become upset, a frequent occurrence. She thumped her fingers on the railing, shuffled her feet, and popped a couple of Rolaids in her mouth. Stretching her neck to see what was holding up the line she could only get a glimpse of Bernice Chandler, the next person to board. Still upset because of Bernice Chandler’s innocent delay of the ship’s boarding process, Sharlet bypassed the lounge and went directly to her stateroom.


In the process of divorce after seventeen years of marriage, she was a bitter woman. Her husband left her for another woman. Long before that, though, she had lost any love she may have had for him and a part of her was glad it was over.


But she had planned to separate on her own terms, and for him to take the initiative, especially in favor of another woman, infuriated her. As she stood staring out the stateroom window, hands pressed against the glass, hate boiled inside as she replayed the scenario through her mind. ‘What could I do to hurt him?’ she thought to herself, ‘Nonsense! This cruise is supposed to be an escape from it all, a time to let go and relax.’ Not so. She had yet to realize she was taking the cruise to spite her husband, who couldn’t care less, and subconsciously she was ferociously devouring the fruits of self-pity.


When Sharlet was seven years old her father left home, leaving her and her younger, prettier sister, Bonnie, to compete for their mother’s love. The bottom line—Sharlet lost. Mother, needing a replacement for her husband, bonded closer to Bonnie, neglecting Sharlet.


The prolonged hurt, the loneliness, the crying nights, finally broke Sharlet, leaving her without the capacity to either give or receive love.


Later, she did try to establish and maintain a marriage relationship with her husband because inwardly she needed and wanted to love and to be loved. Unfortunately, old wounds were too deep. She failed to recognize and appropriately deal with the problem. For many years she acted her way through the marriage, keeping herself busy with their daughter (now away at college) and later schooling herself in real estate.


The real estate profession was quite good to her, allowing her to become independently successful. Successful, in her own right, only because of an exceptionally high I.Q. and an ingeniously conceived false front that portrayed a cheerful disposition, and overall, a pleasant personality. She pretended to be interested in the welfare of her friends, co‑workers, and families, and showed concern for the best interests of her clients. In truth, she was deceitful and conniving.


But recently, the unresolved issues of her painful childhood years, aggravated by her disillusionment with marriage, were beginning to produce more internal stress than the thin veneer of insulation that protected her could withstand. A serious personality disorder, so long concealed, had surfaced and was beginning its manifestation. An egotistical and caustic attitude emerged, driving potential clients away. Additionally, it was not long before she lost the friendship and respect of many co‑workers.

__________


As Sharlet sat in her stateroom, on the cruise ship Sunbeam, still gazing out the window, she pondered her fate. Her thoughts were so intense that she failed to notice the massive bridge in the distance that connected San Pedro to the coast of Long Beach. The Saint Thomas Bridge and surrounding harbor, home of the Queen Mary and Spruce Goose, boasts one of the largest and busiest ports in the world; surely a sight to be captured through the camera lens of a typical tourist. Curious people, in small boats below, were waving as their vessels putted to and fro along the length of the Sunbeam. Sharlet saw none of this. Consumed with negative emotion, she was oblivious to the simplest joys of life.

_

 Chapter Four 

“Attention please, may I please have your attention,” cracked a voice over the ship’s intercom. “This is Captain Anderson speaking. I would like to welcome you aboard the Sunbeam. It is the endeavor of the crew and me to make your cruise a most pleasurable one. We offer a wide variety of activities and delicious food cooked by our French chefs, all for your pleasure and enjoyment. Each day, you will be given a calendar of events to help you plan your day.


“Also, our cruise director will announce, in advance, all upcoming events. On behalf of Windsor Cruise Lines, myself, and crew members, I want to thank you for selecting a Sunbeam Cruise for your vacation holiday.”


Tug boats aided in maneuvering the big ship from its mooring to open waters. Within the first hour, tug lines were released and the Sunbeam was on its own. Forty‑six thousand tons of mass, sleekly contoured, and brightly colored in blue, red, and white with a silver hull, the Sunbeam was one of the most magnificent ships afloat on the Pacific Ocean. Three thousand people (more than a third of them officers, staff, and crew members) mingled about this small city on water. The Sunbeam offered all the human comforts of home and more.


The sea was calm that day. Its glassy surface willingly yielded to the ship’s sharp silver bow. The ship’s speed began to accelerate as it glided by a lonely lighthouse perched at the end of the San Pedro side of the breakwater.


The Sunbeam would wind a path down the Southern California and Baja coasts while guests enjoyed seven days of fun and frolic. And, without a doubt, a taste of the unexpected would be in order somewhere along the way. Stops at the port cities of Mazatlan and Puerto Vallarta would offer opportunities to shop, dine, and experience a sample of Mexican culture.



Monday—Cruising all-day Sunday and throughout the night brought the Sunbeam closer to the equator. The weather was getting noticeably warmer.

__________


Ben and Louise sat at one of the many patio style tables that adorned the upper Fan Tail Deck. Ben was wearing brown street shoes, baggy knee shorts, and a faded Hawaiian shirt. Louise had on a blue polka‑dotted polyester dress and plain white shoes with laces.


“Ben, keep your eyes in your head,” snapped Louise, her voice audible to such degree that heads from neighboring tables turned in her direction.


“Whatta ya mean? I’m just looking at the beautiful ocean. What’s wrong with that?”


Louise, resigned to the fact that Ben was a harmless gawker, continued to chomp on a hamburger. Ben, sporting a new pair of sunglasses, hadn’t interrupted his supposed viewing of the ocean over an array of scantily clad sunbathers lying on deck chairs strung around the Lower Fan Tail Deck.

__________


Ricky Colletti, attempting to appear nonchalant, intentionally selected a pool side lounge chair next to an attractive lady he judged to be in her mid‑thirties and potentially well to do. She was tall (about five-foot-seven) and wore a light blue, one piece bathing suit that complemented her striking red hair.


Ricky glanced at his Rollex watch, “Excuse me, Miss, do you have the time? I think this watch is going on the blink.” He snapped at the glass dial face with his finger.


“It is exactly twelve‑thirty,” replied Sharlet Latamier.


“Thanks.”


Sharlet took a few moments to examine the younger man while he was occupied with setting his watch to California time.


Ricky then settled himself in his lounge chair and proceeded to read the Wall Street Journal (strictly a prop, as he knew little of financial matters). In reality, his mind was churning out a scenario of conversation he would try to engage in with Sharlet.


Under the pretence of attempting to get a second look at someone who had passed in front of her on the other side of the pool, Sharlet abruptly sat up. Spinning in Ricky’s direction, she purposely knocked over a drink that had been sitting on a small table located between them. Some of its contents splashed on Ricky’s bare chest.


“Ohhh—I’m sorry, how clumsy of me,” she apologized with an embarrassed expression on her face.


“That’s OK...just an accident.”


Ricky took charge. “Oh, waiter,” he called out in a commanding voice. “We’ve had a little accident here. Would you please bring us a damp towel to clean it up? And bring us two more drinks, too.”


Naive Ricky was the one being pursued. His handsome face and masculine body, the Rollex watch, and the Wall Street Journal didn’t go unnoticed by Sharlet. She also found his soft-spoken voice appealing, as did most women. She was a clever lady, but by no means a “woman of the world”—especially insofar as men were concerned.


It was one of those days when time got lost in the present, as did the evening, which quickly escaped, as Sharlet and Ricky sipped Martinis and danced. Consciously, there was mutual attraction. Deeper than that, there was a subconscious link to another place, in another time. The hour was approaching 2:00 a.m. when Ricky held Sharlet in his arms and kissed her.


“Well...it’s been fun. So, I guess I’ll see ya later,” said Ricky. He looked into Sharlet’s eyes, half expecting an invitation to come in. But it wasn’t to be. Sharlet was from the old school and, tonight, Ricky respected that.


“Good night, Ricky...and thank you for a wonderful time.”


She shut the door and approached the vanity mirror. Staring at her reflected image, she felt a stranger to herself. “Who am I? What do I really want? Why is my mind already thinking about letting him go before I even know him? I haven’t given myself enough time to make a judgment, yet, apparently out of habit, I seem to have already made up my mind. Do I, again, want to repeat mistakes of the past?” A few minutes later, she went to bed. She lay there, wondering, attempting to question her heart. She touched the lips Ricky had kissed and let sleep subdue her confused mind.



Monday night was Lisa’s debut. A variety of entertainment was provided each night in the ship’s main lounge. There were normally three performances each night in order to accommodate all passengers.


Lisa shared the stage tonight with a dance group, a stand-up comedian, a juggler, and a five-piece instrumental group that would provide accompaniment for Lisa and music to dance by. Lisa captivated her audience with her soothing, yet enthusiastic, and expressive voice.


Ben and Louise thought she was sensational and were delighted that theirs was one of the tables she chose to visit during intermission.


While singing her last song, Amazing Grace, which Louise had requested, Lisa sadly remembered that it was also Granny’s and her mother’s favorite. A trickle of tears came up from an empty heart. This emotion‑charged performance climaxed with a standing ovation from an appreciative audience.



Tuesday—It was Lisa’s day off and she decided to take advantage of it by sleeping in. In a half awake state, memories of her former habit pattern (before alcohol and drug rehabilitation) of drinking a Bloody Mary for breakfast, occupied her mind. Fear of the recurrence of a painful ulcer condition and again living under the subjugation of cruel guardianship, or on the streets, was all that kept her straight.


Despite the fact that she was very talented, as evidenced by the previous night’s accolades, she had lost all hope for the big break that would bring her fame and wealth.


Cultivating these negative thoughts removed all possibility of sleeping in as planned. She was now fully awake. Feeling trapped and depressed, she pushed her head into the pillow. Exasperated, she cried. Oddly, this short period of self‑indulgence did offer some comfort. She had room service deliver breakfast and stayed in her stateroom until performance time that evening.



It was mid‑afternoon and the sun was beginning its slow descent into the sea. Bernice Chandler stood clinging to the railing as the majestic ship cut its way through the now aqua sea. The otherwise calm waters erupted under the dynamic force of the powerful vessel, slapping angrily at its bow and then rhythmically relenting. Huge swells rolled off the brilliant silver surface, slowly smoothing back into their original glassy form.


Though not consciously aware of it, Bernice was at peace, for her mind was absent of thought.


“Hello, there.”


“Oh, why hello,” replied an annoyed and startled Bernice.


“Sorry, Miss, I guess I caught you off guard. I was just taking a walk and saw you standing alone here...and, well... my name is Ricky—Ricky Colletti.” Ricky felt his ears get red, a sign of embarrassment for him. ‘Damn, I sure blew this one,’ he thought. Ricky’s clumsy approach and obvious embarrassment only served to amuse Bernice. She was impressed by his good looks and, for some reason, liked the younger man.


Ricky had been watching Bernice from an upper deck. He had seen her on a couple occasions before and her manner, dress, and mild display of egoism led him to believe she was a rich widow worthy of his pursuit. Ricky knew it was a long shot—after all, it’s not often that wealthy women of Bernice’s age fall prey to twenty‑seven-year-old charlatans, but it does happen. He figured it was worth a try but now had a sneaking suspicion this was one lady he should have left alone.


In a futile attempt to get out of his predicament, Ricky again put his foot in his mouth. “I noticed you out by the pool today and you seemed depressed. I thought maybe you were going to...you know...”


“Mr. Colletti, you actually thought I was going to jump?”


Ricky’s jaw tightened. He was totally embarrassed and decided not to say another word.


As he turned to walk away, Bernice touched his shoulder. “Ricky, thanks for the thought.” Based on painful past experience, she certainly did not trust Ricky, and yet, she felt he posed no threat. “I am ready to go back in now, are you?”


Surprised, and relieved, Ricky whirled around while replying, “Ahh—yeah, I mean, sure.”


The Comfort Room Lounge was one of six on the ship. Comfortable swivel type arm chairs surrounded smoked glass-top drink tables that lined the lounge walls. There was an array of couches and love seats strategically placed, with end tables and tables in front. All this provided easy viewing of the stage. A dance floor, adjacent to a half‑moon shaped bar, would later be occupied by folks dancing to the music of the ship’s band and Lisa’s songs.


Ricky and Bernice chatted away the better part of the afternoon in the Comfort Room as the coast of Baja slipped by in the background. Ricky did most of the talking, revealing credibility gaps in his story line. Bernice was strangely attracted to the younger man despite his shallow personality. An early dinner, followed by private time in her stateroom to read and sort her thoughts, capped off the day for Bernice.


_

 Chapter Five 

Wednesday—Mazatlan, Mexico. It was 8:00 a.m.  and the last of four thick tie lines was tied off, securing the Sunbeam to the dock. Mazatlan offered such attractions as para‑sailing, deep sea fishing, water skiing, and most of all, bargain prices for jewelry, leather goods, etc. Excited tourists, sporting baggy shorts, and with cameras around their necks, hurried across the gangplank to waiting tour buses and taxies. Many preferred to stay aboard ship in air-conditioned facilities rather than subject themselves to the humid climate.

__________


Lisa was among those who elected to visit the city. By choice, she hadn’t befriended anyone in the ship’s entertainment group, so she went alone. It was indeed a paradox—while entertaining, she felt exhilarated, one with, and a part of, the audience. But privately, although there were unavoidable contacts of trivial nature, she chose to be alone.



“Sharlet, watta ya think about getting a taxi for the day and save our feet?”


“Sounds good to me. Let’s see as much of the city as we can in one day.”


Up to this point, their relationship had been casual and Ricky was pleased that Sharlet accepted his invitation after being turned down by Bernice Chandler. However, unbeknownst to Ricky, Sharlet had been seeing a wealthy, eccentric, bald man named Harold. Ricky, on the other hand, had not given up on Bernice.


“Come, geet in,” motioned Gus as he swung open the back door to his taxi, an old, unmarked seventy‑eight Dodge.


“Let’s go,” said Ricky, as he took Sharlet by the hand.


“My name Gus, where you wanna go?”


“You tell me, Gus. We’re newlyweds, so you be the judge.”


Sharlet was angered at Ricky’s audacity. Her first inclination was to admonish him, but a warm glow inside stopped her. ‘It feels good, so why be angry,’ she thought, little expecting that this simple moment was to be a big turning point in her life.


“Yes, Gus, what do you recommend for a couple of love birds like us?” asked Sharlet with a half grin and wink directed toward Ricky.


Gus flashed an ear-to-ear smile in the rearview mirror. He took them to the best local shopping and sightseeing spots and then steered the beat‑up old Dodge out of town.


“I take you to pretty place. Nobody go there. I take my wife, Maria, sometimes.”


They drove up into the hills where they turned off the paved road onto a grassy trail, and then across flat terrain to the edge of a tropical forest. There, they parked in the shade of the tropical foliage. Gus guided his fares into this tropical jungle to a small pathway.


“Go look,” he said, pointing to the pathway. “I come back in one hour.”


“Hope we can trust this guy, Ricky.”


“Me, too.”


In a few minutes, they emerged from this tunnel‑like passageway to see before them the most stunning display of nature’s beauty that either had ever seen. It was a small area enclosed in bright green foliage with a delightful pond in the center. On the pond floated lily pads with assorted flowers of all colors. Gorgeous sweet-smelling flowers of varied sort and soft grass adorned the surrounding alcove where Ricky and Sharlet were now resting. The pond was fed by a sparkling waterfall that came right out of the side of the green foliage‑covered cliff wall, which was about thirty feet high. From the other end of the pond, a clear, trickling brook disappeared through the camouflage of this secret place. Ricky and Sharlet gasped in awe at the splendor of it all.


“Ricky, this is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”


“It kinda makes you forget about all the stuff that’s going on in the world out there, don’t it,” replied Ricky.


“Yes....yes, it does,” she said in a solemn voice.”


Sharlet rested against one of the surrounding shade trees, consciously aware of this heavenly environment and the sweet songs of tropical birds. Ricky laid his head on her lap. It seemed the natural thing to do and she didn’t resist; instead, she began running her fingers through his hair with one hand while removing one of Ricky’s hands from her bare thigh and placing it on his stomach with the other. They relaxed, mesmerized by the positive energy of this delightful atmosphere.


“Ricky, can I ask you something?”


“I guess so,” he replied, sensing a personal inquiry.


“Have you ever been in love?”


There was a pause as Ricky’s wheels turned. “Ohh...maybe once. There was a girl in high school named Margie Grace. That was ten years ago, but I still think about her sometimes. Even though I liked her a lot, I don’t know if I knew what love was. I didn’t treat her right. Don’t know why.”


Ricky’s remark struck an involuntary emotional chord within Sharlet. She immediately abandoned the feeling but would attempt to understand it later.


“How about you, Shar?” asked Ricky, as he looked up at Sharlet with a long repressed boyish grin. He suspected she had been married.


“Hey, come on yous guys, we gotta go now,” came Gus' voice in the distance.


Relieved she didn’t have to answer Ricky’s question, Sharlet looked at her watch. “My God, can you believe an hour has passed already?” While contemplating their departure, she experienced a sense of connectedness to creation, here in nature’s sanctuary.


Ricky jumped to his feet and slowly pulled Sharlet up behind him. He looked into her pleading eyes, pulled her close, and they kissed and embraced in this peaceful place that neither of them would forget.


As they exited, Sharlet looked back at Gus’s secret hideaway. With an introspective glance, she observed the younger Ricky as he slipped by her to lead her out. Had she gained a degree of wisdom here in nature’s sanctuary? And how about Ricky, who was still emotionally captivated by the sights and aromas, the experience itself, with Sharlet.


Once again on a paved road in the hills of Mazatlan overlooking picturesque Mazatlan Bay, Ricky tenderly laid his hand on Sharlet’s. She responded by placing one of hers over his. They lightly smiled at one another. Gus drove them to a secluded restaurant overlooking the bay. There they stayed, enjoying fine food in a romantic atmosphere, until Gus came to pick them up for the return trip to the ship.


“Thank you so much, Gus, for sharing your special place with us.” With that, Sharlet kissed the short, pudgy man on the cheek and Ricky paid his fee adding a well-deserved twenty dollar tip.


“Thank you, thank you from my heart.” His eyes amply expressed his appreciation. Gus had seven mouths to feed and could use the money. And with the look of a true wise man, Gus went on to say, “when you marry, please send me picture.” Dumbfoundedness on the part of Ricky and Sharlet was followed by accepting Gus’s address. The three of them were laughing as they parted.

__________


Neither Ricky or Sharlet desired to let go of the momentum of such an enjoyable day, so they again found each other on the dance floor that night. After leaving the lounge, they strolled the decks in the warm night air. Sharlet spontaneously invited Ricky in for a nightcap.


“How about one last dance?” quipped Ricky.


“Why not,” she replied, as she reached over to turn up the radio. They stood in the middle of the room as a song from the sixties began to play. Ricky put his arms around Sharlet’s neck and she did likewise. The floor space in the stateroom was limited so their dancing consisted of short, shuffling steps.


This little dance seemed the perfect end to a wonderful day. Sharlet giggled, which was out of character for her, and Ricky laughed as their feet bumped against the furniture. The softly sung words, “many a tear has to fall, but it’s all in the game,” ignited a forgotten, unfamiliar spark of emotion within Sharlet. She pushed her face hard into Ricky’s shoulder and pressed closer to him. Something was happening and she was afraid. An inner force she didn’t understand suddenly dissolved her feelings of fear and tears began to trickle and she felt relieved. Ricky could feel her heart beating against his chest. Puzzled, he pulled back and looked curiously at Sharlet.


The moon was full that night, its reflection from the calm sea cast a cosmic light across Sharlet’s face and her tears looked like liquid diamonds as they slowly rolled over her lovely, tanned cheeks. He looked into her eyes and she his, and they spoke without words. He softly brushed the tears from her eyes with a gentle caress and placed her head back on his shoulder.


They slowly shuffled to the last words of the song by Tommy Edwards, “It’s All In The Game.” These last sweetly sung words seemed fitting for the moment, “and he’ll kiss your lips, and caress your waiting fingertips, and your heart will fly away.” Ricky had been with countless women. His attraction to them had been mostly physical with emotion rarely no more than sexual lust. This time it was different. As he pulled Sharlet’s relenting body close to his, he boiled inside with an unexplainable feeling that transcended mere sexual desire.


Not since his mother’s death had he needed to choke back tears. He felt strong and protective, and at the same time, vulnerable in Sharlet’s presence. They melted into each other’s arms in blissful, mutual communion.

__________


The dawn came. Ricky lightly kissed the still sleeping Sharlet and made his way to his own stateroom for a couple more hours’ sleep. He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. His mind reeled.


He decided he shouldn’t allow himself to take this intimate relationship with Sharlet too seriously. It didn’t fit in with his plans. Although it would be difficult to deceive Sharlet, he was determined to seek his fortune elsewhere. He slept uneasily.


Sharlet, too, experienced mixed emotions. Last night, a piece of something came back into her heart that she had long ago lost. It was special and she knew that regardless of what might follow, she would have fond remembrances whenever she heard Tommy Edwards sing that old sixties song.


At this point, neither of them could accept the gift that many live their entire life without. The gift of love. Love at first sight is especially rare; but it does happen.

__

 Chapter Six 

Thursday—Before most passengers were awake, the Sunbeam had docked at Puerto Vallarta. Here, guests would have the opportunity to visit yet another Mexican city.


Perhaps the highlight of the cruise is the Captain’s Ball. It would be a black tie affair featuring a personal introduction to the Captain and ballroom dancing. A twelve-piece band hired out from one of Puerto Vallarta’s exclusive resorts, with Lisa’s accompaniment, would provide the entertainment.


While guests were jaunting around the cobblestone streets of Puerto Vallarta, the Comfort Room Lounge was being readied for the gala affair.



Ben laid on the bed staring out the window while Louise dressed for the Ball. Trudging around town all day, watching Louise barter with the Mexican merchants, had not been his idea of a good time.


However, his spirits lifted and he was just as impressed as Louise was by the formal event. Women were dressed in their finest formal attire, their hair freshly groomed and styled.


Ben and Louise joined Mrs. Chandler who was sitting at one of the small, smoked glass cocktail tables, sipping complementary champagne. From across the table, Ben was first to speak.


“Good evening, Ma’am. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Ben O’Reilly and this is my wife, Louise.”


“Bernice Chandler, so nice to meet you.” Bernice extended her hand across the table to shake theirs. “Are you enjoying the cruise?”


“Yeah, we’re having a great time,” replied Ben. 


“Such a lovely necklace you’re wearing, Mrs. Chandler,” commented Louise. If they were genuine diamonds, Ben estimated them to be valued at two or three hundred thousand dollars. It was an exquisite piece of jewelry, surely one of a kind. Louise couldn’t take her eyes off it.


The three exchanged small talk for awhile. Bernice was asked to dance a few times, but Louise could not get Ben out on the dance floor.


About 10:00 p.m., Mrs. Chandler excused herself and left. Ben and Louise both wanted to stay and listen to Lisa’s last song. Ricky, who was standing at the half‑moon bar, followed Bernice from the lounge.


In the meantime, Sharlet spent most of her night chatting and dancing with Harold, an unlikely suitor. She wondered why she was even there. Her mind was mostly on Ricky, but shadowed, also, by thoughts of the bleak future in real estate that awaited her at home.



Bernice Chandler quickly changed into more comfortable clothes and proceeded toward the elevator: destination, Discotheque. In reviewing the ship’s agenda of activities that morning, she was intrigued by the thought of loud rock music and strobe lights, a new experience for her.


She found a seat at one of the small tables that surrounded the dance floor. Flashing, pulsating waves of assorted mauves intermixed with yellow and blue lights provided the only light in the room. The colorful lights were presented with a strobe effect illuminated from under the transparent dance floor as well as from the ceiling. It seemed dark at first, but Bernice’s eyes soon adjusted.


Casually dressed men and women, wearing pantsuits or short miniskirt dresses, were either dancing or occupying bar stools or tables, some in couples, some alone.


Bernice sat sipping a margarita, fascinated by the spectacle. Again, her mind was absent of unhappy memories. Sheer enchantment had replaced active thinking.


Bernice was unaware of Ricky’s gaze as he observed her from the other side of the room. He decided to wait awhile before making his move. More people began to crowd in and the dancing frenzy picked up.


“Excuse me, Ma’am. This drink comes from the gentleman over there.” The waiter pointed at Ricky.


Bernice looked at Ricky and nodded her head and moved her lips, mouthing a “thank you.”


Ricky nodded back, picked up his glass, and wiggled his way between tables to where she was sitting. “Hi. I see you are alone. May I join you?”


“That would be nice. Please sit down.”


Their discussion continued where it had left off early Tuesday evening. Enough information had passed for Ricky to conclude that Bernice was undoubtedly wealthy, even though she didn’t say or imply such.


Also he, and many others, could not help but notice the diamond necklace she wore to the Captain’s Ball. Bernice still thought she had Ricky pegged and considered him a soft hearted guy, posing no threat to her. She did, however, decide to put him on the spot.


“Ricky, why aren’t you attempting to get acquainted with some of these lovely young girls?”


Expecting the question sooner or later, he replied, “Well, to be honest, on these cruises, most of the young, single ladies are here to let their hair down and party most of the time. I want more than that, like just sitting around talking like we did the other day and right now.”


Bernice was again amused yet couldn’t help but like the younger man.


“I do like to have some fun, though, so let’s dance,” said Ricky as he grabbed Bernice’s hand.


“No, I have never danced like that before.”


“Just look at these people, Bernice. Everyone is doing their own thing and no one is paying attention to anyone else. Come on.”


After several “I can’ts” by Bernice, and an equal number of insistent gestures on Ricky’s part, she reluctantly allowed him to lead her to the dance floor.


A few more Margaritas and continued dancing put Bernice in an intoxicating state. They were both laughing and genuinely having a good time. Suddenly the lights blurred for Bernice, she felt dizzy and had to sit down. Her experience with alcohol was limited.


“Ricky, could you please help me to my stateroom? Suddenly, I don’t feel well.”


“Sure, I’m sorry, this is my fault.”


“No...no, its OK. Please, just take me,” she insisted.

__________


Having arrived at her room,  Bernice fumbled through her clutch purse for the card key to her room.


Juan, the cabin boy, rounded the corner from his linen closet and approached the pair. “Mrs. Chandler, I have your key. It was in your door. Maybe you left it.” Juan quickly turned and left Bernice with an embarrassed half smile.

__________


Ricky guided her into the room and laid her on the bed where she immediately went to sleep.

_

 Chapter Seven 

Friday—Glaring sun rays pierced the window, forcing Bernice’s eyes open. Her head throbbing, she rolled over and reached into the vanity drawer by the bed and finger searched for a bottle of aspirin.


Suddenly, she sat up with a start. She pulled the drawer all the way out and searched it. She scampered around the room, searching all drawers and suitcases. She scoured the room. Her diamond necklace was missing. Panicked, she scolded herself for being so stupid. She had removed the necklace from the purser’s safe to wear for the Captain’s Ball with the intent of promptly putting it back afterwards. But she hadn’t, and now it was gone.


The adrenaline released in her body suppressed the headache and transposed her into a state of alertness. She quickly dressed and proceeded directly to the Captain’s quarters. Frantically banging on the door, she yelled, “Captain Anderson...Captain Anderson...I must see you immediately. This is an emergency!”


The startled Captain whirled in his large, plush, office chair and jumped to his feet, while simultaneously yelling back, “Just a moment, just a moment, I am coming.”


Bernice practically fell through the door as it came open. “Captain, I have been robbed! I have been robbed!”


“Please come over here and sit down.” Captain Anderson gently ushered her over to a comfortable couch.


“Please sit down,Mrs...Mrs...”


“Mrs. Chandler,” interjected Bernice.


“Now tell me, Mrs. Chandler, just what happened.”


“My necklace, the one you commented on last night, has been stolen. It is valued at three hundred thousand dollars, but more important than that, it was a gift from my late husband.” The word husband amplified her anguish and drew tears as she felt the pain come back.


Captain Anderson handed her a handkerchief and picked up the phone. “Vivian, would you please have Paul and Dr. Forman come to my office right away?” The Captain let Bernice sit silently while she attempted to compose herself.


“Mrs. Chandler, this is Dr. Forman, and you know our Purser, Paul. Doctor, Mrs. Chandler has been through a very traumatic situation. Perhaps you should speak to her first.”


The doctor and Bernice talked for a few minutes and he gave her a sedative to calm her nearly hysterical state. In the interim, the Captain explained the situation to Paul. They both agreed to solicit the services of Lieutenant Benjamin O’Reilly.


“Mrs. Chandler,” said the Captain, “we have security people on staff, but I would like to ask Lieutenant Benjamin O’Reilly if he would also assist us. He is a former detective of the Los Angeles Police Department.”


Bernice nodded affirmatively, saying, “I met him and his wife last night.”

__________


Twenty minutes later, to the chagrin of Louise, Ben arrived at the Captain’s office.


After being briefed by the Captain, Ben took over.


“Bernice, you OK to talk now?”


“Yes,” she replied.


“Now, I want you to tell me everything that happened up to the time you took your necklace off, until you discovered it missing.”


Bernice proceeded, “I took it off after returning to my stateroom from the Captain’s Ball and put it in the vanity drawer closest to the bed while I changed. I intended to take it back to Paul for safe keeping afterward, but I forgot and went right to the Discotheque. I had never been to one and was anxious to get there. I am just not acting like myself on this cruise.” The Captain smiled approvingly. “I returned from the Discotheque and went right to bed. I awoke this morning and my necklace was gone.” Ben, drawing on his thirty years’ experience of reading and questioning witnesses, asked. “Is that it?” He looked intently into Bernice’s eyes. She nodded.


“Captain, would it be alright if I talked to Mrs. Chandler alone?”


“Yes, of course. I will be on the bridge if you need me. Feel free to use my secretary, Vivian. And these quarters, as well as any of the ship’s services or facilities, are yours for as long as you need them.” The Captain and Paul were glad to leave for they had a ship to run.


The Captain was no fool. He had checked out Ben’s credentials by calling the L.A.P.D. and was delighted to have him in charge.


Ben drained two cups of coffee from the Captain’s private coffee pot and set them on the mahogany coffee table in front of Bernice. “Cream and sugar?”


“No, no thank you,” replied Bernice.


Ben sat in the adjacent love seat facing her at eye level. To stand over her, a practice he used when appropriate, would only serve to pressure and intimidate her. He also knew that talking to her alone in confidence would help. He needed straight answers to his planned line of questions, but would go out of his way not to intimidate or embarrass this sophisticated, yet fragile, lady.


“Bernice, I think that someone has done a terrible thing to you. I promise you that I will catch the person or persons who did it. As Louise said last night, I have been doing this kind of thing for a long time and I’m good at it. Usually, when a person is victimized, they don’t remember all the details right away. So, I’m gonna have to ask you some questions to help jog your memory. Ya gotta concentrate, and be honest now.”


When Ben asked Bernice earlier if  “that was it,” he noticed that when she replied, she slightly bowed her head. This was usually an indication to him that the person was lying or holding something back.


“About what time did you leave for the Discotheque?”


“It was 10:15 p.m. I remember looking at my watch.”


“While at the Discotheque, did you recognize anybody you had seen earlier at the Captain’s Ball?” Ben’s gaze was intent, forcing Bernice to look into his coaxing eyes.


She sensed his compassion and sincerity. “Yes, there was, Ben. I spent most of the time with a man by the name of Ricky Colletti. He is a much younger man than I.” She flashed a half smile indicating embarrassment, hoping that Ben would not reveal any gesture of disrespect.


Ben’s understanding smile came with a short comment. “Yeah I know, I’ve been to a lot of discos in my line, but never to dance and have fun. I think there’s still some fire in the old boiler. Maybe I’ll try it.”


The thought of Ben dancing with Louise to rock music drew chuckles from both of them.


“I’m sure there were others, too, Ben. I’ll have to think about it.”


“About what time did you leave the Discotheque?”


“I don’t know, Ben. Frankly, I guess I had a few too many.” Bernice felt comfortable with Ben now and decided not to hold anything back. “I vaguely remember Ricky helping me to my stateroom, but that’s all.”


Ben stood up, turning toward the Captain’s fine mahogany desk, and stared out the window, his wheels turning.


Bernice, in a defensive and convincing tone of voice, said, “Ben, nothing happened.”


It was important for Ben to hear this, though he pretended to be uninterested.


“Where did you find your key this morning?”


“On the dresser,” replied Bernice.


“Is there anything else missing?”


“No, and I do have other valuables in the room.”


‘The thief must have been in a hurry,’ Ben thought.


“Tell me what you know about Ricky.”


“Well, he says he’s a businessman from New York. But I think he is trying to be a gigolo and not doing very well at it. It’s not his forte. I feel he is basically a kind and gentle man, and I like him.”


“So, you don’t think he would do this to you?”


“I don’t think so, Ben, but believe me, I have been surprised and disappointed before.”


“Bernice I think that will be all for now. And I wonder if I could ask a favor of you,” he said as she started for the door.


“Yes, of course”


“Louise is all alone, would you mind having breakfast with her and tell her I’ll see her later? I need to make some phone calls and check a few things out. I’ll be busy all day.”


“I would love to Ben, and...and, thank you.”

_

 Chapter Eight 

“May I have your attention please, may I please have your attention,” boomed the Captain’s voice from the bridge through the ship’s intercom. “This is Captain Anderson speaking. The reports I have been getting indicate you are happy with accommodations on the Sunbeam and that you are having a wonderful time. Those of you who have not commented as to your likes or dislikes may still do so by filling out one of the forms provided and deposit it in any of the designated boxes scattered about the ship. This is our way of knowing how to better serve you.”


In accordance with company policy, the Captain deliberately concealed the theft incident of the previous night. He did, however, remind passengers to have their loose jewelry or other valuables placed in a safe deposit box at the Purser’s station.

__________


Ben, who was still occupying the Captain’s office, picked up the telephone receiver and pushed the one button. “Vivian, this is Lieutenant Ben. Would you please get me an outside operator for area code 213. And I’m gonna have to make a lot of calls, plus a lot will be coming in. Oh yeah, and could you please have some donuts sent up here?” Ben smiled at himself. ‘I could order a gourmet breakfast, but I want donuts! Old habits do die hard.’

“Right away, Mr. O’Reilly. And I will advise the radio operator to keep a line open, and that your calls come first.”


“Thanks, Vivian, and just call me Ben.”

__________


Ben’s first call was to the LAPD.


“Good morning, Los Angeles Police Department, Captain Moss’s office.”


“Hello, Trudy, this is Ben, I need to talk to Jerry right away.”


“Ben, how ya doing? We miss ya around here, even if it has only been two weeks.”


“Don’t have time to talk right now, Trud, need to talk to the Captain.”


“OK guy, here he is.”


“Ben, you OK?”


“Yeah, I’m OK. I’m on a cruise ship coming back from Mexico. But you aren’t going to believe it, Jerry. I’m running an investigation on a three hundred K diamond necklace heist.”


Jerry burst out in laughter. “Trudy,” Jerry yelled through glass windows that enclosed his office, “tell the guys to come in here.”


Putting Ben on the speaker phone, he proceeded to announce his long-time friend’s dilemma. Ben couldn’t get a word in edgewise until a five-minute chorus of laughter and wisecracks had subsided. “Why don’t you read their minds?” joked one of them.


“OK, Ben,” said Jerry. “How can we help you?”


Ben told his former co‑workers, all good friends, the entire story. “I only got a couple days, you guys, and I’m gonna need you to run makes on some people. The first one is a guy by the name of Ricky P. Colletti. He says he’s a businessman from Jersey, but I suspect he’s nothing but a two bit hustler. I need this pretty quick, ‘cause I’ll be talking to him later this morning. Maybe you could call Jennings back there. He owes us one. I also want you to check out a Mrs. Bernice C. Chandler. She lives in Newport Beach and is supposed to be well off.”

__________


Ricky was still asleep when Paul knocked on his door. He had to knock several times before Ricky finally opened the door a crack and peeked out.


“I am sorry to have disturbed you, Mr. Colletti, but your presence is requested in the Captain’s quarters. Would you please come as soon as possible?”


“What for?” growled Ricky.


“There has been a theft aboard ship, and we believe that you may be able to help us. That’s all I know. You can come by my station, if you will, and I will take you there.”


“Gimme a couple of hours to clean up and grab a bite, and I’ll be by,” said Ricky in a begrudging tone of voice.


While awaiting a page over the ship’s intercom that would signal a call from Jerry, or the arrival of Ricky at the Captain’s quarters, Ben visited the scene of the crime—a first priority for any crime investigator. To his dismay, Bernice’s room had already been cleaned by Juan. He kicked himself for the oversight. He wanted the room to remain untouched.


He stood staring out the stateroom window at the seemingly unending expanse of ocean. The ocean surface was ruffled by the warm wind, producing countless whitecaps. Ben let himself be hypnotized by the little white waves as if he expected some kind of psychic impression or vision to stimulate his imagination. He paced the halls outside the stateroom, searching for that elusive clue. He paid a visit to the head bartender, who had worked the Discotheque the night of the theft.


Returning to the Captain’s quarters, he sat marveling at the elegantly decorated room while he sipped coffee and nibbled on a donut. He realized he really had three thousand suspects and needed to whittle it down.


“Vivian, would you get Paul on the phone.”


The phone rang within the minute. It was Paul.


“Paul, did everyone who came to the Ball last night get their picture taken with the Captain?”


“Yes, except for those who may have come late.”


“How quick can you get me the pictures taken at the second show with all the information you have on the people, mainly names and addresses?”


“Don’t know,” replied Paul. “But I’ll get right on it.”

__________


As  Ben was finishing off the last of his donuts, Vivian escorted Ricky into the Captain’s quarters.


“Hello, Mr. Colletti, I am Lieutenant Ben O’Reilly.”


The two men shook hands. “I thought the Captain wanted to see me,” said Ricky with an uneasy look on his face.


“The Captain’s up on the bridge, driving the ship. He can’t be here all the time, so I’m helping him out. Please sit down.”


Ben remained standing as Ricky settled into the big couch earlier occupied by Bernice.


“You were probably told that there was a theft on the ship last night.”


“Yeah, I heard, but that’s all,” replied Ricky.


“Let me fill you in, Mr. Colletti. This morning, a lady by the name of Bernice Chandler reported her three hundred thousand dollar necklace missing.”


During his growing up years in the Bronx, Ricky’s experiences with New York cops were all but pleasant. Feeling defensive and uncomfortable, he spoke out. “So, what’s that gotta do with me?”


Having just received input from Jerry on Ricky’s background, Ben was not surprised at his arrogant attitude. He decided to bore in on him. “You suppose you could answer some questions?”


“Sure, shoot,” snarled Ricky.


“Well, for starters,” asked Ben. “Were you at the Captain’s Ball last night, and if so, what time did you leave?”


“Yeah, I was there, and I left about 10:00 p.m.”


Ben noted that Bernice had also left at the same time. “Where did you go after that?”


“I went to my stateroom, cleaned up, and then went to the Discotheque.”


“What time did you arrive at the Discotheque?”


“It was 10:30 p.m.,” replied Ricky.


“Mr. Colletti, you were seen coming into the door of the Discotheque closer to 11:00 p.m.”


“Wait a minute, here,” exclaimed Ricky in an angry tone of voice. He jumped to his feet. “I came on this cruise to have a good time, not to be hassled by no cop.”


In pretense, Ben threw his arms back and stuffed his hands into his front pants’ pockets. This caused the flaps of his wind-breaker to fly back, revealing the butt of a revolver poking from his shoulder harness. It didn’t go unnoticed by Ricky. With a look, fierce enough to kill, Ben fixed his steel gray eyes on Ricky’s. Ricky could feel the rage radiating from Ben as he began to speak.


“Listen, punk,” yelled Ben. “You’re a hack driver from Jersey, not too well liked by the cops there, and the only reason you’re out here is to hustle rich broads. I have enough circumstantial evidence right now to throw you in the ship’s brig until we hit port. Now you gonna cooperate, or not?”


Ricky slumped back into the couch. Ben picked up his coffee cup, turned his back on the intimidated young man, and gazed out the window snickering to himself. ‘I should be an actor,’ he mused.


Ricky stood up, put his hands in his front pockets, and nervously paced the room. “OK, OK,” he said. “Watta ya wanna know?”


Ben turned and sat in the Captain’s chair. ‘If I had a desk and chair like this, I would have never left the force,’ he thought.


Ricky sat back down on the couch.


“OK, let’s start again,” said Ben. “Where were you between 10:00 p.m., when you left the Ball, and 10:55 p.m. or so, when you arrived at the Discotheque?”


“Like I said, I left the Ball, went and changed clothes—I had a tux on—and cleaned up.” Hesitating momentarily, he went on, “Then, I went up to the casino and popped a few quarters in the machines, just to kill some time. OK, I admit it, I was following Mrs. Chandler and planned to pick her up. I didn’t want to get there too soon after she did.”


“Tell me now,” questioned Ben in a disgusted tone of voice. “Did you have a good time with your victim?”


Ricky sat, unshaken, unmoved, at Ben’s audacity. Ricky should have had nothing personal against Ben. But he was brought up under the rigid hand of a strict, domineering Italian father who beat him constantly for the smallest offense. He has since despised authority, causing him to be continuously at odds with the police.


“Lieutenant, the lady and I had a very good time. We talked, we danced, we had a few drinks, that’s about all.” Ricky was sure that Bernice would corroborate his story.


“About what time did you leave the Discotheque?”


“About 1:30 a.m.,” answered Ricky.


“Alone?”


“No, Mrs. Chandler asked me to help her back to her stateroom, so I did. Let’s say she didn’t feel well.”


“And,” remarked Ben, so as to urge Ricky on.


“She couldn’t find her plastic card key. While she was fumbling through her little purse, a Mexican, or maybe Puerto Rican, cabin boy came over with her key. He said she had left it in the door. All I did then, was open the door and help lay her on the bed. I put the key on the dresser, shut the door, locking her in, and went to my own stateroom and went to bed. That’s the whole story.”


“You didn’t happen to see a diamond necklace laying around, did you?”


“No, I did not!” snapped Ricky.


Ben got up and walked to the door, hand signaling Ricky to follow. “That will be all for now, Mr. Colletti, thank you.”

__________


The door slammed as the telephone intercom buzzer rang out. It was Vivian, who was about to put a call through from Jerry.


“Ben, I got some info for you on this Bernice Chandler. She lost her old man about seven years ago in a plane crash. He was a businessman and owned his own company. They were pretty well off. After he died, though, everything sort of disappeared into a trust. Her son runs the business. It’s going to take some time and effort to dig further. You want to do that right now?”


“No, hold off for now, Jerry. Thanks.”

_

 Chapter Nine 

It was wearing into the afternoon and Ben had asked Vivian to track down Louise and have some lunch brought in. As Vivian led Louise into the room, to Ben’s surprise, Bernice followed behind.


“Hi, Daddy,” chirped Louise, as she walked over and pecked him on the cheek.


“Hi, honey, I feel bad about leaving you like this, but...”


“No buts, Mr. O’Reilly,” exclaimed Louise. “You’re doing what you have to do and don’t think I’m not used to it by now.”


Ben quickly recalled that while on the force, it was not unusual for him to work late into the night and on weekends. Louise flashed an understanding smile at Bernice, erasing a temporary reflection of guilt on the older woman’s face.


“And, besides, Bernice and I are having a wonderful time. We played Bingo, went to the horse races. You know, Ben, that betting game that uses wooden horses and dice. We even got to meet that lovely young singer, Lisa.”


Bernice interrupted, “She was running the horse racing game. We liked her and I believe the feeling was mutual. Such a pretty girl and yet, she seemed so sad.”


“Daddy,” said Louise. “If I was that young and could sing like her, I wouldn’t have a care in the world. Oh, you know,” she said, responding to Ben’s grimace, “some people are just hard to understand. They appear to have it all and still aren’t satisfied. There are so many people living in poverty. Don’t you think people like Lisa should be happy and grateful?” Ben nodded affirmatively. He knew differently though.

__________


Bernice’s mind wandered for a minute while Ben and Louise engaged in a short, private discussion. Throughout most of her sixty years, she had enjoyed security and a diluted sense of happiness. Her latent observations of the less fortunate during her and John’s travels left her with accumulated knowledge and insight that few people have the opportunity to get first hand.


She had not only witnessed pain and suffering in the midst of poverty, but also happiness. She remembered watching Mexican Indian women washing their clothes in the streams on the outskirts of Acapulco. They laughed and chatted as their children played in the streams, screaming joyously at the top of their little voices. The children waved at the tour bus as it passed by, and she waved back.


She also remembered some of those of whom Lisa provided the perfect stereotype—beauty, talent, intelligence, yet miserable.


Just as sure as a large segment of people living in so‑called poverty will choose to be unhappy, many of them will choose happiness. Bernice had observed that the middle class, and even the wealthy, made similar choices. She had finally concluded, after over a half century of life, that material things alone were no criteria upon which to seek or base a joyful life.


Generally speaking, she felt her circle of friends were basically materialistic and lacked humility. Her growing awareness was allowing her to see through their eyes into the empty void of their hearts. She was learning that when we think the things in life are life itself, we think that without those things, we have no value. It was John, not she, who always understood that, and that knowledge was what made the difference in their relationship and the family. It took this great loss and seven years of mourning for her to finally begin to perceive the truth. She would give anything and everything to have him back.

__________


As Louise talked on, Ben noticed that Bernice was drifting away. “Bernice, are you OK?”


“Oh, I’m sorry. I was just thinking about Lisa and wondering what her true feelings are. Odds are, something is missing in her life. If you’ve heard it once, you’ve heard it a million times, ‘If you don’t have love, you don’t have anything.”


Louise smiled affectionately at Ben. He remained expressionless, as though he had not read his wives gesture, but the bond was mutual and they both knew it.


“We really are having a good time, Ben. It’s been a long time since I have enjoyed myself so.”


Ben noted that Bernice’s expression was sincere and grateful.


“Want some lunch, girls?”


“No, thanks,” replied Louise. “We had a wonderful lunch in the dining room.”


“Well, then, can I escort you ladies to dinner, about seven?”


They both nodded in agreement.


The door swung open.


“Toot‑a‑loo,” said Louise, as she wiggled her fingers goodbye.


Bernice and Louise went to Bernice’s first class stateroom where they could relax in private.

__________


“Please, make yourself comfortable, Louise. I’ll get us some refreshments.” Bernice motioned for her to sit in one of three finely upholstered chairs that adorned the luxury stateroom.


As Louise settled into her chair, she wondered why her new friend’s voice had suddenly taken on a formal tone.


Bernice handed Louise a glass of 7-UP and sat down in the chair facing her. “Louise,” she said seriously. “May I ask you a question?”


“Yes, of course,” she replied, hesitatingly.


“During my discussion with Ben this morning, he said he was sure he would get my necklace back. He sounded so sincere. How can he promise a thing like that?”


Louise fidgeted nervously.


“I’m sorry, Louise,” said Bernice, apologetically, recognizing she had placed her in an awkward position. “I know your husband will do his best.”


“That’s OK. I guess I can tell you. You may not understand this, because, to be honest, I don’t think I do. When my Ben says that to people, his message is that he has confidence and will do everything possible.


“More importantly, he believes it is essential he ‘plant a positive seed,’ as he puts it, in his mind and in his client’s. He says you need to have faith and a strong desire first, and then imagine being successful. Some nights, he comes home late, sits in front of the fireplace, and stares at the fire for awhile. He says that doing this and visualizing the outcome he expects, helps.


“Ben’s been convinced for a long time that he gets information from a higher power outside of himself. And I have to admit, he does come up with a lot of clues that way. And there’s more. Now and then, he will see a future event. Like when he was a little boy, he knew his grandfather was going to die before it happened and ran over there. He said he had a chance to visit his grandfather one last time before he died the next day. Even now‑a‑days he gets dreams of certain events before they happen. And often he will get a flash of an image of something that pertains to a case he is working on.


“I am Jewish, and because of my religion, this stuff used to bother me. One day, when I was at the synagogue, I talked to the Rabbi about Ben. Our Rabbi was a young man then, and although he was trusted and well liked, he was considered by some to be a bit of a maverick because of his ideas.


“It was his opinion that Ben had a psychic gift. In fact, he told me that in Europe, the police regularly use what they refer to as psychic detectives in solving crimes. They had a good record, he said, and he didn’t understand why we didn’t do it in this country. The Rabbi didn’t see anything wrong with it, as long as it served a good and noble purpose. He said seeing into the future was nothing new, that gifted or chosen ones have been doing it for thousands of years.


“That night, I finally asked Ben to talk about it. Boy, what a surprise. He said there was one guy in his department that he thought had the ability, but wouldn’t admit it or try to develop the gift. He said some police departments use psychic detectives as a last resort. He didn’t think he was that good, compared to others.


“I was astounded by his prediction that someday, as more people who have the gift surface and gain a reputation, police departments will employ staffs of psychic detectives whose jobs will be to collectively review open cases. Their contribution will aid law enforcement greatly.


“He also believes that eventually most crime will become a thing of the past because criminals won’t be able to get away with it—largely because of psychic detectives.


“God gives special gifts to good intentioned people for a reason. And I believe that, Bernice. What do you think?”


There was a time when Bernice would judge a scenario such as this as utter nonsense. Now, it was different. A spiritual awakening, still in its infant stages, coupled with her own supernatural experiences, was consciously starting to manifest.


“I don’t understand it either, Louise, but you have said nothing that I cannot accept as truth. I, too, have been given a gift. May I share it with you?”


“Yes, I would like that.” Louise was humbled at the idea of a woman of Bernice Chandler’s prominence sharing intimate aspects of her life with the likes of her.


Bernice, however, as a result of her ongoing transformation, considered them as equals. “I am absolutely positive my husband, John, communicated with me at the time he died.” Contradicting an earlier promise to herself, she found herself relaying to Louise the entire episode of John’s death, beginning with his leaving for the fishing trip in Alaska.


As Bernice explained her experience with John’s presence in the hotel room, Louise’s eyes opened wide, excitedly, which was in conflict with the compassion she was also feeling.


“Oh...my gosh,” she said. “And I thought I was going crazy. There have been times when I truly felt I wasn’t alone. One night, I was in the house alone, sitting in my chair knitting, when I felt a hand lightly touch my shoulder from behind. I turned around and no one was there. This was right after Ben got shot and was in the hospital. It happened another time when our son was sick with scarlet fever and I thought he might die. I got the same comforting feeling I used to get when I was a young girl and my father would come up to me when he suspected something was troubling me. I felt my father’s presence and now I am convinced he was really there. Now I know he still watches over me.”


Louise’s eyes watered and her voice choked with emotion. Bernice reached over and placed a hand over her friend’s. “Yes, I believe he does,” she said with a gentle squeeze of the hand. “And believe me, when I tell you that we’re not alone. I have heard others tell similar stories over the past few years. And because of a growing number of accounts, the fact that there is another side, or spirit world, is getting increased attention in TV programs and in books and magazines.”

__________


Louise left Bernice’s stateroom with a greater hope for the hereafter, confirmation that she would one day be reunited with deceased loved ones, and a reinforced faith in her religion.

__

 Chapter Ten 

Ben settled back into the Captain’s chair, propped his feet up on the window sill, and gazed out the window at the now smooth, wavy, green sea. Above the far horizon, the sun was beginning its illusionary descent. He stared at the beautiful orange ball through dark glasses. Unexpectedly, a school of dolphins appeared. Playfully, they glided gracefully under and over the water’s surface. In perfect rhythm, they swam, leaving delightful sparkling flashes in their wake.


Circling above, seagulls followed behind them. Swooping down, the gulls would dive into the sea to gobble up the residue of sardines their benefactors had left behind. One after another they dove as though taking turns.


Ben chose this setting as a substitute for the quiet time he would spend at home either in front of the fireplace, staring at wildly licking flames, or in the back yard watching sparrows feed from Louise’s bird feeder. He released himself from active thoughts and entered into a peaceful state of meditation. He needed help and was asking for it. He began receiving information, in no uncertain terms, to ignore the fact he had three thousand suspects, all of which would disappear to different points of the country, even all over the world, once the ship was secure in port. This was not an ordinary local investigation that offered the liberty of time under static conditions. From the onset, it was clearly obvious that he was faced with finding the proverbial ‘needle in a haystack’ in an unreasonably accelerated period of time. Although the message did not come to him in specific words, he felt an impression, an esoteric knowingness that, like the dolphins, the gulls, in fact, all nature, the realm of the unseen operates in perfect synchronicity and that God’s plan is encompassed in this universal order.


The prospect of evolving the souls of men, the only creatures on the planet with the ability to think, reason, and make choices, is most complicated. The evolution of other creatures is simple by comparison because it is pre‑programmed, less the complication of free choice.


‘Maybe,’ thought Ben, partially awaking to consciousness. ‘Maybe, we too are pre‑programmed, but allowed to function within given boundaries to permit free choice. And then the natural order of the universe through divine guidance and intervention compensates for decisions that knock us off course by opening new avenues of possibilities. Yet, we still remain within the envelope of our individual and collective destinies. Similarly, there is a universal or divine purposeful plan behind the events taking place on the Sunbeam and it will all unfold accordingly.’

Ben learned long ago that the paths our life takes are determined by the choices we make. And that the amount of difficulty, pain, and suffering we experience along the way is because of those choices. Thy will be done, one way or another, Saith the Lord. Can we be so arrogant to believe otherwise?


Ben translated the additional insight given in simple terms. It was his role to employ logic, but more importantly, to remain aware, to listen, have faith, and to trust and follow his intuitive feelings.


One dolphin’s mouth was opening and shutting as he broke through the glossy ocean surface. It squealed as if to be speaking to the others. Ben closed his eyes again and a vision passed before his mind’s eye. It was a metallic looking structure. It was made of two pieces connected by two pins making a hinge. “My first clue,” he whispered to himself.



Three sharp knocks at the door drew Ben out of his self‑induced hypnotic state of altered consciousness.


“Come on in,” he shouted.


“Hope I didn’t get you at a bad time, Lieutenant. I have some of those photos you wanted.” Paul was carrying a thick brown envelope under his arms. “Two hundred and four, to be exact.”


Based on the revelations and clairvoyant insight revealed just moments earlier, Ben felt confident he was on the right track.


“How much trouble is this causing you, Paul?” Ben asked directly.


“Not much at all. We have to do it anyway. Tomorrow we start selling them to the passengers. I just had an extra of these particular ones made for you. It’s really not a big deal.”


Paul was thorough and precise in everything he did. The Captain could depend on him as much as he did his high ranking officers. “You’ll have the rest by 8:30 tonight.”


Ben accepted the package gratefully, realizing Paul had to turn up the gain to get the job done so fast and yet he made no mention of any difficulties he may have encountered.


“Thanks, Paul, and one more thing. Could you have that cabin boy, Juan, up here at 10:30 tonight? And could you plan to stick around while I talk to him?”


Ben took a few minutes to fill Paul in, and then both men left.

__________


Ben decided to walk the ship and visit the crime scene again before dinner. He would watch for anything out of the ordinary and casually eavesdrop on conversations here and there.


He indiscriminately stalked the ship’s decks, gangways, and hallways that were lined with stateroom doors on both sides. Straining to hear through the stateroom doors, without appearing conspicuous, he heard little more than mumbling or couples arguing or laughing. He conditioned his mind to be aware of metal hinges and began to notice them everywhere on the ship. In one room, he heard a curious whirring noise that remained constant for some time. He surmised so, because when he retraced his path—customary for him in any investigation—he again heard the noise coming from the same room. Walking down the hallway again, he noticed an attractive lady, who appeared to be in her thirties, behaving suspiciously. She looked from side to side before letting herself into the stateroom. Later, he would identify her as Sharlet Latamier.


Continuing his jaunt, he walked through the main dining room as people were being seated for the first dinner sitting. He stood, surveying the dining area as people moved about, taking their places. Standing at the far end of the room now, adjacent to two wide aluminum doors that swung in both directions and led into the kitchen, he heard the clanging of pots and pans being tossed about.


A loud voice rang out, “I tell ya man, there was someone messing around in the storage pantry last night.”


“Why da hell would anyone want to go in there?” asked a second voice.


The first voice barked back, “I’m responsible for keeping that place stocked, and this morning there was flour and sugar spilled. If those guys downstairs are swiping stuff to make their tortillas, I’m gonna find out about it.”




After a short visit with Paul, Ben gathered Bernice and Louise for dinner. Having finished dinner, the trio went up to the Captain’s conference room, which was separated by a door from the Captain’s quarters. There, Bernice would look at the five hundred and eight photos that Paul had provided. And later, Ben and Paul would meet with Juan.


“Ben, I just can’t be sure. It was dark and the lights seemed to flash across a room full of faces.”


“Do the best you can, Bernice. It’s all we got to go on so far.” Bernice picked out forty‑seven possibilities. Paul had let himself in while Bernice was looking through the photos. He had another brown envelope under his arm and was wearing that ‘cat that ate the canary smile.’


“OK, Paul, spit it out,” said Ben, wondering what the crooked little smile was all about.


“I think we may have something, Ben. You know, quite a few people charge their drinks and anything else they may buy on the ship and pay the bill at the end of the cruise. The date, place, and time appears on each receipt. I had the receipts from the Ball and Discotheque pulled. Any of these people could have seen Mrs. Chandler’s necklace. So, here’s fifteen more photos and names. We had to use the photos taken when they boarded ship, since these people chose not to have one taken at the Ball.”


 “You amaze me, Paul. Thanks.”


“But, that’s not all. One particular couple on the list, a Mr. and Mrs. Harlow, are among the very few who have asked that their room only be cleaned upon request. You may want to give this one special attention.”


“Indeed we will,” said Ben. He wrote Jerry a special note. Then he and Paul proceeded to the radio room where the selected photos and accompanying personal information would be immediately telefaxed to the LAPD. The list of possible suspects would be run through the computer, which accessed most of the large cities in the U.S. The job would be completed that night, and any hard suspects, those with prior records, would be identified.

__________


It was 10:30 p.m. and Juan’s knock on the conference room door was barely audible. Juan sat across from Ben and Paul at the large conference table. The finely polished table was surrounded by comfortable, high back leather upholstered chairs, and at one end, the Captain’s chair was conspicuous by its elegant design. The conference room was usually used by the Captain for meetings with his executive officers or special private dinners. Juan felt intimidated and was noticeably frightened. Reading Juan’s eyes and facial expressions, Paul opened the discussion by assuring him that he need not be nervous, that there was a problem and they needed his cooperation.


Paul emphasized that he was not in trouble. “This is Ben O’Reilly. He will be asking you some questions, and it is important you answer accurately and honestly.”


Not wasting any time on preliminaries, Ben, speaking in a sharp voice, asked, “How long have you been working for Windsor Cruise Lines?”


“Seven years,” replied Juan.


“Do you have a family?”


“Yes, my wife and two daughters.”


“How often do you see them?”


“Only two months in the year.”


 Ben was shocked and looked at Paul, who nodded affirmatively. Ben’s attitude towards Juan changed from natural suspicion to empathy. The little guy was certainly a suspect, but didn’t deserve to be treated harshly at this time. Ben realized that he had preconditioned himself to question Juan based on his character experience with Americanized Puerto Ricans who made their way into the criminal system. Juan was, perhaps, more representative of the native Puerto Rican.


Paul set a cup in front of each of them and poured coffee. He was protective towards Juan, as was he with all crew members. Ben sensed the rapport and suddenly felt alien. That was OK, though. It reminded him of the camaraderie he had with co‑workers on the force. Ben continued his questioning in a warm and friendly tone of voice.


“Juan, you reportedly discovered Mrs. Chandler’s card key left in the door last night. Do you remember what time it was?”


“I did not find it. A lady came and gave it to me. It was about 12:30 last night.”


“Did this lady say anything?”


“Yes, she said she found it in the door.”


“Did you recognize her?”


“Yes, it was Mrs. Latamier, in room 504. I was in the linen closet preparing my cart for the morning. After people leave for breakfast, I clean their rooms.”


“I know,” remarked Ben. Juan also kept up his and Louise’s room. He was quick and thorough, and you rarely caught him in your room. He was shy and deliberately avoided contact with guests.


“Did you see anybody else between 10:00 p.m. and 12:30 a.m.?”


“Yes, several, but I only remember Mr. and Mrs. Carter, Mr. Razzo, and Miss Lisa. I saw others, but only from the back.”


“Thank you, Juan.” Ben reached out to shake the young mans hand, while offering a conciliatory smile. Juan’s face expressed relief as Paul led him to the door.



Saturday—Ben started the morning by exchanging information with Jerry. Soon thereafter Vivian led Sharlet into the room. 


“Lieutenant,” she said, “this is Sharlet Latamier.”


At the mention of the title, Lieutenant, Sharlet put up her shield of armor, thinking, ‘I will not be pressured or intimidated by this man.’

Ben detected her arrogance. “Please sit down, Sharlet. As you may have heard, there has been a theft aboard ship. The specifics are not generally known, but I think you know what I’m talking about.”


“I have absolutely no knowledge of any theft,” she snarled back defensively.


“Spare us both, Sharlet. Start from the beginning, when you found Bernice Chandler’s key in her door.”


“I was trying to do a good deed and locked the door and gave the key to that cabin boy.”


“Were you alone?”


“Yes.”


“Did you see anyone else around?”


“No.”


“I saw you preparing to enter your room Friday, and you looked around as though you were hiding something.”


“I was looking for someone, OK?”


“How well do you know Ricky Colletti?”


“None of your business,” replied Sharlet in a contemptuous, defiant tone of voice.


“That will be all for now, Miss Latamier. Thank you.”


As Sharlet started to exit, she turned to face Ben.


“Lieutenant, I met Ricky on the ship. We’ve had some fun together, that’s all. Sorry I was so rude.”


“That’s OK,” he replied, flashing an artificial smile.


 Ben reviewed the files on the people Juan had mentioned, talked to them and ruled them out as suspects.

__________


Sharlet went back to her stateroom. A short while later she emerged, casually dressed and freshened up after her nervous encounter with Ben. She wore tight fitting designer jeans and a light blue shirt that buttoned up the front. Stuffing her hands into her front pockets, she leisurely strolled along the ship’s decks, trying to compose her thoughts. She concluded that she had to talk to Ricky one more time. The part of her that softened when she was with him was beginning to harden again. She consciously wanted to maintain the serene state of mind she enjoyed with Ricky in Gus’s secret place and during the night they spent together, but it was slipping away. It was as though the etheric chemistry, the ‘love at first sight’ phenomena that no one can explain, was omnipresent with respect to Ricky. It felt right. And it felt pure and clean. But she was bothered about the theft that had taken place and her implied implication with Ricky.


As Sharlet made up her mind to pay a visit to Ricky, he was trying to sort through his own dilemma while trying to relax in his stateroom. He secretly wished that Sharlet would fall in love with him so deeply that she could overlook the fact that he had lied. He was smart enough to realize that eventually she would find out everything. He wanted to approach her, but was afraid she would reject him. His thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door.


“Who is it?” he called out suspiciously.


“Ricky, it’s Sharlet. Can I come in?”

__

 Chapter Eleven 

The Bisque Lounge was located on the sixth deck, referred to as the Duchess Deck. Large bay windows curved around the rear of the lounge, offering a panoramic view of the open sea to the left, the ship’s churning wake in the center, and to the right, the Baja California coast. The lounge was sparsely occupied, as most guests were enjoying the now cooling tropic weather, either swimming or lounging on one of the ship’s decks. Comfortably upholstered couches and swivel chairs were decoratively spaced in semi‑circles in the rear of the lounge.


This was Lisa’s favorite spot, especially when it was quiet and uncrowded. There she rested in one of the soft, low back chairs, with her feet propped up on a small cocktail table, sipping a Virgin Mary. ‘No more alcohol for me,’ she thought. Even though the windows were tinted to retard the sun’s glare that bounced, magnified, from the ocean surface, she wore dark sunglasses. She did so at every opportunity because she chose not to risk revealing her true feelings, which would show when not performing on stage. Even after all her negative life experiences, she sometimes possessed the nature of a vulnerable child.

__________


Seeking respite from an active schedule with Louise the previous day, Bernice entered the Bisque Lounge. As she walked toward the rear of the lounge, she noticed Lisa sitting alone. Normally, Bernice wouldn’t approach someone with whom she was not closely acquainted. Today, however, she felt mysteriously drawn to the talented singer.


“Hello, Lisa.”


Lisa jerked out of a consuming daydream. Bernice looked down at the startled young lady with a smile and look in her eyes that expressed both apology and embarrassment.


“I’m sorry if I disturbed you.”


“Oh, that’s OK. You just startled me for a moment.”


Bernice, still feeling uncomfortable, asked, “May I join you?”


Lisa felt she had little choice in the matter, so she motioned Bernice to sit down. She could always make up an excuse to leave when she felt like it. Bernice ordered a cup of coffee and the two women sat in silence for awhile, watching the desolate coast of Baja slip by. Dolphins and seagulls entertained, as they shared the bounty of their life‑giving habitat, the magnificent blue Pacific.


“How are you doing today, dear?” asked Bernice. Bernice’s voice was warm and sincere.


Momentarily, Lisa inwardly choked with emotion. Not since Granny had any lady warmly referred to her as “dear.” It felt special when Granny said it, and it felt good now.


Bernice, since casually meeting Lisa the other day sensed a striking similarity between Lisa and her own daughter, Sarah.


“Oh, I’m fine,” replied Lisa. “Except I’m tired from the long days and late nights, working.”


Her voice expressed disinterest in conversation but today, Bernice would not be discouraged. She was intuitively aware (for reasons yet to be revealed) that there was a reason for her presence.


“I sure am having a good time on this cruise. I have met some nice people and it’s the first time in several years that I have really relaxed and got my mind off my troubles.”


For the sake of continued conversation she went on to talk about her early years with John, the children, and about being grandmother. In keeping with the Captain’s desire to keep it secret, she did not mention the necklace theft. And in the interest of caution, she led Lisa to believe her financial situation was deteriorating.


Lisa listened intently. She felt pangs of jealousy toward Bernice’s children, who apparently grew up in a loving, happy home with all the material things a child could want. Even with that, as Bernice’s story continued to unfold, it brought back memories of the happier part of her childhood.


Bernice had not intended to again replay that tragic episode in her life seven years ago, as she had promised herself on the first day of the cruise. However, she had told Louise and was about to tell Lisa.


“Seven years ago, my husband John was killed.” Lisa instantly turned in her chair facing Bernice for the first time.


“I am so sorry Bernice, you must have been devastated.” Lisa placed her hand on Bernice’s. Small tears appeared in the corners of Bernice’s eyes.


Lisa flashed back to the day her father had died and how devastated she was. There are no words that can describe the painfully aching heart and empty feeling from such a loss. One can only know through experience. Her sorrow deepened as she remembered watching her mother attempting to cope afterwards. 


Lisa rarely discussed her disastrous past, but the seed had been planted. “If it helps to talk about it, I’m a good listener,” she said.


Bernice couldn’t help herself. She gave Lisa a full account of the ordeal, beginning with her attempts to talk John out of going on that fateful fishing trip up to the present. Suddenly, without the slightest forethought, she revealed a fact of truth that up to this point had been denied and suppressed deep within her subconscious.


“I do not feel accepted and welcome in the homes of my children. They don’t encourage me to visit, and I don’t feel any love when I go there.” Bernice whimpered quietly over this unsolicited admission, and allowed herself a moment of self-pity before composing herself. Lisa looked on, compassionately. As her story unfolded, this surfacing of Bernice’s latent remorse was evident by her scratchy voice and the pained look on her face. Yet, somehow, it felt better to tell someone else rather than reliving the memories in private. She was finding that sharing her story with strangers on this cruise provided a healing effect. It also served to draw the best from a patient listener.

__________


“Now, enough about me, Lisa. What about you? It must be exciting to be so beautiful and talented.”


Lisa shrugged, “It’s not what it’s cracked up to be, unless you get that big break. Talented or not, singers like me are a dime a dozen. It’s not just talent, it’s who you know and who likes you. Maybe I’m going about it all wrong. To me, that next step up has always had a price that went with it. I paid more than I ever thought I would, and I’m ashamed of that. And, it never worked anyway. No more!” Lisa put her glasses back on and resumed her earlier posture.


Despite her first impression, Bernice had painted a picture in her mind of this beautiful, young lady, with no reason to be unhappy and everything to live for. Lisa also appeared to be a loving, compassionate person. Bernice’s curiosity grew.


“Sorry I rattled on so. Guess I got carried away. Thanks for listening.”


Lisa reached over for her glass and simultaneously responded, “That’s OK.” Her voice was cool, her words sharp and penetrating.


Bernice felt compelled to press on and boldly inquired, “Why are you so angry? Has life been that bad to you?”


Lisa’s frustrations had been building for sometime now, and Bernice had pushed the right button. Lisa gritted her teeth, and with the help of a rush of adrenaline, she exploded, “Have you ever been molested by a stepfather? Have you ever been raped? Have you ever slept on the streets for days on end? Have you ever aborted a child you wanted and then had to live with the pain and guilt that never lets up? Have you ever turned to alcohol and drugs, to the point you were addicted, to escape the agony and hopelessness of just living? Have you ever been fired from your job and pushed out into the freezing weather because you wouldn’t sleep with your boss or his slimy friends? And, have you ever been through a drug rehabilitation program?”


By now, Bernice’s jaw had dropped to the floor in disbelief.


“Well, I got out of one ten days ago,” Lisa’s voice cracked with emotion and tears flooded her eyes. “And I don’t know if I can make it.” Lisa put her hands over her face and sobbed uncontrollably.


Bernice rose, scooted into the chair beside Lisa, and threw her arms around her. Her heart ached for Lisa. Still pent with emotion from telling her own story, tears again appeared in Bernice’s eyes as she began to speak comforting words, like only a mother can.


“Oh, you precious child, you dear, sweet little girl, go ahead and cry. Let me be here for you.”


Lisa slowly wrapped her arms around Bernice and the two women embraced. The stream of tears from Lisa’s eyes was so intense that she couldn’t hold them shut. As she looked through blurred eyes over Bernice’s shoulder, the simple sight of a pair of seals, frolicking in the sea with their young one, took on meaning. She was feeling the mother love she had so longed for. They stayed like this for several minutes, sobbing with and for each other, releasing long stored, pent up emotions.


After drying their tears, Bernice squeezed Lisa’s hand and they turned to face one another. Suddenly, they both burst into wild laughter. Then they talked for a long time. Lisa told Bernice her life story.


Bernice picked up the conversation. “Are you still afraid of your stepfather?”


“No! In fact, if I went back there right now and saw him hurting my mother like before, or my sister, I know I could kill him.”


‘Not likely,’ thought Bernice. “Lisa, would you listen to an old lady for a minute?”


“You’re not old,” replied Lisa in a low, solemn, but flattering, tone of voice.


Bernice interpreted this response as a yes. “Your stepfather was pretty bad, I know. But, consider for a moment that it may not be all his fault.”


Lisa put her dark glasses back on, turned, and again blankly stared out the window.


“Just hear me out, Lisa. If you observe a small baby or child, you can see they are born with an innate nature that is good and based on love. Later on, conscious experiences disrupt that nature and their little personalities are shaped by those early experiences.


“From the way you describe your stepfather, he was obviously a disturbed, unhappy man. Chances are, he was an unhappy child and also probably abused in one way or another. Did you know that most criminals or so‑called bad people are victims of parental neglect, traumatic experiences of a hurtful nature, or negative outside influences? Violent adults produce disturbed children and the cycle keeps repeating itself. It’s quite likely, you know, that your stepfather was raised in such an environment. I know that it’s hard for you to understand and accept. It’s hard for me, too.”


“Why don’t they change when they grow up?” snapped Lisa.


“Oh, I think most do, but many others just can’t. The reasons are many, and extenuating circumstances and variables, including inherited tendencies, all contribute. When some children are denied their basic need for love, they just never get over it. Some are stronger than others.


“You see, love is the very core of our being. Its presence holds together the very fabric of life, whereas its absence results in deterioration that can manifest itself in depression, violence, drug abuse, and so on. Love is also our first emotional experience as infants, and subsequently, nurtures us as children. It brings us into, and sustains us through, intimate, loving relationships. It is behind the close interpersonal relationships of family units, into which we are all interwoven—to a degree dependent upon circumstances—and most of all, our own choices. Love is also our last experience before we die into the next life.


“It occurs to me, at this moment, that I have let the fabric of my own family unit unravel. And I plan to change that. My own ego and expectations have blocked me out. I have been such a fool.”


“You’re no fool, Bernice.”


Bernice ignored the statement and focused on Lisa with a deep, introspective gaze. Speaking in the role of a mentor, she said, “I would invite you to do likewise. I wish you would consider contacting your mother or sister. Don’t deny yourself or them any longer. Maybe later you may even find a way to forgive your stepfather.”


Lisa grunted and clenched her fists ‘never happen,’ she thought to herself.


“If I were your mother, Lisa, a letter from you after all these years would be the answer to my prayers. Regardless of what you have said, I believe you are both afraid and suffering from feelings of guilt.”


Lisa remained in her position. She was not facing Bernice, so Bernice could not see the tears coming down her face.


Bernice pondered for a minute. She was astonished at the information coming to her and how compelled she was to pass it on to Lisa. These were thoughts she, herself, had never before entertained. She was gaining knowledge and insight as she spoke. It was as though a third party was transmitting impressions and feeding her the right words to say. It was a long time ago, seven years, since John came to her. So long ago that it was sometimes difficult to hang on to what her friends called a “far fetched notion.” But she knew she experienced the presence of John’s spirit, even though the idea had faded over the years. ‘Probably because of the natural influences of the unbelieving, nucleating, outside world,’ she thought. ‘Isn’t it strange, though,’ continuing her line of thinking, ‘how easy it is to re‑experience the despair and related negative emotions that gripped me that fateful day?’

Yet now, after all these years, there was no doubt about it. She was again experiencing a joyous sense of enlightenment. There was, indeed, a presence. Maybe it was God, maybe it was John again, maybe it was Lisa’s father, or maybe it was all three, speaking as one. Goose bumps appeared and a warmth welled inside of her, as if to confirm her suspicion. Yes, there was an unseen inspiration giving her words to say. And a corresponding inspiration for Lisa to listen.


“Lisa, do you understand what I am trying to tell you?”


Lisa removed her glasses and turned to face Bernice. Bernice looked softly, but deliberately, into her eyes, still swollen from crying. Lisa blushed from embarrassment, shocked at Bernice’s insight. But it was OK because she felt the same intuitive instinct to trust that she had the morning Pop came and took her to his and Granny’s place.


“Yes, I understand clearly,” she said. “This may sound crazy, but you’re talking to me as I expect my father would.”


Lisa needed to be held again. Bernice sensed it and first took both of her hands in hers and then hugged her. Lisa thanked her new friend and said she was going to write to her mother. She had thought about it before and was now convinced it was the right thing to do. She also said she would think seriously about going back to school and changing her career goal to working with homeless girls like Granny and Pop did. Bernice was attracted to the idea and they discussed it. The two women embraced once more, pledging to stay in contact.

__________


Bernice was misty eyed and with a joyful heart as she sat alone in the rear of the Bisque Lounge of the cruise ship Sunbeam as it steamed towards Long Beach Harbor. Or was she alone?


Stunning revelatory insights were sweeping through her mind. She had felt since the onset a deep compassion for the young woman and wanted, with all her heart, to help. And this was what stimulated sensitivities within and opened her to be receptive to the omnipresent power of the unseen. It was allowing her to draw upon the love, wisdom, and intelligence that lay waiting in that reachable realm of our incomprehensible UNIVERSE, our CREATOR, our GOD...whichever one you chose to call it.


Bernice Chandler had stepped up to a higher level of awareness, of consciousness, as a result of this emotionally charged encounter with Lisa. She had to face the painful truth of always having lived a sheltered life, and as a result, John’s death had found her vulnerable. He was over protective, always there to take care of everything from bloody noses to bills. Today, with Lisa, she felt some of what she had missed by not being needed by John or the children in times of stress. Now, being needed was important to her and her family would come to know it. She knew it would involve courage, risk, pain, and possible disappointment, but the rewards would be worth it. She thought about Lisa and Granny and Pop. ‘Is there any better purpose for the rest of my life? she wondered. It occurred to her in an esoteric flash of insight, that replacing selfishness with selflessness was a truth of life, as it complemented the spiritual and evolutionary destiny of man.

_

 Chapter Twelve 

During the course of the investigation, Paul continually updated the Captain as to its progress. He also meticulously documented all events incidental to the investigation. The final document report would be made available to the Captain, Windsor Cruise Lines, and, if the necklace was not found, to Mrs. Chandler’s insurance company, as well as to the police and port authorities.

__________


The eve of the last day of the cruise, Saturday, was approaching. Captain Anderson deemed it fitting to hold a special dinner for those involved in the investigation and so had it arranged. His guests would be his top ranking executive officer, Manuel, Mrs. Chandler, Paul, and Louise and Lieutenant Ben O’Reilly. True, it was Mrs. Chandler’s negligence in the first place that caused the problem; nonetheless, a very serious crime had been committed aboard his vessel and the Captain felt a certain responsibility.


As Bernice, Louise, and Ben approached the gangway leading to the Captain’s quarters, Ben stopped in his tracks. His ear was against a stateroom door when Louise turned around.


“Ben, what in the world are you doing?”


“Come here, you guys. What’s that whirring noise in there?”


Louise balked, “I’m not going to put my ear to that door. That’s eavesdropping.”


“Come on, it might be important,” insisted Ben.


Bernice stepped closer and listened. With a funny look on her face, she said, “Why, that’s only a hair dryer.”


“Oh...,” exclaimed the embarrassed Lieutenant.

__________


 Captain Anderson greeted his guests at the door and gave them a short tour of his executive conference room, which had been modified to accommodate the V.I.P. dinner.


“Over here,” said the Captain, “in this glass display case, we have a one‑tenth scale model of the Sunbeam. Also, take note of the miniature replicas of each section of the ship. Let me just point out a few of them for you.”


Beaming with pride, Captain Anderson started with the engine room, explaining its operation. He went on to describe the bridge, which contained the ship’s controls and instrumentation. Louise was particularly impressed, even with lower level facilities, such as the kitchen, crew’s quarters, etc.


“And then over here, we have a brief description of the ship’s history, when and where it was built, and some of the unique problems encountered during design and production. A light‑weight, efficient, environmental control and plumbing system were two problems that designers had to contend with.”


The Captain pushed a button on the wall, opening the floor‑to‑ceiling drapes. The huge sky blue drapes opened from the middle, revealing, through large picture windows, a magnificent panoramic view of an endless expanse of glittering sea swallowing the familiar orange ball that a moment earlier had been sitting on the horizon. The Captain smiled to himself as he watched the reactions of his guests, particularly Louise, who gasped in awe. The scene was splendid indeed. A crystal chandelier used for just such occasions hung over the dining table, and the slight motion of the ship moving in rhythm with the chandelier crystals, caused a pulsating, bright blue strobe effect to sweep across the walls and ceiling of the room. Not in her wildest dreams could naive Louise have imagined such a spectacular sight.


The Captain employed the services of his best waiter to serve his guests. There was only small talk during the meal, which featured fine wine, a selection of hors d’oeuvres, and lobster, with all the trimmings. After a dessert of flaming mousse, the Captain opened serious discussions regarding the investigation.

__________


“Ben, Paul has been keeping me up to date on matters pertaining to your investigation, and we are both pleased and thankful for your efforts. You’ve done a lot in just a couple of days. Do you think we have a chance of recovering Mrs. Chandler’s necklace, and is there anything more that we can do?”


“Well, Captain,” began Ben. “I wanna go over this in detail with ya and it’s gonna take awhile, so I think we can excuse the ladies.”


He had reasons for not wanting them to be there. Both Louise and Bernice were happy to oblige and graciously thanked the Captain as they exited.


“First of all, gentlemen, I have an unexpected surprise for you.” Ben, with an unmistakable self‑satisfied look on his face, beamed an ear‑to‑ear smile while taking time to intentionally focus on each man’s face.


He continued with his discourse, “As you know, in establishing a list of possible suspects, Paul here provided photos and names of passengers who were seen at both the Ball and the Discotheque the night of the theft. These photos were those routinely taken at the door of the Ball. Mrs. Chandler looked at all photos and identified some potential suspects. Later, Paul expanded that list by matching drink receipts from the Ball to those taken in the Discotheque that night. He discovered there were no Ball pictures for two particular people, so he gave me the ones taken when they boarded ship. These photos and IDs were added to the batch we faxed to the LAPD for makes. I got back information that this couple, Jean and Bill Harlow, are drug traffickers and wanted in Florida. My friend Jerry at the LAPD quickly deduced that these folks weren’t here for vacation. The DEA, in cooperation with the LAPD, plus me, of course, figured out their little plan to smuggle a large quantity of pure cocaine into the U.S. The method of smuggling drugs by transferring them from Mexican vessels to U.S. vessels has become increasingly risky for the drug people. With satellite observation, spotter planes, sophisticated radar, and effective coast guard surveillance, drug traffickers are forced to be more innovative. It is not that difficult to smuggle drugs aboard a cruise ship, though.


“Our likely couple probably picked up their cache in Puerto Vallarta, taped the packages to their bodies, and simply reboarded the ship. It would be impossible to smuggle the stuff ashore at Long Beach, so they did the next best thing. They dropped it into the ocean in a waterproof flotation capsule. The capsule was designed to sink below the surface and remain there for twelve hours. A timing device then activated, releasing a gas that inflated a flotation collar, allowing the package to float to the surface. That way, the ship was long gone before any pickup was attempted. They waited until they were close to U.S. waters before they made their drop. The drop time and the position of the ship were critical. Then, equipped with a signal receiver, an inconspicuous looking American fishing boat could easily locate the package. This time, though, we got lucky. Jerry called me just before dinner to tell me that the operation was upset with the intervention by a disguised DEA vessel. And a couple million dollars’ worth of pure cocaine was confiscated. It’s a small dent in the supply of cocaine that’s coming in to the U.S., but it’s significant that we have discovered another one of their little tricks. Who knows how long this has been going on with ships on both coasts.


“Jerry, the local police, along with DEA agents will be in Long Beach to greet a certain, surprised couple. The bottom line, Captain, if nothing else, this investigation, thanks to Paul’s alertness, has prevented a couple million dollars’ worth of cocaine from hitting the American streets, and I will add, American schools. Plus they will be watching other ships more closely now.”


The elated Captain smiled approvingly at Paul, who reacted with a humble grin. “Paul,” he said, “be sure and include this in your report. We must do something about it. And, like it or not, you will be recognized for your good work. By comparison, Ben, our necklace theft seems rather insignificant.”


“Not in every respect,” replied Ben. “Don’t forget, had it not been for the necklace, our drug traffickers would not have been discovered. I’m a firm believer that everything happens for a reason.”


Ben noticed a flicker of doubt in the Captain’s eyes, but continued. “Now, let me give you a run‑down on the necklace caper. First of all, to be honest, we have several hundred potential suspects. He, she, or they could be most anyone on board. However, as you know, I have narrowed my list of likely suspects down to a few. They all have one thing in common—they were all known to be in the vicinity at the estimated time of the crime, and had motive.


“Suspect number one is Mrs. Chandler, herself. Throughout the investigation, she has remained relatively calm and patient, which surprises me, considering the monetary and sentimental value of the necklace.”


“She was sure upset that morning,” interjected the Captain.


Recognizing that the Captain was naive in these matters, Ben went on. “She has been seen on several occasions roaming the outside decks and standing at the fan tail railing for long periods. She could have been waiting for the right moment to drop a replica of the original necklace overboard. She could be in need of the insurance money. The real diamonds could have been sold off long ago.”


“I don’t think so,” responded the Captain in a reserved, but annoyed, tone of voice. ‘An unwarranted insult directed toward a lovely, sophisticated lady,’ he thought.


Ben looked back at the Captain and spoke in a respectful, yet firm, manner. “You’re probably right, Captain. Nevertheless, she is a suspect right now.” Although he didn’t mention it to the Captain, Ben had arrested sweeter appearing ladies, of all ages, than Bernice for crimes ranging from shoplifting, to fraud, to even murder.


Ben went on, “Ricky Colletti is definitely a suspect. He was with Bernice in her stateroom that night, and I am afraid that if he saw the necklace, it would have been too tempting for him to resist. At home he lives from check to check, driving a cab, and it’s obvious his sole purpose for coming on this cruise is to bag a rich widow.”


The Captain nodded affirmatively. He had seen the type before, many times.


“Sharlet Latimier is another suspect. Removing the card key from Bernice’s door could make her look innocent, or perhaps, guilty. In other words, she may have thought she was creating an illusion of innocence by locking the door and then giving the key to Juan. She is also going back to a dead end job and an empty bank account. We still can’t rule out the possibility that the key was stolen at the discotheque and later left in the door by the thief. And, we can’t rule out Juan.”


Both the Captain and Paul jerked to attention at the implication of disloyalty on the part of a crew member. Not a word was spoken, though. They both knew that the day would come when they would be faced with this kind of problem.


Ben speculated further, “If Juan, or in fact, any crew member, could pull off something like this, it would certainly be to their great benefit. Being away from your family for ten months out of the year, year after year, has got to be tough. Two or three of them could be working in collaboration with someone on the mainland. A clever bartender working with a cabin boy, would make a perfect team. Anything is possible.”


Captain Anderson, a frank and honest man, again interrupted. “I accept this theory. Manuel here is probably more familiar with this ship than anyone else associated with Windsor Cruise Lines. We have anticipated the possibility of a person or persons, not excluding our own crew and staff, of having planned to seize upon such an opportunity as may have been presented. We are prepared, therefore, if necessary, to search the ship from stem to stern to locate the necklace or diamonds. The thief or thieves may be planning to retrieve the necklace at a later date. We have on board computer access to top assembly and lower assembly drawings, down to the part level. This information, coupled with our knowledge of the ship, will allow us to identify most hiding places. Once everyone has left the ship, we will begin our search. It will be difficult, maybe impossible, to look everywhere. I can only guarantee one thing, no crew members or staff will leave this ship with that necklace.”


“I don’t see how you can do anything more, Captain,” said Ben.


The Captain continued, “And, I can assure you that all suspect passengers, their possessions, and luggage will be searched. The drug thing will allow us the latitude to search to the degree deemed necessary.”


“We plan to do that in customs,” said Ben.


As the three men shook hands and filed out the door, Ben’s mind was preoccupied with conflicting thoughts. Something was missing. Perplexed over not receiving more insight on the theft, he went to his favorite spot out on the fan tail deck and sat under the stars to wait for an answer. The seed had been planted, but the answer was not to come tonight.


However, a feeling of calm reassurance came over him as he exited from this short trance. It was a spiritually infused sensation that left him with a revived faith and a sense of hope.

_

 Chapter Thirteen 

Sunday—The Long Beach Terminal resembled a large auditorium with a cathedral ceiling. After the Sunbeam docked early that morning, Jerry’s men, along with DEA agents, customs inspectors, and drug‑sniffing dogs boarded the ship, entering the luggage storage area.


The long, tedious job of inspecting luggage would be expanded beyond the normal inspection routine due to the necklace theft and the introduction of the drug traffic issue. Each passenger would be required to clear customs, and there were several inspection stations to accommodate the process.


Jerry nodded to Ben from across the room as he stationed himself near the customs area. Two of his plain clothes officers, both friends of Bens’, stood adjacent to the gangplank.


After their last breakfast aboard the Sunbeam, passengers began to debark. Jean and Bill Harlow were two of the first to come across the gangplank. Ben watched as Jerry signaled to his two officers, who then immediately handcuffed the startled couple and hurriedly escorted them away. Inwardly, Ben was ecstatic; maybe this was one of the reasons he hated leaving the force.


As the hours passed, irritated passengers, now having to wait up to an hour to process through customs, began to express their displeasure.


Ben glanced to his right and noticed Ricky and Sharlet being led into a side room used by customs inspectors. Male and female plain clothes officers accompanied the inspector. Ben instinctively took a few steps in that direction. A nagging intuition told him to stop. ‘Let them do their job,’ he thought.

__________


Lisa had debarked now and was standing in Ben’s view. She began walking toward one of the customs gates. As he studied Lisa walking, admiring the beautiful singer, a familiar still, small, inner voice penetrated his consciousness, beckoning him to listen. It was that same intuitive knowingness that had often caused him to persist in following certain leads on cases after his co‑ investigators had dismissed them. This time, his first reaction was denial.


His memory, as it so often did, swiftly went back to his childhood, when he first experienced his psychic gift. It happened one day while walking home from school. He suddenly knew that his grandfather had died. He ran to his grandfather’s house, flew through the door, and saw him sitting in his rocking chair, smiling. He hugged him, talked to him, and told him he loved him. His grandfather died of a heart attack the next day. Ben was always grateful for that last chance to say good‑bye to the grandfather he dearly loved, and vowed never to ignore the strange feeling he experienced that day.

__________


‘No,’ he said to himself. ‘It can’t be Lisa.’ Both he and Louise were aware of her background, and shared feelings of empathy for her. And they were extremely fond of her as well. He felt sad, though, because he knew how difficult it was to break away from alcohol and drugs.


Lisa could have picked another customs gate, but instead, turned and went right to Ben’s.


“Hi, Lisa.”


“Why, hello, Lieutenant,” she said cheerfully.


“Me and Louise really like your singing and hope to see you again.”


“I hope so, too, Lieutenant. I really must hurry though, I have someone waiting.”


“This shouldn’t take long,” he said apologetically.


The customs inspector asked to see her purse. Instead, she willingly dumped its contents onto the inspection table. The inspector placed the empty purse under a high intensity x‑ray machine and examined the screen for any unusual patterns in the bindings or leather‑covered handles.


Ben, still questioning himself, addressed Lisa, “I’m gonna have to ask you to do one more thing. I know it’s an inconvenience, but could you empty your pockets please?”


Lisa was wearing a heavy weave, Mexican style jacket that had two large pockets in front. “Well, I really don’t have anything.”


“I need you to empty them anyway. That way, we can say we performed a complete search. Everyone has to do it.”


Lisa reached into one of the large jacket pockets, removed two bags of candy, and set them on the inspection table. Upon examination, Ben noted that one of the bags was sealed and the other opened, with a few pieces of candy apparently missing. He opened the unsealed bag by unwrapping the cellophane from the top and then set it back down. He picked up the sealed one and casually examined the Mexican print on the bag, just killing time while the inspector put Lisa’s articles back into her purse. In the past, Ben’s intuitions had not been one hundred percent accurate, so he gladly dropped the matter.


Suddenly, the inspector inadvertently bumped the table, which was on casters, causing it to jerk. One of the candies rolled out of the bag, across the table, and onto the hard tile floor. Lisa instinctively jumped back, looked at the floor, and watched the candy ball roll under the fixture that held the x‑ray machine. She fell to her knees, jammed her hand under the fixture, where the candy had disappeared, and frantically searched for it with her fingers.


She quickly realized what she was doing by making a big deal out of finding the candy ball. When she finally looked up, Ben was staring down at her. She tried to display simple embarrassment. She looked away and then back up again, only to find Ben’s unrelenting eyes fixed on hers.


Ben picked up one of the candies and bit through it’s hard, bitter shell. One point of a shiny diamond poked through the surface.


Lisa kneeled there motionless, speechless; moments seemed eternal. In Ben’s eyes, she saw empathy, sorrow, and deep disappointment, a reflection of her own inner anguish, except most of all, she was scared. Without speaking, Ben extended his hand to help Lisa to her feet. Rising from her crouched position, her legs were wobbling so at the knees, she could hardly stand on her own. Ben pulled her to her feet. While they stood there, still without speaking, Ben opened the sealed bag of candy. He compared the two candies and found they were close replicas, but not exactly the same. 
Lisa was trembling. She had been afraid before, but this time there was nowhere to run. ‘I would rather die than go to prison,’ she thought.


“You want to tell me all about it?” asked Ben in a subdued voice. Terrified, she didn’t answer. Again, he gently extended his hand, “You have to come with me, Lisa.”

__________


 As Ben led her to an enclosed office area, he noticed Ricky and Sharlet in the distance, walking toward the terminal exit. They stopped, quickly kissed, and continued in the direction of the exit doors. They were holding hands and swinging their arms back and forth like a couple of lovesick teenagers. Ben was still scratching his head in disbelief at the couple as he shut the office door.


Inside, Bernice Chandler and Paul sat waiting. They both wanted to be close by in order to receive the latest information.


Bernice took one look at Lisa and her heart sank. ‘Not again. Can’t anyone be trusted?’ she thought in anguish. She turned her head and rested it on Paul’s shoulder.


At the sight of Bernice and her reaction, Lisa, who was equally surprised, slumped down in the brown, leather love seat placed perpendicular to the couch on which Paul and Bernice were sitting. Ben remained standing.


Lisa had deeply hurt Bernice, and the thought of it started tearing her apart, so much that she forgot about the prospect of going to jail. Bernice was the only one since Granny who she could confide in, who understood her. Their friendship was short, but she wanted to make it a lasting one, as did Bernice.


With tears in her pleading eyes, she looked at Bernice and feebly uttered, “I am so sorry, Bernice. I didn’t know they were yours and I was going to package them up and send them back to the Captain as soon as I got home anyway.


“I was afraid to give them back on the ship. I couldn’t take a chance on getting arrested. And I didn’t want to go to jail, especially since we met and talked. I was so confused. You were so nice to me and gave me new hope. That is the honest truth. What I did was wrong and I know it. I had been drinking again that night and panicked. I ran to my stateroom between performances to clear my head. I pictured myself jumping from job to job and finally ending up on the streets again. While walking back to the lounge, I noticed a key sticking out of a stateroom door and the door slightly open. I knocked and then went in, thinking someone might need aid.”


Ben was busy passing out tissues to both ladies, as Lisa sobbed out the rest of her story.


“I saw the necklace laying on the edge of the dresser by the bed. And without thinking, I picked it up and shoved it into my clutch purse and left. The money I could get from the diamonds would hold me over for a long time, I thought. I have never stolen anything before. And, until meeting you, I had been miserable.”


The room was silent for awhile, as Lisa held her hands over her face and cried, unable to stop.


“I don’t expect you to believe me, let alone forgive me.” Lisa’s eyes and face were swollen, and her hands trembled as she attempted to dry her tears. Bernice, her eyes wet from emotion went over and sat beside Lisa. She gently placed Lisa’s head on her shoulder as she had done on the ship a few days earlier. “I believe you, dear,” she whispered.


Both Paul and Ben reserved comment.


“I’m gonna have to take you downtown, Lisa. You know that, don’t ya?”


“Yes, sir.”


“First, though,” said Ben, half smiling now and wondering how Lisa had almost pulled off this near perfect crime. “Tell us how you did it.”


Lisa, having been comforted by Bernice, was somewhat composed by now. “After the show that night, I went directly back to my stateroom with the necklace. Using utensils from my makeup case, I pried the diamonds out of their setting. An idea came to me that I could make candy and hide the diamonds inside.


“You see, when I was a little girl, my Mom and Dad owned a candy store and we made all our own candy. Also, I just happened to have two bags of candy that I had picked up in Mazatlan. I bought the candies because they reminded me of one of the candy types we used to make at the store. You probably don’t know it, but round candies like that are pretty standardized. My Dad gave me a small candy mold that had been passed down from his father, and I used to spend hours experimenting with it. It had handles on the front and hinges on the back, and would make eight candy castings at a time. It has been long obsolete, but I always carried it with me, along with this little Bible.” Lisa displayed the Bible. “They were the only mementos I got from my Dad.


“I was able to duplicate the Mexican candy, which I believed to be American candy in Mexican packages, by using my little mold. I used makeup materials, sugar, flour, and food coloring from the kitchen pantry for ingredients. I was able to concoct a colored mixture that closely matched the Mexican candy. I then placed a diamond in each mold pocket, closed the hinged molding, and then, using a makeshift funnel, poured the mixture into a hole on one side of the mold. I used a hair dryer to aid in the hardening process.”


Ben clutched his chin with his right hand, while inwardly laughing at himself.


“I also had to revolve the mold several times, enough to make sure the diamonds were completely covered. Then I had to round off the edges with a fingernail file. I later gathered up all the stuff I used, put it into a plastic bag, and dropped it over the side when nobody was looking. You won’t believe me, but when I took the diamonds, I had no idea I was going to do this. I didn’t know they existed when I bought that candy.”


“That’s incredible,” remarked Ben.


“Sir,” responded Lisa, “what’s incredible is the circumstances surrounding the whole thing; me drinking again; being forced to go to my stateroom to recover; Mrs. Chandler leaving the necklace on the table and then leaving her door open; my buying the candy in Mazatlan and then conceiving the idea to make the candy, and having the where-with‑all to do it. Making the candy was easy. I had done it many times except I used nuts instead of diamonds and a hot plate instead of a hair dryer. It’s almost like the whole thing was planned ahead of time. But surely not by me!”


Ben and Paul smiled at one another as they thought of the million dollar drug bust that would not have happened but for the diamond theft.


Ben understood perfectly. He was not a brilliant man, but he possessed a certain wisdom gained through experience and openness to his special gift. Accordingly, he realized that his personal feelings and admiration for Lisa caused him not to identify her as a suspect, even though she was seen by Juan in the hall that night. His emotions had the effect of dulling his extrasensory perceptions.


‘It’s those whom you emotionally attach yourself to that are the most difficult to read sometimes!’ he mused to himself.

_

 Chapter Fourteen 

Ben turned Lisa over to Jerry, and he and Louise started home. As he replayed Lisa’s story through his mind, he recalled, in retrospect, clues that had presented themselves. He identified the metal hinged device in his vision as Lisa’s candy making mold. And the clues he didn’t pick up on—the unusual theft in the ship’s pantry, the continuous hair dryer noise coming from one particular room and, most importantly, how he failed to consider Lisa a suspect. He laughed out loud as the thought occurred to him, ‘I was at the right customs gate, and Lisa, in order not to draw suspicion, picked me and a clumsy customs inspector, or she would have gotten away with it.’ Or would she have?


Louise shook her head, chuckling at her crazy husband.


Ben pondered the significance of his meditation experience in the Captain’s chair that day and later that starry night on the fantail of the ship. And he thought, in awe, of the extraordinary network of coincidental, sequential chains of events that had to take place in order for things to work out the way they did. He couldn’t comprehend it, but accepted it, on faith alone.


Lieutenant Ben was happy. Happy because he knew that this episode on the cruise ship Sunbeam was intrinsically ordained by a higher power. And that the lives and destinies of all involved would continue to evolve for the greater good. “I’m gonna stop at Dottie’s Donuts and get some donuts for tomorrow, OK honey?” Louise smiled over her husband’s predictability.



Bernice was unable to arrange bail for Lisa until the following morning. Her attorney was successful in expediting Lisa’s arraignment for later that morning.


For the first time in her life Lisa spent a night in jail. Now she was sitting in a courtroom expecting punishment for having broken the law. She was aware of the contour of her back and thighs against the cold, wooden pew‑like bench in which she sat. Chills, generated from fear, perspiration, and the cold room, caused her body to shake. Noticing her discomfort, Bernice tightened her grip around Lisa’s hand.


“Would Lisa Simmon please step forward?” shouted the bailiff.


Prompted by a slight nudge from Bernice, Lisa stood and walked up to the judge’s podium.


“Miss Simmon, you are charged with breaking and entering, and grand theft. I see by the statement in front of me, signed by you, that you plead guilty to all charges. Is this true?”


“Yes, Your Honor,” replied Lisa.


Having before him an impossible court schedule, the judge solemnly looked down at Lisa, and without hesitation, stated. “You could be sentenced to three year’s imprisonment in a California women’s minimum security facility.”


Gripped in fear, Lisa’s heart pounded fiercely. Her legs wobbled and she had to be assisted by the bailiff in order to stay on her feet.


“However,” the judge went on in a stern, but gentle, voice. “I have had council with Mrs. Chandler and her attorney, Mr. Beggit. Mrs. Chandler does not wish to press charges. And the District Attorney’s office has just advised me that under the circumstances and since you have no prior convictions, they will waive prosecution.


“We see from your background that this is the first time you have been arrested for any suspected crime. I have also been made aware of your personal history. I therefore can see no benefit to you or the State by subjecting you to incarceration. If there is a next time, you will go to prison. I have a teenage daughter myself and I can’t imagine her going though the hell you’ve been through. I wish you well.”


Looking up at the compassionate Judge, Lisa exclaimed, “Thank you, thank you Your Honor—thank you.”


The gavel came down with a loud crack, “Next case.”


Although Bernice could not speak for the judge, or the District Attorney, she knew full well what the outcome was going to be. To the detriment of some, and the benefit of others, it helps to have old friends in high places.

__________


Lisa and Bernice hurried down the long stretch of the courthouse steps, holding hands like two school girls. Lisa strutted across the parking lot with her new found friend in tow. Ben, who had earlier driven Bernice to the courthouse, stood on the top step watching. ‘Wonders will never cease’ he said to himself.


“You know what?” Said Lisa, addressing Bernice. “If you want to, you could come and live with me. Why should we both pay rent? You still get a small annuity check, right? I’ll sing at the clubs and we’ll get by just fine. I can still go back to school like we talked, OK?” she asked enthusiastically. “And eventually we will, one way or another, do something to help other girls like I was.”


Bernice, her breathing a bit labored from keeping up with her younger friend’s pace, flashed an approving, but reserved, smile. She was a lady of dignity and stature and quite unaccustomed to the likes of Lisa.


Lisa observed as Bernice fought back tears of joy and the temptation to overreact. She nodded approvingly, her shiny eyes betraying attempts to hide her emotions. The bond was sealed. No further words were spoken until they began to exit the parking area.


“Where to first?” they asked each simultaneously.


Laughter rang out, causing heads to turn as Lisa’s aged, 1975 yellow convertible proceeded down the boulevard.


Turning towards Lisa, Bernice said, “What do you say we go to my place first?”


The old convertible smoked its way down Highway 101 in the direction of San Diego.


“Where are we going, Bernice? We’re halfway to San Diego.”


“Turn right, two signals down.”


Puzzled, Lisa drove up the winding road to the top of a hill. Ahead, she saw two large, metal scroll‑designed gates anchored to a ten-foot-high stone support structure.The gate automatically opened as the car approached.


“Open Sesame,” Bernice commanded sternly as she jokingly flung her arms in the air.


As Lisa pulled up to one of the most luxurious mansions she had ever seen, she found herself enveloped with mixed emotions. First the down and up experience in the courtroom...now this!


Bernice reached over and clasped her hand over Lisa’s.


Lisa quickly withdrew hers. She felt foolish and was deeply hurt. She looked away in disbelief.


“You live here, Bernice?” she asked defiantly.


“Yes, I do, dear.”


“I thought the necklace was all you had left that had any value, but could never part with it because it was a special gift from your husband. Then you told everybody that when you went home last night you discovered that you made a mistake. That you left the original necklace at home and the one I took was only a copy worth a few hundred dollars. Which is it?”


“I have hurt you and caused you to feel humiliated, and for that, I am sorry,” Bernice replied regretfully. “Yes Lisa, the diamonds are the genuine article. And off the record, Ben, the judge, and also Mr. Beggit knew it. But it was in your favor to reduce the scope of the crime by devaluing the stolen article. So that’s what I did. I have them here in my purse and I am willing to give them to you right here and now. You can drive away no questions asked. But first, please hear me out.” Lisa nodded and Bernice went on to explain.


“Since John’s death, I have been a very lonely woman. My two children live on the other side of the country, and I seldom see them or my grandchildren. When I do travel to visit, I feel like an outsider. My family loves me, of course, but they have their own lives to lead. The sad part for me is that they were so close to John. I was always busy doing my own thing, and before I knew it, they were gone.


“Over the last seven years, I have been hurt and deceived by men and women alike, as well as certain social groups. Some of them were John’s old friends. So you see I’ve had to stay on my guard. At this time, I have only a few real friends, including you, I hope.


“Today has been one of the happiest I have had for a long time. By inviting this down and out old woman to live with you, you have demonstrated to me that I can trust you and that you care about me and want to be friends. I want that as well. Can’t you see? I had to find out this way. I had to take the risk.


“And, I also want to get close to my family and I need your support.” Bernice was appealing to Lisa with sorrowful eyes now. “What do you say, Lisa, can you forgive me?”


Lisa spun her torso to the right and, gazing into Bernice’s eyes, said, “I’ll take the diamonds, now!”


Without hesitation, Bernice reached into her purse, removed a velvet bag, and handed it to Lisa.


Bernice started to leave the car, but Lisa grabbed her arm with one hand and handed the bag back to her with the other. She smiled softly and said, “Now we’re even.”


“They’re fake anyway,” quipped Bernice.


And then there was laughter and childish slapping each other and grabbing at the bag of diamonds in the front seat of the old convertible.

__________


As they approached the front door, the thought ran through Lisa’s mind, ‘I wonder how many homeless girls we could keep here?’

Bernice went on, chattering about this and that, but Lisa was only half listening. Her mind was preoccupied. ‘Everything happened so fast. It’s a miracle. It can only be by the grace of God,’ she happily thought.


She reached into her purse and clutching the little Bible her Dad had given her, whispered, “Thank you, GOD—Thank you for the SECOND CHANCE.”

__________


From outside could be heard their trailing voices. “You wanna make some candy?” Laughter again rang through the once empty mansion.

__

PART TWO
 Chapter Fifteen 

Lisa sat in one of the provincial antique chairs that adorned a sitting room in the luxurious mansion. Her left hand tightly gripped one of the finely polished chair arms and with the other she held the phone tightly to her ear. Through the French doors leading to the veranda the brilliance reflected from the rippling blue Pacific filled the room. Lisa waited for the ringing to stop and then, hopefully, would come a familiar voice from the past. Bernice lounged on the veranda in the warm afternoon sun, waiting in anticipation.


Finally Lisa was shocked to attention at the sound of her mother’s voice. “Hello.” A spurt of emotion caused Lisa to choke, she couldn’t speak. Her heart was beating rapidly. “Hello, hello is anybody there?”


Lisa managed to respond. “Hello Mama. Mama this is Lisa.”


Lisa’s mother was filled with emotions of both fear and joy. Her first instinct was to plead with her estranged daughter. “Lisa, Lisa honey please don’t hang up. Promise me you won’t hang up. I miss you so much and I’m so sorry. I can’t bare to lose you again. Oh, baby please don’t hang the phone up on your mama.”


Lisa began to relax in a wave of relief. A great weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Her mother was alive and after all these years, she harbored no blame and still loved her. “Mama, I won’t hang up on you. I promise. Mama how are you? How is Willy treating you?” There was a pause. Lisa remembered that her mother was never quick to answer important questions.


Bernice, unable to stand the suspense, came in from the veranda and looked at Lisa for a sign. Lisa smiled and gave her the “A OK” sign. Bernice happily scurried away holding her right hand over heart and breathing a sigh of relief.


Lisa’s mother proceeded with a long answer to a short question. “I’m fine honey and Willy ain’t here no more. About two years after you left I was still drinking a lot. One morning when I sobered up, Sissy came to me and said that Willy was messin’ with her. I died a little that day baby. Willy was still sleeping and I went at him with a board. He took it away but not after your Mama got her licks in. He hit me and I went after Daddy’s shotgun. I was gonna kill him, Lisa, and he knew it. He took off saying he was gonna get me.


“He showed up drunk a couple days later and came at me. So I took daddy’s shotgun up to him. I shot a hole in the wall and the buckshot grazed his arm, cut it up. I told him I wasn’t scared and he wasn’t gonna hurt my girls no more. The sheriff and people in town knowed how mean he was so they warned him to stay away.


“I stopped drinking then too. It was cause of Willy I started drinking anyway. It got so he couldn’t keep a job so Charlie gave him a job cleaning the saloon. Willy died two years ago Lisa. Finally drank himself to death.”


Lisa recalled that once her mother got going she could talk endlessly. So she just listened.

__________


Bernice brought out two glasses of ice tea and the two of them, Lisa, with the portable phone to her ear, went out on the veranda and settled into comfortably padded lounge chairs. Bernice glanced affectionately at her friend and was taken by the sparkle in Lisa’s eyes that most assuredly reflected a blissful inner peace, so long in absent.


She brushed a tear from her own eye and smiled contentedly allowing herself a little self-indulgence as she thought, ‘Lisa certainly deserves this and I helped bring it about. No greater gift can one give to oneself than to give her compassion and love to another. Allowing Lisa to come into my life that day on the cruise ship Sunbeam has brought to my attention this profound truth. A lesson in truth that the masters have been trying to teach us for centuries. Lisa is grateful to me, but I too am grateful to God for her.’

__________


“What about Sissy Mama? How’s she doing?”


“She’s doing fine honey. She’s married now and has two little ones and lives out in the country. Her husband is real good to her, you’re gonna like him. I still live in the old house. All alone now, though. I work at Grumps store now and then to get a little extra spending money. Only bad thing Lisa, is I got a cancer. It’s down in my female parts and my lung too, I think. It don’t bother me much though so I don’t worry about it.” This was one of those rare times that Lisa’s mother lied. “Don’t worry...”


Lisa interjected. “Of course I’m gonna worry. What does the doctor say?”


“I went to the big hospital in Atlanta and they cut as much of it out as they could. They wanted me to get radiation and chemotherapy, but I won’t have it. That stuff never did no good for anybody me and your Daddy knew. And Doc Summers said it was up to me.”


At the mention of Daddy, Lisa noted choking followed by deep breathing by her mother. Mama quickly changed the subject.


“Ya know honey,” she said. “I dream about your Daddy a lot. Probably sounds crazy to you but these dreams are what keep me going sometimes. When I get down I sometimes look forward to going to bed because I know he’ll be there when I need him. I couldn’t believe it, but he told me in one of those dreams not long ago that I would be seeing you again pretty soon.


“Oh, baby, I want to see you so bad and want to hold you. I don’t deserve it but I need you. I love you honey.” Lisa could hear her mother sobbing, as was she.


“It will be soon Mama, it will be soon, I promise you.” Lisa put the phone receiver down and walked solemnly to the rear of the veranda. She stood at the railing staring aimlessly into the boundless expanse of Pacific Ocean before her. From behind, came Bernice’s voice.


“What’s the matter dear?”


Lisa’s earlier joy having been submerged by retrospective regret, turned to face a concerned supporter. “I wasted all those years. Willy died a couple years ago and he’s been out my family’s life for a long time. Why did I wait so long? I feel terrible, and sick inside.” Lisa’s eyes were glassy and her face reflected intense emotional agony. Bernice struggled for the right words.


“You mustn’t look back with remorse,” she said, not sure what her next words would be. “You can’t change the past. You have to look forward now, with new hope.


“Dear, you’re not alone. The world is full of people who walk in the shadow of phantom fears, blind to the real truth. We have all done it to a certain extent. Believe me, Lisa, it’s taken me a long time to figure it out and I’m still working on it. And now... and now you know! You have learned a great lesson today. A lesson that some people never learn. They go through their entire lives not realizing they can’t run away from the truth. Regardless of what the fear may be, there comes a day when it must be faced. And you know, when that day comes, it can be one of the happiest days of their lives. They are finally free. And at peace.


“You were happy just a few minutes ago and there’s no reason why you shouldn’t stay with it. Things happen for a reason, Lisa. Someday you will come to understand that. Just think—you’re going to see your family again. Come on, lets see that smile.”


Lisa ran across the veranda to her friend and hugged her tightly, in gratitude. “Thanks,” she said quietly. And the warm glow she experienced earlier, while talking to Mama, found its way back.

_

 Chapter Sixteen 

“Good‑bye dear,” whispered Bernice into Lisa’s ear as they stood hugging in front of the statue of John Wayne at the airport named in his honor. Lisa stepped back and flashed a reassuring smile at her concerned friend.

__________


As the Boeing 727 streaked through the sunlit skies over cotton ball clouds, Lisa thought how miraculous it was for her to find such a devoted friend in her time of need. Feeling uplifted at that, her mind wandered back to the high points in her childhood years. These had been the happiest of times so she let herself relive them. Gazing out the window into the endless blue, she brought her daydream to life by imagining she was still a little girl; happy, secure, safe, and most of all, loved. Then the thought of her mother’s illness entered her mind.

__________


“Would you like something to drink Miss? We will be having lunch later.” Startled, Lisa looked up at a pretty, olive-skinned flight attendant who was pushing a cart filled with assorted beverages.


Her eyes fixed on several small bottles of vodka sitting on the cart, and a surge of anxiety ripped through her. Her serene state of mind having collapsed she replied. “I’ll have a Bloody Mary,” she ordered impulsively. Her apprehension over going home caused her to rationalize the desire for a drink. And she was about to succumb to this now dreaded escape mechanism. As she clasped her shaking hands around the cool plastic glass, she became aware of feeling comforted by the mere anticipation of the alcohol. It was clear that, mentally, she had not overcome her addiction.


She lifted the glass to her lips but quickly set it back down spilling some of the contents on the tray in front of her. She nervously went about wiping up the spill.


“Are you alright Miss?”


Obviously shaken, she again looked up at her smiling flight attendant. Lisa’s face was pale, however she managed an embarrassed crooked grin. “I think the tomato juice might upset my stomach. I’m not used to flying.”


To Lisa’s surprise, the flight attendant, without hesitation, scooped up the Bloody Mary and hurried down the aisle with it. She returned shortly with two cups of tea.


“Miss, try this tea, it’s my own special blend of herbs. Go ahead, try it,” she urged. “It’ll relax you. By the way, my name is Angel.”


Extending her hand, Lisa replied, “Lisa Simmon, it’s nice to meet you.”


There were not many people on the plane so Angel used the opportunity to exchange small talk with Lisa. After awhile Angel calmly declared, “I am an alcoholic.”


Lisa could not shield the defensive feelings she was now experiencing.


“I’m sorry,” said Angel, in response to the other woman’s reaction. “I just guess I got too big of a mouth sometimes.”


“No...no, it’s OK. Did it show that much?”


Angel nodded affirmatively. “For a lot of us the addiction doesn’t go away that easy, Lisa. I had a real tough time, but at least I can say I have been sober for over a year now. I go to Alcoholics Anonymous regularly, have a sponsor and I just started sponsoring a young teenager. I stick to the program and it works for me.”


Lisa was grateful for Angel’s understanding ear and felt at ease talking to her. “I have been sober for several months myself. I haven’t participated in AA, but I have a very good friend who keeps me on the straight and narrow.”


Angel was a strong proponent of AA, but was painfully aware from bitter experience that alcoholics or drug addicts must ultimately deal, or not deal, with the problem in their own way.


“With me Lisa, it wasn’t that easy. When I was a kid I was a throwaway and grew up in the streets. I was in and out of jail and drug rehab I don’t know how many times. I would no sooner get myself straight and something traumatic would happen in my life and I would run to the bottle again. Before I knew it, I no longer needed an excuse, I was back on it, full time. Just keep your guard up Lisa.”


“Yeah I know, I guess I just found that out,” she humbly replied. It’s interesting that you came back to check on me.”


“I usually don’t but I got this feeling that with you I should. When I saw your condition I knew why. Intuition I guess,” she said casually.


“I’m glad you did.”


“Me too,” replied Angel.


Lisa reflected back to her chance meetings with Pop and Bernice and sent Angel an introspective smile of appreciation.


After lunch they intermittently continued their visit. Angel was excited about Lisa’s and Bernice’s plans to work toward helping other young girls.

__________


The Captain’s voice sounded over the intercom. “Ladies and gentlemen would you please note the seat belt sign and fasten your seat belts. We are making our approach to Hartsfield International Airport, Atlanta, and will be landing in fifteen minutes. Flight attendants please prepare for landing.”

__________


“It won’t be long now,” said Lisa to herself.

__

 Chapter Seventeen 

After arrival at the airport, Lisa took a cab to a selected dealer and picked up the car Bernice had leased for her. She was delightfully surprised and caught in a moment of exhilarated emotion when she saw that it was a yellow convertible. ‘That woman,’ she thought, smiling.


She drove by grassy green hills and wooded country to the hometown she was longing to see again. She was astonished to see that very little had changed. Different people, later model cars, but other than that it was, indeed, as though time had stood still. She particularly noticed that the little candy store once owned by the family for three generations was still there. As she passed by it, an unexpected mixture of emotion, anxiety, despair, and pain combined to grip her heart as if it was being squeezed by a giant hand. Memories of long ago surfaced and raced across her mind. Memories of a little girl named Lisa dancing in front of the store, frolicking with envious friends. And waiting on customers now and then under the watchful eye of Daddy. She had felt so important and needed.


“Ohhh...Daddy, why did you have to die?”


Lisa stepped hard on the accelerator and sped through town. This time tears didn’t come to release her pent up emotions.


Thirty minutes later, a right turn on Flower Road, and she was five minutes away from a meeting with her past, back to her roots.


She pulled up to a dilapidated white picket fence. She opened the gate then slowly drove down the dirt driveway that straddled a strip of browning un‑watered grass. She could never figure out why grandpa built the house so far back from the road.


Lisa gasped as the decrepit looking figure of a frail little woman standing on the front porch began to come into focus. She was shocked to see this once beautiful lady, now but a shadow of her former self.


In order to gather her wits, she diverted her attention to the house and surrounding yard. The shiny white paint and bright green trim she remembered, was weathered and peeling away, especially from under the eaves. And the porch, three steps up, was weather torn and without paint except for scattered patches on the railings.


The house was partly shaded by a giant weeping willow that had been there for as long as she could remember. She and Sissy’s favorite source of entertainment still hung from a high sturdy branch in the old tree. A thick rope tied through and around an old rubber tire provided an excellent swing.


The weed riddled yard, its grass brown from lack of water and hot sun, bore little resemblance to the green, perfectly manicured lawn Daddy had so proudly cared for.


The one highlight was Mama’s impeccably maintained vegetable garden which was partially visible on the left side of the house in full view from the kitchen window. Lisa remembered Mama standing at the kitchen window, ever so vigilant for invading birds and critters.


Mama kept her place on the porch, both optimistic and anxious, yet hesitant and afraid. As the car approached she stood straight with arms crossed and head forward as if straining to see. An ankle-length dress, looking much like it did when it hung from a wooden hanger in the Salvation Army store where it was purchased, fitted loosely over her bony shoulders. Tears began to flow following the path of deep wrinkles that scarred her sun tanned face.


Lisa stepped from the car and began running toward her mother. Mama in turn scampered down the steps and ran to meet her long estranged daughter. And she ran without regard for the excruciating pain that inflamed her swollen and deformed arthritic joints.


They came together under Georgia’s ageless sunlit skies and embraced in a cataclysm of joyful emotion, two souls that had been separated by time and distance yet always united.


Mama softly caressed her daughter’s smooth facial skin and stroked her blond hair. Lisa brushed the tears from her mother’s eyes and they gazed at each other in wonderment and disbelief. Lisa’s emotions were a combination of joy and sadness; joyful with the reunion but at the same time saddened at the deteriorated condition of her mother. Mama slipped her hand around Lisa’s waist and with a little shove and forward stepping motion directed her to the house.


“Let’s go inside dear. I got some ice cold lemonade made up just like I used ta make for ya. You just sit and rest a minute and I’ll get it.” Once in the house, the happiness of the new moment released Lisa from tension. She sank into the old beat up sofa, throwing her legs over one of its arms and twisting her body into a contorted position like she did in her early teens while spending hours on the telephone.


She had a few minutes to look around and ponder and reminisce while mama busied herself in the kitchen.

__________


A small gentle voice interrupted her musing. “Choose not to be unhappy any longer,” was the message. The little voice took her by surprise. It came from within, but not like a normal thought. It left her in a curious state of inner tranquility.


Staring at the ceiling from her prone position she noticed that a water stain, caused by an old leak in the roof, was still there. ‘Some things never change,’ she thought. ‘This world, the universe, both now and hereafter is a beautiful place to be. You cannot change the past and to fret the present or worry the future only serves to constrain the bearing of our fruits. How insightful of me,’ she jokingly said to herself. Mama walked back into the room.

__________


“Here we are dear,” said Mama. She set a tray with two large glasses of lemonade and a plate of cookies on the coffee table. “These are oatmeal cookies, yer favorite.”


Mama’s sunken eyes watered again from joyous emotion when she noticed her daughter was curled up in her pretzel-like position.


“Honey, I missed you so much and yer old Mama is so glad ya came.”


“Mama, from now on I’ll always be here for you when you need me.”


Lisa unraveled herself and stood. She indulged in a moment of self-contempt for not coming home sooner. And then she embraced her mother, releasing the innate love for her that had laid dormant in her heart for the last fifteen years.


They talked into the evening, stopping only for sandwiches and coffee for dinner. Lisa didn’t tell her mother everything regarding the worst of times but talked at length about Bernice and their future plans.


Lisa could see that Mama was growing tired. The painful arthritis and life sucking cancer contributed to her fatigue.


“I think I’d like to go to bed Mama, I’m kind of tired. We both better get a good night sleep if we’re going out to see Sissy and the kids tomorrow. I’m just dying to see them.”


“Right now I’m the happiest ole lady in the world,” Mama said, reaching out to hold her daughter’s hands. A hug, a cheerful kiss, and Mama limped off to bed.

__________


Lisa’s bedroom was as she left it; the same bedding, her little rag doll propped up against the pillow, and Sissy’s bed situated against the opposite wall. Everything was clean and she recognized the familiar fragrance of Mama’s flowers in the room. Not since she left home had she slept between sheets that had been hung out in the fresh air to dry.


Lisa used to always wear one of Daddy’s old shirts to bed. Mama remembered and had one laying out. Lisa softly pressed it to her face letting it absorb the last tear she would shed that day.


Before crawling into bed she walked over to the open window and paused to smell the fresh country air. She watched a star fall—a signal of a bright future. Smiling, she slipped between the sheets, sweet-smelling from being dried on Mama’s outside clothes line. She closed her eyes, spoke to her God, and peacefully fell asleep.

_

 Chapter Eighteen 

“Hey girl..., git out a bed..., you ain’t changed a bit..., sleep all day if I let ya.”


Mama’s happy voice could be heard all the way from the kitchen. The tantalizing aroma of freshly brewed coffee caught Lisa’s attention. The smell of bacon, a commodity normally outside of Mama’s budget, also filled the air. Lisa’s old yellow robe that Mama had made her hung freshly washed, in its usual place on a hook on the back of the closet door. She knew Mama wanted her to wear it, so she did. She was right.


“My lord,” said Mama. “That old robe still fits, cept maybe a little tight on top.” She gave a mischievous grin and Lisa laughed as she took her usual place at the table. The cozy kitchen had already been warmed by the morning sun shining through the window that overlooked Mama’s little vegetable garden.


“Mama, you still make the best hominy and grits in the county.”


“Ain’t made um in a long time ya know. Don’t cook much anymore since everybody left.” Lisa detected a note of sadness in Mama’s voice.


“I sure like cooken for you today though.” Suddenly the light in Mama’s eyes faded and a forced, transparent smile appeared. Looking across the table, over her near finished plate, Lisa noticed the change.


“You alright mama?” she asked.


“Yes...yes,” her mother replied, broadening her transparent grin. “Honey, could we go by Doc Summers’ clinic in town before we go out to Sissy’s place? I gotta git some more pills for my arthritis. Sometimes the pain gits pretty bad.” Mama displayed one of her gnarl-knuckled hands.


“Sure,” responded Lisa in a somewhat jolly tone of voice, deliberately concealing her feelings of concern. “But first let’s do up these dishes real quick. Remember the you wash and I dry system?”


“How could I forget that,” replied Mama, managing an honest smile. “Well then, let’s get to it.” Lisa’s inspiring attitude brought the light back into Mama’s eyes. And they happily scurried around the kitchen, joking, poking, and finger splashing water at one another. And they laughed as they enjoyed that precious time.


After lowering the top on the yellow convertible they headed for town, leaving a trail of Georgia road dust behind.


Mama was first to speak. “I ain’t never been in a car with no top before. It’s nice cause ya can see everything around ya, like the tops of the trees and clouds and such.


“Bet ya Doc Summers will be glad to see you again. Good old Doc Summers,” reflected Mama. “He’s been around a long time.” 


Lisa turned her head to face her mother. “Why Mama he must be a hundred years old. He delivered me and Sissy.”


“And when he took care of your Daddy he was old then. All I know Lisa, is that he’s past ninety and still going. You won’t believe it but once in awhile on weekends when making rounds he’ll drive that old black horse and buggy.”

__________


Within minutes of arriving at Doc Summer’s office the nurse escorted Mama to an examination room. When Lisa started to follow, the receptionist subtly signaled her not to.


Instead, she was led into the doctor’s office. There behind his one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old antique oak desk sat Doc Summers. There was a small plaque on the desk that read, “Do So Unto Your Brethren As Ye Would Do So Unto Me.” Looking up from the plaque, she smiled at the doctor, who gave her an equally pleasant smile. “It’s from the Bible,” he said.


“I know,” she replied. Doc Summers had on a white coat that complemented a full head of steel gray hair. His lips were tight and his jaw firmly set. His green eyes were soft and radiated the compassion and love he held for all those he came in contact with. She had seen him last as a teenager. ‘He hasn’t really aged that much,’ she thought. 


“You look beautiful Lisa, it’s nice to see you again ” There was an unmistakable ring of truth and sensitivity in his voice. 


“Thank you,” she said shyly.


“Lisa,” he said. “I want to talk to you more later because I need to make this quick and not keep your mother waiting too long. Your mother is suffering from rheumatoid arthritis. It’s serious but not her biggest challenge. She also has lung cancer and I am afraid it’s in the advanced stage.” Lisa leaned her head back, and putting her hand on her forehead, sighed in distress.


“How long has she been sick and what’s the prognosis?” she said glumly.


“I believe it started many years ago when she was drinking heavily and was trapped in a unhappy marriage. Her drinking, smoking, and emotional state of mind all contributed to her physical deterioration. “It started with uterine cancer, which we took care of with surgery. She refused follow‑up radiation and chemotherapy. The efficacy of these treatments are questionable, but clinically, that’s all we had to offer. I can be a very persuasive man, Lisa, but your mother wouldn’t budge. And maybe it was for the best, because the side effects of those treatments can be quite unpleasant.


“Under the circumstances she has done remarkably well. As for the prognosis, I never tell my patients how long they are going to live. That’s up to them and God. Many live far beyond the expectations of medical science. And I have also seen my share of unexplained miraculous healings.” Lisa’s eyes watered as she looked at the doctor despairingly. “OK Lisa, statistically speaking your mother could have up to a year. At this point the disease is unpredictable. Lisa, look at me,” Doc. Summers gently commanded, understanding the helplessness and despair registered on her face. “Death is not the end. I know you believe that, and so does your mother. The best thing we can do now is make her as happy and comfortable as we can.


“There is much more that I must talk to you about. Can you come out to the ranch tomorrow? It would be good to let your mother rest anyway. I better go now. See you tomorrow?” Lisa gave the doctor a questioning look but, instinctively, nodded affirmatively.


In an effort to temper her despondency over the bad news, Lisa forced herself to focus on reuniting with her little sister. In quiet contemplation, she navigated the open convertible along the rural country road that led to the sparsely populated neighborhood where Sissy and her family resided.


Mama was comfortable under the influence of pain medication and was simply enjoying the open air and a new perspective of the scenery. Lisa reached over and gently caressed her hand asking, “Mama, is Sissy mad at me?”


Mama, with a relaxed grin, quietly answered, “No honey, your sister couldn’t git mad at nobody. She’s just like your Daddy was, and you too. I been blessed to have such a beautiful family,” she added.


Then, as though she had been picking up Lisa’s thoughts as they drove along, she spoke out in a strong voice of motherly authority. “And I want to say something else and then I don’t wanna hear no more about it. Everything that’s gone wrong in this family since your Daddy died was my doing. You hear me,” she barked? This was one of those rare, lovingly expressed, yet strongly spoken, I mean business statements that Lisa remembered as a child.


 She turned her head sweetly smiling at her mother. “OK Mama” she said.

__________


Soon they were parked in front of Sissy’s and Jake’s house. The kids were playing in a front yard that was about as unkempt as Mama’s. ‘A little water and TLC is all it needs,’ thought Lisa. The skeletons of two old cars were perched on wooden blocks between the house and the garage, which were both in desperate need of repair and paint.


The kids dashed into the house to alert mommy. Within seconds, Sissy appeared at the doorway. She pushed the battered and torn screen door open and stood momentarily on the porch to wave. Sissy was about the same height as Lisa but much heavier. Her dirt blond hair was put up in a messy knot on the back of her head and she wore a tattered looking dress and a stained apron, which she was now using to dry her hands.


She hurriedly waddled down the weather worn wooden steps and came running toward the car. Tears flooded her eyes, blurring her vision, and caused her to stumble. Lisa exited the car. Gripped with emotion, her knees weakened, requiring her to grab the door handle for support. Sissy threw her arms around her older sister. Sobbing and kissing her face she kept repeating. “Les, Les, Les—is it really you?” As an infant, Sissy couldn’t pronounce Lisa’s name so she called her Les and never got out of the habit. Mama joined in and the three embraced for awhile. Despite the many years that had separated them, their bond had remained intact. They were finally together again, one in spirit, under God’s heavenly blue sky. Lisa committed to herself, in these moments, that she would never again distance herself from her family.

_

 Chapter Nineteen 

The reunion of the Simmon family was complete. The voids that Mama, Sissy, and Lisa had been carrying around in their hearts for so many years were now removed.


Walking toward the house with their arms around one another, Lisa in the middle, Sissy asked. “Les, where you been? I thought you was dead maybe. I prayed all the time you weren’t though.”


Lisa’s face registered the guilt she was experiencing. “Let’s go in the house, we have a lot of catching up to do,” she said.


Mama kept up with the girls quicker pace despite her arthritis. The medication administered by Doc Summers, coupled with the ecstasy of the moment, served to release her from her earlier pain.


Inside, Sissy’s house was remarkably clean and nicely furnished. Judging from it’s outside appearance this surprised Lisa.


“Sit down and let’s git to talking,” said Sissy anxiously. “I got some coffee and cookies. Be right back.”


“Let me help.” Lisa followed her sister into the kitchen while Mama sat catching her breath. The two girls were alone and Lisa impulsively wrapped her arms around Sissy and started to cry. “I’m so sorry about what I put you and Mama through.”


“What do ya mean?” replied Sissy with a puzzled look on her face.


“You know, taking off on you and Mama like I did with Willy around.” Sissy blotted her sister’s tears with her dish towel. She kissed her on the forehead like she had done religiously as a child when saying good night or as an expression of appreciation or sympathy.


“Les, you got it all backward. Weren’t for you getten up the gumption like you did, no telling what might a happen. Mama blamed herself and even took to drinking more after you left. Mama didn’t blame you, and I sure didn’t either.


“Let me tell ya what happened later. About two years after you was gone, Willy came in my bedroom one night and started messing with me. He didn’t git to do nothing but it scared me bad.”


Lisa hugged her sister again, and they rocked back and forth. This was a distress ritual they had always practiced.


“The next morning I went and told Mama. Well, she grabbed a long fire log and ran into the bedroom and started beatin on Willy something fierce. She had fury in her eyes like I never seen. Willy took the log away and hit Mama back. That just made her madder and she went for Daddy’s shotgun and told him to git out and never come back or come within a mile a me or she’d shoot him in the head.


“That man was scared, Les. He went running around the house gathern alla his stuff he could with Mama yellen at him all the while. I was never more afraid in all my life, Les. I thought Mama had lost her mind.


“She wouldn’t say so but she knew that’s why you ran away and she would die before letten it happen to me. She stopped drinking right away. My life was good after that. Me and Mama did for ourselves and talked about you a lot. Wasn’t a night go by I didn’t pray you was alright and would come home ta us.” Tears came to Sissy’s eyes and this time it was Lisa’s turn to do the blotting. “Your leaving changed all our lives, probably saved yours, and later, mine too.


“It weren’t your fault Les, you did what you had to do and I always thought of you with love and so did Mama.”


With a lighthearted sense of relief, Lisa gazed out the kitchen window, her ears trained on Sissy’s every word.


“And it’s not Mama’s fault either. She couldn’t git over Daddy and that’s what started the drinkin and her getten on with Willy. Remember, that’s when all the trouble started?


“And believe it or not, I don’t think it was all Willy’s fault either,” declared Sissy.


 Lisa did an about face from the window, shocked at her sister’s last statement. Sissy put her hands on her sister’s shoulders and looked directly into her eyes. “What I mean to say Les, is that Willy came from a bad home. When he was a little boy his daddy would beat up on him and his brother and sister and mama all the time. He got trowed out when he was fourteen. He growed up to be just like his daddy.


“I found out from our Pastor at church that the whole family went bad. All cause of Willy’s daddy, and maybe his daddy before that. Well anyway, ya gotta wonder if he’d a been a better man if he’d had a happy family life.”


She didn’t like admitting it but Lisa knew there was a lot of truth to what Sissy was saying. She had personally known enough kids and adults from the streets to validate the point.


“Sad thing is though,” said Lisa glumly. “Every minute of every day another Willy is destroying another family and propagating his kind in the process.” The thought occurred to her. ‘Bernice hit the nail on the head that day back on the ship when she said that violent, abusive adults produce disturbed children who often, as adults, go on to repeat this learned pattern of behavior.’ She understood what her sister was saying but at this point she could not bring herself to forgive Willy for what he did.

__________


Sissy peeked around the corner and saw that Mama was fast asleep in the lounge chair. “She’s napping so we mize well set here at the table and have our coffee.”


The kids came in just long enough to inhale a glass of lemonade and grab a handful of cookies. “Lisa, Jake, come here, I want you to meet your aunt Lisa.” Curious looks and a courteous hello and out the door they went.


With a happy smile on her face, Lisa squeezed her sister’s hand. “Why Sissy, you named her after me.”


Sissy went on at length telling Lisa all about her life with Jake and the kids. This was fine with Lisa as she wanted to know everything and did not particularly want to get into the details of her own lost years.


She didn’t get away with it though. Sissy pressured her into telling all, and so she did. Sissy listened attentively, trying not to reveal her remorse over the trying times her sister had endured.


She became excited though, over the present state of affairs. “Oh...Les, I think what you and Bernice are working on is wonderful. I’m so happy and proud for you.”


“I’m afraid my plans are going to have to wait. Right now my place is here. I plan to stay with Mama as long as she needs me.”


Sissy jumped to her feet, pointing and shaking her index finger at her sister. “Ohhh...no yer not,” she exclaimed. “You have a mission to accomplish. Can’t ya see that’s maybe what God’s been preparing ya for? Your suffering was for a reason.”


“What makes you think you know so much about that?” snapped Lisa.


“Because my dear sister, it’s true.” she replied in that smart-alec yet serious tone of voice she had often displayed in their youth to make her point. She only did it when she was sure of herself. This compelled Lisa to acknowledge with a nod, a half grin and listen.


“It’s because I go to church on Sunday and study the Bible. The answers are all there. It says suffering builds perseverance and character. And by the grace of God you can be perfect, strong, and great in faith through your weaknesses.


“You and me learned all about how the people in the Bible suffered when we was in Sunday School. There was Moses, Job, Joseph, Paul and of course, most of all, Jesus. And there were lots of others too. Even in our time, some people come out of tragedy, or even away from a life-saving miracle and dedicate themselves to doing good for others. Why, I just read about Candi Lightner who started up Mothers Against Drunk Drivers after her two daughters were killed by a drunk driver. It grew into a nationwide organization. And there are a lot of others you hear about. And even more you don’t hear about.


“What I’m saying is this. If you look hard around ya, you will see that something good can come from something bad that happens. But there’s also a lot of folks who drown in self-pity when something terrible happens, and never seem to get over it. And there are those who hurt other people and kill themselves with alcohol. Like Willy did.


“You gotta choose which way you wanna go. I believe you and your friend Bernice are gonna do a lot of good. And I think it’s mainly because of what you both went though. If only more people felt like Candi Lightner and you guys, this would be a better world to live in. And remember, you’re owing to God first and then yerself. Me and Mama love you so much and want you ta stay here but I think you been called. I just feel it.”


Sissy started to weep and Lisa leaned over and hugged her. Deep down, in her own way, she intuitively knew that her sister was right, but she still felt confused and torn.


“Please help me Sissy, I don’ know what to do.” The sisters once again embraced and Sissy stroked the back of Lisa’s head. But this time it was to offer comfort rather than to seek it, a reversal of roles from when they were young and growing up together. In those years, Lisa had been Sissy’s comforter and protector.


“I really ain’t got no say in what you do Les, I just know you wanna do what’s right. I think you believe like me. That we’re here to serve, not to get. And that through serving we automatically get what we need. Let’s pray on it and you think about it and we can talk some more later. And when you make up yer mind I know it will be the right decision.” Sissy led them in a short prayer.


“Thanks little sister,” said Lisa, lovingly stroking her sister’s cheek. “I guess I better get mama home now.”


Still groggy from the pain shot Doc Summers had given her, Mama catnapped most of the way home, giving Lisa a chance to reflect on her visit with Sissy. ‘When I first saw her chubby frame standing in the doorway I felt pity. How quickly that impression changed. My little sister has grown up and, among other qualities, possesses a deep faith, common sense, insight, and a wisdom that I would never expect to find in a little hick country girl from rural Georgia.


‘Maybe I do have calling. As Sissy puts it, we all do, even the least of us. We need but to see beyond our selfish egos, and recognize and choose to accept it. There will always be some people who will and some who won’t.


‘Sissy said it could be as simple as raising a family and teaching them Christian values and helping other people. She works out of the church, helping and counseling others, teaching Sunday school, and conducting Bible classes. That’s her mission right now and she knows it because it feels right. And I believe she is making a difference.’


Sissy’s last words hung in Lisa’s mind. She said that she believed that, at some level, every soul on this earth knows what he’s doing wrong and how he really ought to be thinking and behaving.


Thinking back, Lisa could see the profound truth of that statement. Yet, in the mind of Lisa Simmon there was still a measure of doubt as to the path of her destiny. However, she was inspired and motivated as a result of their talk. She knew that if she only waited and quietly listened, clarity would come and doubts would fade. And she would, indeed, participate in establishing a facility, to help abused and wayward girls much like Granny and Pop did. Time and faith would bring the answers she sought.



“Mama, Mama...wake up now, we’re almost to town.” Mama slowly opened her eyes and began to rub them with her right hand. Her deformed knuckles, so ever obvious, jerked an emotional string within Lisa.


“I’m sorry honey, I musta dozed off. I ain’t felt this relaxed in a long time. Guess it’s cause I’m happy.” There was a tiny smile on her face and a loving aura about her. She reached over and placed her hand on her daughter’s leg with an affectionate stroking motion.


“Mama, let’s make it easy on ourselves tonight and get some already cooked food to take home. Is there any place in town where we can get some chicken or something?”


“No, I’m gonna cook for ya!”


“I insist Mama, do it for me, OK?”


“Down at Grump’s store you can git already cooked up fried chicken,” said Mama in mild protest, with a smirk on her face. But you could tell she didn’t mean it.


Lisa opened the door to Grump’s store and entered with Mama close behind. A little bell hanging above the door announced their arrival. “Why Mama, that’s the same little bell they had in here when I was a little girl.” As she looked around the store, feelings of nostalgia swept through her. A tall wiry looking man stepped from the back room and took his place behind the counter.


Imitating her typical childhood greeting to her old friend Mr. Grump, Lisa did a little curtsy and addressed him in a slow southern accent. “Why good af‑ta noon Mister Grump, yo looking mity fine ta day.” Mr. Grump burst into a roar of laughter at this little antic and reached his hand out to meet Lisa’s. She and Mama both laughed too.


“Lisa Simmon, you’re back,” exclaimed Mr. Grump. His voice cracked with emotion for he had always been fond of her and acutely aware of how much her return meant to Mama, a dear friend of his and his wife Elsie. Elsie came out and they all happily chatted for a brief time. Then Mama and Lisa headed home with chicken and homemade potato salad, compliments of the Grumps.


After dinner they sat in the swing on the front porch, sipped coffee and held hands and talked. Both exhausted, they retired to bed early. And sleep came easy to these two lovely ladies.

_

 Chapter Twenty  

It was Saturday morning and after another one of Mama’s superb breakfasts they decided to take turns in the bath.


With Mama thus occupied, Lisa used the opportunity to telephone Bernice who she knew was anxiously awaiting word.


“Good morning, this is Bernice Chandler speaking,” Bernice answered in her typical formal manner. Her jolly voice, however superficial the tone, was music to Lisa’s ears.


“You’re not talking to one of those fancy garden party ladies, so you can drop the goodie goodie stuff,” Lisa kiddingly poked in reply. ‘Guess I did sound a little stuck up, I need to stop that,’ said Bernice to herself. “Lisa dear, honest to God, I was just sitting here thinking about you. How are you, and how is your mother?”


“I’m fine but Mama’s not doing so good.”


“I felt something was wrong and planned to call you later.”


“Ahhhh..., what a coincidence,” Lisa said nonchalantly.


Lisa went on to review what Doc Summers had told her, regarding her mother’s condition. “Coming back here was the best thing I could have done, except, I should have come sooner. And it scares me to death to think that I may not have come back at all if it hadn’t been for you.”


Bernice detected a distressful hoarseness in Lisa’s voice so she allowed her a couple minutes to regain her composure. Then, in a soft voice, Bernice began to speak. “My dear precious little friend, I want you to listen to your old aunt Bernie now.” Bernice surprised herself by referring to herself as Bernie. It was a nickname given her by John that, up to now, she had kept sacred.


“First of all,” she said. “You can’t change the past. The important thing is that you did go back. You’re there now and you will make a difference. You did what you thought was best when you left home and you are doing the same now. You don’t have time nor do you deserve to indulge in a bunch of negative guilt feelings.


“Did you know that there are countless numbers of people who are in similar situations; that is, because of feelings of guilt, or fear they won’t be accepted, they never do go back. And the longer a person waits the harder it gets.


“Just like you, they have this preconceived notion that they’re hated, unwanted or whatever, when in fact the opposite is true. And in a lot of cases their families have actually been looking for them. It’s so sad, Lisa, they walk through life and die with a piece of their heart always missing.”


Lisa had discovered the truth of this statement in the two short days she had been home, but it was good to hear it reaffirmed.


“Thanks Bernie, you’re really a great friend. Bernice smiled at Lisa’s instinctive use of her nickname and she decided she felt comfortable with it.


“Don’t know how long I am going to be here.”


Noting distress in her young friend’s voice, Bernice interrupted. “There’s no reason to think about that right now, just keep me posted. I might even take a trip out there. That is, if I’m invited.”


Lisa excitedly jumped from her pretzel position on the sofa. “That would be great, ohhh..., please come Bernie, please come,” she pleaded in a little girlish voice.


“We’ll see dear,” answered Bernice, again in her typical formal manner. But an ear-to-ear smile decorated her face and butterflies tickled her stomach over the enthusiasm expressed by her friend.


“Mama’s out and it’s my turn for the bath now, I’ll call you soon, OK?”


“Bye‑bye dear,” said Bernice, still smiling as she hung up the phone.



About mid‑afternoon Lisa kissed Mama good‑bye and climbed into the yellow convertible, which she was beginning to get attached to. She left Mama puttering in the garden and as she backed out of the driveway they waved to each other.


Before starting down the main road she took a couple of minutes to watch her mother, from a distance, in the garden. ‘I love her so much,’ she thought. She drove in silence, oblivious to time.


To local folks the drive out to Doc Summers ranch was a boring expanse of highway, but not to Lisa. Since returning she had gained an appreciation for simple things in nature previously taken for granted; the fields, boarded by irrigation canals, holding a bounty of corn or cotton stretching for miles across the country side; the flowers of Queen Anne’s Lace and yellow, orange, and red, Day Lilies that carpeted the roadside and virgin hills and fields. She found it a pleasure just watching the tips of cornstalks kiss in the breeze. And the fragrance of sweet smelling honeysuckle mingled with the scent of pine as she passed scattered patches of forest along the way. She shook her head, yielding her face to the wind, and it caressed her hair.

__________


Absent of thought Lisa allowed her consciousness to blend with a higher order. She felt connected and a part of it all—a part of the integral scheme of nature. A sense of self awareness, intersecting with an esoteric blending with oneness came over her now. And there was an innate knowingness that she was not alone. Suddenly, for a brief moment, she felt enveloped in overwhelming love; a love so great it transcended human emotion. Ecstasy, pure and cleansing, culminated this serendipitous moment. The small still voice returned. “There is no reason for you to be concerned, you are in your place, your path is set.” This moment of divine intervention confirmed her faith in God and there was flood of joyful tears as the yellow convertible sped toward the horizon.


She knew she would never forget this brief moment in time: it would always be there for her to draw upon.

__________


Doc Summers was waiting for Lisa on the front porch with a pitcher of lemonade. He greeted her with a light hug and motioned for her to sit in one of the four padded patio chairs that surrounded a glass-top patio table. Small talk ensued, leading the doctor to the first topic of conversation he wanted to cover that day.


Responding to Lisa’s statement of how good it was to be home, the doctor asked. “How long do you plan on staying in town?”


“Right now the only thing on my mind is what’s best for Mama. I want to take care of her, she needs me.”


“I wouldn’t expect you to feel any other way Lisa. I guess that was a stupid question. Your mother may live a long time you know, and then maybe not. It’s hard to tell at this point.”


“That’s what I don’t understand Doctor Summers, why can’t you tell?”


“It goes beyond medicine, Lisa. A simple statement but a fact of life. I have treated many patients who, medically speaking, based on their condition, I thought could live several years. For some reason though, their condition only worsened and they died prematurely. I shouldn’t say for some reason, because I know it has to do with the individual’s state of mind, both consciously and subconsciously. This discussion could get pretty complicated, but I’ll try to keep it simple, at least for now.


“Negative feelings such as hate, despair, loneliness, fear, and guilt, for example can create and accelerate the disease process. One of the best examples I can give you is when a person experiences the loss of a loved one, especially if there is guilt involved. Women who lose children or husbands are prime candidates for disease and death themselves.”


Lisa looked out across the pasture and then up at the doctor. She was thinking about Mama and then Daddy’s death and the way she later ran away from home. Her eyes reflected the sadness she was feeling.


Doc Summers reached across the table and gently clasped his huge hand around Lisa’s. “I know what’s going through your mind, honey, and it’s OK. Later it will sink in that you are not to blame and that everything happens for a reason. Trust me!”


“That’s what my sister said.” She smiled, as did he and he handed her his handkerchief to dry the moisture from her eyes.


“There are many things you must learn before you start your work.”


“What..., what do you—I mean how did you know I, I...,” Lisa stuttered in surprise.


The doctor laughed out loud and pulled Lisa by the hand saying, “Let’s go for a walk.”


“Wait a minute,” joshed Lisa. “You’ve been talking to Sissy or Mama, haven’t you? What did they tell you about me?” she demanded.


“My source of information is not your family. Be patient, I’ll tell you some day. But first there are a lot of things I must teach you in order to help prepare you for your mission. Keeping you in the dark for a little while might make you curious enough to come back.”


Although puzzled, Lisa refrained from further comment. The doctor picked up the pace and Lisa had to trot to keep up with his long strides. They stopped in front of a small pond that was surrounded by green grass and scattered shade trees. And there was a picnic table under a old oak tree. “Sit down Lisa, this is one of my favorite spots. Frannie and I used to come here a lot and picnic or just watch the sun go down and talk. She died about ten years ago. We were married sixty years, if you believe that.”


Lisa sat cross-legged on the grass and the doctor sat down at the picnic table, perching his elbows on the table top.


“I bet she was pretty special, doctor.”


“She is, I still come out here a lot and talk to her. She’s patiently waiting for me.”


Lisa started to ask why he referred to her as in the present instead of the past tense, but thought better of it and let it go.


“Now...where was I before we left the house?” said the doctor. “Oh yes...the mental state of mind in patients. The good news is that the same mental process that can destroy us through disease can also heal us. There are several specific points of view on this that I will cover with you during the course of the next couple of weeks.”


Lisa rolled over in the grass on her stomach, propped herself up with her elbows. She rested her face in her hands and looked up at Doc Summers. “And what makes you think I’m going to come back?” she inquired in sarcastic, but teasing manner.


He looked down and smiled, his green eyes sparkled from the reflection of the pond. “Curiosity,” he said flatly.


There was an mystical aura about him that drew Lisa and she felt comfortable in his presence. To her he was mysteriously unworldly in a saintly sort of way. Yet even though somewhat detached, he was definitely of this world.


“Doctor Summers, can I ask you something?”


“You may.” His consent came without hesitation.


“This may sound silly to you.


“Go ahead Lisa, let me be the judge of that,” he interrupted speaking in an anticipatory gentle voice.


“Well, when I was driving over here I had a strange experience.”


The doctors eyes brightened in delight as he listened to Lisa narrate the event in detail.


“It was the most wonderful feeling I’ve ever had in my life. But I don’t think I understand what it was all about.”


Dr. Summers was quite familiar with the phenomena and after careful thought, proceeded to explain. “Lisa, if your experience is what I think, it is a rare occurrence in one’s life yet it is not uncommon. To begin with, I believe these experiences, as extraordinary as it sounds, to be real and not a product of your imagination. They are referred to as moments of illumination. It seems they usually occur when a person is in a desperate situation or at an important crossroad point in his life. Some people are blessed to have them, others never do. Or perhaps I should say, they have them but fail to recognize the significance of the event. Also, for some reason, these experiences seem to vary in degrees of intensity.


“It happened to me when I was finishing medical school. I was torn between going on to specialize in neurosurgery or coming back here and setting up a practice.


“The decision either meant a career that offered wealth and possible fame or, what I thought then to be, a mediocre practice here in Pattersville. I was in a dilemma. I sat up in bed one morning, threw up my hands and said. ‘OK God, what would you have me do?’


“In a instant, the room filled with light. The brightness of the sun coming through the window magnified a thousand times. And in that light I saw a glimpse of the universe. I can’t explain it in words for there are none. I know only that I saw how everything fit together. I was immersed in a presence of love much like you described, and I cried like a baby. It didn’t come to me in words but I got the definite impression that the greatest satisfaction a person can get in life is serving humanity. And that there was no better service I could render than to bring medicine and health care to my own hometown. Incidentally, we didn’t have a doctor in town back then. So here I am, still chugging along.


“And Lisa, the rewards I have received over the years have been great and many. I could tell you a million stories of happy, grateful people. And you know, I brought a good many of the people in this town into the world, including you and your sister.”


Lisa blushed. The doctor stood, looked intently into Lisa’s eyes and continued. “And I have been blessed to receive other gifts along the way.


“Now, from what I gather it sounds like you’re in a bit of a quandary yourself, looking for direction.”


“Yeah, I guess that’s true. Even though all the signs keep urging me in the same direction, I’m still not sure what to do. One minute I think I know what I want, and the next I’m not sure again.” Lisa was standing now, facing the doctor. Confusion was written on her face.


Doc Summers put a comforting arm around her shoulder and they started walking back to the house. “Of course, it’s natural for you to be in conflict, considering your mother’s condition. I don’t know, Lisa. But at the risk of sounding facetious, I think you need to be patient and allow the miracle to unfold in its own time. Didn’t the little voice say you were in your place and that your path was set?”


“Yes,” she replied.


“Then honor the little voice and don’t try to force it.” Doc Summers spoke emphatically. “I know you can’t help thinking about it. Therefore, I am going to give you a couple of ideas to ponder. You have experienced a few moments of spiritual enlightenment in which you were touched by divine spiritual essence. As was I. When I discussed this subject with my father, who was a minister, he put them in a religious context likened to receiving of the Holy Spirit. I didn’t disagree because I had witnessed it right here in our own little church.


“In recent times and more frequently it seems, the phenomena continues, both in, and out, of the church. When Pastor Beacon, who is a close friend, calls upon people to be saved they often undergo a profound spiritual transformation. And this is common practice in many big churches and little churches alike all throughout the land.


“However, to be true to myself, I have to take it out of strict Biblical context because it doesn’t always fit the profile. What I mean is, that people have been having these experiences for eons and they cross all religious and cultural lines. Also, I know people who have never stepped into a church that have had them. Most keep it a secret but several have confided in me because I’m a doctor and in their ignorance they question their sanity.


“As to why some people are blessed with a moment of awakening and others aren’t, there are theories. But, frankly, no one really knows. It remains one of the mysteries of the ages. It is apparent, though, that nowadays people are more open and accepting. As a result, these experiences of illumination as well as a host of other scientifically unexplained phenomena are increasingly talked about, written about, and the subject of numerous television programs.”


Doc Summers glanced at his watch and apologetically excused himself. “I have some house calls to make, my dear, so I must end our conversation for the day. A new soul will be arriving on this earth soon and I need to see how mother to be is doing.”


Upon reaching the porch the doctor picked up two books that had been sitting of the railing and handed them to Lisa.


With a hug, he left Lisa at her car. “I ask you to remember one thing,” he said. “Within knowledge there is truth in which springs wisdom and a path to God in the form it is meant to take. See ya in church,” he finished as he walked away.


“Wait,” yelled Lisa. “When are you going to tell me about the other gifts you got?”


“Curious, ain’t ya?” He was laughing as he turned again and walked away.


Lisa smiled. This was just the beginning of a valued friendship. And she knew Doc Summers felt it, too.

__________


While driving home Lisa played the doctor’s messages through her mind trying to absorb them in a context that was comprehensible and meaningful. Her thoughts, howsoever irresolute, were giving birth to a new reality, at the level of the soul.

_

 Chapter Twenty One 

Mama went off to bed shortly after a late dinner. Lisa was still wound up from the events of the day. So instead of retiring she curled up on the sofa in her usual pretzel‑like position and starting reading one of the books Doc had given her. It was titled “Reincarnation.” After an hour of reading her mind began to wander and she was unable to concentrate on the book.


Her thoughts kept drifting from one unrelated subject to another. She thought about Bernice and about parts of her past. When she closed her eyes to recapture events of long ago, as measured in linear years, it seemed like only a distant yesterday. She thought about her fortunate acquaintance with Angel, the flight attendant on the plane.


And she again wondered about the things Doc Summers had told her today. Her mind began to spin as she again attempted to connect and integrate these thoughts into a composite conclusion of some sort that represented a semblance of order; something meaningful she could rest with for now. But this was not to be. ‘Will the puzzle ever come together for me?’ she wondered. Then it occurred to her in an esoteric flash of insight that, indeed, she would eventually gather the necessary pieces to make it so...that she would one day see the whole picture.


 She smiled to herself while pondering pleasantly, yet in awe, over the glorious gift of divine grace she had experienced earlier on her way to Doc Summers’ ranch. She decided to let things be and allow revelation to evolve in its own time.



Noticing that the light from Mama’s T.V. was flickering from the crack below her bedroom door, Lisa unraveled herself and tiptoed over, opened the door and peeked in. Mama was sitting up in bed chuckling over an old “I Love Lucy” rerun. Mama loved Lucy as did millions around the world. Laughter is an important ingredient to good health and the Lucy comedy show certainly provided its share.


“Mama,” Lisa said quietly, sticking her head in the door. “Can I crawl into bed with you and snuggle for a little while?” Mama smiled softly, pulled back the covers, and extended a welcoming hand. Lisa slipped between the sheets, like she often did as a child, and rested her head in her Mama’s bosom.


“I’m not sleepy, are you too tired to talk to me for a little bit?”


“No honey,” replied Mama, “I ain’t too tired at all. What would you like to talk about?” In Mama’s mind there came a heartfelt prayer of thankfulness to her God for this “second chance.”


“How did you meet Daddy?”


“Well...let me see now,” she said, looking blankly up at the ceiling as if she expected to see the answer written there. “I’ve known yer father since we was little kids in school. I liked him even before I was supposed to be liken boys. And he was always looken my way too, but he’d make like he didn’t see me. Somehow I kinda knew that someday we’d get together.


“Some folks say that when you’re born there’s someone already picked out for ya. Someone that ya knew before in past life. Don’t say nothing to Sissy about that though cause she don’t believe it. I believe that about your Daddy and I know his spirit is around right now. And that we’ve always been connected and I’m gonna be with him again.”


Lisa looked up at her mother to see her brush away an unexpected tear. She kissed her on the cheek and whispered, “I believe you Mama, I just wonder when I’m gonna find my man.” They both laughed and Mama affectionately ran her fingers through her daughter’s hair.


“Funny thing is, he didn’t start to courten me until we was in grade eleven.”


“Before that were you dating other boys?”


“Oh yeah, and he was going out with other girls, too. I never did real good in high school but managed to graduate. Yer daddy was the smart one, he went right off to college up by Atlanta. He told me he was coming back to marry me. That’s all he said and I believed him. We were together all the time when he came home to visit.


“After he graduated and came home it weren’t long before he got a notice to go in the Army and be in that war over in Korea. He didn’t want to go cause he hated war but there was nothing he could do about it, so he went. They made him an officer pretty fast cause of his college.


“I remember the day he left for Korea. It was September 15, 1952. He was so handsome in his uniform. He didn’t talk about it much but after he came back, he never was the same.


“That war did something to him, Lisa. He got medals and stuff like that and a letter from the general for all the brave things he done. Seems to me like he was always sticking his head out so his men wouldn’t git killed. He almost got killed when a rocket bomb blowed up by him. He was hurt real bad and had to stay in the hospital for a long time. He was in there for ten months before he was well enough to come home. And then he still had a lot of physical therapy to do.


“I remember one story he told me about the war. He said he and his company were charging toward a hill they were just about to take, as he put it. When the shooting stopped and they won the battle he said he heard moaning coming from a ditch ahead of him. He said he went over there and saw an enemy soldier laying in the dirt. Your Daddy was just about to shoot him until he saw he was already hurt. He said this Korean solder was just a boy about seventeen years old.


“The boy went in his shirt pocket and pulled out a letter and reached out to hand it to your Daddy. He said that the boy was crying and begging him to take the letter. Your daddy couldn’t understand what the boy was saying but figured he wanted the letter sent. He said he smiled and took the letter and nodded to say yes and the boy smiled back and squeezed his hand like to say thanks. And then he died.


“Your Daddy never did forgit that. He said he didn’t believe that boy knew why he had to be there no more’n he did. He said that Korean boy weren’t no different than us. He had someone home he loved, and family and was trying to send em a last letter. Your daddy did keep that letter till he got home and after the war was over, he sent it. Several months later he got a letter from the boy’s mama and daddy saying how grateful they was for him doing that.


“Your daddy never could understand why all those boys had to die or git hurt. He lost a lot of friends over there and this town lost some boys we knew too. Yeahhh... honey, your daddy really hated that war.


“Then that war in Vietnam started. Sometimes I would come from the kitchen after doing the dishes and your Daddy would be sitting in his big chair watching the news. I could see the agony on his face when they was telling about what was going on over in Vietnam.


“He knowed. He knowed what those boys was going through over there, how their families were feeling. I don’t think he ever did git over that either. And I think that’s why he never did completely git well. I also think that’s one of the reasons why he died so young.”


Lisa listened attentively, brushing away an occasional tear from Mama’s cheek as she gently stroked her hand.


“Your daddy also used to say “the old men make the wars and the young men fight the wars. And it’s all for greed and a lust for money and power. The young men that fight the wars ain’t the ones with the greed and they don’t git none of the money and they don’t git none of the power. They and their families just suffer.


“And ya know, it weren’t only your Daddy in the family that got messed up by that war. Grandma was so worried all the time about him being over there fighting and then gitting blowed up and coming close to dying that she had a stroke over it. That’s when she died. Then grandpa drunk himself to death after that, and that tore your Daddy up even more. And so that war really killed three people in the family, Lisa. Way before their time.


“And to say more on it, if your Daddy would have lived I know I wouldn’t be as sick as the way I am and you wouldn’t a left home.” Mama, choked up from reliving the past, yelled. “God damn that war!!.”


Lisa turned and gave her mother a big hug. “I’m sorry I made you talk about it.”


“No honey, that’s OK, you have the right to know.”


“We’re together, and that’s all that’s important now. I love you and will never leave you again.” Mama smiled and sweetly kissed her daughter on the forehead.


“I’m alright now. We’ll talk more later.”


‘You can multiply this story thousands upon thousands of times,’ thought Lisa as she an Mama snuggled, comforting one another. Lisa thought of the Memorial Wall for those killed in Vietnam that she had visited some time back. Now she viewed it in a clearer light. Connected with every name on that wall, was suffering, pain and even death, among loved ones left behind. ‘Did Lyndon Johnson understand this? Did Nixon understand this? Does President Bush and Congress understand this today? Does anyone outside those who have suffered so much really understand this? Do those who perpetrated the war and those who benefitted from it even give a damn, much less understand?’ Lisa couldn’t help but doubt, and wonder.


Wanting to lighten the mood Lisa changed the subject. “Mama, how about telling me about when you and Daddy got married?”


“Well, she said, smiling again. “That was a real happy time honey. But your old Mama is gitting pretty tired. You better scoot yourself off to bed. You can come back tomorrow though, same time, same place and I’ll tell ya all about that and some more.”


Lisa kissed her mother on the forehead, hugged her, and went off to bed.

__________


Lisa lay motionless, staring out the window. Set against a backdrop of black velvet, twinkling stars pulsated as if to have a heart beat of their own.


‘How coincidental’ she thought, ‘that I would read on the subject of reincarnation, for the first time, and then soon thereafter, to my complete surprise, Mama brings the subject up.’


Although the concept was still nebulous, Lisa was beginning to fathom, at a level of feeling, that coincidences were more than chance; that they could, indeed, be merely another product of universal order. She reflected back to the string of coincidental events that took place on the cruise ship Sunbeam and how they had affected her life to the point of bringing her home to Pattersville. Receiving and reading a book on reincarnation just prior to discussing the subject with Mama was but another representative example.


She pondered the events of the day—Mama’s talk about Daddy still being with her; Doc Summers remembering his wife in the present tense; passages from the book on reincarnation that cited proof and convincing examples—and she began to believe that reincarnation was truly possible.


Lisa closed her eyes and a peaceful sleep came. This night, her subconscious would entertain with mysterious but meaningful dreams that would later be repeated and recollected.

__

 Chapter Twenty Two 

The telephone jolted Lisa from a sound sleep. Mama entered the bedroom to find her yawning and rubbing her eyes with the knuckles of two clenched fists. “Your sister’s on the phone dear. She wants to talk to ya.”


Glancing at the clock on the night stand beside her bed, Lisa complained. “It’s only six o’clock in the morning, what’s the matter with that girl?” She impatiently grabbed the phone from her mother.


“Sissy, I’m furious with you. Watta ya want with me this time in the morning?”


“I’m so sorry,” was Sissy’s facetious reply. “I just wanted to tell ya that after church today me and Jake is gonna have a barbecue at the house and wanted you and Mama to come. You are going to church ain’t ya?”


After briefly hesitating Lisa recalled her experience on the road driving out to Dr. Summer’s place the previous day.


“Of course we’re going to church. You didn’t have to call me up at six o’clock in the morning to ask me that.”


“See ya in church then, big sister,” Sissy said, chuckling. True to character, Sissy had again performed one of her mischievous little deeds, and she smiled approvingly to herself as she hung up the phone.



From two miles away, or farther if the wind was right, you could hear the church bell toll, calling to worship all those within its range.


The freshly painted white frame church was reminiscent of New England style architecture. It was bordered by giant oak trees except for the front entrance where a walkway led to wooden stairs and a porch that confronted two large oak doors. Metal railings had been installed to help the aged and handicapped make their way up. Adjacent to the church, but attached as a separate station, stood the bell tower and supporting structure. Inside, the bell-rope, which hung in the middle, was being pulled by the weight of an honored member of the youth group.


As Lisa stepped inside she recognized the rows of long stiff low back pews and beautiful stained glass windows. The church would accommodate up to a hundred parishioners. The minister was sitting behind an eloquently sculptured wood pulpit. The choir and organist were in their places to the left and right respectively.


Lisa gently tugged at her mother’s hand, instinctively guiding her to the fourth pew next to the aisle where the family had always sat. Mama looked at her daughter with joyful eyes and despite the years gone by, Lisa felt quite peaceful and at home here. Pastor Beacon stood, took his place behind the pulpit and began his sermon.


“Peace on earth and good will towards men has always, and continues to be, the ultimate goal of mankind. Judging from this Nation’s history, in fact, world history, I would say we are far from achieving this goal. Let us pray.”

__________


Lisa found herself drifting back to when she sat in this very spot with Mama, her Daddy, and sister Sissy. She was twelve years old then; an innocent young girl oblivious to the cruelties of the world. She traced back through memories in time and they were as vivid as though it were yesterday.


She recalled looking over the pew to glance at the boys in the rows behind. And not paying a bit of attention to the sermon, she would pass notes through Sissy to her girlfriend at the end of the pew. Then they would both look over their shoulders at the boys and then at each other, holding a hand over their snickering mouths. The boys would lightly punch each other in the arm and only smile at one another, for they were too bashful to acknowledge the girls. The Pastor really didn’t care; he was just glad they were there. She remembered proudly parading outside, after church, in her Sunday best dress.


She continued to daydream in between hymns. ‘If Daddy could have only lived, things would have been so different,’ she repeated to herself again.

__________


Lisa snapped back to attention upon hearing the Pastor quoting from scripture to close his sermon.


“People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.’ And he took the children in his arms, put out his hands and blessed them.”


In the following minutes during the closing prayer Lisa rededicated herself to the task of helping runaway girls get their lives together. And she again thanked God for her ‘second chance’ with Granny and Pop, Bernice, and the opportunity to come home again.


After church, people congregated in the social hall to sip coffee and munch on breakfast rolls provided by volunteer parishioners. Some people stayed most of the afternoon as this was considered the social gathering of the week.


Once a month they would have a potluck lunch. Lisa had fond remembrance of those days. After filling up with punch and rolls she and her friends would spend most of their time running through the trees playing hide and seek with the boys.


An introduction to the Pastor and some of Sissy’s friends was followed by a reacquaintance with a couple of her old girlfriends. Sadly, she quickly found they had little in common.


She felt a tap on the shoulder and turned to see the smiling face of Doc Summers. “How are you this morning, Lisa?” he asked as he reached out and clasped his giant hand around her much smaller one.


They chatted awhile and upon parting Doc Summers asked, “Can I talk you into coming to the office tomorrow, I’ll give you a free checkup?” he kiddingly quipped.


“I don’t think so, Doctor. I want to spend more time with Mama.” For some strange reason she suddenly felt pressured. 


Doc Summers sensed it, smiled softly and said, “I understand. Come when you can.”



To Lisa’s surprise, Jake had mowed and watered the lawn the previous day and it looked much better than before. Sissy had made up the picnic table with a white and red checkerboard tablecloth and set out snacks and lemonade and Jake’s barbecue was loaded with coals and ready to go.


Sissy ran up to Lisa and Mama as they exited the car. “Come on over here Les. I want you to meet Jake.” Jake was a short stocky man and his most distinctive feature was a pot belly that hung over a western type belt buckle. He was dressed in blue jeans, a tee shirt, dirty cowboy boots, and a cowboy hat. Sissy put her arm around his waist and he returned the favor.


“This is my sister I been telling ya about, honey. Jake just did the yard up Les, ain’t it nice?” Jake beamed with pride. Lisa was unimpressed. However, she was slowly learning the pitfalls of drawing opinions from first impressions and scolded herself for passing judgment.


“Pleasing to meet ya Lisa,” Jake said, cordially tipping his hat. “Hope ya like barbecue chicken. It’s my own recipe.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you Jake, and yes, I love barbecue chicken.”


Little Lisa and Jake Jr. who had been visiting with Mama came running up and started tugging their aunt’s hands. “Aunt Lisa can we go set in yer car wit da top pulled down. Grama said ya might.”


“Oh she did, did she,” said Lisa lightheartedly, stooping down to their eye level. “How about I do one better than that. How would you like to go for a ride with the top down?”


“Ohhh‑yahoo,” they squealed in unison. Not forgetting their manners they both looked up. “Can we, Mama?” begged Jake Jr.


“I guess so, but you do what your Aunt Les says.” A quick OK, half expecting their mother to change her mind, and off they ran to the car.


“Alright you guys. Both of you in the back seat and let me buckle you up.”


Looking in the rear view mirror, Lisa could see laughter and excitement painted on their faces and their little arms waving in the air. ‘You would think they were riding on a carnival roller coaster by the way they’re screaming. How delightful’ she thought, accelerating her car down the dusty country road.


“You guys having fun?”


“Yeahhh...go faster Aunt Lisa,” yelled Jake Jr.


“I better turn around and head back now, we’ve been gone for twenty minutes and your parents might get worried.”


“Ahhhh...” they groaned. And their little smiles turned to little frowns.


“But we’ll do it again another day.” And their little frowns returned to little smiles as they settled back in their seats to enjoy the ride home. Jake’s chicken was good and Lisa told him so. After eating, Mama and Lisa laid on a blanket in the grass to rest. “Mama, what do you think about Sissy and Jake’s life out here and all that? I mean, did you ever think that Sissy deserved more?”


“Don’t need no thinking about it honey, all ya gotta do is look. You can most always know how things are by looken without a lot of figuring. That goes for most all people and situations as far as I’m concerned. When I’m around folks, I can usually tell who’s happy and who’s not. And also them that’s lying and them that’s telling the truth and so on.”


Mama followed her statement with a gravelly chuckle and then continued. “You can be sho that Sissy and Jake have a happy life and that’s all that’s important.”


“I know Mama...I was only...”


“I understand honey,” interrupted mama. “You’re only concerned about her welfare.


“I’ll tell ya a little secret to remember. The best way to tell in a family is to watch and listen to the children. Don’t pay no mind to the grownups. If you watch the children long enough you will see the truth.”


‘I guess nothing can really substitute for a close, loving family relationship like this,’ thought Lisa. ‘Sissy and Jake hold strong family values based on a Christian life. And it’s reflected in their children.’

“Les, come on over here and help me clean this stuff up.”


“Looks like duty calls, Mama. Be back in a bit.” Lisa slid her arm over her mother’s as she stood up. They exchanged warm smiles.


“I thought I was a guest around here,” laughed Lisa.


Sissy pointed at the picnic table with a commanding gesture. “You were, the first time! Now pick up that salad bowl and what else you can, and bring it in the kitchen.” Lisa laughed  again as she complied.


Still inquisitive, Lisa bluntly asked her sister. “What did you say that Jake did for a living?”


“I didn’t,” Sissy sharply replied. Lisa felt stupid, was embarrassed and it shone in her face.


Sissy instinctively cradled Lisa’s face in her hands and the two lightly bumped foreheads, something they had done as kids when one hurt or caught the other off guard and was sorry for her actions. And that little ritual was sufficient, “I’m sorry” words did not have to be said.


“Jake’s got the filling station at the end of town. He took it over after his daddy died.”


Lisa’s memory was jogged. “You mean Jake’s that little blond kid who used to run around there all the time, always dirty from grease?”


“Yeah...that’s him, and he still comes home full of grease,” laughed Sissy. “People grow up you know. Well, in some ways they don’t I guess.” Hysterical laughter broke out, because they looked at each other realizing how little, they themselves, had really changed. ‘How ironic,’ Lisa mused to herself. ‘The little daughter of the candy store owner marries the son of the filling station owner. Typical for a small town I guess.’


“Jake’s a good mechanic, best in town,” bragged Sissy.


“Financially, you must get by pretty good then?”


Sissy looked at her sister with a perplexed, crooked smile. Lisa could now see that there was an underlying reason for Sissy’s reluctance to mention Jake’s work and was sorry she brought it up.


“To be honest with ya Les, we would have more money cept for one thing. Jake only charges what he thinks people can afford and sometimes that’s free! And he helps the colored people in the lowers out a lot by fixing their cars for next to nothing and teaching them how to do mechanic work.


“We go over there sometimes to see a couple families and sometimes they come and visit us. Some folks look down on us for that but I just tell em they don’t have Christian thinking and to mind their own business. It just dumbfounds me Les! When’s people gonna git those high fluting, better than thou ideas out of their heads about negroes. One man over there, Jimmy Hanes, is about to open up his own mechanic shop, thanks to Jake.


“I tell you Les, my Jake would give you the shirt off his back if you were to ask. But I don’t complain none. He’s doing the Lord’s work in his way and we get along fine. You know what the Bible says, Les, ‘He who has riches and gives nothing shall perish, but he who has little and gives all from the heart, shall receive his reward in heaven.’


“I got me a good man Les and I love him. And I’m proud of him too!!”


Lisa took a moment to swallow, in self disgust, over her first impression of Jake. “And I love you little sister, and I’m proud of you...more than you can know.”


“Oh you shut up now,” said Sissy trying to hold back her feelings of appreciation. “We better go see about Mama, probably about time you got her home.”

_

 Chapter Twenty Three 

Lisa and Mama spent the next few days together. Except for a trip to town to shop and another ride out to Sissy’s, they stayed home. They worked in the garden, took walks, and snuggle time in Mama’s bed before retiring became a ritual.

__________


Early Monday afternoon found them in Grump’s store kibitzing with their two old friends. As they were preparing to depart Mama asked Lisa if they could stop by Doc Summers’ office. Lisa felt tentative, limpid; her face flushed red from emotion.


Mama noticed. “You alright honey? We don’t have to go if ya don’t want too.”


“No I’m fine, Mama. Suddenly I definitely think we should go there.” She didn’t offer an excuse for her strange behavior, which came as a intuitive sense of urgent apprehension. And it momentarily stunned her.

__________


Entering the usually quiet waiting room, they saw that the clinic was in a state of pandemonium. The benches that lined the waiting room walls were filled with women and children.


Lisa glanced around to see pitiful little black faces of small children. Some of them were crying, as were their obviously worried mothers. Leona, the receptionist, was kneeling, holding a bag in front of one of the children’s faces.


“Hold the bag like this now and let her throw-up in it,” she instructed the child’s mother. She rose and spoke loudly to the rest of the women. “I want ya all to listen to me now. Doctor says yer kids got some food poisoning somehow. He and nurse Ellie are back there taken care of em. We gotta get this poison out fast or yer kids could die.” Some of the mothers screamed hysterically.


“Quiet up now,” shouted Leona. “I’m gonna come around now and give em all some medicine to help make em throw-up. You all gotta help by holding the bag and putting your finger down their throats if they don’t throw-up a couple minutes later. If that don’t do it, and their eyes roll back or they get sweaty or pass out then carry em in the back right away.”


Leona noticed Lisa and Mama. Her pleading eyes were enough to elicit an inquiry from Lisa.


“Can I help?” asked Lisa.


“Me too!” Mama.enthusiastically declared.


“Oh yes!” Leona acknowledged gratefully.


“Mama you better wait in the car.”


“In a pig’s eye,” she replied. “Don’t matter what happens to me. If I can help save one of these babies it’s worth it.”


There was no time to argue as it was unknown how long it had been since the poison was ingested.


“Lisa,” Leona cried out.“You finish giving the kids two teaspoons of this stuff like I was tellen them and watch for the danger signals.


“Mrs. Simmon, you hand out the bags and try and help keep everyone calm. I gotta take this baby in the back and help doctor and Ellie.”


Lisa was gripped with fear but soon was too busy to think about it. Women and children were crying and the air reeked from the stench of vomit.


Mama stood straight up and shouted. “You all shut up now! I said be quiet!” Shocked to attention by the commanding voice of this spunky little lady, who most knew, the women silenced. All that could be heard was the children whimpering.


“We gotta settle down and be calm if we wanna save these children.”


Lisa had to take another child to the back. There were already three laying on benches with tubes down their throats. Ellie did the preparation, the doctor selectively pumped their stomachs, and Leona assisted. Lisa gasped at the sight of Leona and Doc Summers hovering over the children working frantically to save their lives.


Returning to the waiting room she saw that three more kids had been added. There was no space in the waiting room so Mama had guided the newcomers into the receptionist station and sat them on the floor. Lisa started over there to administer the medicine. She slipped on the vomit-spewed linoleum tile floor and bumped her head. Dazed, she managed to get back on her feet and continued to aid those violently ill little children.


Time passed and the routine continued. Lisa’s clothes were splattered with vomit from handling the children and she found herself getting sick. She watched her poor mother labor on and this, too, tore at her heart.


Finally, after an endless hour that seemed like an eternity, two ambulances arrived from the nearest hospital which was sixty miles away. Trained attendants and nurses converged on the scene and took over. Some of the children had to be taken to the hospital but would be able to return home that afternoon. Not one child died—a miracle, considering the circumstances.


It had been an exhausting ordeal to say the least. Ellie and Leona insisted the doctor go home and leave them and the janitor to clean up. Realizing his growing limitations, Doc Summers acquiesced without resistance. At this point he did, indeed, look like a haggard old man.


Lisa sent him an eye message of admiration and sympathetic love as Leona led him out the door. He demonstrated its receipt by waving appreciatively from his car. Lisa and Mama followed shortly thereafter.

__________


Mama bathed and went on to bed without eating. “I’m so proud of you Mama. I know this took a lot out of you.” Lisa kissed her mother on the forehead. Mama managed a tired smile before closing her eyes. 

__________


Lisa laid in bed reading from the book on Comparative Religions Doc Summers had given her. The more she read, the more she discovered the fundamental similarities between religions.


Her train of thought drifted back to the events of the day—how Mama had pitched in without regard to pain, and her own health and well being. ‘Doc Summers. There aren’t many ninety-three-year-old men around that could deal with the kind of problem he had faced today,’ she reflected. She remembered how, when Mama mentioned Doc Summers' office she had intuitively known something was wrong. She didn’t know what it was; only that they should go there. A warm glow welled up inside of her. It was such a self-satisfying feeling to have, perhaps, participated in saving a life today. Without directly manifesting a specific thought she felt assured and thankful that her life’s pursuit now, her goals, would offer equally satisfying moments.

———————-


‘I think I understand Bernice a little better now,’ she thought. ‘She’s transforming her life from one of selfishness to one of selflessness and couldn’t be happier. I too have “another chance” at life as it should be lived. I learned a lot today.’ She felt a clarity of purpose sinking in, even as she drifted off to sleep.

_

 Chapter Twenty Four 

When Lisa awoke, the book she had been reading lay on the floor and her night stand light was still on. The clock read eight o’clock and, as always, the smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the air. Her first thought was of Doc Summers. Until yesterday it had been several days since she had seen him. ‘Why have I been avoiding him and why did I suddenly feel uncomfortable and pressured by him that day after church?’ she wondered. Shame and confusion instilled the resolve to establish and maintain contact with him.


“How you feeling this morning Mama?”


“Fare to middling,” she replied. Her voice was low and raspy indicating fatigue.


“How about you honey?”


“I feel great. I planned on getting up this morning and fixing breakfast for you for a change, but...”


“You don’t gotta give me no buts honey,” interrupted Mama. “The day you gits up befo me, that will be the day. I got me a built in alarm clock I guess.” She teasingly poked her daughter in the ribs with a spatula. “You just set yerself down here and breakfast is coming up. After that I’m gonna just take it easy today. My bones is tellen me it might gonna rain anyway.”


“I think that’s a good idea Mama, I’m gonna call the clinic and maybe go downtown.”



“Good morning, Dr. Summer’s office.”


“Hi Leona, this Lisa.”


“Hi Lisa, how ya doing?”


“I’m fine, I just called to see how all the kids are.”


“They’re all OK. I called the hospital first thing and it looks like they’re gonna be coming home today. Ain’t that great? Lisa, I tell you, it sure was a Godsend that you and your mother showed up when ya did to help us out.


“Did you find out what made them sick?” asked Lisa.


“Doc thinks it’s salmonella poison they got at the day care center. When the kids got sick the lady in charge didn’t know what to do so she called all their mothers at work to come and get their kids. That loss of time didn’t help.


“I didn’t tell ya but our paramedic and fire truck had been called to a farm emergency out of town and the ambulances from the city was busy and couldn’t get here any faster than they did.


“So we was on our own until you and your mother got here. Doctor’s not in today. He’s taking a day off. First time he took a day off in the middle of the week as far back as I can remember.”


“Leona, why doesn’t he retire?”


“He would if he could. He’s been trying to get someone young to take his place for some time now. Seems like no one wants to come to this small a town. For one thing, a doctor can’t make much money here. Doc says that he will work as long as he has to and that he has faith someone will come along at the right time. And by the way, he said if you called for any reason and wanted to talk to him that it was OK to call. He said to only tell that to you and Martha. She’s the one about ready to have a baby. The doctor thinks you’re pretty special, ya know.”


Lisa again felt that warm glow well up inside. They talked on for a bit, with Leona doing most of it. She talked about her nursing studies and her long-range plans to become a registered nurse. Before hanging up the phone Lisa had already decided to call Doc Summers.



“Hello, this is Doctor Summers speaking.”


“Hi doctor, this is Lisa. How are you feeling?”


“Oh, I’m fine. I thought I would take a day off and rest up a bit. I want to thank you and your mother for all your help yesterday, we couldn’t have done it without you.”


“We were glad to help.” A grin of pride and self-approval spread across her face. “Doctor Summers, I called for another reason. I owe you an apology.”


“Apology, apology for what?” he asked.


“I think you know but I’ll say it anyway. When I left your place the other day I intended to see you again soon. And then at church I refused your offer to come over. I have been avoiding you purposely and I don’t know why.


But then after seeing you work your heart out to save those little kids yesterday I felt...well, I felt pretty rotten to tell the truth.”


“Lisa, considering what you been through since your dad died I can’t blame you one bit.”


This stirred Lisa emotionally and a wave of relief washed over her. She took a deep breath, and she listened.


“Let me ask you, how many men have you been able to trust and depend on since your father? You have been abused, deceived and taken advantage of in the worst ways. Is it any wonder that you have a built-in suspicion and a fear of men? It’s quite natural for doubts to automatically arise, as to the integrity of any man, including me. What I’m trying to say Lisa is, that it’s OK.


“As you continue to grow spiritually, and develop self-awareness you will gain self-confidence and self-esteem, and these doubts which are merely reflective of your own self-doubt, will fade. Excuse me for sounding blunt, but since you let go of the booze and decided to redirect your life you have made nothing but steady progress. Don’t be so hard on yourself, you’re doing just fine.”


“I guess you’re right doctor. Besides Daddy, Pop and now you, there haven’t been many men in my life that I could trust. Thanks, I feel so good when I talk to you!”


“Well then, that invitation to visit me out here or at the office is still open.”


Lisa was now excited at the prospect. “If you’re up to it can I come today?”


“I do my best resting when I’m talking,” he laughed. “I’ll be waiting.”


Adequately consoled, Lisa prepared herself for the trip.


“You be careful now honey, it’s gonna rain out there,” said Mama with a good‑bye kiss.


She was right. It wasn’t long before the windswept rain came down with torrential force like it often did in Georgia. Windshield wipers labored but succumbed and Lisa had to pull over and wait for the rain to lighten up.


It was still raining when she arrived at the doctor’s house. He was waiting with the door open to whisk her inside. An elderly black lady took Lisa’s rain hat and coat. As she greeted the doctor, she observed the lady place her garments over a coat hanger to dry.


“Lisa, I would like you to meet my friend Anna.” Anna, with a slight curtsy, and retaining her smile, extended her hand to meet Lisa’s. Anna was quite heavy. She was wearing a light blue ankle-length dress and shiny black, patent leather shoes, the type often worn by maids because of their comfort and firm support. She also had on a freshly pressed white apron. Her hair was steel gray and her brown eyes sparkled, complementing a jolly smile that bridged her bulging cheeks.


“Hello Anna, it’s nice to meet you,” she said, puzzled as to why Doc Summers would refer to his maid as a friend. ‘Certainly not protocol, especially in the south,’ she thought. She tried to hide her astonishment but not very much got by the wise doctor.


“Anna, would you mind getting Lisa and I some coffee and sweet rolls and bring them into the library.”


 “Won’t be but a minute, Doctor, it’s all ready.” Her face reflected a sense of pride for having been prepared in advance. When she turned and walked away Lisa was amazed at how this heavy set woman seemed to glide across the floor as if walking on air.


“Please sit down and make yourself at home.” The doctor directed Lisa to a comfortable sofa. He sat in a leather upholstered chair facing her with a small coffee table in between.


“She’s quite a lady, that Anna. Believe it or not she started working for me and Frannie when she was only twenty years old. Now she’s seventy. If you’re counting, that would be fifty years that she’s been with me. Incredible, isn’t it?


“She could have comfortably retired long ago. I remember what was supposed to be her last day. I caught her crying in the kitchen. I said, ‘What’s the matter Anna? This should be a happy day for you?’ ‘I don’t want to do no retiring,’ she said. This is my home and I don’t wanna go.’ I kicked myself for not seeing this earlier. ‘Anna,’ I said. ‘You don’t have to go if you don’t want to. You can stay in your little house back there as long as you want. I’ll find another place for the new maid.’ ‘No sur,’ she said in a huffy voice. ‘If I stay ain’t nobody gonna take care of my house but me. You don’t even gotta pay me.’ ‘OK’ I said, laughing out loud and throwing up my hands. ‘You’re the boss.’ Relief and happiness transformed her sad face and she came over and she gave me this big bear hug. I felt pretty good about that.


“I fixed her up with Social Security and still paid her wages. You know what she did with most of her money.? She put her grandchildren through school and is now doing the same for two great grandchildren. Not many kids down there in her neighborhood get the opportunity to go to college.


“Her daughter, family, and friends all live close. Someone is always picking her up to go to church, church meetings, or family gatherings. She’s beloved and held in high esteem down there.


“She wants to live here though, and frankly, that makes me happy too. You don’t find them any better than Anna.” Doc Summers was clearly enjoying this time of reminiscence.


“Here we is sur.” Anna set a silver platter with a silver coffee urn and two cups on it on the coffee table in front of them. There was also a little basket of sweet rolls. The coffee was barely served when Doc Summers jumped to his feet. “Oh! Oh!” he exclaimed in alarm.


“Is something wrong doctor?” asked Lisa in nervous apprehension.


“I’m afraid so Lisa.”


The phone rang once and stopped. Within seconds Anna came hurriedly through the library door.


“It’s Martha, Doctor Summers,” she said excitedly. “She says she needs ya to come out there right away.”


“Oh great,” he said, taking the phone from Anna. Lisa listened as the concerned doctor talked.


“How far apart are the pains now? You just go lay down now and try to relax. Everything is going to be alright. I’ll be there soon. Now let me talk to Henry.


“Henry, now I want you follow my instructions. First, put a big pot of water on the stove and get it boiling. And I’m going to need lots of clean towels when I get there. I want you to call Ellie at my office and explain the situation and she will tell you what to do until I get there. The main thing is to keep her calm and reassure her. Keep a cold damp cloth on her forehead, too. I tell you the truth Henry, this is gonna be a close one so you gotta hold up.”


Upon replacing the receiver he turned to Lisa. “I’m sorry Lisa but as you can see I have to go.”


He squeezed Lisa’s hand apologetically and left the room to get ready. Anna sat down in the chair the doctor had been sitting in and turned her worried face toward Lisa.


“Miss Lisa, hope you don’t mind me tellen ya this, but I git so scared when the doctor goes out like this. Especially in the bad weather like this or in the middle of the night when he ain’t had the right rest.”


“I don’t mind Anna. I think very highly of the doctor too. Would you get my hat and coat? I’m going with him,” she said on impulse. Anna stood up looking partially relieved and smiled approvingly.


While waiting for the doctor to come back down stairs, Lisa quizzed Anna. “Anna, how did Doc Summers know Martha was in trouble before the phone call came in?”


“I don’t know, but he does it all the time. A gift from God, I call it. Good thing too because some folks don’t have telephone out there. And sometimes the phones go out on account of bad weather.”


Doc Summers appeared at the bottom of the stairs.


“I would like to go with you Doctor.”


“No, no, I don’t think so,” he replied in a hurried voice as he exited the house.


“Wait, wait a minute,” called Lisa, chasing behind him. “You said you had things to teach me. Was that just a bunch of BS? Because I can’t learn from only listening to words. I have to participate, don’t I?” Lisa’s voice was strong, authoritative, almost angry. “And besides, you had a rough day yesterday and you ain’t no spring chicken.”


The doctor stopped in his tracks and turned. He was noticeably annoyed and the rain was pouring over both of them now as they stood nose to nose in front of the garage.


Lisa softened her voice and pleaded, “I could drive, and I know I could help.”


The doctor laughed outloud. “OK, you win!” he said. He saw her eyes light up, and her face displayed a little girlish look of conquest.


In a special way, he very much loved this petite little lady that he had brought into the world. “Let’s get going then,” he said hastily. “It’s gonna take us about forty minutes to get there.”


During their drive down the water-drenched highway, Doc Summers prepared Lisa for what she might expect to see and do to assist. “Martha is a diabetic, which means her baby is larger than normal. I was going to put her in the hospital next week in the event I had to do a “C” section. She was supposed to call me if she had any pain at all. She waited too long and here we are.


“If patients would only listen,” he said in an exasperated tone of voice. They turned off on a dirt road, now slick and muddy. The rain was pouring down so heavily that Lisa’s vision became blurred and she slowed down...fortunately just in time.


“Stop!!” yelled the doctor. Lisa reacted immediately by slamming on the brakes. The car went into a skid and stopped with a jolt. Seat belts saved both of them from injury.


Lisa, in a state of shock looked over at Doc Summers. “You all right?” she asked. He nodded. She looked out the window and saw that a large tree had uprooted and fallen across the road in front of them. She turned to face the doctor. “How did you know that tree was there? It was impossible for you to see it.”


“My guide told me,” he replied.


“Your WHO told you?” she bellowed in a perplexed and exasperated tone of voice.


“I said my guide. Haven’t you ever heard of guides and guardian angels? Well, whether you know it or not, we all have our own guardian angel.”


“Yeah...but.”


“We don’t have time to talk about it now Lisa, we’ve got a problem here.” Lisa signaled agreement with a concerned nod, however, she set in mind that she wasn’t going to let this one go.


“Henry and Martha’s place is about two miles up the road.” They stepped out of the car to survey the situation. The car, after rounding a sharp curve, had swerved, and slid its way through a path of branches, and was resting against the tree’s trunk. All they could see was that both headlights were broken and the bumper was bent. They quickly reentered the car because of the driving rain.


“I hate to say it but we only have one viable option.” The doctor was serious and obviously concerned, and his tone of voice captured Lisa’s attention. “You have to walk to the house. You must alert Martha and Henry and send Henry back here with his truck to pick me up.


“I have to be honest, Lisa, I don’t think I should try it. Like you said I’m no spring chicken.” Lisa was amused to note that the doctor’s reputation for injecting a little humor into most any situation was still intact. He reached in his bag and withdrew a syringe and a small vial filled with a solution.


“Have you ever given an injection?”


“Yes I have,” she said without hesitation and hoped the doctor wouldn’t ask for any specifics on the subject.


“Good, then put this setup in your jacket pocket and give Martha the shot as quickly as possible. Now off with you.”


There was no further discussion and Lisa soon found herself in a muddy irrigation channel trying to navigate around the fallen tree. She fell several times trying to climb the slippery slope. The doctor looked on helplessly, watching her make her way. Once on the road she tried to run but the driving rain held her back. Her progress was further impeded by the bumpy surface of the road. Finally, she could see a small frame house in the distance. This gave her strength to step up her pace and soon she was jogging. A bewildered looking farmer met her at the door. Within minutes he was in his truck heading back down the road.


Lisa proceeded to the bedroom. Martha was laying on the bed. Tears, indicating the severity of her pain, were rolling down her face.


“Martha, my name is Lisa and I’m with Doctor Summers. We got stuck in the road about two miles back and your husband is on his way to get the doctor. I know you’re scared and in a lot of pain so I’m going to give you a shot to relax you and ease the pain, OK?” Martha gave her an approving nod. There was a definite sense of urgency in her eyes. In a very professional looking manner Lisa administered the shot.


“You’re going be fine now,” she assured the other woman, but in her own mind she wasn’t sure of anything. Martha managed a grateful smile, indicating that she had already felt some relief from the shot.


“I better go clean up a bit.” Lisa patted her on the hand before departing to the bathroom. Her body and hair were covered with mud from falling and tramping down a road that in some places had been ankle deep in mud. She removed her clothing and cleaned up as best she could. She wrapped a towel around her head, changed into one of Martha’s day dresses hanging over a hook on the door, and slipped into a pair of warm slippers that were lying on the floor. She sat on the toilet seat to catch her breath.


She was startled from her momentary respite by Martha’s scream. She ran to the bedroom.


“The baby’s coming! The baby’s coming!” screamed Martha. “I can’t stand the pain.”


Lisa’s knees became weak and she felt light headed, afraid she might faint. She took a deep breath and somewhat regained her composure. Staring at Martha lying there, helpless and in near panic, she said to herself, ‘What in the hell am I doing here?’ She wanted to run away. Instead though, she reacted instinctively. She kneeled beside the bed and clasped her hands over Martha’s. Martha tried to smile but the pain came strong again and she let out a scream. Lisa, again instinctively, pulled Martha’s nightgown up, placed her knees in the upright position and examined her. She saw the top of a tiny head at the opening.


She returned to face Martha saying. “It’s coming and it looks like me and you gotta do it.” Now you just lie there and take deep breaths and push when I tell you.”


“OK doctor,” Martha said, apparently thinking that Lisa was Doc Summer’s assistant. Lisa helped Martha scoot closer to the back edge of the bed to allow her optimum positioning to handle the baby.


“Take a deep breath. Now push. Push again and push harder.” The baby’s head was partly out. Martha screamed in agony.


“Push!” cried Lisa. She placed her hands in a position to cradle the baby’s head as it came out. “Its coming, it’s coming, keep taking deep breaths and pushing.” For ten minutes the room echoed with screams and Lisa’s forceful but encouraging voice as she coached her on.


Finally it came—Lisa picked it up and it started crying. She cut the umbilical cord. She cried tears of joy as she wiped the baby off with warm damp towels. It’s a baby!! It’s a baby,” she cried. “It’s a baby girl.” She passed it into the outstretched arms of a deliriously happy mother. Lisa knelt beside the bed staring wondrously at this beautiful little miracle.


 She felt a tap on the shoulder and looked up to see Doc Summers’ smiling face.


“About time,” she said giving him a dirty look she didn’t mean. And he knew it.


“Took a little longer than I thought to pull that tree away,” explained Henry. “But I had to move it to get the doc out and turn around.”


“I didn’t think he could do it but he practically moved that tree with his bare hands when it wouldn’t pull away using the truck,” commented the doctor. Martha looked at her husband, and her eyes unmistakably expressed the greatest of love, admiration, and pride.


Bred from the school of men who don’t cry, Henry turned his head to the side, so no one could see, and brushed a few tears away. But he was unable to hold back his emotion as he bent over to kiss his wife and new little daughter. And this time he didn’t attempt to hide his feelings.


“Your assistant was just wonderful Doc Summers,” said Martha looking gratefully over at Lisa.


“Yes, she sure is,” he replied. Doc Summers stayed in the bedroom for awhile finishing up and checking out mother and baby. The doctor and Lisa then left after receiving a shower of thank yous and expressions of appreciation.

__________


They stepped outside to find the sun shining brightly. Only a few powder puff clouds remained. The clouds silhouetted a deep blue sky as they swiftly made their way across the heavens, following the mother storm.


“Sure smells nice, doesn’t it Lisa? I never tire of it. I might have cursed that storm a little while ago when I was helplessly sitting in the car behind that fallen tree, but it turned out to be a blessing. The earth is again washed clean and all living things received their bounty of life sustaining water. 


“And, as far as we’re concerned, I have to remember that if it hadn’t rained, Henry would have been out in those fields and Martha would have been on her own until we got here.”


Lisa looked up at this tall giant of a man who was gazing out over the open pasture land. Her love and admiration for this remarkable man was growing, and she intuitively felt that a unique, a special, bonding had developed between the two of them. It was as if she had a close relationship with him all her life. ‘Or perhaps a previous life,’ she pondered momentarily, thinking back on the reincarnation book he gave her.


As they walked toward the car the doctor looked over his shoulder and snickered. Lisa’s still somewhat muddied hair hung in tangles down to her shoulders. Twisted bangs of hair lay over her forehead, covering one eye. Her makeup had been washed clean from her face, but, she looked all the more beautiful without it. “What are you looking at?” she asked defensively, but, with a shyly spoken tone of arrogance.


“You should see yourself in the mirror,” he laughed. She unsuccessfully tried to run fingers through her hair and, simultaneously, they both burst out in laughter. “Let’s go home, assistant,” he said putting his arm around her and squeezing her shoulder. “I was able to drive your car the rest of the way up here with no trouble but I’m afraid you’re going to have take it in to be repaired if you expect to drive at night.”



After dropping the doctor off and starting home Lisa re‑energized her exhilaration by thinking back to the moment the baby was born. ‘Such a magnificent experience,’ she thought. ‘One would have to be there and live it to understand it. Is this not the case though, with all significant challenges, adventures and experiences that life offers up to us? Nothing ventured, nothing gained.’ Her heart saddened for a minute as the thought of her own aborted child passed through her mind. ‘It is an innate need, expressed by a strange inner urge, to have a baby,’ she thought. ‘It is wonderfully compelling, and someday I too will have a child of my own.’

Lisa Simmon was well on her way to appreciating the value of awareness. She was beginning to realize that she creates and is responsible for her own life and all the attendant experiences—the positive as well as the negative side. And the balance between the two.

__

 Chapter Twenty Five 

Lisa spent the next few days dividing her time between keeping company with Mama and helping out at the clinic. This was fine with Mama because she needed the afternoon to rest anyway. Lisa was becoming proficient at handling routine nursing procedures. She finally told the doctor, and Ellie and Leona as well, how she became an expert at giving injections. The fact that she was a recovering addict didn’t seem to phase them. “What you are now is all that’s important,” remarked Ellie.


Lisa was happy with the arrangement and sometimes wondered about going back to California. She didn’t want to let Bernice down though, and she was determined to keep her commitment regarding the establishment of a place for girls in trouble, in the honor and tradition of Granny and Pop. She openly discussed the matter with Doc Summers. He offered her little help, or so she thought at the time. He simply said in a candid manner, “You must follow you own heart.” It wasn’t hard to read between the lines, though. The doctor knew that for Lisa not to follow through on the plans she and Bernice had made would announce defeat of purpose on her part and only serve to stunt her soul growth and cheat destiny of her gifts and talents.


Although she could not express it in words to herself, Lisa also inwardly sensed this. Her stubborn attempts to rationalize differently continued to be in vain.


The doctor’s office was usually buzzing with activity but with Lisa there to help, things went faster. This allowed the doctor to spend more quality time with his student. She was gaining a wealth of information covering varied subjects, all of which were oriented towards preparing her for her “Mission,” as the doctor put it. He taped many of their conversations and categorized and labeled them for her future reference. He constantly emphasized that education meant little unless she took the time to reason and ponder so that the information she was being given could influence her precepts, concepts, and basic belief system. “And then, and only then,” he would say, “can it be translated into creative ideas and, in essence, change the way you think.” He stressed the importance of communing with God and her higher inner self through prayer and meditation. He taught her techniques and guidelines for doing so. This important area was reviewed several times.


Lisa sometimes felt overwhelmed by it all but the doctor kept reassuring her that it would all fall into place with time. “Don’t be discouraged,” he would say, “it’s a life-long process.”


In the short time Lisa had been helping out in the office, two unmarried teenager girls had come in to find they were pregnant. She looked sadly at their pitifully distressed faces, recalling her days on the streets where she had seen the scenario played over several times.


“They come in here all the time,” said Leona. “I bet you’d probably be surprised if I told you that they come from all parts of town. Some come from the colored section and there’s just as many well-to-do white girls as poor ones that come in.


“The doctor refuses to do an abortion procedure unless it’s a life threatening situation. And then he will only do it in the hospital. Consequently, if abortion be the choice, only the wealthy families can afford to go to a doctor in the city and have it done. Some girls run away because they’re afraid to tell their parents. I could tell you some bad stories about that but I won’t.” She said it as though she expected Lisa to probe further. That wasn’t necessary. It was quite clear to Lisa that the need for adequate help for young girls in trouble certainly wasn’t isolated to California.



One night Lisa was snuggled up with Mama for their nightly before bedtime chat. The TV was still on the news station, and at the moment the station was replaying the infamous tape of several Los Angeles policemen beating a black man, Rodney King, with their night sticks. 


“My lord,” said Mama. “How can they get away with beaten that man up like that?”


 “Maybe they won’t,” said Lisa. “I don’t see how they can.”


“It’s a shame honey, but it ain’t hardly a night goes by that you don’t see something on the news about somebody being prejudice.”


“But only a few people are that way, Mama. We’re only hearing about a very small minority of people. We don’t hear about all the good folks. It’s too bad, but the news makes it look like the country is full of prejudice, crime, violence, and hate.”


“I know I keep bragging about it but your Daddy was one of the good ones. I’m gonna tell you a story tonight that nobody knows about, not even your sister.


“One day a long time ago this colored boy came into the store. I guess you were about three years old then. Daddy was behind the counter and I was filling the candy jars. This boy took a gun out from a bag he was holden and pointed it straight at your Daddy. He said, ‘Gimme all your money right now.’ You could tell he was scared cuz his hand was shaken and he was real nervous. He kept twitching his head to the right. Daddy was as calm as he could be. Me, I was scared to death. All I could think about was what would happen to you if something happen to your Daddy and me. I was carrying Sissy at the time. Your Daddy said, ‘Hand me the gun, son.’ ”


Mama laughed. “Kinda like John Wayne would do in one of those western movies.


“Well, anyway, the boy wouldn’t give over the gun. ‘No!’ he said. Gimme your money. Give it to me now or I’m gonna shoot,’ he said. ‘You don’t want to do this, you’re gonna be in big trouble,’ said your Daddy. ‘I don’t care about me,’ said the boy. And it was then that I knew he wasn’t gonna shoot no one! Then Daddy said, ‘I guess you’re gonna have to shoot. But I’ll tell ya something first. That little gun ain’t gonna hurt me much. I’ve been shot up so much in the war that another little hole won’t matter much.’ Then Daddy lifted up his shirt and showed him all the scars on his chest and belly and back; not a pretty sight, Lisa. That boy’s eyes got as big as saucers. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. I saw a tear coming from one of his eyes. Then your Daddy said. ‘I know you’re not a bad boy, so if you give me the gun, I promise not to tell the sheriff or anyone else about this.’ Well, that’s when he dropped the gun on the floor. Daddy went over and put his hands on the boy’s shoulders and said, ‘it’s gonna be alright now.’ And the boy let his head fall against Daddy’s chest and started bawling. It was one of the most touching things I ever seen. And then Daddy ended up giving him a job.That boy was Leroy, you remember him. Thanks to Daddy he’s a lawyer now.”


“Why yes, of course.” Lisa detected pride in her mother’s voice, as she lay in that snuggled position, charged with emotion, and speechless. She turned and hugged her mother. “I love you, Mama.”


“I know you do, honey. Now off with you, your Mama’s got to git her sleep.”



Lisa crawled in bed and let fond thoughts of her father entertain her for awhile. She lay there with eyes open in the partial darkness. She thought about Doc Summers and how she, Ellie, and Leona had all noticed that his eyes were getting paler. She could see those eyes now and her concern deepened.


The only light in her bedroom was provided by a faint glimmer of the moon, coming through the window, as it slid from behind an intermittent flow of stray cloud formations. She climbed from bed and kneeled before it as she was taught as a child. It seemed so natural. “I know you’re here with me, dear Jesus. Please tell me what I can do to help this wonderful gentle man who has consistently been a faithful servant to God.”


The darkness of night still filled the room when she awoke. The luminous florescent hands on the clock sitting on the night stand read 5:00 am. Later she could not remember if she had been awake or dreaming when that the now familiar gentle voice, again spoke to her. “Tell his story,” it said. “Tell his story.”


“Of course, of course!” she said outloud to herself. “I can compose an article worthy of publication by any newspaper and perhaps certain magazines. From what I know of this town and the doctor, both personally and professionally, I can do most of it myself. And I’m sure that Ellie and Leona will help me embellish it.” She lay there, excited at the prospect, and waited for the dawn. Ideas and then the words began to entwine themselves through her mind. ‘This article will surly entice some young aspiring doctor to want to accept the challenge of practicing in our small town.’ At daybreak she propped herself up in bed and began to write. The words seemed to flow from her pen as if divinely inspired. In less than an hour it was done. At breakfast she told her mother about her idea and read her the rough draft.


Mama was speechless. She delighted at the glowing face of her happy little girl.


Lisa took the article to the clinic where Ellie and Leona helped complete it and it was in the mail to major newspapers in Atlanta and Savannah later that morning.

_

 Chapter Twenty Six 

Business at the clinic went on as usual and the days passed. Finally, a call from the “Atlanta Daily News.” The newspaper had published the article and promised to send them a copy. Unable to contain themselves, the trio, Lisa, Ellie and Leona took an early lunch to congratulate each other and celebrate their little secret. Three days later, Lisa arrived at the clinic about 11:00 am. She was greeted by the long dejected faces of Ellie and Leona, expressions totally out of character for them. Lisa had earlier told Mama that she had a premonition that this would be a day to remember.


Doc Summers was standing beside his office door. “May I see you for a minute Lisa?” His tone of voice and facial expression indicated that he was deeply disturbed. Lisa followed him into the office. He shut the door behind them and took his place in the large leather upholstered chair behind his desk. Lisa remained standing not knowing what to expect.


“By what right did you write this article?” There was anger in his voice and not until now had Lisa witnessed such a display of ego-centered behavior on the part of the doctor. His face was pale, an ashen white, and he was waving a newspaper back and forth in front of her. As he continued to admonish her, Lisa’s face flushed with embarrassment, but mostly she was deeply hurt. She stood there dumbfounded, not knowing whether to turn and run away, say she was sorry, or confront him.


Honoring her instinctive insight, she defiantly placed her hands on her hips and jutted her head toward the doctor. Capitalizing on her emotion, the adrenaline that was flowing through her body, she responded in an equally harsh tone of voice. “GOD told me!” she bellowed out “And if I had to do it over again I would.”


Doc Summers glared at her. Lisa had no idea what was going through his mind. She remained standing there, meeting his eyes, hands on her hips. Although still confused and hurt, she was proud of herself, proud of the way she was standing up to the doctor and she knew that from now on she would be able to stand up against anyone if she felt she was right. She was practicing one of the very lessons that he himself had taught her.


The color began to return to his face and his green eyes began to sparkle. He was experiencing a revelation of truthful insight, into his own erratic behavior. It was rare and out of character behavior, indeed, for this wise, learned, and highly enlightened man. Lisa had never seen the doctor act with emotion like this before.


Doc Summers rose to his feet without saying a word and walked around the desk. He held his arms out, his eyes pleading for Lisa to do likewise, and she did. He hugged her.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know your intentions were honorable. You did right and I thank you for it. If you had asked my permission first, I probably would have said no.


 “Despite the ninety-four years of knowledge and wisdom I supposedly possess, your keen sense of judgment allowed you to see that I still have an ego. Strive for perfection as hard as I may, I am still quite capable of succumbing to ego, the mortal humanness that sets us apart from one hundred percent pure divine spirit. The student has taught the teacher. And you just reminded me that it is one of the rewards of teaching. Now that’s another lesson.” Doc Summers starting laughing, laughing at himself.


“I have some apologizing to Ellie and Leona to do and then let’s go to lunch. Lisa looked up at the doctor and nodded approvingly and then reached up and pulled his head down low enough to kiss him on the cheek.


“You’re forgiven,” she said. “I understand completely. This clinic and caring for the people in this town has been your whole life. And I don’t think you liked being accused of not being a spring chicken anymore and not being able to trudge down that muddy road the other day.” The doctor responded with a thunderous belly laugh. And she laughed too.



They pulled into the parking lot of the finest restaurant in town. The restaurant was a far cry from elegant, by Los Angeles standards, but it was the best Pattersville had to offer. “Wow!” Lisa exclaimed, “I get to have lunch at the best place in town.”


“That’s because I’m not buying,” he joked, their easy going relationship now completely restored. “Come on,” he said tugging her hand. “I received a surprise visitor this morning and I want you to meet him. I was too angry to talk to him earlier so I told him to meet me here.”


Inside the restaurant, Dr. Timothy Allen sat waiting in a dimly-lit booth staring into his favorite drink of Jack Daniels on the rocks. On the surface he appeared to be a fun-loving gregarious guy who loved life. However, inwardly, at a subconscious level, it was an entirely different story.



Tim was born in West Los Angeles, California, and he grew up in a fashionable, sophisticated neighborhood. As the unplanned child of two prominent attorneys, he enjoyed all the comfort and luxuries that money could offer. His parents loved him, but seeking their own fortunes and self-interests blinded them to the needs of their child. He was raised by a nanny who considered her job no more than that—a job. As he passed the age of puberty and entered the adolescent years, he slowly gained almost complete freedom from adult supervision. Unfortunately, he never knew or experienced real parental love and attention; nor did he but on rare occasion witness any display of affection between his mother and father. To the contrary, he was exposed to constant bickering and bragging which was rooted in his parent’s fierce competition with each other. Tim was a gallery of one, a spectator to it all. His parents constantly boasted about cases they had won. Even though the merits of a particular case suggested a wrong or unfair verdict had been given, as far as they were concerned only one thing mattered. And that was to win! If the judge or jury ruled in their client’s favor it was within the law and the fact that true justice had failed to be served, was inconsequential. His parents’ obsession with winning at any cost, regardless of truth, left Tim with a confused set of moral and ethical standards.


Tim’s parents finally divorced when he was fourteen. Even though his home environment had been so negative, he found himself wishing they would stay together. His mother left and his father wrapped himself up in his work and playful heterosexual adventures, leaving Tim more freedom than ever. It was a freedom that deep down inside he really didn’t want. He needed and wanted the attention of discipline.


After a rocky and wild ride through high school, his parents insisted he attend the University of Southern California, their alma mater. He refused, and they countered by threatening not to finance his education.


In a surprise move, Tim contacted his grandfather in Atlanta, Georgia, and explained the situation. Grandfather, who was quite wealthy, jumped at the chance to help his grandson and at the same time, spite his son who had all but disowned him years back. It wasn’t easy, but to the consternation of his father, Tim finally landed in Georgia to follow his destiny.


Notwithstanding a high intelligence factor that easily carried him through high school, Tim’s party-time antics and drinking made it difficult for him to maintain decent grades in college.


That changed after he visited Children’s Hospital on a scheduled college class hospital tour. He was genuinely touched and at the same time ashamed of himself in a way deeper than could be expressed in thoughts or words. How different it was, seeing these brave, sick little kids, firsthand, as compared to on TV documentaries or in magazine articles.


He went home that night, skipping his routine stop at the pub and sat staring at the TV, oblivious to the broadcast. His mind’s eye was filled with those little kids in casts and braces, and some with bald heads, a side effect of radiation or chemotherapy.


He awoke in the middle of the night in the midst of a dream that was as lucid as physical reality itself. It hadn’t been the typical jumble of symbolic confusion. In the dream he was dressed in white, leaning over an operating table surrounded by others also dressed in white. It was he who was operating but he was not in his body. He was floating above the scene, watching. After awakening and replaying the dream through his mind he felt a peculiar calm rise from within him. Never before had he experienced such a phenomena or felt so at peace.


He stayed up the rest of the night and left early for school. Without exercising the benefit of the normal, rational thinking process he automatically directed himself to the registration office. From that day forward he was a dedicated pre‑med student and graduated with honors. Tim felt he had pulled himself together pretty well. Yet, because of the circumstances surrounding his growing up years and their potential for latent, deep-seated impacts, there were emotional issues that he would someday have to deal with. But today, Dr. Timothy Allen would interview for a position at the Pattersville Medical Clinic.



The restaurant owner, Arnold, was always happy to see Doc Summers. He was one of many who felt indebted to the doctor for saving the life of a loved one. When given the opportunity he would bend over backwards to please the good doctor. “Your party is over here Doctor Summers and I have taken the liberty of setting out a bottle of my finest wine, compliments of the house.” Arnold spoke in a humble tone that, coupled with an admiring smile, demonstrated his heartfelt appreciation. The doctor put his arm around Arnold’s shoulder, and thanked him. He sneaked a wink at Lisa as they were being led to their table.


Upon reaching the booth Arnold had prepared for them, a sandy haired young man stood up. Doc Summers introduced Lisa and extended his hand to greet the young doctor.


“Hi,” said Lisa in a crisp, jolly voice. She scooted herself across the smooth vinyl surface of the booth bench placing herself in the middle of the two doctors.


“Doctor Allen is a respondent to your newspaper article. He’s here for an interview. And I invited you because of your sudden keen interest in my well-being and the future of the clinic.” Doc Summers spoke in pretended sarcasm, winking at Doctor Allen. A self-satisfied smile appeared on Lisa’s face, only to be seen by her in the reflection of her drink.


“That was a terrific article. You are obviously very fond of him.”


“Yeah, I guess so, even if he does get cantankerous sometimes.” This drew spontaneous laughter from the three of them and broke the ice. They talked non‑stop through lunch, mostly about Tim’s background and future aspirations. Lisa was immediately attracted to Tim and he in turn to her. Each sensed this mutual interest in the other and also felt that it was something special. This was not an ordinary attraction based on physical attributes or personality traits alone. It ran deeper than that.

__

 Chapter Twenty Seven 

Dr. Tim Allen was hired shortly after his interview with Doc Summers. As expected, Doc Summers found it difficult to extract himself from the practice but he knew he must do so in order to give Tim a fair chance. He busied himself on the ranch with his horses and with writing his memoirs.


He still, however, managed to spend a good amount of time around the clinic, particularly when there was an overflow, at which time Tim would not hesitate to have him called in.


Lisa began to spend more and more time at the clinic. Her interest extended beyond the “hands‑on” aspects of acquiring nursing and office skills, to a desire to be in the presence of Tim. This pleased him, but he kept a low profile, purposely avoiding an intimate personal relationship. Lisa’s personal feelings about Tim only enhanced her high opinion of him as a professional doctor. At times there was silent disharmony in the office as Ellie and Leona did not share Lisa’s opinion.


Half expecting a meaningful relationship to eventually develop with Tim, plus her continued concern with her mother’s health, made Lisa continue to postpone her return to California. She let herself believe that her mother’s health was the primary reason but that wasn’t entirely true.


Mama wanted very much that her daughter pursue her goals in California but respected her decision to remain in Pattersville. She, along with Bernice, were the only ones Lisa had confided in regarding her feelings about Tim.


As the days passed, Tim became increasingly demanding and arrogant. He was naively unaware of the personality disorder that afflicted him. And Lisa was blinded to it because of her growing love for him. It was obvious to the staff, though, and to many of the patients who came in. Curiously, Doc Summers chose not to intervene.


The problem finally came to a head one morning in July. Lisa entered the building that morning in her normal cheerful mood. “Hey, you guys,” she said, addressing Ellie and Leona. “You know it’s Doc Tim’s birthday tomorrow. How about we do something special like taking him to Arnold’s for lunch and have Arnold arrange to get a little birthday cake?”


There was a minute of cold silence. Tim hadn’t come in yet, so just the three of them were there. Ellie was first to speak. “Lisa, I don’t like your doctor Tim,” she said bluntly.


Lisa’s face expressed shock and bewilderment. She slumped down in one of the waiting room couches. Her two friends were glaring at her like menacing strangers.


“Why?” she pleaded.


 Ellie and Leona glanced at each other. Lisa had come to be a dear friend of theirs and they certainly didn’t want to hurt her. Lisa’s sad face caused the ice in their eyes to melt and they spontaneously sat down beside her, each grasping one of her hands.


“Honey, we know how you feel but it’s time we spoke our minds.”


Deep inside, Lisa knew what was coming, even before Ellie began to explain. She could no longer fool her true heart.


“Let me put it to you simple, hon.” Ellie spoke in a frank, yet compassionate tone. “Tim’s got an ego about as big as this building. People don’t like to come here anymore because he makes them feel inferior.


“For example, do you know Ida May? She’s the big black lady that I think mainly comes in here just to visit Doc Summers and bring him fresh greens from her garden. Well, Tim told her yesterday that she oughta lose weight and that she was too fat from eating all that sow belly and corn bread. That really hurt her feelings. I felt like kicking him. And with us, he has subtle little ways of making insulting innuendoes. And lately he’s been getting bossier than ever. He doesn’t act that way much with you and you’re not always here to see it.


“I tell you Lisa, if it weren’t for Doc Summers and the good people in this town, I’d be outta here.”


“Is that the way you feel too Leona?”


“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Leona said sadly.


“I guess I’ve recognized too,” whispered Lisa with a remorseful sigh. Tears started to well in her eyes. Her two friends embraced her in an attempt to offer comfort.


They decided to have a birthday party for Tim anyway. They invited Mama, Doc Summers, Sissy and Jake, and some of the townspeople whom Tim had managed to befriend. Also, the people who happened to be at the restaurant would be invited to join in.


Arnold fixed the place up with balloons, ribbon stretched across the ceiling, and other party decorations. He liked to do that. This would be a festive occasion. Doc Summers intended to toast his replacement and officially welcome him to their little town of Pattersville. Doc Summers ordered Arnold’s best champagne for the purpose and confided in Arnold that he had high hopes for Tim despite what was going on.


Champagne, food, music, laughter, dancing and fellowship—everyone had a good time. Jake and Sissy, who had brought Lisa and Mama, left early in order to get Mama home. By ten thirty everyone had left except Lisa and Tim.


After thanking the last of his well‑wishers, Tim remarked to Lisa, “Nobody has ever done anything like this for me before.” There was a note of restrained humility in his voice. He tilted his head back as if to examine the remaining balloons stuck to the ceiling, a deliberate move to prevent Lisa from seeing the joy in his eyes. But there was an underlying inflection of self-pity there, also.


In a surprise move, he asked, “If I were to invite you over to my place for a nightcap, would you accept?”


“Try me.” Her heart exploded with happiness.

__________


Tim’s apartment was exceptionally neat and clean. To the smallest detail, everything seemed to be in its place.

With the lights dimmed and music playing softly, they danced. Lisa had never felt more drawn to or more in love with a man than at this moment. Tim caressed her face with his hand and kissed her on the cheek, and then on the lips. They were both intensely aware of the chemistry between them. He moved slowly and she flowed with him in natural rhythm. Her body tingled at his touch. He took her by the hand and led her into the bedroom. Then, minutes later, this night that had started out so wonderful, abruptly changed. Tim could not consummate the lovemaking process—he withdrew in the course of the act .


“All of a sudden I’m not feeling very good, Lisa, I think I better take you home.”


Lisa felt embarrassed, rejected. “Is it me?” she asked, despondently.


“No! No!” he replied, tersely, himself confused at this bazaar behavior. He evaded further discussion on the matter. The ride home was silent.


She climbed in bed without waking Mama. Her thoughts were intense. ‘First the heartbreak of losing my father, then my terrible experiences with Willy, abusive husbands and boyfriends, losing my baby and now this. Why? Why? Why does this have to happen when every thing else is going so well? Is it all worth it?’ she demanded.


She cried herself to sleep like she had done so often, since the day her life was shattered by the death of her beloved father.

_

 Chapter Twenty Eight 

Lisa was awakened early Saturday morning by the sound of rain beating against her bedroom window. Her first thoughts were of Tim. For a minute she allowed herself a few minutes to indulge in self-pity over the events of the previous night, but then she realized there was a positive side. “You cannot realize your self worth unless you are willing to take risks,” she remembered the doctor saying. ‘I took a chance with Tim and it was worth it, now at least I know.’ she said to herself.


Her self-esteem partially revived, she decided not to burden Mama with her problem. She needed some time to herself to think things through. However, Mama was more perceptive than Lisa gave her credit for. She detected that something was wrong as soon as Lisa peeked her head in the bedroom. “Come, get covered up in bed here with your Mama honey and tell me what’s wrong. Coffee’s on and will be ready in a bit.”


“Mama, you know how I feel about Tim,” she whined, climbing under the covers. “Well, things didn’t go that good last night. I’m OK now though, really,” she said reassuringly. Mama smiled confidently as if she possessed a prophetic insight that, whatever the problem was, it would be resolved. Lisa smiled gratefully because of Mama’s willingness to drop the matter without contest.

__________


In this moment, it suddenly dawned on her that during the past two weeks a change had been coming over her mother. She seemed to have developed an introspective awareness and wisdom. And strangely, there was a peaceful aura about her. Even her physical pain had subsided. And when playing with Sissy’s kids she displayed a special angelic-like demeanor. Sissy, Jake, and the kids noticed it, too. And again this morning Lisa found herself observing an almost distant, peaceful, serene look in her mother’s eyes. But she made little of it. She was just glad Mama was happy and comfortable.


“Honey,” said Mama, staring lovingly at her daughter, while running 

her fingers through her hair as she had so often done many years ago. “I got something I wanna give ya.” She reached from under her pillow and removed a gold antique locket with a gold chain. “This belonged to your great grandma who passed it down to your grandma who passed it down me. And now I want you to have it.” Lisa gave Mama a questioning stare. Reading a light note of concern in her daughter’s eyes, Mama said, “Don’t worry about Sissy honey. You was the first born ya know, and I already gave Sissy something.”


“Oh Mama, it’s beautiful. It’s the most beautiful thing I ever did see.”


“Take a look inside,” said mama pointing to the little clasp that held it shut. Lisa opened the locket. In one side there was a picture of her mother and on the other a picture of her father. The sight of seeing them together like that, younger, like she remembered, brought mixed feelings of grief and  joy.


She impulsively threw her arms around her mother’s neck. “Mama, I love you so much.”


“And I love you too, dear, more than you can ever know.”


Lisa admired the locket again saying to herself, ‘Imagine that, this locket belonged to my great grandmother, and someday it’s going to belong to my little girl.’ She put it around her neck where it would stay for a long time.


“I got something else to give ya too. Go on over there and open up my closet door.” Lisa followed her mother’s instructions. “Now ya see those notebooks up on the shelf there?”


“Yes,” replied Lisa, pointing to a row of four, thin, loose-leaf notebooks on the top shelf.


“When Daddy was in the hospital getten well after the war he started keepen a diary. It started out that he was only gonna write about his time in the hospital and experiences in Korea. But he kept it up after that, saying he was gonna write a book some day.”


Lisa reached up and ran her fingers across the exposed backs of the binders, which were dated and titled, “Memoirs of David Simmon.” Her heartbeat skipped with excitement as she did this.


“I’m the one who put em in those books like that after he died. I used to read in em sometimes too.”


Lisa removed the first book from the shelf, hopped back in bed and thumbed the pages while Mama continued to talk. Mama was delighted with her daughter’s response and most of all glad to have helped her get Tim off her mind.

__________


“Like I told you before, honey, I see daddy in my dreams so much that that’s all I need anymore. He always comes and it’s as real as you sitting here, just like you are.”


Lisa was happy for her mother but, forgetting what Doc Summers had said about communicating with his deceased wife, passed Mama’s dreams off as extended wishful thinking. Right now she was occupied with flipping through pages of her father’s diary.


Noticing Lisa’s lack of interest in talking about dreams, Mama scooted back, propped up against her pillows and watched; a smile on her face, joy in her heart. Most of that day and snuggle time in the evening was spent reminiscing. Lisa had dismissed her issue with Tim.


With a kiss on the forehead, Lisa left her sleepy-eyed mother and stepped outside to enjoy the fresh night air. She walked over to the old weeping willow tree and slipped her legs through the center of the automobile tire swing that Daddy put up over twenty-six years ago.


She sat there running her hands over the surface of the tire. It was worn smooth from the hands and clothing of two sisters who spent countless hours, swinging, pushing each other and taking turns. Now that surface is kept smooth by the small hands of two children her little sister had brought into the world.


‘So long ago,’ thought Lisa, as she began singing “Amazing Grace.” She choked with emotion when singing the words, “I was lost but now I am found,” but continued singing. Far out of range of the nearest neighbor, her song filled the otherwise still night. Inside, Mama having finally found her peace, contentedly listened. Then she closed her sleepy eyes to await her husband.

__________


After breakfast and visit time with her mother the following morning, Lisa transformed herself into pretzel position on the couch and started reading Daddy’s diary. The sound of rain pelting the roof and whipping at the side of the house served to be relaxing. She started on page one of the first book.



Entry One, 10‑7‑1953. Laying in this hospital bed, barely able to move, I feel so helpless. To be totally dependent on others for your needs is torment beyond description. One would have to experience it to know. But I thank God, that now after four months of vegetating I can at least hold a pen and write. I tell others, and try to behave as though I don’t feel sorry for myself. This is untrue, I fight self-pity everyday. I yearn to see Mary Jo, but can’t yet. And I have such mixed emotions. I see the broken bodies of young boys all around me. Some have missing limbs and some are in various states of post-conflict syndrome, (mentally debilitated). The broken-hearted faces of their families and sweethearts are tragic.


I feel guilty because of an apathetic attitude that sometimes comes to posses me. My sense of compassion becomes dulled by reason of my own depression.

__________


Entry Two, 10‑21‑1953. It hurts to write. It’s really a strain so I only do a little at a time. Most of the nurses, aides and doctors around here are gentle, caring and compassionate. However, there are those who are not. My observation is that these people have a need to put on an air of superiority and delight in controlling a patient’s destiny at the expense of his desires, feelings, and dignity. They seem to be acting out their personal frustrations on us patients. I swear that I’d detected some of them actually get satisfaction out of a gloomy situation. I’ve also seen them pick on subordinate staff members, too.


One such guy, Dr. Humphery, just left my bedside. Today I was feeling a little better about myself because, through exercising, I was gaining strength in my right arm allowing me to pick up and hold a book. Dr. Humphery gave me a hands‑on examination and said he had been monitoring my x‑rays. After briefly discussing my condition, he looked down at me, put his hands on his hips and bluntly said, “Mr. Simmon, you will never walk again, and the sooner you get the idea out of your head the better off you’ll be.” I was inflamed with mixed feelings of anger, self-pity and hate. “The hell with you,” I yelled back. He promptly turned and left. I guess in his own twisted way he thinks he’s doing the right thing.


I’m drawn to my memories of basic training camp, officers’ training, and my time in Korea. There were officers at various levels whom I came in contact with or knew of that arbitrarily degraded, humiliated and even punished soldiers for reasons unjustified. They presumably had a compulsion to inflate their own egos to the detriment of others. I guess you’re going to find these kind of people most everywhere you go. This hospital is no exception.



Lisa thought about Tim. She drew a mental parallel between he and Dr. Humphery. She read through the next few entries. Her attention was again captured by the mention of Dr. Humphery.



Entry Seven, 11‑1‑1953. I have a new doctor now. His name is Dr. Leonard Bernstein. He’s quite the opposite of Humphery. He sits on the edge of my bed and speaks in a kindly manner. On his first visit he explained that the odds were not in my favor at this time. There are pieces of shrapnel resting against my spinal column. They’re mostly located in my lower back with some in the upper area. These little pieces of metal are pressed against my spinal cord and have caused bruising and probably some cutting. According to him, the actual lines of demarcation are impossible to distinguish with only x-rays. He showed me the x-ray films.


The good news is, that his guess is that the swelling is going down. This has relieved some of the pressure allowing me to regain the feeling, strength and dexterity in my right hand and arm. He said the shrapnel was so dangerously positioned that an operation now could result in permanent paralysis. He did say not to give up hope, though. The shrapnel could conceivably move enough away from the spinal cord to allow him to operate. “It has happened before,” he said. “And after surgery it is highly probable that extensive physical therapy would be required.” He asked me if I would be willing to consider what some might call unorthodox healing techniques. “Of course,” I said, with tongue-in-cheek hoping he wouldn’t detect my doubt. “I thought so,” he replied. He said he would be back tomorrow and that we would get started. I am up-lifted and excited.

__________


Entry Eight, 11‑2‑1953. Dr. Bernstein arrived right on time. Even with a patient case load that has him working an inordinate number of hours, he clearly wants to help me and is willing to spend the necessary time. He got right to the point. Following is a recap of the notes, discussions and suggestions I received today. Also, Dr. Bernstein gave me some notes which I have incorporated.


“Do you believe in miracles?” he asked. Apparently recognizing that I was groping for an answer, he continued. “Well, we are going to have one. Providing, of course, that you agree to be an active participant in the process.” I hesitated for a minute. To me, the idea of creating a miracle sounds preposterous. Before speaking another word he looked at me confidently yet sternly.


“I see you have a little Bible on your night stand there. Ever read it much?” “Why sure,” I said, again with tongue-in-cheek. “Then you know that the teachings of Jesus are principally about love and healing. He performed, rather routinely, what we commonly define as miracles. I believe he did them so that we would understand and follow his example. Jesus identified himself as one with God, as well as all of us. He qualified this by saying such things as: ‘I and My Father are one. I am in the Father and the Father in me, he doeth the works. That they all may be one; as the Father art in me and I in thee, that they also may be one in us. He that believeth on me, the works that I do he shall do also; and greater works than these shall he do.’


“David,” he said, “that means we all are one with our in‑dwelling God. Your mind, our minds, are one with and an extended, integral, part of God’s mind. So, to put it simply, you can do the things that are spoken of by Jesus in that little Bible. That is if you can accept it as within the realm of possibility. I hope you can because it is upon this truth that we will build the foundation under which your healing plan will be based.


“I’m not a minister and don’t mean to be giving you a sermon David. I just want you to consider these things because it is essential that you go into this with belief, faith and expecting results. I can’t overemphasize the importance of these three basic, but important, fundamentals.


“David, I have been witness to miracles. I have seen spontaneous and permanent remissions of cancer and other terminal diseases. And I have seen miraculous recoveries from physical injury such as yours. A case that comes to mind involved a young Chicago police officer who was shot in the back and his spinal cord was partially severed. I know because I took the bullet out. He was paralyzed from the waist down. The doctors in the hospital, including me, all agreed that the damage was beyond repair and that he would never walk again. We were wrong. To everyone’s amazement he did walk again. And he is still walking.


“When healings like this occur, most of us doctors just usually scratch our heads, accepting the fact that the phenomena took place, close our eyes, and go about our business. And the medical profession goes on studying diseases, their causes and how to cure them while ignoring spontaneous remissions and other so-called miracle healings.


“I hope someday we will concentrate more on the scientific reasons behind miracle healings and why some people recover faster than others. I personally believe that there is a spiritual as well as a scientific basis for them. Also, I am convinced that a person’s attitude ties into both the scientific and the spiritual and influences recovery; or it can be the contrary. It is my position as a doctor and researcher that we should search out scientific reasons behind miraculous phenomena and apply any knowledge gained to facilitate healing. In parallel we should employ and trust the spiritual, GOD!!


“There is definitely an unseen healing life force at work. And it is that healing force that is the final determinate as to the extent of healing. It is with this life force that we begin.”


Dr. Bernstein was sitting on the edge of my bed as he spoke. I could feel compassion and caringness radiating from him. And his eyes were steel gray and there was something unworldly mysterious about him, as though he was from another place and time.


While examining me he continued to speak. “I know that you already believe in this higher force. Because the force is God. One of my biggest problems in working with some people is that they have a hard time establishing a relationship with God. I try to tell them that, whether they like it or not, they already have a relationship with him. I usually clarify that with one simple statement. When people, regardless of the absence of religion in their lives, find their backs against the wall, what do they do? When a loved one is dying or they themselves are facing a life-threatening situation, what do they do? They go to God through prayer. Happens almost every time. When you were a child and needed help you went to a parent because you knew they were there. Same thing with God. It might be subconsciously, but you know Father God is there, and here, or you wouldn’t try to communicate with him.


“Recognize that when our intent is pure, we can call upon this God force through the power of our minds and the emotion in our hearts. To begin the healing process it would be beneficial if you would think about and accept at least some of which I have thus far said, for it is important that you commit yourself, dedicate yourself fully to the process that I am going to teach you.”


Dr. Bernstein was adamant and I nodded enthusiastically. Then he went on to say. “The first step is to embody the concept that you have the belief, desire, and faith that you can and will be healed. Invoke your will and expect results, without equivocation. One more quote from the Bible, if I may, before I go. ‘With God, all things are possible.’ Think about this and what I have said today and I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Dr. Bernstein left as quickly as he came. My head is spinning. I don’t know what to think. All I know is that I am only twenty one years old and I’ll be dammed if I am going to spend the rest of my life like this. I guess I’ll do what the man says. I do miss my dear Mary Jo. I yearn to see her, hold her, talk to her.



Lisa had no idea her father had gone through such pain and suffering. He never talked about it. Relaxing her attention, she propped the notebook up against her knees. Her mind again drifted back to childhood times with him. ‘He always did walk a little slow.’

Cherished memories flooded in. Like the secret walks in the woods they would take on Saturday mornings before anyone else was up, just the two of them. She had felt so special because she had his full attention as she galloped ahead through the woods. Without turning around she would yell out questions on various subjects and he would call forward the answers. Then they would stop and sit by the creek and talk.


‘It felt so good inside,’ she remembered. She smiled peacefully and her eyes closed to continue the daydream in quiescent slumber.

__

 Chapter Twenty Nine 

Lisa awoke to a light gray, early afternoon sky. The rain had reduced to a drizzle. And the sun, straining to peek through an opening in the clouds, promised a clear, star-filled night. The smell of Mama’s roast in the oven, Lisa’s favorite, triggered another early memory.


She recalled capturing the appetizing smells of Mama’s cooking from down the road as she and Sissy walked home from school. ‘Those days ended so abruptly,’ she thought.


Then, without warning, ineluctable memories of Daddy’s death and the misery-laden part of her life afterward again flooded in to exploit her mind, leaving her depressed. She had been trying not to dwell on this part of the past. But it was hard because she was still learning to control her thinking and let go of negative thoughts, realizing they served no useful purpose. Lately, at times like this, she tried to make a practice of redirecting her train of thought and attitude towards something more pleasant. However, disciplining herself along these lines was still proving difficult.

__________


Since returning home, Lisa found herself constantly sensitized as persons, places, and things of the past activated latent memories. Accompanying them there were mixed feelings of joy, and sadness—as well as guilt. It was an ongoing struggle to let go of the identifiable as well as intangible negativity and focus on the positives and live in the precious moment. She would often repeat to herself a phrase recited to her by Doc Summers, “To Learn To Think Is To Learn To Live.”


Lisa hopped from the couch and bolted into the kitchen. She threw her arms around her mother from behind, hugged her and kissed her on the cheek. “I love you, Mama,” she said.


Lisa’s struggle would continue but, fortunately, she learned at an early age, from her parents’ example, that expressing love is always a good way to lighten your spirits. Lately, the teachings of Doc Summers had watered and shone on these early-planted seeds of positive action and had been the key to Lisa’s ability to bounce back and redirect her focus.



During dinner, washing dishes, and snuggle time, Lisa and Mama talked mostly about Daddy. Lisa was beginning to know her father in ways concealed from child and adolescent comprehension. She was gaining an adult’s perception of him.


It was getting late and Lisa wanted to ask a question she had been holding back. “Mama, why didn’t you go see Daddy in the hospital right after he got back from Korea?”


“I tried to but he wouldn’t have it,” she answered sharply. There was a tinge of anger in her voice suggesting this long ago situation was still a fresh issue with her. Deep inside there was still a sensitive spot, even after all these years.


Lisa was shocked at her mother’s reaction. Then Mama laughed. “Isn’t it funny that I’d still act mad at him over that. I understood a long time ago how he felt and that’s when I forgave him for it. You don’t know how bad I was hurt when he refused to see me. I think I told ya we was gonna get married before this Korea thing came up. We was so in love that nothing would stand in our way. So I thought anyway. Your Daddy insisted on putting it off until he got back.


“While he was in the hospital I wrote him a lot of letters, always asking when I could come and see him. I kept tellen him that the whole church was praying for him and the other boys in town. He never answered any of them and wouldn’t talk to me on the phone either.


“There were folks in the hospital that would write for him or hold the phone up to his ear, if he wanted it. This hurt me real bad, honey. I knew he was paralyzed and that made me want to see him all the more. When I called the hospital they told me that receiving calls and visitors was his choice. He didn’t want to see me and told them not to let me in. There ain’t no words to tell ya how bad off I was then. I was heartbroken, and I guess mad too. It was eating at me such that I couldn’t eat or sleep right. It stayed like that for over two months.


“Finally I couldn’t take it anymore. I loved him and decided that I was gonna stand beside him no matter what. So I took the train down there. When I got to the hospital I didn’t ask nobody, I just found out where he was, walked right into his ward, and over to his bed. I held his hand and said, ‘Hi honey.’


“That was one of the very few times I seen your Daddy angry. He said, ‘I don’t want you here, I want you to leave.’ Hearing him talk like that and seeing him lying there so helpless was more than I could take. I almost turned and ran. The saddest tears I ever had came running down my face. And then he broke down too. I wiped his eyes.


“I don’t know where the words came from but at that moment I seemed to know what to say. I told him I would leave if he wanted me to, but first he had to hear me out. Then I said that if I was in his spot I would probably feel the same way. And that he would probably be standing here for me just like I am. I told him I loved him as much now as before. I said how miserable I was from worrying about him and not being able to see him. And I said that if he didn’t want to marry me, that was OK, I understood. And I promised that I wasn’t gonna push him. My only desire now was to be with him as much as I could and help anyway I can. Lisa, even though I was hurting inside I had to put it that way. I knew it was the only way I could stay close to him. He looked kind of surprised.


“We sat there and talked the rest of the day. I stayed over night in a motel and came back the next day. He did admit he was getting a little better because he could use his right hand and arm. So for the time being, at least on the surface, our relationship changed. Neither of us showed love and affection like we used to. That’s the way he wanted it. And it was killing me not to be able to show him all that love burning up inside me. It was all but tearing my heart out. But that was the agreement. He just thought it would be best for us just to stay good friends.” Mama sighed.


“After that visit I wrote him a lot and went down there as often as I could. He started getting better little by little. He had an excellent doctor and a young lady physical therapist who helped him a lot. But you can read about that from the diary. I’ll tell ya more later honey,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “Right now I’m getting tired so you shovel off to bed now and let your old Mama get some sleep. Don’t want keep Daddy waiting.”


“Night Mama, love you.”


“Goodnight baby,” said mama with a contented look on her face.

__________


Lisa slipped into her Daddy’s shirt and crawled into bed, anxious to return to his diary.


Entry Nine, 11‑3‑1953. Dr. Bernstein arrived about eight this morning greeting me with a stern yet confident smile. “Let’s get down to business,” he said. “To reiterate what I told you yesterday, you can be the instrument of your own healing. Success will be driven by the intensity by which you invoke your will, desire, imagination, and faith. And I want you to expect results.”


Tomorrow he is going to start me with a physical therapist. He said physical therapy will help me now that much of the swelling had gone down. He went on to explain the healing process of meditation and creative visualization. Most of what he told me he later wrote out and gave it to me the next day. [See attached].



Lisa turned to the attachment written in Dr. Bernstein’s handwriting.


For David


Know that with your mind you can direct bodily functions to advance the healing process. This is an inner process whereby you will create physical healing from the manifestation of ideas, thoughts and creative images. You must trust me and believe with all your heart the truth of what I say. Most of all, you must acknowledge this as an experience between you and your creator, for he is the inner force behind it all.


The method I am teaching you, I refer to as prayer/meditation. It is simple and nothing new. Eastern cultures have been doing it for thousands of years in one form or another. The meditation part is only beginning to be recognized in this country as a healing tool.


Now, you start by closing your eyes, quieting your mind and relaxing. Beginning with your toes, then your feet, calves, working up your legs, feel your body relax. Work your way up through your lower torso to your upper body and finally to the top of your head. You are completely relaxed. Now visualize the pieces of shrapnel moving away from your spine. See them several inches away. See yourself rising from your bed and walking again. Ask that it be done unto you. This is the prayer part. Next, purge your mind of all thought and just listen. Jesus said something about praying alone in secret. You see, I believe he wants us not only to pray in specific terms but to take time to listen with a mind void of thought. This listening is the meditation part. And you will get answers and results. It may not be exactly what you expect, but you will get a response. Again, I can’t over-stress the importance of doing this with the full realization that attitudes and beliefs shape our perceptions and we can, as Jesus said, manifest these perceptions, in form, to heal the body.


Remember though, we have freedom of choice, yet as an extended function of God, His mind is your mind. By asking and demonstrating a sincere desire and willingness you are directing yourself to the source from which you are inseparable.


You should do this every day as often as you can. Each session should last about half an hour. Begin each morning and end your day with prayer and meditation.


In addition, when in an awakened state, I want you to direct your attention to your left arm and hand and try to move them. Concentrate with all the inner strength you can muster. Quiet meditation is essential yet there is also a time to intensify your thoughts, directing them to body functions you wish to heal. I believe these approaches complement each other and used together produce the best results.


In other words, you must believe in the power of prayer as a medium for asking and meditation for listening and receiving answers. However, you must work and work hard for what you need. Do this several times a day.


Your body has every chance of doing what your mind wills it to do. Believe that! Also know that the positive thoughts and prayers of others are serving to amplify the energy directed toward your healing.

——————


After Dr. Bernstein left I tried my best to follow his advice up until I went to sleep.

__________


Entry Ten, 11‑4‑1953. Dr. Bernstein arrived at about ten. He was accompanied by a young lady therapist he introduced as Laura. Laura is tall, well figured in her white nurse outfit, and has blondish wavy hair that flows into stylish curls that come to rest on her shoulders. Her sensitive eyes lend assurance to the sincerity of her smile. I felt comfortable with her at once.


As soon as the doctor left, Laura began my first therapy session. She began by moving my arms and legs in exercising motions. She also massaged my limbs and upper torso. Somehow she was able to roll me over, with no help from me, and work on my neck and back areas. Her hands, arms and body moved rhythmically with precise coordination. Her movements were like one liquid motion. She would glance up from time to time to check for any reaction on my part.


I told her that in accordance with the doctor’s suggestion I was going to periodically close my eyes and picture my limbs moving without assistance. She smiled and nodded approvingly.


Feeling very relaxed, after Laura left, I again closed my eyes, listened to soft music on the radio, and practiced the doctor’s instructions. I tried to empty my mind of all thought. My last thought was mental pictures of me moving my limbs and then the pieces of shrapnel slowly moving away from my spinal column. It was an act of directing my body to do the will of the mind. I find that quieting the mind, or meditating, as they call it, is very difficult for me. My mind is too active and thoughts just keep coming in and I have to keep starting over again. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to do this.



Lisa continued to read through the next several entries. His discussion was predominantly centered around his ongoing treatments and doubts and difficulties with the prospect of self-assisted healing. Sometimes he thought it foolish to go on with it. He couldn’t shut thoughts out of his mind. However, even with the doubt and disappointment he really had no alternative.


Laura was working hard with him and she continuously expressed great faith, motivating his desire and attitude. And he never saw any signs of discouragement on the part of Dr. Bernstein.



Entry Seventeen, 12‑4‑1953. I’m four weeks into this therapy stuff now and regardless of how hard I try I am still having difficulty quieting my mind and experiencing a meditative state. However, I think I’m getting there even though I continue to deal with the trouble of unwanted random thoughts coming in. I am, apparently, during some phases of the process, entering an alternate state of consciousness as Dr. Bernstein describes it. I say this because when I come out I feel very relaxed and I am left with a sense of peacefulness and patience. My routine after that is to remain in a propped up position for an extended period. I stare down at my left hand. Straining every inner muscle in my body I concentrate hard at directing my thoughts hoping for the slightest of movement; anything!

__________


Entry Eighteen, 12‑26‑1953. Spent Christmas day with Mary Jo. I’m glad she can visit so often. It is always uplifting to see her smiling face come though the door. She tries to hide it but I can see the stress and pain in her eyes. But what can I do? I know her prayers are constant and I look forward to the day I can march her down the aisle. Glad she was persistent in efforts to see me.


 I have been concentrating more lately on therapy and mind control, so I have been delinquent in keeping my notes up to date. Still no signs of physical progress, but I am determined to keep at it. Laura comes almost every day. She is so kind and patient. I feel that if I fail I am failing her too. Her enthusiasm is such that it is difficult to believe she doesn’t expect something to happen.


Today I observed Dr. Humphery making his rounds in the ward. He glanced at me once. For some reason I see him in a different light now. I see suppressed pain and anger in his eyes. And it’s noticeable in his voice and motions too. Perhaps he was abused or traumatized sometime in his life and never got over it, and has to take it out on others. I have compassion for both he and his patients.

__________


Entry Twenty-one, 1‑3‑1954. It’s been over two months now since I started therapy and still nothing. I have to admit that I am getting discouraged. Laura and Dr. Bernstein and steady encouragement from Mary Jo are what keep me going. Also, even the other guys in the ward are pulling for me.


I know they see me as a hopeless case but sometimes I think they are concentrating as hard as I am. For me to be successful would certainly offer them inspiration and hope with their own conditions. I find myself wanting to do it for them as well as for me. I take new x‑rays tomorrow.

__________


Entry Twenty-two, 1‑7‑1954. This morning Dr. Bernstein walked in with a big smile on his face. Under his left arm, he carried the films of my recently taken x‑rays. My heart started to pound in wild anticipation. I was excited and yet afraid to be over-confident. Before I could say a word he removed one of the x‑rays from its protective folder and held it up to light before me.


“David!” he said excitedly. “Look at this!” He was pointing at a section of my spinal column with his pencil. “We have some shrapnel movement here.” He showed me where two pieces of shrapnel are now located as compared to their original location as appeared on previous x‑rays. I was, and remain, ecstatic with this news. Laura came in and he showed her. She actually broke down and cried. Love and compassion just radiates from this lovely young lady. Dr. Bernstein made no promises, but his parting words were, “Keep up the good work you guys.”


I watched Laura as she massaged and exercised my legs. Working in concert with her, I focused my mind on her every move. I experienced a strange sense of oneness. And there was a distinctive glow on her face and her eyes sparkled. I saw a soft yellow aura around her. It was beautiful! I have never seen anything like it before. She gave the appearance of an angel, so perfect, so pure. Sometimes I feel that I may be falling in love with her. Yes, I do love her, but only in a platonic way. I believe the feeling is mutual. My heart still belongs to Mary Jo.


In addition to the physical work, I believe that this loving and caring attitude on the part of Laura has much to do with her effectiveness and my overall progress.


I am greatly uplifted today. Now I have a new confidence and feel assured for the first time that there really is hope. Even after all the doubt I allowed to encumber me over the last several weeks I still made progress. I give thanks to God, my new found faith, and credit to Laura and all the others who have been pulling for me and encouraging me. And most importantly, praying for me.

__________


Entry Twenty-three, 1‑12‑1954. I awoke this morning at 6:00 a.m. I decided to pray and meditate for awhile before coming into a total awake state. I looked down at my pitiful left hand and tried to move my fingers as I have done so many thousands of times. To my astonishment, my little finger and my ring finger moved simultaneously. I did it again and again not believing what I was seeing. The feelings of joyful ecstasy were indescribable. Tears rolled down my face as I sighed in relief, for this was more than just another ray of hope.


I am going to be healed and I know it. “I can move my fingers!” I yelled outloud. The other sleepy-eyed guys in the ward quickly came to attention and began to applaud. You could hear the clapping, whistling and cheering throughout the whole fourth floor. No question that the good news from the other day bolstered my confidence and contributed to this event.


Dr. Bernstein explained to me in the beginning; it is greatly a matter of belief, faith, trust and expectation coupled with persistence and a positive attitude. And damn hard work. I understand that now. It’s not going to be clear sailing but I am convinced that I can fully recover. I will walk again!


Dr. Bernstein and Laura came in a little later. Laura reserved her emotion this time but I could see the excitement and delight in her eyes. Dr. Bernstein said he was very encouraged but wanted to wait a couple of weeks and then take another set of x‑rays. He said it was natural for the little fingers to move first, for these are the fingers a new born baby first uses. And like a baby, I am starting from scratch. Today, Laura concentrated on my upper torso and left arm and hand. As she massaged and manipulated my hand, fingers and arm I felt a strange sensation flow through my arm and hand. Now that I have some feeling in my left hand I can feel the magic of stimulating electrical energy coming from her hands as she works. I never noticed it before but now that I have some feeling in my left hand I realize that there is more to her than I thought; she is a healer; she has a special gift; and I am blessed to have her.

__________


Entry Twenty-four, 2‑4‑1954. Not writing in my journal very regularly these days. Too busy. It’s been three months now since I started treatment and I can move my left arm, hand, and fingers. I am slowly getting dexterity and coordination back into my fingers. Therapy is difficult and painful. A great deal of it I do on my own now. In between squeezing a rubber ball for exercise I perform a routine set of arm, hand, and wrist dexterity exercises with my fingers and thumb. The pain from straining the ligaments and muscles in my forearm is sometimes excruciating and I have to rest in between. My right side isn’t nearly as bad. Not complaining though.


Meditation comes easier to me now. Anytime during the day I can close my eyes and see my body laying on the bed before me. And I can clearly visualize all my limbs moving at will. I can picture myself getting up out of bed and walking away unaided. I can then let the vision go and quiet my mind and listen. And in the listening, I sometimes hear a small voice telling me I’m going to be fine and to keep working.


I feel much more peaceful inside these days. I feel connected to something that before wasn’t there. I have prayed before and gone to church most of my life but this is different. This feeling of connectedness, of oneness is another gift to me in this difficult time.



Lisa was choked with emotion. She could picture her father going through his ordeal. He was more than the man she remembered. She felt an even deeper affection for the father who had been so important in her life. She felt a deeper love. And she felt a closeness as if he was in the room with her—near her while she read. It was a strange, esoteric sensation and yet comforting.


Sleepy eyed, she pondered for awhile, trying to discern this sense of awareness of spiritual presence, and then turned to the next page.



Entry Twenty-five, 2‑17‑1954. Laura gave me the usual prick test with a sharp sterilized needle. “Ouch,” I said, as she stuck one of my left toes. Boy did she jump. It didn’t hurt much I said, but I did feel it. I tried to restrain myself but the excitement in my eyes betrayed me.


Laura’s eyes glistened. “Now don’t you start bawling,” I said. She came over and gave me a hug. I was able to weakly return the hug with one arm and I kissed her on the cheek. This is our biggest breakthrough.

__________


Entry Twenty-six, 3‑4‑1954. Nine months have passed since I first entered this hospital. I can operate my left hand pretty good now. Not much change in my lower torso, only some feeling in the toes of my left foot.


Today we take x‑rays. I am apprehensive, however I feel confident and at peace. I told Mary Jo she can start making those wedding plans. “Already am,” she said. I laughed. It feels good to laugh on a regular basis. I think that helps too.


As a result of the mental treatments I have been giving myself, I have changed considerably as to my priorities and outlook on life. Also I feel assured that things will work out and that I will walk again. I also know deep in my heart that if this were not the case I could live with my condition and lead a productive life one way or another. I can’t imagine what it would be, I only know that it would be something that would not only benefit me, but humanity as well. I realize how important it is to care about others, to be selfless as opposed to being selfish. I have been given so much.



Lisa raised her arm and solemnly wiped the moisture from her eyes with the sleeve of her daddy’s old shirt. She carefully laid the book on the night stand.


Sleep came easily.

_

 Chapter Thirty 

Lisa’s morning slumber was abruptly interrupted by the cranky ring of Mama’s black, ancient, dial-type, telephone. ‘God, I hate that phone,’ she mumbled under her breath as she tumbled out of bed. Mama heard her coming because she noisily bumped the door while making her way into the living room. Mama facetiously barked out from the kitchen. “Lisa, would you get that, honey? I got my hands full in here.” Lisa impatiently flopped on the couch and picked up the phone.


“Hello,” she said.


“Lisa, this is Bernice.”


“Hi Bernie,” she said excitedly. “I bet you’re calling to tell me you’re finally coming out here to see us.”


“You must be a mind reader because that’s right. It’s OK, isn’t it? Something tells me that this would be a good time to visit you.”


“Oh yes,” replied Lisa. “Don’t be silly, I’m dying to see you.”


“Good then, I’ve got plane reservations to fly out there tomorrow morning. I know I can find your town but I might have trouble finding your house. I’ll call when I get to town, OK?”


“Oh no you won’t,” said Lisa, thrilled at the prospect of seeing her good friend again. “I’m gonna come and pick you up at the airport. I can’t wait to see you, we have so much to talk about. And besides, I’m paying good money to lease this car.”


“Tell me dear, does it have a top on it?”


“You should know, it’s just like you ordered.”


Bernice laughed. “Just put it up for me, I don’t want to mess up my hair. I’ve got some really exciting news for you, but I’m not going to tell you anything until I get there.”


“Now that ain’t fair,” whined Lisa. “You can’t leave me hanging up in the air like that.”


“OK then, I can’t wait either. It has something to do with acquiring a facility for our homeless girls.”


“That’s marvelous” Lisa exclaimed ecstatically.


They talked for awhile and Lisa hung up the phone elated and energized to get started with their project. She had completely set aside her situation with Tim. ‘Somehow the situation will resolve itself; and maybe I can bring Mama to California,’ she said to herself.


Lisa jumped to her feet and scampered into the kitchen to announce the good news. “Guess what, Mama? Bernice is coming to visit us. She’s coming tomorrow.”


“Why, that’s wonderful dear, that’s just wonderful.” Mama’s words were followed by an easy smile of approval.


“I’m so excited Mama, you’re gonna just love her.” 


Mama smiled again, and while lovingly patting the back of her daughter’s hand she replied. “I’m sure I will, and you know that any friend of yours is welcome in this house.”



Lisa stood anxiously near the tunnel exit watching the people deplane flight 224 from Orange County to Atlanta. She witnessed an emotional greeting between an elderly couple and their grandchildren. When they embraced these two little ones it was apparent that they hadn’t seen them for a long time. Observing this family and other loved ones greeting each other was a heart-warming experience for Lisa. ‘Scenes like this are being played out every minute of every day in airports throughout the world,’ she thought to herself. ‘Despite the negativity we are constantly bombarded with through the media, a truer picture would be that there is, indeed, a whole lot more love in this world than is advertised.’

Finally, Bernice appeared. The taller woman was easy to spot in the crowd. She was eloquently dressed as usual. Lisa rushed forward and gave her a hugging embrace.


During the drive back to Pattersville, Bernice dominated the conversation.


“Lisa, you’re just going to love this place we’re getting. Right now it serves as a convalescent home and houses up to forty people. It has a kitchen, laundry room, recreation room, office area, and all the amenities you would typically find in a nursing home.”


“What’s going to happen to the folks that are living there now, Bernie?”


“I don’t know. I never thought of that. I suppose they will relocate someplace.” Suddenly, Bernice was struck with an acute sense of awareness, and she solemnly settled back into her yellow leather covered bucket seat and looked up at a graying sky. She became painfully aware of her indifference to the people now residing in the home. She shut her eyes and received a mental picture of occupied wheel chairs lined up against the wall in the recreation room. The sight of useless limbs dangling and blank stares indicating Alzheimer’s or perhaps some other neurological dysfunction, flashed across her mind. The old tune “Don’t Fence Me In” echoed from an ancient upright piano while some of those who were still able to walk marched to line dancing steps. Others sat in neatly rowed chairs tapping their feet to the beat of the music.


Bernice opened her eyes allowing the vision and its accompanying guilt to fade in favor of justifying thoughts for her own plans.

__________


“Here we are Bernie,” announced Lisa when they entered town. Driving through town, Lisa pointed out the old candy store and Jake’s gas station.


Mama was sitting in the swing on the porch awaiting their arrival. Given their age difference she thought her daughter’s close sustaining relationship with the older woman to be rather odd. She didn’t realize that, in addition to being supportive as a friend, Bernice had been fulfilling the mother role that Lisa so desperately needed. And Lisa was helping to fill an emptiness that had lain in Bernice’s heart since the passing of her husband.


The yellow convertible slowly bumped its way down the driveway and soon the three ladies were sitting around the kitchen table drinking fresh coffee and eating homemade sweetbread while they chatted.


After an early dinner the three of them continued their visit. Mainly for the benefit of Bernice, Lisa started to talk about Daddy’s diary. Upon noticing a yearning look come over Mama’s face, she quickly changed the subject.


The conversation then centered around Sissy and her family, and they decided to drive out there the next day.



The following morning, Bernice was early to rise after spending a comfortable night in Sissy’s old bed. “Morning Mama,” she said, entering the kitchen.


“Coffee’s done, ya want some?” Bernice nodded, and Mama poured two cups. Coffee aroma and the smell of bacon cooking finally drew Lisa from her slumber and into the kitchen. They all enjoyed a leisurely breakfast before setting out for Sissy’s house.

__________


“Grama, Grama,” screamed the children scampering down the steps, the tattered screen door slamming behind them. Sissy followed close behind. Three generations, Mama, Lisa, Sissy, little Lisa, and Jake Jr. embraced in a small circle. Bernice, touched with emotion by the scene, looked on, smiling.


With the temperature already approaching the mid‑eighties and the humidity factor likewise, it was appropriate weather for Sissy’s homemade lemonade and cookies. They sat around an old fashioned formica-top, chrome-legged kitchen table.


“How you and Tim doing Les?” inquired Sissy.


“We’re not!” Lisa curtly replied, wishing the subject hadn’t come up. “I don’t understand, why do I always end up with lousy men? I mean Tim’s not really bad; he hasn’t abused me or anything like that. And I think he cares about me, but he’s got some kind of hang‑up that’s preventing him from getting close to me. It’s like he’s afraid of something. He rejected me in the worst way and it really hurt.


“The girls at the clinic complain that he’s bossy and doesn’t always treat his patients as nice as he should. They say he has a big ego, which I guess is true,” said Lisa in a voice that still reflected a reluctance to accept the fact.


“What do you know about his background?” inquired Bernice.


“Not much really,” sighed Lisa.


 Sissy spoke up. “I think if you did it might answer some of your questions.” Mama and Bernice nodded in agreement.


Sissy continued, “Les, one of the biggest problems we have in this town is men who abuse their wives and kids. Most of them don’t really know why they do it and they’re sorry for it afterward. Especially if they’re a drinker. But getting these guys to admit they have a problem and look at themselves is difficult, let alone convincing them they need to do something about it.


“The church works hard at educating the community and counseling families and individuals on the problem. Pastor Beacon and Doc Summers work together in doing this.


“Doc Summers always has a simple way of putting things so that most anyone can understand. For example, he recently gave a Sunday night talk on this very subject. He started off by saying that no one is to blame when it comes to an abusive person. He says it all started long ago and involves two words—EGO and POWER. The ego is simply a false sense of importance or perceiving yourself as you would like to be instead of who you really are. Power is the potential for a person to exercise influence or dominance over others.”


“Nobody’s perfect so we all have a certain amount of ego and exercise power over other people,” interjected Lisa.


“Doc Summers says it’s usually acceptable because we communicate, cooperate and reason with each other, Sissy explained. “This is the average case, he says, and refers to it as soft ego and soft power.


“And then he says we have what he describes as hard ego and hard power. The use of hard power is characterized by violence and abuse in all kinds of different ways. He said Hitler and Napoleon, who were responsible for great human suffering and millions of deaths, are two extreme examples.


“Then you come down the line to the everyday violent criminal and down to the wife and child abuser. Then on a little smaller scale of hard power, you have situations like the boss who picks on subordinates and stuff like that.” Sissy nodded in agreement, then anxiously continued her train of thought


“So, getting to the bottom of a family or an individual’s problem can get complicated. Pastor Bacon chimed in once by explaining that we got one thing going against us right off the bat. It’s a cultural thing. I mean, he said that men are supposed to be masculine by nature. You know, all over the world since cave man days, men have been considered the stronger sex. They fight the wars, support the family and so forth.


“It’s not as much now, but since they were little boys, society has taught them that boys were tough and that women were weaker and subordinate to men.


“Now, women are demanding to be treated equally, which I say is only right even though it sometimes causes conflicts at the work place and at home.


“Pastor Bacon always reminds us that God created everyone equal and we have to love one another. A lot of kids just don’t get good upbringing and are treated badly by their parents. I tell you the truth, you show me a man who abuses his family or hurts other people and I’ll show you a person who was probably abused or neglected as a child in one way or another.”

__________


Bernice looked seriously at her two companions and commented. “I recently read that up to eighty percent of the people in prison today have a history of family neglect or abuse. And they’re the lucky ones, because it is estimated that as many as two thousand kids die every year as a result of neglect and abuse. I believe that the dysfunctional family is the worst scourge on the face of the earth. And, that it is at the root of the problem, and probably, most of the world’s problems.”


Mama, who until now had been sitting quietly, spoke up. “I know that’s why Willy was the way he was. And taken to drinking did make him even worse.”


“That’s true Mama,” added Sissy. And when a man has taken to drinking there’s less chance he’ll change. Me and Lisa talked about that before and that’s exactly what happened to Willy.”


Lisa thought for a moment before speaking. “At least Tim’s not an alcoholic. But maybe I should realize that there may be something like that going on with him.”


“Les, the Doc and Pastor Bacon ain’t no psychiatrists but between the Doc’s background and the Pastor’s ability to bring people closer to God, they have helped a lot of people. You know Doc real well and he thinks the world of you. Why don’t you go have a talk with him?” Bernice and Mama nodded in agreement.


“You’re probably right little sister, but I think I’ll leave it alone for awhile.”


Lisa stood up, walked around the table and bent over to give her sister a hug. “Thanks Sissy,” she said as she lightly kissed her on the cheek. The afternoon went by fast.

__________


With a loud bang, the back screen door came flying open and little Lisa and Jake Jr. bounded in, bringing with them a dozen flies.


“You’re just in time to say goodbye you little rag muffins.” Lisa stooped and kissed them both. They kissed Mama and went directly to the cookie jar sitting on the sink counter.


“Get those hands washed first,” scolded their mother.



Bernice’s two week planned visit went by fast. Lisa, Mama, and Bernice were together most of the time. Highlights included a walk through the woods following the path Lisa and Daddy used to take on their Saturday morning walks, visits to Sissy’s, and a full day at Doc Summers’ ranch. After leaving the ranch they visited the clinic where Bernice had the opportunity to meet Ellie, Leona and Tim.


The evening before Bernice’s scheduled flight home, Mama went to bed early. Lisa and Bernice sat in the front porch swing enjoying a last cup of coffee and the warm night air, which was sweetened from the fragrance of honeysuckle.


Lisa put her hand on Bernice’s and turned to face her. “Bernie, I sure wish you could stay a little longer.”


“I can’t though,” she replied with an air of hesitation in her voice. “There’s too much going on at home that needs my attention. Mainly, I have to get this deal on the convalescent home sewed up.


“Remember now, we’re in this thing together. So I hope you get back to California soon.”


In the soft glow of the moonlight, Bernice could see the facial features of distress forming on Lisa’s face so she softened her statement. “Lisa dear, like I said before, you come when you can. And if you decide not to, that’s OK, too.”


“Oh Bernie,” she said with a slight whimper to her voice. “One way or another I’ll get there. I’m just not sure when. Mama’s been feeling so good lately that maybe I don’t have to worry about her so much. As far as Tim goes, he hasn’t even called me. I will confront him next week. But maybe I’ll talk to Doc Summers first like Sissy suggested.”


“I think that’s a good idea dear.”


The thought of talking to Doc Summers and receiving his counsel left her feeling reassured and she changed the subject.


“Last night I finished reading the first half of my Daddy’s diary. I wanted to tell you about it before you left.”


“I would like that,” replied Bernice. She sipped her coffee and smiled inwardly, pleased that her relationship with this beloved friend was on firm ground. She nodded, signaling Lisa to begin.

__________


“I have come to the conclusion that my Daddy was a perfect example of a miracle. When he came back from the war he was paralyzed from the neck down. He was trying to protect some guys who were under his command when a bomb went off and pieces of metal hit him in the back and lodged in his spine.” She summarized the whole story, including how her father attributed his healing to two people who came into his life at the right time; Laura, a physical therapist and Dr. Bernstein, an MD and surgeon.


“It is evident throughout his diary that he had a strong will and a great deal of faith. He worked hard both physically and mentally and was in considerable pain most of the time. He came to believe deeply in prayer and meditation with creative visualization. He said it helped alleviate the pain and further the healing process.”


Lisa described the process and how shrapnel finally moved out of harm’s way, allowing Dr. Bernstein to operate. He said toward the end that he believed if his faith and trust in God were as strong in the beginning as when he left the hospital he would have recuperated much faster.


“After the operation, Daddy spent most of his waking hours in agonizing physical therapy. The pain and frustration cannot be described, he would say. He spent as much time as his strength would allow squeezing a tennis ball and then repetitiously practicing touching the end of his thumb to the tips off his fingers. In addition to gathering strength in this way, gaining dexterity and coordination of the fingers was actually coming through retraining his mind. He had to get both hands working pretty good in order to do standing and walking therapy exercises. Laura, and later, Mama were with him all the way.

__________


“After he got well he took frequent trips to the hospital to help the other guys out. Some of them followed in his footsteps and got better.


“Dr. Bernstein and Laura disappeared as mysteriously and fast as they showed up in the first place.


“In his diary, Daddy talked a lot about miracles. He said the sudden appearance of Dr. Bernstein and Laura was, indeed, a miracle. I wanna read this part to you; I’ll go get the book.” Lisa retrieved that section of the diary and commenced flipping through pages. She began to read from one of his last hospital entries.



At about the same time I was at the end of my rope and was praying for help with all my heart, Dr. Bernstein had just missed his train from Washington, D.C. to California where he was supposed to take a position in a VA hospital. He was set on taking the train so he could see some of the country. When he told the VA administration that he would be delayed they asked him if he would be willing to go to Atlanta instead. He wanted to be where the need was greatest so, reluctantly, he accepted.


Because of Dr. Humphery’s absence that day, Dr. Bernstein landed in my ward. He stayed there. Right away he made me one of his paramount patients, as he put it.


Laura’s story was equally bizarre. She came to the hospital one day with a friend who had come to visit her brother. The following day she lost her job as a physical therapist in a private institution. She tried to enroll in nursing school to fulfill her eventual goal of obtaining her registered nurse credentials. All classes were full.


With the plight of the boys in the VA hospital fresh in her mind from the previous day’s visit, she decided to apply for a job there. Conditions of employment were that some of her time had to be on a volunteer basis and she had to be willing to work with the more difficult, or so‑called hopeless, cases. She declined the VA hospital’s proposition because she wanted to work with boys who had the best chance of recovery.


Two nights later she experienced an unusual dream. She saw Jesus preaching ‘The Parable Of The Lost Sheep’ to his disciples. Jesus said “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety‑nine and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? When he finds it he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home.”


Somehow this came across to Laura as a message to refrain from denying those in great need regardless of how hopeless the situation may appear. She returned to the hospital the next day and accepted the position.


I don’t believe that all this happened by chance. It was more than a string of synchronous casual occurrences that culminated in one big coincidence that brought the help I needed, when I asked for it.


Look at all the things that had to happen in sequence. Dr. Bernstein had to miss his train; the VA, because of a paperwork foul‑up, recognized a desperate need for a doctor in Atlanta; they had to ask Dr. Bernstein to go there and he had to accept; and finally, Dr. Humphery had to be absent that day allowing Dr. Bernstein to take his place in my ward.


A similar scenario occurred with Laura except that she also had that dream, which was, perhaps, divine intervention to keep things on track?


It is harder for me to believe that it all happened by accident or chance than it is to believe that everything on this earth, in fact the whole universe of stars, planets and galaxies is designed to work in concert in accordance with a grand cosmic plan.


Consider how heavenly bodies move through space in perfect synchronicity; the perfect way the human body works; the perfect evolution of all nature. Everything is in perfect order. We see it on a smaller scale right before our eyes, every moment of every day. We are immersed in, surrounded by, and a part of the creative life force.


A simple example is a seed we plant in the ground. It has within it, everything it needs to grow into a big tree or whatever. Scientists have discovered a great deal, yet they still can’t make a simple seed and they remain in awe of the universe.


Dr. Bernstein also believes that it was no accident that he and Laura showed up when they did. He said that I put out mental energy through my intense thoughts and prayer and by the esoteric divine order of God, [grace of God] or universal order, received a positive response. Somehow, in an invisible, ethereal way we are connected and guided. And as we choose, we participate in complementing harmony and love and creation which is the essence of the underlying universal pattern of God. That’s the miracle. Life is a miracle; the part we can see and the part we can’t see as well.




“Whata ya think, Bernie?” Lisa was gleaming with pride.

Bernice, like most people could not comprehend this scenario from a logical standpoint, and yet, also like many, she intuitively knew it was true. 


“I basically believe the things your father says. And I think that most of us can relate to sequences of unlikely coincidences that profoundly affected our lives when we were in need. Particularly when we asked for help. I do, however, believe it works both ways.


“I mean, I think we have the power through choice to block these phenomena of coincidental sequences of events. For instance, had Dr. Bernstein reacted angrily to missing his train, maybe he would have directed himself, in a negative state of mind, to take the later train or perhaps even to fly to LA. Had Laura been in a negative frame of mind she may have reacted similarly.


“But, by reason of their gracious nature and by the grace of God, your father’s prayers, amplified by the prayers of his supporters, were answered. How all this works remains a matter of faith and only one of countless universal secrets.


“And to add to what your father said, I also believe they were both in a frame of mind to be open to guidance. I call it following your feelings or intuitions.


“I only know that when I am quiet, balanced, and at peace in the moment I am more apt to be receptive to right ideas and make better choices. Sometimes, from a logical standpoint it may not make good sense but I do it anyway, and it usually works out for the best.”


Bernice looked at Lisa with a tired smile. “Dear, my head is starting to hurt from all this thinking. How about we turn in? Your father is well deserving of the pride I see in your eyes.”


“Thanks for listening Bernie, it meant a lot to me.”


Bernice stood and held out her hand to assist Lisa. They finished their coffee in the kitchen and retired for the evening.

__

 Chapter Thirty One 

“Mommy! Mommy!” screamed little Jake. He scrambled out of bed, ran to his mother and father’s bedroom, hopped into their bed and slid under the covers hiding his head.


“What’s the matter, honey?” Sissy had quickly awakened and was soon running her fingers through her son’s soft wavy hair, cradling his head in her bosom.


“Grama was in my room, I saw her standing there. The room was dark but I could see her cuz she had light all around her. I said, ‘Grama, what are you doing here?’ She didn’t say nothing but I heard her talking in my head. She wanted me to look after you and Daddy and Sister and Aunt Lisa. She told me not to forget that, even when I get big. She smiled and said she was happy and loved us very much. Then she went away.”


“It was just a dream sweetie, it’s OK.”


Jake Sr. was awake now and ordered his son back to bed.


“Mommy, I don’t want to go to back to bed, I wanna sleep with you guys.” Although little Jake loved his grandmother dearly, this experience left him frightened.


“He had a bad dream honey, let him stay.” Big Jake grumbled, rolled over, and went back to sleep.


The bed stand clock read 7:00 a.m. when Lisa began to stir. Bernice was still sound asleep in Sissy’s old bed across the room. Suddenly, Lisa bolted out of bed. She could not smell the aroma of Mama’s fresh brewed coffee. Mama never failed to get up early and start the coffee. Engulfed in fear, she ran to her mother’s bedroom. Mama was propped up in bed with two pillows. She was facing the TV, but her eyes were closed.


“Mama,” said Lisa quietly. “You all right, Mama?” she asked in a louder voice. There was no response. She reached over and clasped one of her mother’s hands in hers. Mama’s hand was cold. “Mama! Mama!” yelled Lisa. She grabbed her by the shoulders and began to shake her.


By now Bernice was standing at Lisa’s side. She felt for a pulse. There was none. “She’s gone Lisa.”


Lisa, crying hysterically, embraced her mother’s still body. “No, no, no! It can’t be,” she wailed.


Bernice immediately summoned Doc Summers and notified Sissy and then went to comfort her friend.


Doc Summers and Tim arrived at the same time. Lisa could hear Tim’s voice as they walked up the driveway. “You were sure right on the timing of this one, Doctor.” Doc Summers sneered at Tim. He didn’t appreciate the comment. They entered the house and rushed into Mama’s bedroom, only to return within the minute.


Grieved at the passing of another dear friend and heartbroken over Lisa’s loss he could only utter in a scratchy voice. “I am so sorry, Lisa.”


Lisa looked up Doc Summers. “Is what Tim said true?” His eyes saddened, and sunk even deeper under his brow; he didn’t speak.


“You knew this was coming soon, didn’t you? You knew and didn’t tell me. Why? Why? Why? Why didn’t you tell me?” she screamed. Lisa bolted across the room toward the doctor in a fit of hysterical rage and starting beating on his chest with her fists. “Why does everyone I love have to die? Why? It’s not fair.” Having worn herself down both physically and emotionally she allowed her head to fall against his chest. He put one arm around her and with his other hand he gently stroked the back of her head.


“Mama was so happy lately, especially the last couple weeks.” Lisa was sobbing quietly now as she spoke. “I got up one morning like I told you before and she was standing at the kitchen sink looking at her garden. And her eyes shone and her face glowed. Her pain was almost gone. I thought maybe she was getting better. And she was like that the whole week. I would catch her watching me, Sissy and the kids. She had this extra-special loving smile, like it was coming from deep down inside her. It was like she had touched the face of God and was healed.”


“She did,” said the Doctor softly. Lisa’s head was pressed hard to his chest and she could feel the vibration of his voice come through. She looked up, her face swollen from crying, and whimpered in a tiny voice that was begging for reassurance.


“She did?”


“Yes, she did, Lisa.” He tried to smile comfortingly but couldn’t quite manage it. Instead, he took the tissue Bernice handed him and blotted her tears. He looked down at her with loving compassionate eyes that, too, had watered. In an effort to console her he said, “Right now I know you’re not in a frame of mind to fully understand what I’m about to say, but maybe you will think about it later. You see Lisa, sometimes God gives us a peek around the veil between mortality and the afterlife to let us see a little of what’s coming. I see it in patients quite often. It could occur a month, a week, or even moments before death. But it does happen and I hope you can believe that.


“I believe this about your mother. I also believe that as a part of it, she was given respite from the pain, suffering and worry for that brief period of time. She was in that place between mortal consciousness and the eternal space-time-continuum you might say. She had already entered into the transitional phase that releases a spirit toward union with God, departed loved ones, and makes one ready to travel the infinite boundaries of the next dimensions, the eternal world of pure spirit, or heaven.


“I didn’t know when, but yes I did feel that the earthly end for your mother was near. To have told you would have only served to instill fear and affect you emotionally. And in turn, regardless of how hard you tried to hide them, your feelings of despair would have been picked up by your mother.


“I truly believe she knew, but she didn’t want you and the family to know. She wanted you and her to be happy right up to the end.”


Later, Lisa would come to understand and accept this, but at present, her grief, pain, and the relentless ache in her heart had to run its course.


 Tim’s agony over seeing Lisa’s pain made him aware that he loved her. He knew it completely; there was no doubt.


Responding to a slight nudge from Lisa, the Doctor released his grip. She looked up at him, her lower lip quivered below sad eyes. Yet she managed a grateful-half grin.


“I’m sorry, I should have...”


Before she could finish the sentence, Doc Summers gently placed two fingers across her lips to gently silence her. “ No sorrys necessary,” he said with a quiet smile. “All you need to know now is that I’m here for you.”


From behind them, Lisa heard Bernice’s voice. “That includes me, too dear.” Lisa turned to see the sorrowful eyes and outstretched arms that would offer her the comfort no other woman, except perhaps Sissy, could give her at this time. Bernice hugged her tight.


“I’m gonna miss her so much, Bernie. I just don’t know what I’m gonna do. And I wasted all those years.”


 While Bernice held her, Tim stood, helplessly, in the background. He glanced over at the doctor. Doc Summers felt the look and returning it saw a confused, perplexed, yet at the same time, a newly compassionate, caring Tim. Tim was actually looking to the doctor for some kind of guidance, but his vulnerability made him shy and he dropped his eyes from the wise doctor’s face to stare, unseeingly, at the floor. Tim felt at a loss. Assuming that someday he and Lisa could have a long term relationship, he realized that its success could be highly dependent on how he dealt with this delicate situation.


His thoughts whirled and his emotions peaked. ‘Why am I holding back? Why can’t I offer simple comfort to the one I love? Am I a coward? If I don’t make a move now, I’ll never be able to.’

Bernice sensed the tension in the air. From over Lisa’s shoulder she looked at Doc Summers, and then at Tim. Tim’s dilemma was clear, however, she could offer no solace to the young man. Still gazing into Tim’s pleading eyes, Bernice released Lisa. Tim walked bravely toward them and gathered Lisa into his arms. “I’m here too,” he said. He pressed his face against hers and whispered in her ear, “I love you, you know.”


Lisa felt a spark of joy and even though the weight of her sorrow did not allow the spark to ignite into flame, she would reflect back on it later. And its remembered warmth would help her through these first days of loss. For now, she simply stepped back, brushed his cheek with her hand and smiled appreciatively. She had no idea how relieved Tim was at that moment.

__________


Jake’s car came rattling down the long driveway. Sissy came though the door first. Her face pale, tears streaming down over her cheeks, she ran to her sister. And they hugged each other for a long time. They both needed consolation and strained to impart it and receive it from each other.


“Just three weeks ago I saw the miracle of life begin, and now, a death,” sobbed Lisa. Sissy hugged her tighter, as there were no words. They went in to see Mama and Sissy said a prayer. Her stronger belief and long-tenured faith made Sissy’s sorrow easier to bear.

_

 Chapter Thirty Two 

It rained the day of Mama’s funeral. The old church was filled to capacity and even all standing room was occupied. Still others stood outside. Neatly dressed ladies, men, and children stood under umbrellas. And there were farmers, both black and white, wearing overalls and shaggy hats. Rain cascaded over black umbrellas and floppy hat brims. Underneath, sad faces reminisced their association with Mary Jo and David Simmon. And, perhaps, they also pondered their own mortality.


Lisa was flabbergasted at the large number of people who attended. Her mind remained numb through Doc Summers’ eulogy and Pastor Bacon’s service. She didn’t comprehend, for sake of remembrance, a word spoken. As she followed the casket to the cemetery, she busied her mind with superfluous thoughts attempting to counteract and quiet the heart-wrenching emotions she was experiencing.


She observed that the cemetery next to the old church was ringed with a six-foot-high wrought-iron fence with protruding spear-like tips that poised the threat of impalement to would-be intruders who might attempt to scale it. The entry gate to the cemetery, which was also of wrought iron structure, was kept locked except for funerals and specific visiting days. ‘I always wondered why the cemetery had such a high fence and why they kept it locked. A graveyard of all places. I think I’ll ask Pastor Bacon someday,’ she thought.


The last of the thunderheads disappeared from view, and the emerging sun cast early afternoon shadows behind the numerous gravestones that filled the crowded cemetery. Heavenly rays reached down to kiss the tops of rolling hills set in the background. Lisa’s eye was caught by a bright colorful rainbow arching across the western sky. She raised her head to view the splendor of it all. She thought about Mama’s dreams of Daddy and a wave of peace came through her.


During the short grave-side service, Sissy and Bernice sat beside Lisa on a weathered but stable bench that had been placed there. It was draped with a green cloth to prevent splinters.


After the service, mourners passed by the family to extend their condolences and express admiration for Mama and Daddy. Lisa insisted on remaining at the grave-site until her mother was lowered into the ground. All mourners left except for Bernice, Sissy, and a tall, distinguished looking black man who emerged from the crowd. He walked to the grave-site. Taking a seat in a folding chair behind Lisa he softly spoke over her shoulder.

__________


“Lisa, remember me?” She turned to face him, her eyes still reddened from tears and cheeks swollen. He handed her his handkerchief.


“I don’t believe I do—wait, wait a minute—you’re not Leroy are you?”


“Sure am,” he replied with a sincere, Martin Luther King-like smile.


“You were a teenage boy, the last time I saw you.”


“And you were just a little girl dancing around the candy store singing ‘Jesus Loves Me.’ ”


Lisa suddenly recollected her fondness for Leroy and stood and turned to greet him. She stretched her arms toward him soliciting a welcome embrace. Leroy hugged her firmly, yet gently.


“I believe the last time I hugged you was when you went off to college,” said Lisa as she backed away holding his hands. “Thanks for coming Leroy, it means a lot to me and I know it would to Mama too.” The reunion having lightened the air, Lisa brandished one of her rare smiles since Mama’s death.


“Lisa, is there anything that I can do for you or the family?”


“No—just your being here is enough.”


Leroy looked at Lisa and spoke with a grateful smile. “You know, if it wasn’t for your father and mother I might not be standing here today. I don’t know if they ever told you, but one night when I was thirteen I came into the candy store with a gun to rob it and walked out with a job instead.” Leroy recognized the shy expression on her face.


“If your Dad would have called the sheriff I would surely have gone to jail and probably eventually ended up in prison. And it’s not likely that I would have survived very long. Society wasn’t very kind to black criminals in the South back then.


“Your folks kept me employed when I was in high school and then helped me get through college and law school. Since becoming an attorney I have been able to help other kids, of various races, get straightened out. Black or white, all most kids want is to be recognized and given a chance.


“Father Flanagan proved that a long time ago with Boy’s Town and I’ve confirmed it with my own experience. We have a few kids from this town in college now because I was able to help get them out of trouble. And I am sure that the ones I helped will someday help others.


“You see, your parents helped a lot of people and, indirectly, saved a lot of lives. And the people in this town know it. A person’s accomplishments are ultimately measured by his contributions to his fellows, not material or other personal gain. So after he passes on, the discussion among mourners and eulogies is about a person’s goodness. The large number of folks here today is a tribute to both of your parents.”


Leroy had successfully diverted Lisa’s concentration on her sorrow. She smiled proudly.


 “Mind my manners, Leroy, I would like you to meet my good friend Bernice Chandler.” Bernice extended her hand to formalize the greeting.


Mama’s casket touched bottom. Sissy stood up, greeted Leroy, and put her arm around her sister’s shoulder. “Guess we ought to go now.” And they proceeded through the cemetery gate. Lisa stopped and turned to look back and say one last goodbye to her beloved Mama.



A week had gone by since Mama’s funeral. Bernice stood looking out the kitchen window watching the moon disappear from the Georgia sky. A bright yellow arc started to peek over the horizon, marking the beginning of a new day. A good night’s sleep had purged her mind and rested her body leaving her refreshed for a change.


Devoid of thought, she was immersed in a subconscious directed peace. Warmed by the sun, dew drops began to fall from the leaves of potted ivy plants that rested in the flower box just outside the partly opened window. The fresh smell of country air was very different from the sea air she was accustomed to, but she had come to love it, too. It occurred to her that this was her favorite part of the day.

__________


At home, she was usually up before dawn to watch this same sunrise as she sat in the nook of her own kitchen. The calming effect of nature, in all its grandeur, was there also; its magnificence displayed, only in a different setting.


On Bernice’s estate, a well-manicured lawn with a beautiful flower bed lined across its back, separated her house from the cliff’s edge. At the bottom, white waves broke, churned and crashed over the treacherous jagged coral surface. Reforming, the waves would repeat this endless cycle. Their distant roar was ever so powerful but relaxing all the same. And the Pacific Ocean stretched forever.


Looking out over Mama’s garden now, Bernice noticed infant weeds sprouting here and there. This distracted her and a surge of adrenal energy rushed through her body. At least the meditative placidity of the early morning had preconditioned her to calmly deal with this, her one-week delayed last day in Pattersville. As she pushed the coffeepot button on, her thoughts were centered on her grieving friend.

__________


Lisa entered the kitchen catching Bernice preparing breakfast. “You didn’t have to cook for me on your last day here,” she said sadly.


“I wanted to,” responded Bernice, feeling unnecessarily guilty.


A quiet breakfast and they were shortly on their way to the airport. Bernice had been with her friend and family throughout the week. And at this point there was little more she could say or do. Following a tearful embrace at the airline boarding area, they stepped back and looked each other in the eyes.


“Bye Bernie,” Lisa said with a forced smile.


“Good‑bye dear. You know I love you as a daughter.” Lisa looked to the side in order to escape another emotional discharge. “If you need me for anything, you better call.” Lisa acknowledged by again looking into her friend’s compassionate eyes. A quick hug and Bernice disappeared into the concourse tunnel that would take her to her homebound plane.



Lisa returned to the family home and soon found herself wandering aimlessly through the house examining each room. She focused her eyes on memorabilia of significance as if she expected them to speak out to her in nostalgic remembrance. She spent a long time in Mama’s room, mostly viewing family portraits that were neatly hung in chronological order on the walls. A remorseful sigh came as she stared at the photo of Daddy pushing her and Sissy on the old tire swing in the front yard. “There was such happiness in the house back then,” she said aloud. “Now everyone’s gone, except me, that is.”


Then, for some reason, she recalled what Doc Summers once said about aspects of individualized energy fields constantly transmitting unique individualized vibrations. She curled up on the sofa in her pretzel position to cogitate.


‘Doc said that one facet of this energy, was the characteristic of individuals to leave their imprints in physical locations to which they were intimately attached.


‘Subconsciously, they depart from their soul-center and soak into that which we define as matter. ‘And you don’t have to die to leave an imprint,’ he said. ‘In some circles, it’s an accepted theory that spirit, as individualized souls, can draw themselves back to locations where their imprints are intense enough and sustain accordingly. This is the case whether alive or deceased.’


The reality of this proposition suddenly struck her. It came in the form of an impression, a transition in consciousness, that was outside of her normal thinking mind. It was all beginning to make sense to her. ‘That’s why I felt so connected to this house the minute I entered it. It was more than fond memories. Part of me, my energy field vibrations, or spiritual imprints were still here from before. And this is part of the reason why I often felt so homesick. I was actually being drawn home by my own spiritual essence, which was imprinted in all the people and all the things I cared about.


‘I wonder; could this be, part and partial, the reason why some people pull up their roots and move across country for better weather and jobs, only to return a year or so later. Far fetched, maybe, but maybe not.


‘I do know for sure that Daddy’s presence was here for Mama. And I do feel that they’re both here for me now.’ A mild chill went up her spine and goose bumps appeared on her arms—a sign signifying truth. An impulse of joy produced a tear and a broad smile.


She went outside to visit Mama’s garden. And as if in response to an unseen, inaudible request, she picked it clean of weeds. ‘Ain’t never gonna sell this place.’ she vowed. ‘I’ll be back.’
__________


From a distance, Lisa can be seen, sitting cross-legged, in Mama’s garden. With the back of a muddy hand, she wipes the last remaining tears from her eyes. From the inner realms of her being, is coming a burst of new energy. Her face is reflecting strength and confidence. She is a little scared and yet pleased with this sudden transformation. Yes—This is her innate spiritualness continuing to rise to the surface.


For a long time to come, Mama’s memory will occupy her thoughts every night before bed and upon waking in the morning. She will reminisce during these times and although painful at first, the pain will gradually dissipate. She will come to be at peace with it, and within herself, and grow deeper in her faith. She finds solace in recalling the event of Mama’s appearance before little Jake the night of her death. She now understands Doc Summers’ relationship with his departed wife.


And she knows in a deep, integral way, by reason that defies, yet requires no proven, logical explanation, that her Mama and Daddy are near. And at times she feels the touch of their spirit and they visit her in her dreams.


She senses an awareness that the three of them are eternally bonded and connected by the divine thread of love which guarantees that death is only a temporary separation.

___

PART THREE
 Chapter Thirty Three 

Bernice’s plane touched down at the recently renovated John Wayne Airport early in the evening. After depositing several suitcases in the house, a grateful cab driver, clenching a twenty dollar tip in his hand, smiled, tipped his hat and drove off.


Bernice entered the house, switched on the lights and surveyed the interior of her beautiful mansion. Despite the lavishness of it all she, for a moment, felt like she was standing in an empty shell. She missed John and the kids. She missed Lisa. And, subconsciously, she missed that part of her life’s destiny she had yet to fulfill.


A ringing telephone awoke her the next morning. “Hi Bernie, it’s me. Just checking to make sure you got home all right.”


“Of course I’m alright, but thanks for calling anyway.” Unconscious though it was, Bernice let the tone of her expression reveal a note of depression and disappointment. Lisa was quick to pick it up.


“Bernie, I’ll be out there soon, it’s just that...”


Bernice, detecting weakness in her friend’s voice, experienced a flash of guilt and interrupted. “Lisa, Lisa, we’ve been through this before. Now you listen to me,” she said in a apologetic tone of voice. “I know better than you that you can’t live your life solely for someone else. Nor can you dedicate yourself productively, to a purpose or cause until you inwardly know you’re ready.


“You first must get a grip on your own initial needs. Then by serving, be it in a relationship, or a cause such as we have planned, your own needs will continue to be met.


“So...you come back when you’re good and ready, the door will always be open.”


“Thanks Bernie. Thanks for understanding.”


Lisa’s soft, sweet and sincere voice brought a light moisture to Bernice’s eyes. And it sparked a warm, pleasant, glow in her heart.


“I’ve got to go now dear, I have a lot of things to do today. I love you and I’ll talk to you later.”


“Bye Bernie.” Lisa summoned a grateful smile and slowly hung up the phone.


Bernice, her mood uplifted, hurriedly bathed and dressed while mentally planning her day. ‘First a light breakfast at Dennys; then to the escrow office; my escrow on the convalescent home should be closed by now; then I think I’ll drive out there and look around and maybe do some planning.’


Approaching her housekeeper and maid, Roberta, who had just walked in the door, she offered a quick greeting, some instructions, and a hug, and off she went.

__________


Harrington Escrow was not an unfamiliar name to Bernice. John Sr. had done business with them for years and she felt comfortable with the people in the office.


She entered the building and approached Katie, the girl who was handling her escrow. She immediately sensed that something was wrong. Katie’s eyes confirmed it before a word was spoken. Katie fumbled with some papers on her desk. She was obviously nervous and upset and even though she tried hard to maintain her professional demeanor, this normally shy, honest and likable young lady could not restrain herself and announced, “I am sorry to tell you this Mrs. Chandler, but your escrow contract for the convalescent home fell out of escrow.”


“What do you mean, fell out of escrow?” Bernice angrily replied.


“I mean the deal fell through. The sellers changed their mind. I am told that they still had a legal right to do so.”


“That’s impossible. I insist on knowing why it fell out of escrow as you put it. And furthermore, why didn’t you call me? I gave you a number where I could be reached.”


Katie’s face blushed red. “You will have to ask Mr. Harrington about that, Mrs. Chandler. Let me take you to his office.” Katie escorted Bernice to her boss’s empty office, and then breathed a sigh of relief as she walked back to her own desk.


“Bernice, how nice to see you again,” said George Harrington, who finally entered his office ten minutes later. Bernice had been staring out the window, her anger building. She made an about‑face, and instead of going through polite formalities, sharply directed her question.


“George, I bought that convalescent home for a very good cause. Why, as Katie put it, did it fall out of escrow?”


“The people simply changed their minds, that’s all.”


“Why?” Bernice angrily questioned.


“That’s really not my business. I have to believe though, that they must have secured sufficient funds to re-establish their solvency.”


“I don’t believe that,” scolded Bernice. “I happen to know that they had exhausted every possibility and were desperate and just wanted to get out. I made them a very fair offer and they were extremely happy with it. And why didn’t you call me? I gave Katie the number.”


“I am sorry about that. It was an unfortunate oversight on our part.”


During this short conversation, George Harrington had been wringing his hands behind his back and his slightly dilated eyes wandered. Bernice remembered that her husband John used to tell her that these body language signs were indications that a man was lying or holding something back. John had a remarkable ability to read people. He was rarely fooled, a talent that surely contributed to his success.


 This small insight into George’s behavior made Bernice realize how much of John was still with her. All those little secrets he so amused her with during their nightly pillow talks, might prove to be of real benefit as she faced the world without him. She realized at this moment that like it or not, she had propelled herself into the often “cut-throat” business environment. She was a business woman now and vowed to herself. ‘I will not be taken advantage of.’

Before leaving the Harrington building she phoned the convalescent home. They would only say they had entered into a business relationship with another company and would now be able to continue operating.

__________


Looking for a shoulder to cry on, she drove over to consult and visit hers and John’s old friend and attorney, Clarence Billing. As expected, he proved to be sympathetic and supportive, but could offer no legal recourse. He informed her that the money that was tied up in escrow had been deposited back into her account. He also apologized for not notifying her. An exchange of small talk had a calming effect on Bernice and she decided to go home.



Bernice still had a need to share her feelings. She called Lisa, the only other person she felt she could confide in. While listening to the story unfold, Lisa experienced a strange uneasiness and her mind begin to click.


“Bernie,” she said. “This whole thing doesn’t sound right to me. You might be older than me but I’ve been exposed to the cruel realities of this world more than you and I tell you that it just doesn’t smell right to me at all.” A wave of shock went through Bernice as she pictured Katie’s and George’s reactions earlier that day.


“You gotta be careful Bernie. There’s a lot of unscrupulous people out there.” Lisa recounted some of her past experiences. Suddenly, with a surge of inspiration, she jumped to her feet. “I’ve got it, Bernie. Why don’t you contact that nice lieutenant we met on the ship? You know; the guy that busted me.” She could laugh about it now.


“Remember, his name was Ben. And he had a sweet little roly‑poly wife who’s name was Louise. He said he was already bored with retirement and might go back to work as a private investigator.”


Bernice was excited at the idea. “You’re right, honey. I’m going to hang up now and call him right away. Bye, bye. I love you. I’ll let you know what happens.”

__________


Bernice scrounged through her purse, located Ben’s card and within minutes was on the phone with him. She was anxious and wanted to get right to the issue. After laying it all out, she calmed down a little and apologized for her rather curt opening greeting. Ben brushed her apology away, already formulating plans for the investigation. He gave Bernice some instructions and she spent the afternoon gathering data and jotting down pertinent notes in preparation for her meeting with him the following morning.


She also took time to reflect and concentrate. ‘What would John do? Maybe I should talk to my son. NO! I have to do this myself,’ she thought.


She went outside and sat silently on the veranda, allowing her mind to quiet while she watched the wind‑driven white caps flirt with diving sea gulls seeking their prey. She was becoming even more convinced that she was doing the proper thing. It felt right.


‘Sure I could find another place. But that’s not the whole point. If something illegal or bordering on illegal has taken place, I am going to get to the bottom of it. I have to. John would.’
_

 Chapter Thirty Four 

Ben arrived promptly at 9:00 a.m. the following morning. Peeking out a side window, Bernice watched him exit his car, and walking with that familiar limp, come toward the house. ‘I really liked Ben and Louise. Why did I lose contact with them?’ she thought to herself.


Still grateful for his participation in the events that led to positive changes in her life, she greeted him with a gracious smile. They settled in the study where she had documents and notes neatly arranged in a folder. And to Ben’s delight, Roberta brought in coffee and sweet rolls, setting them on an expansive glass coffee table before him.


“You sure have got a nice place here, Mrs. Chandler.”


“Why thank you Ben, and please, it’s Bernice,” she replied, flashing a humble smile.


Ben couldn’t help but notice how the quality of her smile had changed. Before her cruise on the Sunbeam, the expression would have been one of egotistical pride. She had, indeed, changed.


“Now, let me see what you got here,” said Ben, feeling comfortable in this friendly environment. To Bernice’s surprise, he spent about twenty minutes going over the documents without saying a word. He only stopped to sip coffee, munch on a sweet roll, and cogitate. Occasionally, he stared out the window at the morning cloud formations that were leaving ominous dark ground shadows sliding in their wake. A sport-fishing boat chugged by on its routine trip to Catalina Island for a day of fishing. ‘Hope it don’t rain on em,’ he thought.


“There is definitely some thing wrong here! Bernice, I gotta ask you a couple questions.”


“Of course, “she replied, encouraged at Ben’s pronouncement. 


“If it’s OK, could I borrow a copy of your family trust and last financial statement?” Bernice reacted with a confused look on her face. She hadn’t anticipated divulging such personal information. Responding to her reaction, Ben continued. “I only need it to track through this thing step by step. It don’t mean that I suspect anything specific, it’s just that I can’t leave any stone unturned. Also, do you have any suspicions at all?”


“No, except for one thing. I don’t understand why the escrow company didn’t call me and tell me there was a problem. Especially in light of the fact that they were old friends of my husband and I.”


Ben made another note. “Now, let me tell you what I’m gonna do,” Ben said between mammoth bites of sweet roll. “First of all, I can’t tell you anything yet. But my gut smells a rat and that’s what I go by. I will immediately have my real estate broker associates look at this purchase agreement and then go from there.


 “Like I told you on the ship, I didn’t think I could retire from investigative work, so I’ve been doing it part time. Louise don’t even mind it that much. ‘It gets me out of her hair,’ she says.” Ben’s eyes smiled at the mention of his beloved wife. Bernice noticed it and decided at that moment to pursue a lasting friendship with the couple. Ben departed with a promise to get back to her in a few days.

__________


Bernice called Lisa and brought her up to date. She voiced her enthusiasm, but expressed some apprehension and even worry over the outcome.


It was Lisa’s turn to give the pep talk. Lessons learned from Doc Summers and her own applied experience came to her aid.


“Bernie, this time it’s my turn to give some advice. You know it might take Lieutenant Ben several days to complete his investigation and in the meantime it’s not going to do you any good to be sitting on pins and needles.”


“Yes, I know that, dear, but it’s hard.”


“I know, tell me about it...” Lisa declared from a voice of experience. She understood, quite well, the stress her friend was subjecting herself to. “Doc Summers used to tell me that when you have a problem you should stand back and look at it and evaluate it objectively in terms of worst case consequences. He said that quite often you will find that it’s your ego that’s really at issue.”


Bernice felt annoyed and lectured by this discourse and began thumping the fingers of her free hand on the telephone table. However, out of respect for her friend she remained quiet and listened.


“What I mean, for example, is this: If it turns out you were hoodwinked, you will do what is appropriate. But if everything is on the up and up, you can let it go! There’s no point in speculating all over the place on conclusions that have no basis in fact. I know it’s easy for me to say since you been doing all the work, but we’ll be able to find another place. It’s really not that big a deal, is it?”


Bernice ceased her finger thumping. She was impressed at the simple logic presented by her wise young friend. She remained quiet and continued to listen, but this time with an open mind.


“Remember Bernie, things do happen for a reason. Sometimes we don’t understand it or like it at the time, but when we look back later we usually see that there was a divine orderliness behind it. We make our own choices, sure. But I believe we are guided to manifest our thoughts and actions to the benefit of the greatest good if we only listen and follow our intuition. Part of that is being patient and not wasting time and energy being worried and upset.


“Would you at least try to detach yourself from the problem for a few days and just go about your normal business and enjoy life? I know it’s easier said than done because I been working real hard on it myself. And I gotta admit, sometimes I don’t do so well.”


Lisa paused and Bernice smiled to herself, thinking, ‘Maybe my ego is involved here. Perhaps it wants me to stay angry and in denial on this. Wow! Lisa’s probably right. It’s so wonderful to have a friend like her who can see beyond my own eyes on matters like this.’

“Lisa, how come you’re so darn smart?” They both laughed outloud. They were laughing at each other. And they were laughing at themselves. Lisa was delighted that she had helped her friend and allowed herself to bask in that inner glow one gets from performing a magnanimous deed.


Albeit difficult at times, Bernice followed this advice for the next few days while awaiting word from Ben. She went through mail that had piled up, read, worked in the garden and even attended a few social events as an excuse to get dressed up. She determined to be mentally and physically ready to face the next challenge.


In the meantime, Ben, using his many and varied intelligence gathering sources, was busily at work on the case.

__

 Chapter Thirty Five 

It was on a Monday morning that Ben called Bernice to announce he had completed his investigation. “I better come over there in person Mrs. Chandler. This is one I don’t want to talk about over the phone.”


By early that afternoon Ben was sitting in the study with Bernice. He looked directly into her eyes and began to speak in a quiet, compassionate manner. “I’m not sure where to start, but here goes.


“Let’s first talk about the family trust that your husband John set up for you and the kids. It is a very well thought through trust and provides for your family members under various potential circumstances. In particular, John’s first priority was that you be taken care of. And he relied heavily on your attorney and friend Clarence Billing and your son John Jr. to manage your affairs.”


Bernice nodded approvingly. It was no news to her that John had her best interests at heart.


“Ben, what are you getting at?” she asked curiously.


“OK, I guess I am beating around the bush a bit. You did have a legal contract for the cash purchase of the convalescent home. And as far as my people are concerned, it’s not too late to enforce it.”


“I knew it,” she snapped. Bernice smiled smugly as she rose to her feet to turn and face her beautiful ocean view and wait for Ben to continue.


“You better sit down and calm yourself Mrs. Chandler. The rest of the story is not very pleasant.” Bernice turned to notice that Ben had not touched the coffee and donuts that had been set out especially for him.


“Well,” he continued. “Right after you left town for Georgia your attorney friend advised John Jr. of your pending transaction. By the way, none of the principals involved were directly contacted by me or any of my people. The only people who know about this investigation are you, me, and the individuals who assisted me. Everything was done undercover. To get on with it; when your son found out about the transaction, he apparently thought you were getting into something over your head and wanted to quietly get you out of it.


“While you were in Georgia, he flew out here and met with the owners of the convalescent home. I have proof of that. Presumably he thought that the best course of action was to squash the deal.”


“Ben, you’re wrong!” exclaimed Bernice. “My son would never do anything like that.” Bernice’s heart was pounding wildly. She slumped down in her antique velvet upholstered armchair, grabbing it’s finely carved rosewood arms to steady herself.


“I am sorry, Mrs. Chandler. I will stake my reputation on it. I have proof. And there’s more. Do you want me to continue?” Bernice, obviously shaken, nodded affirmatively.


“Can I get you something Mrs. Chandler?”


“Please, if you will, there is wet bar right around the corner. Would you please pour me a glass of wine from the bottle in the small refrigerator.” Ben did as requested. Bernice’s hands trembled as she gripped the smooth wine glass and took a big swallow.


“Presenting themselves as acting in your best behalf, your friend Clarence along with your son approached the owners of the convalescent home and convinced them that it was not in your best interest to consummate the transaction. In exchange for releasing you from the contract, good old Clarence and your son agreed to enter into a partnership with the owners of the home, thus allowing them to get back on their feet. This was done through one of the family companies.


“Had you not inquired you probably would never have found out about it. With financial backing, which includes reserves, coupled with the management assistance that they are now getting, it looks like the home has a good chance of remaining solvent.”


Bernice swallowed the remaining drops of wine from her glass. “How could they do this to me? Ben, I’ve been betrayed by my own son and one of mine and John’s best friends,” she cried.


Ben consoled Bernice with a hug. He spoke softly as she buried her head in his shoulder. “I’m sure they thought they were looking out for your best interests. On the other hand I’m afraid I’ve seen kids do some pretty rotten things to their aging parents. I don’t think that’s the case here, but I don’t know. I think we need to find out though.”


Bernice pushed herself away from Ben. Her hurt had turned to outrage. “I’m going to New York,” she said as she quickly stepped toward the staircase that led to her upstairs bedroom.


“Hold on there, Mrs. Chandler.” She spun in her tracks. She threw her head back high, her chin up; without question, she was dignity itself. There was pain in her eyes and her face was drawn. Nonetheless, Ben saw an inner strength and stark determination on the part of this classy lady whom he held in high esteem.


“Please sit down Bernice.” She complied as ordered. Ben leaned forward, and with one eyebrow raised, focused his eyes on Bernice in such a manner as to demand full attention. It was that unique expression that his cohorts referred as his, “I got my man” look.


“Pay careful attention to what I say now. I don’t want you to run off half cocked. There are a couple more things you need to know. You still have a binding contract for the purchase of that convalescent home. It was not by mutual agreement that the contract was invalidated. Your signature was required. Under the circumstances neither Clarence or John Jr. have power of attorney. You have an option of now filing through an attorney, what they call Lis Pendens, which in layman terms means, litigation pending. It will represent a claim against the real estate company. I have a good friend who is an honest lawyer who can do this for you.


“Also, you remember that couple on the ship that I harassed for stealing your necklace?”


“Yes, I believe their names were Sharlet and Ricky.”


“That’s right. Well, to make a long story short, they got married and are now in the real estate business. They helped me out on this. I’ll tell you more about that later.


“So, the ball’s in your court if you want to get tough. I don’t know your son, Bernice, but from my experience the only thing he could possibly try to do is declare you incompetent to handle your own business affairs.” That thought made Bernice sick to her stomach.


“One more thing before I go. Sometime after you get back, I suggest you have your family trust modified to allow you a little more privacy and flexibility. I think your family and friends have underestimated you.” Ben said this with a tender yet firm look on his face.


‘Indeed they have,’ Bernice said to herself.


“Thank you Ben, I’ll call you when I get back.” She ushered him to the door, bid him goodbye with a kiss on the cheek, and then went to her bedroom to call for reservations and pack.

__

 Chapter Thirty Six 

‘New York City never seems to change,’ thought Bernice to herself as the cigar smoke filled cab made its way, amidst curb to curb automobiles, to the famous World Trade Center buildings. ‘Fast walking, non‑smiling, tight lipped people and a million horns honking at once. No, some things never change.’
__________


John Jr.’s office was located on the twenty-seventh floor. After pleasantly greeting his secretary, she whispered: “He doesn’t know I am in town so I’m going to sneak in and surprise him.”


John Jr.’s office was elegantly decorated. The furniture was of the finest quality. The interior decoration scheme professionally displayed antique artifacts, sculptures, and the like. Expensive paintings tastefully adorned the walls. A huge bay window looked out over the city. John Jr. had definitely acquired his mother’s taste for the finer things.


He was sitting at his desk in a hunched over posture reading a document that lay before him. His hands were in his lap. Bernice recognized this position as that of her late husband when studying papers in deep concentration.


“John,” Bernice said.


“Mother! What a pleasant surprise!” He stood and walked around the desk toward his mother, his arms held out for an embrace. Bernice stopped his advance with a raised hand.


“Sit down, John,” she commanded sternly. Startled, he quickly obeyed by seating himself on the settee that was adjacent to the right side of his desk. Bernice could not help but notice the frightened boyish little grin. He looked the same way when in trouble as a child. He quickly composed himself though. Bernice remained standing.


Shaking a pointed finger at her son, she spoke in an emotionally hoarse yet firm voice. “John, do you think I am competent enough to handle my own business affairs?”


“Of course,” he replied, with a reserved look in his eyes.


“Then I want you to explain yourself. I want the truth; I want it straight; and I don’t want any crap.”


John was shocked. Particularly at his mother’s blasphemous tone of voice and vocabulary. 


‘Crap,’ he thought. “Now... Now calm yourself Mother.”


“No! I will not calm myself,” she shouted. “So will you get on with it so I can get out of here?”


“Please sit down, Mother. Please.” She complied. “You don’t know this but Dad and I used to talk a lot about the family’s future; about me taking over the business, about Sarah and her family, and most importantly, about you. He wanted more than anything else in the world for you be taken care of. And, of course, I feel the same way.”


Bernice intuitively sensed a perception of insincerity on the part of her son.


“That’s the reason, and the only reason, why I did what I did. I guess I should have come to you first. I’m sorry.”


“I’m sorry too, John, sorry for us both.”


John looked at his mother. It was obvious that she was both angry and hurt. He also observed an extraordinarily determined, self-confident persona, unlike the docile, dependent, detached mother he was accustomed to.


Suddenly Bernice experienced a surge of placid energy. And at the same time a feeling of calmness and peace fell over her. It was like she had been pleasantly invaded by an invisible internal force.


Then the words begin to flow. “You know John,” she said, speaking softly now. “You say you are concerned over my welfare. I find that difficult to believe. Where have you been the last seven and a half years since your father died? How many times have you and the family come to visit me, call me, write me, or even think about me? I hardly know my grandchildren. If I didn’t barge in, uninvited, once in awhile, I probably wouldn’t see them at all.


“Now you add to this neglect by betraying me, violating every principle you have been taught.” Bernice remained calm. Looking directly into her son’s eyes she continued. “And you have the audacity to say you are concerned over my welfare? Well, things are going to change—like it or not!” John blushed red. He was speechless.


Why she had gotten off the track by introducing personal family issues, Bernice didn’t know. However, she was glad she had because they were even more important. They went much deeper than the problem at hand and this was her opportunity to bring them to a head.


Not willing to give John an opportunity to respond, she stood and presented her final oration. Still in a quiet voice that expressed undertones of disappointment, she returned to the point at issue. “You, in collusion with the owners of the convalescent home have broken the law. I am surprised that you were able to get Clarence to go along with it because he should know better; as should George Harrington.”


John started to talk but Bernice interrupted. “There is nothing you can say, John. I have had the matter thoroughly and professionally investigated. I have my own attorney and know what my options are.”


“What do you plan to do, Mother?” John was visibly upset and his voice cracked from the stress he was feeling.


“For starters, we are going to modify the family trust. John nodded in agreement. “Other than that I’m not sure yet. I may file Lis Pendens. You will be hearing from my attorney.”


Bernice turned and walked out of the office, shutting the door behind her. Tears smeared her makeup as she moved gracefully down the hallway to the main elevator. It had been hard, painful even, to confront her son like that. But she knew, deep inside, that it had been the right thing to do.



Bernice’s flight home was uneventful. Exhausted, a good deal of her flight time was spent dozing or replaying through her mind the preceding day’s encounter with her son. In somewhat of a daze she entertained disorganized and sporadic thoughts that ranged from early memories of John Jr. and Sarah when they were children to the present state of affairs. She thought about her present relationship with the children. She thought about her dear husband John. Hardly a day went by that she didn’t think about him. ‘Where did I go wrong, John?’ she asked.


It was when the big jet began its descent to John Wayne Airport, that she remembered the discussion she had had with Lisa on the cruise a few months earlier. She remembered her realization, that she had inadvertently allowed the fabric of the family unit to unravel. And now, the intensity of the last two days, a severely damaged ego, coupled with a heart‑wrenching hurt, had masked that; the real truth.


‘It is I, and I alone who must bear the responsibility and generate the changes I committed to myself to make. And I’ll start tomorrow by writing Sarah a long letter,’ she whispered to herself. ‘With my son, I don’t yet know how to heal the breach.’

__________


Late that afternoon found Bernice home and in her favorite lounge chair out on the veranda. It was a beautiful day. The sun, colored orange from an early evening overcast, was inching its way toward the far horizon. The deciduous trees scattered about the grounds were beginning to show     signs of color in their leaves, announcing arrival of an early fall. That afternoon, Southern California residents were enjoying temperatures in the mid-seventies.


Bernice closed her eyes, letting the cooling afternoon breeze caress her face. She decided to relax into the moment and let go of all stressful thoughts.


The rhythmic splashing of the surf against the rocky surface below, along with seagulls singing as they flew home after a day of feeding, provided a tranquil background. The familiar quiet putter of a sport fishing boat returning from the islands could also be heard in the distance. As the boat grew closer, the faint laughter of jolly fishermen echoed across the water.


A meditative peace began to spread through Bernice’s body and mind. Suddenly, without warning or forethought, her husband’s face appeared in her mind’s eye. It was perfect in every detail, and he was smiling. His face didn’t move. The peaceful look in his eyes was so tender. And they relayed a message, the richness of which could not be expressed by mere words. He was telling his wife in the most powerful language of all, telepathically transmitted feelings, of his love and that it will never die. He was proud of her, understood her, and has always been near her.


Then John’s face stiffened, his expression changed. His right cheek raised forming a half grin and his right eye squinted shut. In life, he had often done this when he wanted to make an important point and yet put it across in a gentle way. His message now was to simply confirm to her that she should re-evaluate the situation and approach it from a positive point of view. John’s face faded into a warm, bright, in‑flowing light.


Bernice opened her eyes. At first she was startled, and even a little frightened, as she had not experienced anything like this before, except it reminded her of the way John mysteriously connected with her the night of his death. ‘Was I dreaming? I don’t feel like I was asleep. Or did I drift into some kind of altered state of consciousness like my favorite actress, Shirley Maclaine, writes books about it? Was it actually John in spirit again? Whatever transpired, it doesn’t matter. I’m just glad it did. Thank you John, dear. Thank you, God.’

The sun had disappeared over the horizon and stars were beginning to peek through, sparkling to lighten the heavens. Bernice stood at the back railing of the veranda in contemplative thought. ‘If I choose not to fight it, the convalescent home will remain open. I would see to it that John Jr. lived up to his end of the bargain. I’ll make a philanthropist out of him yet,’ she chuckled to herself.


She thought of the distressed, defeated looks on the faces of the owners of the convalescent home when they finally had to face the prospect of losing their dream. She thought of the helpless people that would be displaced. ‘My God,’ she said to herself. ‘How could I have let myself become so detached, so indifferent to this human situation. The home will remain open!’

These revelations and the decision itself made Bernice happy about the way things were unfolding. ‘And I met Lieutenant Ben again. I will nurture a lasting relationship with him and Louise, whom I adore.

‘As far as George Harrington and my so‑called good friend Clarence are concerned, despite their contemptible behavior, I will pass no judgment nor hold a grudge. After I sever my association with Clarence, I will simply avoid further contact with him and any other like-minded souls who may come along in the future. Who needs it?


‘And look how much you’ve learned, lady! Give yourself credit for mustering the courage to take a stand, and furthermore, to acknowledge truth.’
__________


Bernice Chandler went to bed that night feeling very much at peace with herself, her God, and the world.

__

 Chapter Thirty Seven 

In terms of dealing with her grief, Lisa was doing fine until the Monday morning after Bernice’s departure. She awoke expecting the smell of freshly brewed coffee coming from the kitchen. Still half asleep, she had momentarily forgotten that Mama was gone. Now the house was empty.


A pain like that of a stake being driven through, ruthlessly pierced her heart. She got up and went into the living room.


Everywhere she looked reminded her of Mama. She held back her tears but choked with emotion as she pictured the family sitting around the kitchen table having breakfast on Sunday mornings. She and Sissy would be dressed up in their Sunday best. Mama was beautiful. And Daddy would wear a suit and tie. Back then, everything was right.


In a state of depression, Lisa picked up the phone and dialed.


“Hello, Doctor Summers residence.”


“Hi Anna,” she said in a low, dejected tone of voice. “This is Lisa. Is Doc Summers home?”


“He sho is, child, let me git him.”


“Lisa,” sounded the doctor. “It’s funny you should call, I was just thinking about you. If you’re not doing anything this morning why don’t you come over for breakfast? Anna was just about to start cooking. We’ll wait for you.”


“You knew I wanted to see you, didn’t you?” she replied with a grateful half-grin on her face.


“Now how would I know that?” he laughed.

__________


Lisa occupied herself with thoughts of the doctor while readying herself for the trip to the ranch. She never ceased to be amazed at this man’s keen sense of intuition and apparent telepathic powers. It was his contention, she remembered him saying, that, “all people possess the potential for these capabilities.” And, “all of us are intended to evolve into multisensory beings, possessing God-given gifts that stretch above and beyond the five normal senses.” She remembered him also telling her that Jesus exercised the full range of these abilities, and clearly suggested that we do likewise!


Lisa was met at the door by a smiling Doc Summers with Anna standing behind. He had that inquiring, yet apprehensive look on his face. After the three of them had finished breakfast, Lisa and the doctor strolled out to the pond, his favorite place on the grounds.


“How can I help you today, my dear?” he asked as he skipped pebbles across the pond just as if he were a young boy.


“I want to know why my mother couldn’t have a miracle like Daddy did?” The doctor skipped one more pebble and then slowly made his way over to the picnic table and sat across from her so he could gather her full attention and evaluate her reactions.


A small yellow tinted leaf loosed itself from a branch above and gracefully floated down to land on the table before them. “Look at that little leaf. Is it not a miracle to the leaves remaining that this little leaf has died yet they still live. Who decides which leaf falls first? It certainly isn’t this huge oak tree that my father planted when I was a boy. This may not be the best example one could use as a metaphor, yet it still reminds me that such is the case with all life forms. The final determination ultimately comes from a force greater than we.


“The difference between the leaf and us human beings is that we have been given the gift of choice. Granted we can’t control events of fate that are consistent with the grand, divine course of order and evolutionary design. And we must all eventually leave these mortal bodies. But, by the grace of God, coupled with our own wills and desires, we can extend and improve our lives if we so choose. Basically, we can choose the quality of life we wish. And there can always be quality.


“Lisa, your mother made so-called mistakes and chose her own path. Nonetheless, she was a miracle! I am about to tell you something I have not told another soul. I considered telling your sister three years ago, but something told me it would not be wise at that time.


“Over three years ago your mother’s condition, clinically speaking, was such that she should not have lasted more than a year. I believe that she defied the odds and stayed alive for a reason. And I believe that reason was you. She desperately wanted to see you again before she died.


“I cannot claim responsibility for keeping her alive the past few years. It was by her own mind and through her own will and faith that her disease remained in remission. No, she did not experience a miraculous physical healing, but she definitely prolonged her life beyond statistical odds and what medical science can explain.


“And she did, indeed, experience a most profound spiritual healing. And this was largely the result of finding resolution with you. I’m sure glad you came when you did.”


Lisa nodded, allowing herself to entertain grateful thoughts of her friend Bernice for insisting she make the contact.


“I don’t know what kind of personal relationship your mother had with God, but I do know she had one. Pastor Bacon confided to me the fact that she was strong in her faith.”


Lisa looked upward into the clear blue sky and took a deep breath. She was mesmerized by the story she was hearing. At that moment another yellow tinted leaf floated down to land gently on the table in front of her. She picked it up and playfully rolled the stem between her thumb and forefinger. It was odd because she used her left hand rather than her normal right hand. Mama was left-handed. It was as if to verify the truth of what she was hearing. And now feeling.


She looked up from the leaf smiling softly. The doctor too was smiling. He had a mystical look on his face signifying his understanding.

__________


“Regarding your father,” he said, interrupting this semi-trance they both enjoyed for a couple of minutes. “I am intimately familiar with his recovery from war injuries. This includes the healing procedures he received in the VA hospital. I have a copy of his hospital records and x‑rays. He was a patient of mine after his return and I used to see him quite a bit.


“We became good friends and he told me the whole story. And he adored you from the moment I delivered you into this world.” Lisa blushed. She felt a warm glow and for a moment even thought she smelled Daddy’s favorite cologne. “I must say, that from a medical standpoint, your father was, indeed, the recipient of a miracle. When you ask me how these phenomena came to pass, I have to say, I frankly don’t know. No one does, for sure.


“However, I can give you an opinion based on my own knowledge and experience, so listen up.” Doc Summers reached over and flipped the switch on his portable tape recorder.


“It is believed by many, particularly some of those who embrace what I refer to as traditional religion, that the healing force comes from the outside. A spiritual or cosmic beam or in‑filling process of some sort directed to a specific individual. That God is up there, as a separate deity, calling the shots.


“I don’t completely share that belief. I tend to lean toward the metaphysical hypothesis, contending that the force comes from within.” Lisa’s face registered doubt at this statement. “Now then, this does not contradict the Bible,” said the doctor in response to her questioning look.


“I believe it to be consistent with the teachings of Jesus, the greatest healer of all time.


“The potential for healing lies within the healer as well as the one in need of healing. This comes from the premise that we are not separate from our creator’s spiritual force. Instead, we are one with it. We are all one with and an integral part of the universe. Or, if you choose, as I do, one with, as an integral part of, or extension of God. God is omnipresent, omnipotent, around us, and in us, as us.”


Lisa gave the Doctor a hollow, quizzical look. “Doc,” she said. “Because of what I have experienced and seen myself, I can accept what you say, but my mind still can’t comprehend it.”


“Think of the universe as a giant organism and the earth as a sub‑organism within it. Try to think of it all together, as one whole with interconnecting parts or wholes within themselves that form to make up this grand whole. There cannot be anything outside the whole. And God is the whole and the whole is God. Everything is in God and God is in everything. And God is spirit. I am convinced that as we begin to comprehend and experience our spiritual nature, our intuitive awareness of this becomes increasingly acute and we begin to progressively sense the truth of it, and thereby grow in our wholeness.”


Lisa looked at the doctor, still perplexed. “I know that what you’re saying is probably true but I still have a hard time with it.”


“I know,” he replied with a sensitive, understanding look on his face. “Lisa, it is something that you will have to discover for yourself. And you will, simply because you have the desire to do so.

__________


“Let me try to help by giving you another analogy. The function of spirit can be likened to the human body. When a part of the body is injured or attacked by disease, it employs what I call, ‘The System of Flesh Management.’ Did you know that any cell in the body can send messages to any other part of the body? Those functions of the body that are needed to attend to a given problem are automatically put into motion to take whatever action is necessary to quickly respond to the injury in a healing fashion. It’s done automatically on both a physical and conscious level.


“For example: The finger says, I’m cut and need help. Within a fraction of a second, the brain is notified and immediately goes to work. First, within seconds, there is a increase in blood supply to the cut area, blood vessels dilate and, if necessary, the heart beats faster to supply more blood. Then white blood cells arrive. They analyze the situation and then send out chemical messages so that specific cells, designed to eliminate a particular invading germ, can be dispatched to the area. If they are not designed to deal with a particular virus or germ, they adapt.


“All the while, the blood is cleansing the wound and coagulates at the right time to stop the bleeding. It’s really amazing, when you stop and think about it. In parallel with all this, the conscious mind is responding. It might say, for instance, ‘this is a bad cut and I better get to a doctor.’


“Lisa, I have been a doctor all my life and I remain in awe of the splendor of the human body, especially the brain, which basically we know very little about. The active life force remains a mystery, from a scientific stand-point.


“While we’re on the subject, let me take it a step further. As you know though, the body is not always successful in healing itself from all the terrible things we do to it. And our modern medicine, more often than we like to admit, also fails to do the job. So then what do we do? OK, this is when, through intense prayer, we appeal to our in-dwelling God.


“It is also incumbent on us to utilize the power of the mind through meditation and directed concentration. Or a better way to put it is that we are empowered by God through our conscious mind to heal ourselves, others, or, as a matter of fact, when our intent is pure, accomplish most anything we set our minds to.  Like I said before though, the most important part of the process is prayer. And believe me, as I’ve also said before, when the chips are down, almost everyone does it.”


“Yes, I know that,” said Lisa in a solemn, humble voice. “Except bringing it up again reminds me that I do it, Daddy did it, Mama did it, Sissy does it and my friend Bernice has become a believer too. And there is no doubt in my mind...Prayer is powerful!”


Doc Summers reached across the table and affectionately laid one of his huge hands over Lisa’s hands, which were folded in front of her on the table. “I am again reminded of my favorite quotes from the Bible. Jesus, the greatest healer of all time, said, ‘With God all things are possible.’ And I really believe that.


“Healing through spiritual media occurs simply by asking. ‘Ask and it will be given to you,’ the Man said. I believe, however, that the asking, be it for yourself or someone else, should require that you truly believe there will be a positive result.


“We too, like the little cells at the tip of that cut finger, can call for help when needed to address any problem we may face, not just illness.


“My father and I had many discussions on this subject,” continued the doctor. “And incidentally, we never could quite agree. He would lean toward the position that God was separate from us. I would say, how can God simultaneously respond to the multitudes, who are simultaneously asking through their individual or collective prayers, if he were not already there? This again brings me to the idea of oneness. It occurs to me that I should explain it another way. First of all, please forgive me if it sounds like I’m repeating myself. I sometimes repeat a point, in a little different way, if I think it will help a person understand.


“After all, when you go church on Sunday, doesn’t the minister do this week after week? So bear with me.” They both laughed.


Doc Summers continued. “Try to visualize this, Lisa. Presume that anything we view as being outside is actually part of the inside. That you are actually part of the inside and, to say it again, that we are all mysteriously interconnected or linked together as part of the greater whole. Even though you are a unique individual entity or whole yourself, you still can no more be outside of the spiritual whole of God than that little cell, at the tip of the cut finger, is outside of your body.


“Jesus also said, ‘I and the Father are one.’ Most of us consider ourselves separate because we only understand what we see from a three dimensional viewpoint or that which is limited to our five senses. The truth is that we are definitely spiritually connected. This is the reality. Your separation from anything worldly, or unworldly, is but an illusionary state of mind. The evidence supporting this is overwhelming. The purpose of this discussion today, was to try to help you understand the mysterious world of miracles.


“There is more, and I’ll make a separate tape for you on it later. You have enough to think about for now. I hope this helps you see that your mother’s and father’s stories, the little leaves that lay before us and the unique way your life is unfolding are all miracles.


“I’ll close this off by quoting the great Einstein. ‘There are only two ways of living your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle and the other is as though everything is a miracle.”


Doc Summers ceased speaking, giving Lisa a chance to ponder. She stared out over the little pond, which was beginning to swallow some of the leaves that had fallen into it from huge oak tree branches that hung high over. She could not express it in words but something deep inside was beckoning her to accept, without proof supported by fact, what she was hearing as truth.


With an inquisitive look she asked. “When you look at it like that it kind of makes it hard for you to judge another person, doesn’t it?”


“Indeed it does” he replied, emphatically as he reached over and turned off the tape recorder. “I don’t doubt that you have been paying attention to what I have been telling you, but the other half of your mind is on something else. And my guess is that it has to do with Tim.”

__________


Lisa threw her shoulders back, jerking to attention. Her eyes saddened. “You’re right! How did you know?” she asked in surprise.


“Just a good guess.” Doc Summers, being psychically astute, knew what was on her mind but kept quiet about it up until now.


“How can I even be concerning myself with my love life at a time like this?” she asked, feeling genuine shame.


“Dispel that thought immediately,” the doctor ordered. “You can grieve and get on with your life at the same time. And the sooner the better. Isn’t this the way your mother would want it?”


“I guess so,” she meekly replied.


“So let’s stop feeling guilty and talk about Tim.”


“OK,” she said hesitatingly, not yet feeling absolved of guilt.


“Lisa, I sensed there was a problem with him the minute we met. Yet, I knew it was meant for him to be here. Perhaps this paradox was one of the reasons I became so upset that day. And I’ll tell you, if he wasn’t such a damn good doctor and showed such promise, I would have already fired him.


“Tim has to come face to face with that big ego of his and strive to discover his own truth, just like the rest of us. He has at least taken the first steps. I’ve seen it in his actions and reactions to situations at the clinic recently. More importantly, insofar as you are concerned, I saw it at your mother’s house the morning of her death. He responded to your need and did it sincerely. For him, that took a great deal of courage.”


“Yeah, but since then he hasn’t even called me. I love the guy, Doc, I’ve got it real bad and I don’t want to lose him.”


As sympathetically as he could put it, the doctor responded. “It’s his move, Lisa. Understand that! It’s his move! You can’t force it! And remember, you just acknowledged that one should refrain from judging. So try to apply that to Tim.” With compassion written in his eyes, the doctor smiled broadly.


Lisa managed a smile back. “I plan on going to the clinic tomorrow and spending the day with the girls and helping out. I’ll have a better idea of what I’m going to do after that. In any event, I’ll come by and see you again before I leave for California. 


“You better.” Doc Summers snarled with mock ferociousness.

__________


He and Anna stood on the porch and waved at Lisa. She sketched a returning farewell gesture, and started down the long winding driveway toward the main highway.

_

 Chapter Thirty Eight 

Lisa arrived at the clinic at 9:00 a.m., her first appearance there since Mama’s death. Ellie and Leona were already preparing for what would be a long day. They both greeted Lisa with a warm smile. A few minutes later Tim walked in. He cordially greeted the trio before enclosing himself in his office.


Lisa was visibly disappointed at the lack of attention he afforded her. Ellie and Leona looked at one another in disgust.


Distraught, Lisa turned to them, her eyes seeking sympathetic rapport. “And this is the guy that is supposed to be in love with me,” she sighed.


“Give it a chance, hon,” remarked Leona.


“He’ll come around,” added Ellie.


“Do you know that I’ve only seen him once since Mama’s funeral. And that was by accident at Grump’s store. He asked how I was and if I needed a sedative or something for sleep. He had the nerve to suggest I come in for a check up to make sure everything was OK.”


The morning went fast. Tim left for his rounds at noon leaving the girls to handle the afternoon patient load. He had not returned by 5:00 p.m., which was unusual for him.


“The guy’s a jerk,” barked Ellie. “Let’s go over to Arnold’s for dinner, I’m buying.”


“Thanks anyway, you guys, but I think I’ll just go home. I won’t be coming in tomorrow. I plan on spending the day with Sissy. In case I don’t see ya before heading back to California, let me give you both a big hug.” Lisa restrained her emotions, as did her two good friends.


Before reaching the curb where her car was parked she looked back. “Promise me one thing, OK?”


“Sure, anything for you.”


“I don’t want you to say a word to Tim. Let him figure things out for himself.”


Gravel and dust churned up by the rear wheels of the familiar yellow convertible impaired the women’s vision of the car as it sped out of town. It would be several months before they would see her again. The decision had been made. She would leave for California tomorrow after a short visit with Sissy and Doc Summers.



With her sister’s family, the greeting was always the same. The kids came flying through the screen door screaming at the tops of their little voices. “Aunt Lisa! Aunt Lisa!” With Sissy five steps behind them, they always reached the car before Lisa could get out. She would step out and drop to her knees to embrace them both at the same time. She would miss this. And she would miss the talks that she and Sissy had while sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee and eating homemade cookies.


“I don’t think I like you driving all the way back there by yerself. There’s all kinds of crazy people out there, you know.”


“I’ve got a lot to think about and this will give me a chance to do it. I’ll be careful sis, I promise.” 


Sissy looked at her sister suspiciously. “What’s all this thinking about stuff you’re talking about?”


“Oh, I don’t know, sometimes I still wonder if I’m doing the right thing,” she said, again seeking her sister’s confirmation.


“I can certainly understand how you feel, big sister. It seems like it was just yesterday that you came back and now you’re getten ready to up and leave again. And this makes me sad, whined Sissy, her mood having involuntarily changed. “And now with Mama gone an all....” Lisa noticed a tear trickle from Sissy’s eye. She quickly wiped it away and took a deep breath. Lisa was hit with the stark revelation that she had not taken the time to consider anyone’s feelings other than her own.


“Little Lisa cried last night when she said her prayers. She said she didn’t understand why you had to go away. I guess I don’t either.” Sissy’s cheeks turned red from momentary anger. “You were gone so long and you don’t have any idea how much I missed you.”


Lisa had remained fairly strong up to now, but this broke her. She turned holding her hands over her eyes.


 Sissy’s tempered anger turned to guilt and she scurried around the table to comfort her sister. “I’m sorry Les, I’m being selfish, I had no right to.”


Lisa gently put her hand over her sister’s mouth. “No, I’m the one who’s been selfish.”


Sissy reached out and grabbed Lisa by the shoulders. She now spoke in a firm yet loving tone of voice, much like Mama would have done. “Now you listen to me. You’re about ready to go off and dedicate yerself to helping other people. That’s clearly doing the Lord’s work and there ain’t nothing selfish about it. It hurts, but I feel in my heart that you are doing the right thing.” Lisa instantly felt a sense of peace and harmony with it. Doubt still existed in her mind, but her inner feelings and Sissy’s words reinforced her decision to leave at this time. They both knew it was right and recognized the divine truth of it. They smiled at each other.


“Les,” said Sissy in a meek, almost begging way. “Do you suppose you could spend the day and night with us and wait till tomorrow to leave?”


“Sure. And I promise to come back and visit.”


“And we’ll come to California and see you too, as soon as we can.”


Lisa called Bernice to announce her plans and then called Doc Summers to arrange for a last visit. 


The following morning came too soon for Sissy and the kids. Inevitable, emotional goodbyes sent Lisa on her way.



Lisa found Doc Summers waiting expectantly by the pond. “Hello young lady, I see you’re ready to hit the road.”


“As ready as I’m ever gonna be, I guess.”


“I talked to Ellie this morning so I know what happened out there. With Tim I mean. Will you be alright?”


“I suppose so,” she said haltingly. “I took your advice on Tim and came to the conclusion that this was the right move, for now anyway. Besides, I think it’s time I got back to California. Seems that’s what I’m supposed to do. I gotta think it’ll all work out for the best.” There was a note of despondency in her voice. “Doctor Summers, there’s one thing that’s bugging me a little bit though.”


“What’s that, honey?” He leaned back, placed his hands behind his head and waited seriously for her question.


“I only wish I could make a bigger difference. Any contribution Bernice and I make is going to be so small compared to the magnitude of the problem. There are so many kids that need help out there. You get what I mean?”


“I understand perfectly what you’re saying. And unfortunately, this is a common misconception, which also, unfortunately, has a tendency to stifle the would-be altruistic ventures of many people. I personally don’t think it should. Listen carefully and let me try to explain. It can get complex but I’ll put it as simply as I can.

__________


“To begin with, measures, such as for time and space or distance and physical matter, were devised by man to suit his convenience. Likewise are his measure of personal value and definition of worth in terms of contributions, accomplishments, acquired wealth and power, status amongst his fellows and so forth.


“These may be considered great and worthy by his standards, yet not necessarily congruent with universal intelligence or any set of divine standards.


“A man’s achievements, particularly in light of his relatively short life span are but a small drop in an infinitely large bucket. You see, with the eternally infinite there are no boundaries or limitations and where there are no boundaries or limitations, there can be no measures. None that we can understand and comprehend, anyway.


“As far as our little world is concerned then, with respect to the universe, I believe there are no inequalities; no measurable significances; no basis for comparison; everything just is. ‘I am that I am’ saith the Lord, if you want to put it in Biblical context.


“With this hypothesis, I have to throw out our puny, arrogant way of ascertaining value or self-worth. In other words, if we would allow ourselves a little humility we could see that, insofar as God and the universe are concerned, aspiring to the presidency of the USA may be no more important than being president of your high school student body. Now I know that may be an extreme example but I hope you’re starting to get the point.


“Lisa, I firmly believe that genuine greatness is determined within the evolution of the soul, which is simply the development of the capacity to love unconditionally and the degree to which we extend that love. And that, my dear girl, is an individual quality. And is not love its own reward? And also, is it not this quality, as opposed to material gain, that we are eulogized and remembered for upon our earthly death? Is it not the basis for our final tribute?”


In an instant flashback, Lisa remembered what Leroy said at Mama’s funeral. “Leroy said that the people who came to Mama’s funeral, which amounted to almost everybody in town, were there to pay tribute to Mama and Daddy for all the good they did.”


“Yes indeed, and your mother and father didn’t do it for that reason. They did it because it enriched their own lives and perpetuated the growth of their own souls. Which leads me to the next point.


“Now determining the growth of the soul, or our individualized consciousness, through this lifetime, or perhaps several lifetimes, is beyond the comprehension and intelligence of us as mere mortals! It is only known to God, the all encompassing, infinite intelligence. Even though I may say that we are one with and extensions of God, this infinite intelligence has yet to reveal to us, the secrets of the universe.


“God has, however, given us an excellent model to follow. And I think we would do well if we would but attempt to emulate him. I am again, of course, referring to Jesus Christ. If we so choose, there are also models living in our own time we can pattern ourselves after.


My favorite is Mother Teresa. She single-handedly established a medical community for the poor and downtrodden people of India, and received a Nobel Prize for her efforts.”


Doc Summers reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his wallet. From it he removed a piece of paper. “I want to read to you something she wrote. In order to emphasize my point, I read it to my patients when the time is appropriate.” He began to read.



“Spread love everywhere you go. First of all in your own house. Give love to your children, to your wife, to your neighbor...Let no one come to you without leaving better and happier. Be the living expression of God’s kindness; kindness in your face; kindness in your eyes; kindness in your smile; kindness in your warm greeting.”



“She obviously has a lot more love and compassion than the average person.” Lisa spoke in a tone of respectful admiration.


“And she realizes that behind all human behavior, as distorted as it sometimes is manifest, is the need to love and be recognized and loved. Yes, indeed,” Doc Summers reflected. “I judge her to be on the high end of the scale of greatness.


“But nonetheless she should only serve to inspire you to strive towards your own level of greatness and not be someone to compare yourself to. Because, whatever your self-expectation may be, I’m sure it’s OK with God.”


Lisa looked introspectively at the doctor. “Deep down inside, don’t you think that we all can pretty much know where we stand and the path we should follow? Won’t the God insight, within us, tell us, if we listen?”


Pleasantly surprised by his young friend’s growing wisdom, he replied. “You’ve got it. Trouble is, too many people can’t get by their inflated egos and see it.”


Lisa grinned humbly, yet with self-approval.


“Do you also see then, why your contributions are significant?”


“Yes,” she replied, still smiling.


“That’s good. Now I don’t want to insult your intelligence, but I want to say one more thing in order to drive the point home.”


“Doctor Summers, I could listen to you all day.” She was delightfully thankful to have this wise and wonderful man as a mentor and it shone in her eyes. They would miss each other.


“Regarding self-expectation, or God expectation if you will, would we not expect more from one who is exceptionally gifted or talented? The answer, of course, is yes. Then is it not logical to assume that there should be a parallel of equality between talents and gifts endowed to us by our creator and our accomplishments? God will not judge better those who have greater gifts to begin with for their greater deeds. Or to put it another way; what counts is what you accomplish within the range of your abilities. Whatever you may aspire to within the range of these capabilities, I’m sure is OK with God. Also know, that within the scope of these capabilities, you are only bound by your own self-imposed limitations. Take it from me, you can’t go wrong. Infinite intelligence sees equally, those lesser ones, according to their lesser gifts and deeds.


“One more thing to remember. I also believe that the sincerity of your gift of compassion and love has much to do with the degree of benefit the recipient will gain, because it corresponds to the energy you are sending out. Depth of heart-felt expression results in a corresponding enrichment both at the conscious and the soul level. You will have precipitated a like response from the individual involved. You may never see the result, but, nevertheless, you will have planted the seed.


“Furthermore, you have actually participated in elevating the consciousness of this recipient, as well as yourself, humanity, the planet as a whole, as well as the universal whole, which you are significant in, and a part of.


“By lifting consciousness in this way, you have participated in creation. Yes,” said the doctor, again in deep reflection, “all of this is a part of the ongoing process of creation. And it’s everyone’s purpose and mission regardless of who they are, where they are, or what they do. It’s up to us as co‑creators with, and partners within, God, to steadfastly perpetuate creation with all our hearts. That’s why we’re here. So God can work within us, through us, as us.


“And as I said, it’s not for us to try to measure or compare our individual contribution. You have no idea how much of a positive impact you and Bernice are going to make. Just shoot your best shot and never sell yourself short.


“Lisa, if only a small percentage of the people on this planet would dedicate themselves to similar ends, there would be no more war, hate, greed, fear or other negativisms that are rapidly destroying the earth and every living thing on it.”


“Doc, you sure know how to pump a person up.” Lisa smiled admiringly at her mentor‑teacher.


“Come on, let’s get something to eat and then you better get going if you plan on making much headway before dark,” said the doctor as he stood, his hand rubbing an aching back.


After lunch he walked her to her car. He put his arm around her shoulder and she had to reach to place hers against his broad back. She entered the car and rolled the window down for a last goodbye.

__________


In the distance, Anna appeared in the doorway of the house and yelled out. “Miss Lisa, it’s the telephone. It’s Mister Tim and he wants to talk to you.”


Her heart jumped. Mixed emotions tumbled through her mind; adrenalin raced through her body. She looked up at Doc Summers in a desperate appeal for guidance. Taking the matter quite lightly he smiled in amusement. Acknowledging her silent plea he extended his hand in an outward gesture for her to proceed with him back to the house. He wasn’t going to say a word though, and she knew it. And she knew why.


“Hello, this is Lisa,” she said, breathing heavily into the receiver from a nervous and hurried walk back to the house.


“Hi, how you doing?” Tim said trying to sound jovial.


“Just fine. I’m all ready to head back to California. Another minute and you would have missed me.” There was a note of tender sarcasm in her voice.


“Why so sudden?” 


Tim’s willful blindness suddenly annoyed Lisa. “What do you want Tim?” she asked bluntly, demonstrating that she saw through his facade.


“I would like to have seen you before you left. Lisa, I really want to see you.” This time she heard a humble sign of sincerity. And this pleased her.

__________


Doc Summers entered the room. Asking Tim to hold for a minute she put her hand over the receiver to muffle the sound. “He wants to see me again.” In her heart she was perplexed, yet her eyes smiled anyway.


“Tell him to come on over. I’ll have Anna fix a nice farewell dinner and you can leave at first light in the morning. Doc Summers chuckled at her wide open grin.


“Tim, Doc Summers just talked me into staying here tonight and leaving in the morning. And he’s invited you to come over for dinner.” There was silence on the other end.


“Well?” she questioned authoritatively, feeling in control now. Doc Summers glanced over and gave her an approving wink.


“That would be fine,” he said in an uneasy voice. “I’ll be over right after we close.”


“OK, see ya then,” she said nonchalantly. She, nor even Doc Summers could guess what to expect from this. And, the doctor suspected, neither could Tim.

__________


Lisa sat in the front porch bench swing awaiting Tim’s arrival. She wore a summer blouse and a short Levi skirt. She extended her legs to rest her feet on the porch railing, exposing her legs to the sun, wanting to revive her fading tan. The sun shone bright over an endless blue sky. It was a warm day, in the upper seventies. Except for an occasional pan rattle coming from Anna’s kitchen it was still and quiet. ‘What about this relationship?’ she asked.


She closed her eyes and allowed herself to take in the combined aroma of fresh cut hay and Anna’s fried chicken dinner cooking.


Soon her meditation was deep, permitting the infinite intelligence to speak to her subconscious mind. Her mind was absent of conscious thought. She had not practiced meditation on a regular basis as Doc Summers had advised but the more she did, the more she realized the benefit. She also realized that it was ill advised for her to neglect this new important discipline in her life; particularly now, in light of the role it played in literally saving her father’s life. And she couldn’t ignore the fact that it was through this process that Pop, by listening in his music room, was guided to her that crisp early morning in an alleyway off Hollywood Boulevard. Yes, she was brought into this world, and her life later saved, as a direct result of this process. She was ever so aware of this.


Today, upon awaking from this state of trance a simple but clear message came through. ‘There can be no success without feeling.’ In pondering this simple statement she came to recognize that in many instances she did not completely experience the joy her soul was aching for. There was a tendency on her part to partially suppress moments of happiness. It was as though she was undeserving. Consequently, she was not feeling these experiences to the fullness of their expressive potential.


On the other hand, it seemed to be quite the opposite with negative experiences. ‘I sure feel the full emotional impact of those,’ she quietly whispered to herself. So she directed her thought to the day she and Mama helped save the lives of sick kids at the clinic. And she thought about how she delivered Martha’s baby. She was later glad that she had been there to help, but now with this newly illuminated insight, she realized that she had held back the gift of self‑love that was attempting to flower within her.


Then she remembered and began reexperiencing the humiliating episode with Tim in his apartment the night of his birthday party. Aware now of what she was doing, and not wanting to again endure any part of the pain, she let it go in favor of remembering his compassion the day of Mama’s death. ‘He did say he loved me, didn’t he?’ She let herself feel and embellish the loving warm glow that she had extinguished that day.

__________


She was beginning to understand the message. More importantly, it was sinking in. ‘Seek spontaneous moments of Joy. Create them when you can. Embellish them,’ said the small voice from within.

__________


Lisa opened her eyes and over the horizon saw a small cloud of dust signaling the arrival of an on‑coming vehicle.


Tim’s little red sports car was approaching rapidly. She at first felt apprehensive and awkward, not being able to decide whether to get up and walk over and greet him or stay where she was. As intuition would have it, she remained sitting there. ‘It’s still his move,’ she thought.


 Tim exited the car and walked briskly in the direction of the house. He walked with seeming confidence, his hands casually stuffed into his front pockets.


‘Strive for self‑control and be of truth,’ again came the small voice


“Lisa,” he said boldly as he reached the bottom step.


“How ya doing big guy?” she calmly replied.


“May I sit down?”


“Please do, over here by me.” She patted the space next to her. He sat down, but not that close.


Anna suddenly appeared. She was carrying a tray holding a pitcher of iced tea and two glasses, which she placed on a small table in front of them. Anna was a large lady and Lisa never ceased to be amazed at how she seemed to glide silently and effortlessly across the floor. ‘She must have been standing at the screen door waiting for the right time to interrupt,’ thought Lisa.


“Doctor Summers is taking a nap so you two can just relax out here till dinner, or you can come inside.”


“Thank you Anna, this is very kind of you.”


“Yo welcome as can be,” Anna replied smiling appreciatively. Then she promptly did an about‑face and scurried back inside.


“So you’re going back to California! I bet your friend Bernice is happy.” Not knowing quite what to say Lisa suggested. “You wanna go for a walk?”


“Yeah, sure.” They picked up their glasses, walked down the steps, and strolled over to the pond. Neither of them had figured out what to say next. Tim knew what he wanted to say and Lisa knew what she wanted to hear. And they were the same thing.


She sat on the grass with her knees up, her arms around them, facing the pond. He took a place behind her at the picnic table. They sat in quiet contemplation. The minutes ticked off an eternity.


“We’re gonna miss you Lisa... I’m gonna miss you,” he stuttered, correcting himself.


“I’m going to miss you, too,” she said without turning her head. An involuntary flow of emotion engulfed her. From behind, Tim saw her raise a hand to her face in an apparent motion to brush away a tear. He moved from the table to sit down beside her on the grass. He put an arm around her shoulders and spoke in a low voice, staring sightlessly into the pond, “I really am going to miss you.”


She bent her head to rest it on his shoulder. He responded by taking her hand in his and lightly squeezing it.


“Lisa, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. At times I think my head must not be screwed on right. I think I’m in love with you, but I can’t be sure. I do know that I’ve never felt this way about anyone else before.”


She lifted her head and faced him. Her eyes were shining with emotion. Her pouting lips, red and moist, invited his gentle kiss. She let herself go, let herself be in the moment. She set free the love that had lain latent in a confused heart. And for the first time in memory, she felt that beckoning love reach and flow within the deepest regions of her soul. She bathed in it, washing clean that part of her that yearned to be pure again. And she rested with new hope for the future. But now was not the time. For it was abundantly clear in ways she didn’t fully understand that she must follow her path. And it felt right. And she felt released.


She looked into his eyes with a sense of innate wisdom, just discovered.


“When you get your head screwed on right you know where to find me.” She lovingly caressed his face with her hand as she spoke. This time she kissed him. And then they talked on until they heard the ringing of Anna’s dinner bell.


They found Doc Summers on the back patio deck sipping his nightly Martini. Tim joined him in a drink, Lisa abstained.


Dusk began to fade into the night sky. Anna set dinner plates on the patio table. The mood was genuinely relaxed. Doc Summers felt an inward certainty that Tim and Lisa had reconciled their differences.

__________


When Tim bid all good night later that evening, he and Lisa agreed to stay in touch. And the doctor believed from the place inside him that is never wrong, that they would, in ways the young couple could not possibly imagine.

_

 Chapter Thirty Nine 

The following morning, after a pleasant breakfast with Doc Summers and Anna, Lisa finally drove away from the Summers’ ranch.


The trunk of her car was packed to the brim with suitcases and other belongings, including her Daddy’s diary and the box of audio tapes given to her by Doc Summers. Except for some snapshots and family portraits, she left Mama’s house as it was. She knew she would be returning to see family and friends and that this is where she would stay.

__________


Having decided to take the Midwest route Lisa headed toward her first overnight spot, St. Louis, Missouri. After a restful night in the Holiday Inn there, she started out early the following morning. It was a wet, cold, and windy day. She was thinking about Bernice and wondering how she was making out with the convalescent home problem.


Then, ahead through a rain-splattered windshield she spotted a figure standing at the side of the road with its arm stretched out. As she came closer, the figure took the form of a teenage boy hitchhiking. He was wearing baggy jeans and a faded blue plaid shirt.


As she drove by him she noticed that his face was very young. Through the rearview mirror she could see the rain beginning to pour over the brim of his cowboy hat. She instinctively pulled over to the side of the road. ‘I know better than to pick up hitchhikers, but this young fellow looks innocent enough, and I can’t leave him standing there in the rain,’ she said to herself. Looking over her shoulder she watched him run to the car. The door swung open.


“Hi there,” said Lisa cheerfully. “Just throw your bag in the back seat and hop in.” They were quickly back on the highway. The boy cuddled himself up against the door as if prepared to make a quick exit if necessary. ‘I believe that he’s afraid of me,’ she thought. “How far are you going today?”


“I’m going to Boonville. It’s about a hundred miles down the road. My grandparents are waiting for me there.


“My name is Lisa, What’s yours?”


“Chris.” 


Lisa’s attempts to strike up further conversation were fruitless. Except for the radio, tuned to a country western station, they drove in silence. An hour passed.


“I have to pull into that truck stop ahead and get some gas. Can I get you a soda or something?”


“Sure, thanks.”


Having pumped her own gas and paid for it, Lisa walked out of the truck stop mini‑mart with a bag of goodies.

__________


“Ma’am.” Lisa turned to see a policeman standing by his police car in the next island over. “Excuse me, ma’am, may I see you for a minute?”


“Yes” She replied, thinking at once that it may have to do with the hitchhiker. “What can I do for you?”


“Probably nothing, but could I please see your driver’s license and automobile registration.” She handed him her driver’s license. He followed her to the car and watched her remove the registration from the glove compartment. He went back to his car. He returned about five minutes later and handed the documents back to Lisa. Chris had shrunk down into his seat, making himself as inconspicuous as possible.


“There was a robbery back in Columbia and the only information I had up until a couple minutes ago was that the getaway car was yellow. The description of the suspects doesn’t fit you and your son there. I didn’t think so, but I had to check anyway. Sorry for the inconvenience.”


Lisa sent a forgiving smile and returned to her car. She pulled about twenty feet forward of the gas pumps, stopped, and turned to face Chris.


“Chris!” she scolded. “I want that ten dollar bill you took out of my glove compartment and I want it now! And you better have a good story to go with it or I honk the horn and signal that nice police officer to come back over here.”


Chris’s face flushed red. He reached into his shirt pocket and retrieved the bill. Then he removed his hat for the first time. He reached up and pulled a string that released a lovely head of wavy black hair. It glistened from the new sun as it flowed down to rest evenly several inches below his shoulders. “My name’s not Chris, it’s Christine. You have nice clothes, a new car, what’s ten bucks to you, I thought?” Christine was scared and upset. “I’m desperate.”


“What about your grandparents?”


“There are no grandparents. Please believe me, I’ve never stolen anything before in my life. I’m asking you, begging you, please give me another chance. Let me step out of the car and leave. I promise, you will never see me again. If you turn me in they will send me back and I can’t go back.”


Christine’s pleading eyes were beginning to swell from crying. Her face was wet from tears and because of intense emotion, she could hardly speak now. Lisa sat back in her seat, took a deep breath, and relaxed, giving Christine a sign of hope and a chance to compose herself.


“Can I go now?”


Lisa looked straight ahead, focusing on heavenly sun rays that had pierced through a passing cloud. It reminded her of Mama’s funeral. She was thinking and listening at the same time.


“I lied to you because I always tell the person who picks me up that I’m only going to a town not far ahead and that I have relatives there. I do it for my own protection. It seems that you can’t trust a lot of people these days.


“I was doing OK though, until one guy who picked me up happened to notice the way I walked. And then, stupid me, I walked into the women’s rest room by mistake. Later, when he tried to touch me I bit him and jumped out of the car and ran away.”


Lisa laughed outloud, reached across the seat, and in a friendly motion, grabbed Christine by the hand and nodded affirmatively. Based on her own experience she knew it might be unwise to send this child home without first hearing her story. As she pulled out of the truck stop onto the main road, she couldn’t help but remember herself looking up at Pop in a Hollywood alley early one morning so many years ago. 


She felt an eerie, esoteric, yet peaceful, presence. It was Pop. His spiritual presence was smiling, much like she was smiling at Christine. She felt reassured.


“Well, It’s California or bust, what da ya say?” exclaimed Lisa.


“Do you really mean that?” the girl ecstatically replied, unbelievingly. “That happens to be where I wanna go.”


‘Figured that,’ Lisa mused to herself. “However, young lady, there is a condition.”


“Condition? what do you mean?” she said cautiously.


“I want you to tell me what you are running from. I want the truth because I’m going to check your story. I only want to help you. Trust me.”


“If I tell you, promise you won’t send me home.”


“Can’t promise that,” Lisa retorted sharply. “How about it, Christine, will you trust me?”


“OK! But I’m not going back. And if you try and make me, I’ll just run away again.”


Lisa took her eyes off the road turning her head to catch a glimpse of her companion. Christine's deep brown penetrating eyes expressed worry and fear. She reluctantly proceeded. “My full name is Christine Morgan. I’m from Pemberton, New Jersey. I’ve been on the road for three days. I’m trying to get to California so I can find my father.” Christine choked with emotion and hesitated. “When I was four years old he left us. I don’t know why except my mom said he was mean to her and hit her. Finally she made him leave and divorced him.


“From what little I remember, he was always nice to me. He would tuck me in at night and sometimes read me stories. He called me his ‘Little Princess.’


“After he left, my mom married my stepfather. He’s a cop. He was nice at first. Even adopted me. Then my little sister came along. She has light skin and blond hair. Not very pretty, though.


“A couple years ago my stepfather started getting abusive. He’d slap me and my mom for no good reason. That was when my mom told me that my real father was half Indian. I think my stepfather resented us both for that. I heard him say to his friends once, ‘That spic kid ain’t mine.’ That hurt me more than the slaps he gave me. My mom made excuses for him saying that things at work were tough and being a policeman was no easy job. I guess maybe it did get to him at times and he would come home and take it out on us.”


Christine’s expression registered anger. “I couldn’t take it anymore, I had to get out of there. When I saw you talking to that cop back there I thought sure I was busted. On second thought, I don’t think my stepfather would go to any great lengths to find me. Do you believe me?”


“Yeah... I believe you,” Lisa hesitantly replied. “What’s your father’s name?”


“I only know his first name is Jack. My mom won’t tell me his last. I think maybe she’s hiding something. Maybe my real dad’s not such a bad guy after all. I have a lot of questions to ask him when I find him.”


‘The odds are a million to one,’ Lisa thought to herself. “Well, girl, the next thing I want to do is stop in the next town and get you some decent clothes and a good meal.” Christine started to protest but Lisa raised her hand and shook her head in a insistent gesture. “We’ll spend the night there and get a fresh start in the morning.”

__________


Later that evening they were propped up in bed watching the local news on TV. Lisa had been struggling with what advice she should give Christine. She turned to address her. 


“Christine, I want you to call your mother and at least tell her you’re all right.”


“I told you I ain’t going back,” she barked back. There was silence. Lisa decided to use the opportunity to tell her own story in hopes of changing Christine’s mind. She talked about Mama and Willy and leaving home at a young age herself. She ended by telling of her recent reunion with the family and about Mama’s death. Lisa sniffled remorsefully as she relived that dreadful day. Christine felt guilty.


“Christine honey, if there’s any one thing I regret, it’s not having contacted my mother much, much sooner.”


Christine had listened intently. She slipped out of bed and began to nervously pace the floor. She looked at Lisa. “You sure had it tougher than me. But I’m afraid I didn’t tell you everything.”


“What do you mean?” asked Lisa, registering a concerned look.


“I mean, I’m pregnant!”


Lisa sat up with a jerk. “Ohhhh‑I see,” she said calmly. “Who is the father?”


“His name’s Rudy. And he’s Mexican.” She emphasized the word Mexican. “He’s a nice guy and it’s my fault as much as his.”


“Does he know?” asked Lisa.


“No, and he mustn’t find out. And believe me, if my stepfather found out he would track him down and kill him. I know that. He’s turned prejudiced since becoming a cop and all he needs on top of having a half-breed kid is having a half-breed grandkid.” Tears, expressing anguish and desperation over her predicament began to come to Christine’s eyes, as she spoke. “Can’t you see. I can’t take any chances on getting caught.


Lisa got up and gave her new friend a consoling hug. A few minutes later, Christine was sound asleep, exhausted.

__

 Chapter Forty 

The early morning sun peeking through the center crack of the blinds shone in Lisa’s eyes, awakening her. She instinctively rolled over to look at the bed next to her. Christine was gone. The bathroom light was off, indicating she wasn’t in there. “Christine!” she yelled. She searched the motel room. Her belongings were gone. She was gone.


Lisa’s heart sunk. ‘I was too hard on her, she thought. ‘Nobody would have been able to convince me to call home when I was running. Why should I expect her to be any different?’ There was a kick at the door. She opened it. There stood Christine with a shallow cardboard box in her hands. It contained two cups of coffee and two cinnamon rolls.


“Where have you been?” scolded Lisa. “You scared me to death.”


“Didn’t know you cared,” chuckled Christine.


“I thought you left, you little stinker. Where’s your bag?” Lisa spoke in an exasperated, yet relieved tone of voice. 


“It’s hanging on the hook behind the bathroom door. I’m ready to roll. Ain’t you gonna thank me for breakfast?”


“Yeah! Thanks!” Lisa playfully jerked the box from her hands and set it on the table.


“In case you wanna know, I got it with your ten bucks.” They both enjoyed a needed laugh.

__________


On the road again, they left Kansas City and drove through the Kansas plains. It was a typical Indian summer day with temperatures in the low eighties. The Kansas wheat fields had yielded their crops and farmers were preparing to winter in. 


They had driven about three hundred miles so far. Lisa was feeling very comfortable with Christine and vice‑versa. They mostly entertained themselves with small talk and listened to country western music on the radio.


“Hey Christine?”


“What?” she answered in a frisky voice.


“Do to you know how to drive?” asked Lisa on impulse.


“Yeah, I can drive,” she replied, suspiciously. “Only got a learner’s permit but I learned to drive on my Grampa’s farm when I was twelve. He’s my stepfather’s dad and a lot nicer.”


“OK, how about we put the top down and you take over for awhile. In this part of the country it’s mostly flat with a few rolling hills. I think it’ll be safe.”


In typical teenage slang, Christine screamed out in delight, “All right!”


Soon they were again on their way with Christine at the wheel. “I’ve never driven such a nice car and I’ve never even been in a convertible before I met you.” She was talking excitedly. Her beautiful black hair blew wildly in the wind. Lisa was smiling, pleased that her young friend was having such a good time.


About an hour passed and they were traveling up a small hill. Suddenly, with a jerk of the steering wheel, Christine abruptly pulled to the side of the road. The car came screeching to a halt. Startled, Lisa turned to Christine. “What the hell are you doing?” she shouted, angrily.


Before Christine could respond, a diesel big rig truck appeared at the top of the knoll. It was on the wrong side of the road. Lisa frantically reached over and slammed her hand against the horn.


The truck driver, whose truck was now heading directly at them, lifted his head and swerved the huge vehicle into the right lane. He faced them as he went by. His eyes expressed both gratitude and fear. ‘He apparently dozed off,’ thought Lisa. Dumbfounded, she looked to Christine for an explanation. “What! How did...,” she stammered.


“I don’t know,” Christine interrupted. There was a confused look on her face. “I heard a loud voice in my head. It was a women’s voice. She said ‘Christine, pull over.’ The message was so urgent that I pulled over as fast as I could. You didn’t say anything, did ya?” she questioned Lisa.


“No, I didn’t,” responded Lisa in a solemn tone, her knees still shaking from fear. “I better drive for awhile.” For the next ten minutes they rode in silence, still in a state of shock.


“Who was she?” wondered Christine outloud.


“Are you sure it was a women’s voice?”


“I’m positive. I even know what she looks like.”


“How do you know that?”


“I don’t know except her face flashed through my mind. She had dark skin. A lot darker than mine. She was old but not real old. I only saw her face. Her skin was smooth and she had black hair with gray running through it. She had a very loving, peaceful look in her eyes.”


“Has anything like this ever happened to you before?”


“No,” replied Christine with a baffled look on her face.


“Whoever she was, she sure saved our lives. If you hadn’t pulled over when you did that truck would have smashed into us at the top of that hill.”


“I know.”


‘Thank you God,’ Lisa whispered to herself. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.” Christine wasn’t listening. Preoccupied, her hands were trembling.


Lisa decided it was time to call it a day. She took an off road leading to the next town. She hadn’t gone far before her eyes caught a sign ahead. The sign, hanging from a wooden support structure at the side of the road read “Heaven’s Rest Bed and Breakfast.” ‘Sounds appropriate to me,’ she mused while pulling onto the gravel driveway.


Dinner and shopping in town and, later, a hot shower had a settling effect on them both.


“Sleeping in a bed two nights in a row. I don’t know if I can handle that,” joked Christine. Lisa chuckled politely, setting the stage for a relaxing evening. They stayed in one of two small cottages that were nestled under some trees behind the main house, which was the home of a retired couple who rented out the cottages to supplement their income.


Included in the daily rate was a home-cooked breakfast, which was served at 8:30 a.m. sharp, they were told. Jack and Helen Johnson had their own vegetable garden and raised chickens as well. And Jack Johnson raised flowers in season to sell to merchants in town.

__________


A rooster crowing at sunup served as an alarm clock for Lisa and Christine. Jack and Helen’s two guests arrived for breakfast, right on time.


“This is the best vegetable omelet I have ever eaten,” complimented Lisa. Christine nodded in agreement. And their host returned a thank-you smile.


The subject of yesterday’s terrifying experience came up with Christine starting to tell Lisa that she just remembered that a dream last night had jogged her memory regarding the voice she heard. Lisa interrupted to briefly tell Jack and Helen what had happened on the road the previous day.


“Ohh...how frightful!” exclaimed Helen.


Christine continued. “Anyway, when I was a little girl, I fell out of a tree. I landed on my back and couldn’t breath. I saw a glimpse of the same face I saw yesterday. That time she said, ‘You’ll be fine.’ Then I felt calm and started to breathe again. My mom said I broke my shoulder and got the breath knocked out of me. When I told her about the face and the voice, she casually said, ‘Maybe it was your guardian angel.’ Wow! Isn’t that weird?”


“God sometimes moves in strange and mysterious ways,” testified Helen, directing her comment to her young guest.


They were finishing breakfast when Helen again opened the conversation. “Speaking of truck drivers, our son drives a truck. In fact he came through here yesterday.” She pointed to a photo sitting on a chiffonier standing against the wall behind them. Lisa and Christine simultaneously turned to look.


“That’s him,” they gasped in amazement. They turned around to face their hosts. Helen and Jack registered shock on their faces.


Lisa was next to speak. “I recognize his face. I saw him clearly as he drove by. And I can’t mistake that big chrome star he has as a hood ornament.”


Helen and Jack looked at one another. Jack was obviously shaken. Helen, the more religious one of the two, quickly composed herself. “He looked tired when he came through here, but I didn’t think he was that exhausted. I pray for that boy every day, don’t I, Jack?” Jack nodded and took his wives hand. “Me and Jack worry about him. He’s our only child. And he’s been working too hard lately. He’s got a wife and three kids to support.” She pointed to a family photo resting at the other end of the chiffonier. “I pray this will convince him to slow down a bit. And I’m sure grateful that the good Lord had your guardian angel around.”


Christine spoke up, “What a coincidence that we ended up here after what happened.”


Helen’s eyes became glassy from emotion. “Children,” she said, “there are no coincidences. Everything happens for a reason. Coincidences are God’s way of remaining anonymous and at the same time letting us know He’s here.”


Lisa’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. She recounted in her mind the string of coincidences that brought her friend Bernice into her life and led her home, finally, after years of separation.


“Now,” said Helen. “With this story, maybe I can get that son of ours and his family back in church.” She sent her husband a sheepish grin and playfully poked a finger in his ribs.


Lisa saw that Helen had accepted this occurrence as another miracle in her life. Her eyes sparkled, and there was an underlying wisdom in her face, much like that possessed by Doc Summers.


A friendly hug from Helen and a handshake from Jack and they were again on their way. Christine drove and Lisa studied the road map. Lisa had an impulsive idea. 


“A few more miles down the road you should see the Highway 24 junction. Take 24 south.” She had decided to take the southern route the rest of the way. That evening they arrived in Los Alamos, New Mexico, where they spent the night.

__________


The following morning Lisa again approached Christine about calling her mother. “Christine, you don’t have to tell her where you are. Just let her know that you’re alright. This is very important to me. Will you do this one thing for me? And I’ll tell you what. If you want to, when we get to California, you can stay with me and my friend for awhile until we get you settled.”


Christine looked into pleading eyes. “You would do that for me, a complete stranger?”


“You’re not a stranger anymore.”


“OK! OK!” she said impatiently, yet with a tone of appreciation. ‘My stepdad won’t be home now so I guess I could give her a quick call.”


Lisa was not encouraged with what she heard on Christine’s side of the conversation. Christine slowly hung up. Her eyes were sad.


“At first, my mom sounded relieved. I could hear her sniffling over the phone. She said that I should get an abortion and come home. She said she would get the money somehow and send it to me. She said that she was not going to tell my stepfather that I was pregnant or even that she heard from me. She wants me to call her back. Well, I’m telling you, I’m not going back. And I am definitely not going to have an abortion. And furthermore, I’m not going to call her again,” Christine said defiantly. Then her shoulders slumped. Her voice became small, hardly audible. “Lisa, she didn’t even say she loved me.” Tears began to roll down her cheeks. Lisa went over and sat beside her on the bed, put her arms around her, and held her tight. She let her cry it out before speaking.


“That don’t mean she doesn’t. Your mother is mixed up right now, I’m sure. I am also sure that she is afraid of her husband. Don’t be too quick to judge. She loves you. Give it another chance.” Lisa’s words of assurance brought a pitiful, yet hopeful smile.


“Now, you get yourself in that bathroom and freshen up. I have to make a phone call and we’ve got a lot of miles to go today.”


Bernice answered her ringing phone. “Hello.”


“Hi Bernie, It’s me.”


“Where the Sam hill are you? I’ve been worried sick.”


“Right now I’m in New Mexico. I told you it was going to take me six days and so far it’s only been four.”


“Yes, but you could have called.”


“I know. I’m sorry. A few little things came up along the way that have delayed me a day.”


“Any problems? Are you OK?” Bernice changed her manner to one of concern.


“I’m just fine Bernie, I’ll tell you all about it when I get there. There is one favor I need to ask you though.”


“What is it that you have up your sleeve little lady?” she asked sensing a hint of innocent mischievousness in Lisa’s voice. This allowed her worry to fade. “You know there isn’t anything in the world I wouldn’t do for you.”


Lisa relayed to Bernice the situation with Christine. “So, is it alright with you if she stays with us for awhile?”


Bernice, warmed at the idea, replied without hesitation. “Of course it’s alright with me. We go into business a little early, that’s all.”


“You’ll love her Bernie,” Lisa said excitedly. “She reminds me of myself so many years ago.”


“I’ll have a room ready for her. And by the way, Lieutenant Ben finished his investigation last week. I’ll save that story for when you get here.


Not detecting concern in Bernice’s voice over the matter, Lisa let go of her feelings of uneasiness about it and signed off. “You’re the greatest Bernie, see you in a couple of days. Bye.”


“Bye, bye, dear.” For a moment Bernice sat quietly staring into space,worried yet not knowing why.


Lisa was happy. The happiest she had been since before Mama’s death. It dawned on her that since picking up Christine she had not dwelled on that sad time. Nor had she thought much about Tim. She had directed her energy toward something positive; helping another human being. She again enjoyed a warm, inner peacefulness. She was becoming accustomed to it. And she also felt a sense of fulfillment. It was similar to the feelings experienced after delivering Martha’s baby and helping to save the lives of those little children back at the clinic that day.


She noticed, though, that her sensitivity and degree of satisfaction was more centered and acute. She felt she could attribute this, at least in part, to the wonderful moment of illumination she experienced on the porch at Doc Summers ranch that last day.

__________


Christine had been eavesdropping through a crack in the partially closed bathroom door. She was ecstatic at the idea that two strangers would take her into their home. She returned to the bedroom trying to keep a straight face. But Lisa knew the girl had been listening, and it wasn’t hard to read the relief and happiness in Christine’s eyes.


“OK kid, let’s hit the road.” Lisa affectionately booted her friend in the behind as they went out the door.


“Next stop, Arizona,” announced Lisa. “If we can get across the border, we can easily make California the day after.” Christine took the wheel for the first three hours.


With prompting from Christine, Lisa poured out her life history. However, she stayed mindfully aware so as not to allow the pains of the past to emotionally seduce her. Attention to driving and sight-seeing helped divert any negative focus. She spoke in a frame of reference befitting Christine’s personal circumstances. This was the object and sole reason for divulging her sordid past. In particular, she emphasized the trauma associated with living on the streets of a big city. She rarely permitted herself to go back like that, but she did, for Christine. She exposed herself in intimate detail with an openness she had only shown to one other person. And that was her friend Bernie.


Christine was shocked at the atrocities to which her new found friend had been subject, yet in awe at her courage and resolution. Even with the presence of her temporary benefactor, Christine grew more afraid. The arrogant, know-it-all attitude which had possessed her at the beginning of her journey had all but vanished. Even though she was listening closely to Lisa, a part of her mind was occupied by a jumble of “what if’s” about the future, and conjecture over her guardian angel.

__________


It was approaching dusk when Lisa noticed in the rearview mirror that a pair of headlights was weaving and approaching at a high rate of speed. Soon a large black pickup truck passed them. Lisa estimated its speed at about 85 miles an hour plus.


“Look at that crazy idiot,” shouted Christine as he passed. “He must be drunk.”


Ominous clouds were beginning to show themselves. Thunder and lighting flashes followed, announcing the arrival of a storm.


“We passed the city of Gallup a little while ago. Do you think we should go back there for the night or mush on to the next town?”


“I say mush on,” Christine adventurously replied. It started to rain hard. They drove on.


“Lisa, stop!” Lisa promptly complied and pulled over.


“What’s the matter? Don’t tell me it’s your guardian angel again,” she joked.


“No!” Christine said seriously. “I think I saw a car lying in the ditch back there.” Lisa began to back up along the shoulder of the road.


About fifty feet back, Christine yelled. “There it is!” She was pointing out the window.


“I see it. Let’s get over there.” The car was lying on its side with the driver’s side facing up. Based on the car’s condition Lisa surmised that it probably had been hit and then rolled over several times before landing in the bottom of the ravine, which was about fifteen feet deep. In her travels she had seen similar accidents.


She reached the edge of the ravine and shouted orders back to Christine. “Switch on the CB like I showed you and try and reach someone, anyone. Tell them we’re about thirty miles south of Gallup. Tell them we need everything. We got a bad one.”


Lisa slid down the now muddy slope. ‘Why does it always have to be muddy?’ she wondered ruefully, remembering her trudge down the muddy farm road the day Martha’s baby was born.


She saw a man’s arm dangling out of the window. She reached in placing her fingers on his neck under the chin. “He’s alive,” she whispered to herself. There was no one else in the front seat. She tried pulling the door open. The smell of gasoline was in the air.


“Christine, I need help down here.” Christine was quickly at her side. “Help me with this door. We have to get this guy out fast.” They both pulled and the door finally started to move, but its movement was restricted by a build-up of mud at the bottom.



“Mommy,” a little voice cried out.


“My God Lisa, look, there’s two little kids in the back seat. We have to get them first.” The smell of gas was strong and Lisa saw tiny sparks coming from one of the taillights. The back door was hopelessly jammed shut and locked. Lisa reached through the front window, her fingers searching for the electric window and door lock controls. Miraculously, they still worked. The door clicked and then the rear window slid down.


In an instant, Christine had slipped her body through the window and was tugging at the children. “Seat belts, damn it,” she muttered. She released both belts and somehow positioned her body so she could reach under the first child’s body. She shoved the child’s upper torso through the window where Lisa was braced to pull him the rest of the way out.


“Hand me the little girl now.” Lisa pulled the second child out. Christine’s slender body then came slithering out. Lisa breathed a sigh of relief.


They carried the children to safety at the top of the ravine. All the while, Lisa kept one worried eye on the sparks that continued to pop and flash from the rear of the car. “I can’t ask you to come with me but I have to at least try and get that guy out. This car could go up any second.” Before Lisa had finished her sentence Christine was sliding down the bank. They pulled the door open just enough to allow the man’s frame to fit through.


Christine climbed back through the rear window and positioned herself in the passenger seat so she could brace herself against the other door and push the man’s body with her feet while Lisa pulled. Slowly, he began to move. His limp body now laid in the muddy ravine beside the car. They pushed and pulled with all of their strength. Finally they reached the top of the bank.


The car exploded. Soon it was engulfed in flames. Even the now pouring rain was useless against it. They could feel the heat against their bodies as the flames licked wildly into the air.


Looking down away from the fire’s glare, Lisa saw heavy bleeding coming through the man’s right pant leg. “Quick, give me your belt,” she ordered. Christine quickly stripped off her belt.


“Now go check the kids for bleeding. Lisa wrapped the belt tightly around the man’s thigh and notched it as tightly as she could.


“I don’t see any heavy bleeding, came Christine’s call. The boy is awake. He says his stomach hurts inside and he’s shaking all over.”


“Run to the car and get those blankets in the back seat,” commanded Lisa. “And bring that small suitcase of mine too.” Christine obeyed. Lisa scurried over to where the children were laying. “Put a blanket over the boy and then the girl.” She used the small suitcase to elevate the boy’s legs.


“I want my mommy,” cried the little boy. Lisa caressed his face with her hand and gently ran her fingers though his hair with the other. She spoke to him softly. “You’re going to be all right now.” Christine attended the little girl who was regaining consciousness.

__________


The distant whine of sirens was a welcome sound. Within minutes they were surrounded by emergency vehicles with flashing red lights. Paramedics took over as Lisa and Christine watched, only now able to feel their own shock and exhaustion.


The fire chief quickly deduced from the mud tracks how the victims  had been dragged up the embankment. He took a closer look at the burning car, which was now being dowsed with fire retardant, and suddenly dashed over to where Lisa was still standing, watching paramedics attend the children. He recognized them.


Two police officers approached with blankets for Lisa and Christine. “Here, you must be freezing.” They were both cold, wet with mud, and utterly exhausted. The officers draped the blankets over their shoulders.


“Thank you.” Lisa gratefully pulled the blanket tightly around her and watched as two ambulances screamed away into the night.


“Billy,” said the obviously distressed Chief, addressing one of the officers, “would you please escort these young ladies to town and put them up at the Waldon Hotel. The City will pick up the tab. Is that OK with you? We’ll have your car brought in for you.” The chief directed his question to Lisa, but his eyes were on the fire.


“Thank you, that would be nice.”


Then one of the firemen raced up and grabbed the chief’s arm. “Chief,” he said intensely, “we found two more. You better come over here right away.” The chief abruptly turned and hurried away with the fireman in the direction where the other two victims had been found.


“I should have looked,” stammered Christine.


“You did all you possibly could,” responded one of the officers.

__________


On their way into Gallup, Lisa began to regain her composure. The officer in the passenger seat turned to face her. “Ma’am, you two did an awful brave thing back there.” His face glowed with respectful admiration. Lisa attempted a smile but could only manage a grimace.


“If you’re up to it, I’d like to take a brief statement from you.”


“I think I’m up to it,” she replied, taking a deep breath.


“Your name.”


“My name is Lisa Simmon and this is my daughter Christine.” A thrill peeked inside Christine with mention of her as the daughter of this lady whom she had come to ardently admire. Lisa went on to tell the complete story, beginning with the black pickup truck. She suspected it might be involved and that the driver may have been drinking. At its mention, Billy picked up his radio mike and put out an APB for a possible hit and run.



The Waldon was one of the nicest hotels in western New Mexico. Lisa and Christine’s suite was luxuriously decorated. It including fine furniture and offered many amenities, including a large screen TV, two queen-size adjustable beds, and whirlpool bath.


“Wow! I’ve never seen anything like this except maybe in the movies.” Christine was flabbergasted. Exploring the delights of the suite provided temporary relief from thoughts of her recent harrowing experience. Their selected luggage was soon delivered. Later, after bathing, they were treated to a delicious dinner delivered by room service. After spending a short time discussing the accident, Christine fell asleep. Lisa watched over her for awhile as she slept. ‘She is so beautiful, and so vulnerable and yet so brave-hearted,’ she said to herself. ‘How do I deserve to have such wonderful people come into my life?’
__________


This led her to thoughts of Bernice; to thoughts of Doc Summers; and finally to pleasant thoughts of Mama. Then, for the first time since leaving Georgia her mind interrupted her by injecting memories of Tim. She was struck with heartfelt pangs of anxiety. This time she stopped herself, not allowing a negative scenario to develop.


Indeed, she was learning that entertaining negative thoughts of whatever nature did not serve her best interest. Nor did they serve the best interest of anyone else, be they directly involved or not.


“Dear God, I pray those children and their family will be alright,” she said aloud, ending her prayer.


Her final thoughts before submitting to sleep were of the good doctor’s words, “Don’t be too quick to judge another in a given situation. Every soul deserves, and will get, a second chance.”


“And that most certainly includes Tim,” she said to herself.

_

 Chapter Forty One 

The phone rang just as Lisa and Christine were finishing a complimentary breakfast in their room at the Waldon Hotel. Lisa took the call. “It was Fire Chief Morgan. He’ll be here in a little bit to bring us our car,” she told Christine after hanging up.


“What service, I must say,” laughed Christine. “I hope he has a report on that family.”


“Yeah, me too.”


They didn’t have to wait long. There was a knock at the door. The Fire Chief was a giant of a man, dwarfing Lisa in the doorway. ‘He looks different out of uniform,’ she thought.


“Please come in.”


“No thank you, I can’t stay too long. I’m on my way to Albuquerque.”


“Well, how are the kids doing?” Lisa asked anxiously.


“Thanks to you two, they’re gonna be fine. I read the police report and went back to the scene early this morning. I can’t express in words how grateful I am that you two happened by when you did.


“The fellow you pulled up that bank is my brother-in-law and the two kids my niece and nephew. If I hadn’t seen the evidence with my own eyes I wouldn’t have believed you did it. It should have taken two men my size to perform that feat. He weighs over two hundred and fifty pounds; more than you two put together.


“Again, thanks to you it looks like he’s gonna live. He lost a lot of blood and would have died if you hadn’t put that tourniquet on. He had to be air-lifted to Albuquerque where he’s being operated on right now.”


“What about the others,” asked Christine in a concerned voice.


“The other two were my sister and little nephew. They didn’t make it.”


Christine’s heart dropped and her stomach churned. And her face was a picture of distress. Up to this point, the Chief had been able to restrain his emotion, but now his right eye started to drain a tear. He quickly wiped it away with his shirt sleeve and took a couple of deep breaths to compose himself. Then he turned to the task of comforting Christine, in whose eyes he read guilt and self condemnation.


“They died instantly on impact. There was nothing you could have done. I don’t know if it would have made any difference but before they were thrown clear they were in the front seat and the little one was most likely in her lap. And they weren’t belted. I’ve told her about that a million times.” His eye teared again. “I better go now.” The big man reached out with a huge hand to shake theirs.


“Please let us know how things turn out.” Christine’s voice was raspy from intense emotion.


“I will. And thank you again.” Lisa simply nodded, having no words to convey her sympathy. But her eyes spoke for her.


The big man slowly lumbered down the hall toward the elevator.



Downstairs, their car was waiting in the hotel entrance drive, washed and detailed. Christine’s cherished belt, which had been left behind by her father when he left home, was laying on the front seat.


“Now I ask you,” said Lisa, attempting to lighten the mood. “Do you think that we can make it to California without another incident?” With a blank stare, Christine nodded, preoccupied with her own thoughts.


They drove in silence toward the Arizona border. Lisa could feel the tension radiating from her young friend. “You OK, kiddo?” asked Lisa in a temperate tone of voice.


“Where were their guardian angels?” Christine demanded angrily in an uncharacteristically loud voice.


Lisa could feel Christine’s mounting frustration as she desperately searched for the right thing to say. She could think of nothing to say that would comfort Christine in her present angry state, so she spoke the honest truth.


“I don’t know, honey.”


“Why did that mother and baby have to die? And now the other two kids don’t have a mother.”


“Mothers are pretty important, aren’t they,” replied Lisa with the idea of evading the direct question and refocusing on Christine’s mother.


“Yeah, I guess so, but that’s not the point.” Despite herself, Christine sounded a bit subdued. Lisa had made a direct hit.


“Yes it is the point. You and your mother were once very important to each other. Now you are at odds and you have run away. And you’re both miserable. For the time being, you have lost a mother and she has lost a daughter. And I will do anything I can to help guide you in the right direction while trying not to judge who’s right or wrong. I can only trust that eventually you both will be reunited and better from the experience.


“Similarly, even though we don’t understand it, and as sad as it is, who are we to judge that losing their mother is not right for those children in the long run. We can only see the immediate pain. We cannot see the future. But we have to trust that the suffering will serve a greater good.


“That mother and child have crossed over to the other side, or gone to heaven, or are in God’s hands. It all means the same thing. They did not die though, only their bodies did. Their souls are very much alive and happy and at peace and will continue to grow. Chances are they are close to their loved ones, in spirit, right now and trying to communicate their love and assurance that they’re alright.


“Why people have to die at a certain time, I don’t know. What I do know is that, in spirit, they can remain close to us. I have often felt the presence of my father. And my father often visited my mother in her dreams. Dreams so vivid that she swore they were not your ordinary dream. And my mother appeared to her grandson the night of her death and gave him a reassuring message to give to the rest of us. Why she picked him remains as part of the big mystery.


“And what about you? You have seen a face and heard a voice. Like your mother said, maybe she is your great-grandmother whose role is now to guide and protect you.


“And in case you don’t know, even Jesus appeared to his disciples in spirit form after his crucifixion. If he can do it, so can we. He even said that. I, personally, feel encouraged and uplifted when these things unfold before me in my life. Do you believe me so far?”


“Yes,” Christine’s eyes were sad, but her voice and face were calmer.


“Then, isn’t it reasonable to assume that the children, the husband, and even the chief, will come to be better, stronger, and deeper in their faith than they were before, from that experience?”


“Yeah, I guess so when you put it like that.”


“We endure the pain and go on and sooner or later things get better.”


“I do have to say that being with you sure has been better for me.”


“It’s been better for me too, Christine.”


“And it’ll be great when I find my father,” Christine said in a confident voice.


“OK then, let’s get that frown off your face. We can only do the best we can and have a little faith that our loving creator knows what He’s doing.”


Though still confused, Christine obviously felt better. Lisa could see her mature with each new experience, as was she.

__________


The majestic, yet beautiful and peaceful hills and cliffs of the Painted Desert they were passing through had a soothing effect.


“Pretty soon we’ll be coming to an Indian reservation,” announced Lisa.


“I’ve never been to one. Do you think we could stop?”


“Don’t see why not.” They drove into a small town. The street was narrow and lined with shops and stores on both sides, most of which catered to souvenir hunters.


Lisa pulled to the side of the street and parked. They wandered down the street looking into windows as they strolled. Christine picked a shop at random and they went inside. She was first attracted to the counter display case. She surveyed the jewelry displayed on a black velvet covered shelf.


“Lisa, come here and look at this one.” She pointed at a raw octagon crystal. It was mounted on a silver pyramid-shaped structure. It had a silver chain with seven decorative Indian beads strung on each side next to the mounting. Lisa thought it was ugly because it wasn’t concentric or perfectly dimensioned. Christine seemed enchanted by it, though.


“How much is it?” Lisa whispered, pretending as if she liked it. Christine strained her eyes to read the little tag. “Forty dollars,” she replied disappointedly.


They both looked up from the case at the same time. Looking directly at them was a dark complexioned old lady whose face was deeply wrinkled. She had been standing there a couple of minutes, allowing them the courtesy of finishing their study without interruption. She was colorfully dressed in what Lisa guessed to be traditional Indian attire. She had unusual, piercing blue eyes that were intently focused on Christine.


“Do you like that one, child?” She spoke in a soft, sweet voice.


“Yes, I’m very attracted to it.”


The old Indian lady removed it from the case and walked around to the other side of the counter to behind Christine. She had to reach high to lower the necklace over Christine’s head. She carefully lifted the girl’s long, silky black hair so the chain could rest against her neck. Then she gently turned Christine by the shoulders so she could see how the necklace looked. Christine glanced down to admire it.


“I love it,” she said enthusiastically. Lisa started reaching into her purse.


The old Indian lady again stared intently into Christine’s eyes. “Then it is yours,” she said.


“Ohhh no... I can’t take it.”


“Please child, accept it as a gift from an old lady who loves to see a happy face.” Christine instinctively hugged her as if she had known her for years. “I am told,” said the Indian lady, “that you are one of us and that the ancestors are watching over you.”


“Told, told by who?” Christine asked curiously with a tone of skepticism in her voice. The woman’s only response was a mystical smile.


“You and your friend go in peace now, you have a long way yet to travel.” Christine started to leave but stopped in the doorway when the Indian woman spoke again. “Christine!” she called out. “I am to tell you that they were there. They were all there.” She emphasized the word “all”. Christine managed a grateful but puzzled smile, and wiggled her fingers in an affectionate goodbye.


Lisa overheard all this and understood, but felt she should keep it to herself for the time being. 


She decided to let Christine drive since the majority of the way would be through the Arizona desert, and the task might keep her young friend from asking too many questions before allowing her mind to flow freely.


The plan worked for about an hour. But even the magic of driving a convertible through the desert was overcome by Christine’s curiosity over what happened back on the reservation.


“Lisa, she called me Christine. How did she know my name? And what do you think she meant when she said, ‘they were all there?’ ”


“What do you think?”


“I haven’t the foggiest,” replied Christine in bewilderment.


“If you ask me then, I’d say that our lovely old Indian lady was psychic. And obviously she felt there was some kind of connection between you and her.”


“I thought that all psychics were phonies.”


“Not so,” Lisa stated emphatically. “I used to think that way too, until I met Doc Summers. He also has psychic abilities. Sometimes he would know when one of his patients needed him. These people usually lived in rural areas several miles from his clinic or home, and a lot of them didn’t have phones. He said he would get an intuitive feeling about the person. He was almost always right. He said he would know from feelings that he would pick up telepathically. And sometimes he thought he was receiving subtle messages from guides or guardian angels. I know it’s true, because I saw it with my own eyes. He says guides can be deceased persons who have chosen to remain in spirit, in the earth plane to help and guide others. They also often stay behind to watch over loved ones—like your grandmother, perhaps.


“Angels come from a higher order of beings. As an extension of God, they are actually messengers and can intercede into the lives of either living people or disembodied spirits in order to assist in times of need.


“And it seems that incidents of miracles and angelic intervention are on the rise. These spiritual entities have been around since the beginning of mankind. Proof of their existence in one form or another has been documented in all cultures and religions. For example, there are numerous mention of angels in the Bible. And you know, that despite all of the evidence proving it, a lot of people still don’t believe. They sure change their mind fast though, when they have a first-hand encounter. Then they’re willing to go on TV talk shows and such to tell their story. Some even write books about it. And a lot of times it changes their lives.”


Christine nodded earnestly in agreement. Excited at the prospect now, she asked; “Lisa, the old Indian lady said, ‘they were all there.’ Do you think she could have meant that the angels were there at that accident scene for you and me and the other people too?”


“Indeed I do. I definitely do. Without a doubt. We had to have gotten the strength from some source outside of ourselves to drag that big man up that muddy ravine. And I also believe they were there to reassure and guide those two souls who were killed in the accident. There is no doubt in my mind about that. My friend Doc Summers told me of his experiences and the experiences of others he knew regarding the intervention of angels in time of crisis.


“I think you and I were given the gift of participating, with spirit, in the rescue of that family. And I say outloud, thank you God!’ ”


Christine was bubbling inside with awe and a new-felt inspiration. “You’ve made me feel a lot better about it. Thank you.”


“I’m sorry, but I can’t take the credit. Remember, you were the one who asked, ‘Where were their angels?”


“Yeah, `but I didn’t expect to get an answer like that. In fact, when I think about what’s been happening the last couple of days, it’s like it was all planned out ahead of time.”


‘Join the club,’ thought Lisa.


“But that can’t be, because it was we who decided to stay at Helen and Jack’s, and it was we who decided to take the southern route, and it was I who decided to go into that little store where the Indian lady was.” Christine’s confusion was deepening.


“I know that, but remember what Helen said—‘everything happens for a reason.’ In other words, God has a way of revealing to us and allowing us to create the experiences we need when we are ready. It’s all done through universal synchronicity within which is the flexibility to simultaneously adapt to any given situation. Situations we place ourselves in as a result of our choices. Doc Summers says it’s all set up so we can learn and grow.” Christine looked even more confused.


Lisa stopped talking and gazed out over the wide open, seemingly endless desert, amazed at the thoughts and ideas that were coming through her. ‘Frankly,’ she thought, ‘I forgot that I knew some of the stuff I just told her. Or maybe I didn’t know it at all. Wherever, or from whom the guidance is coming, thank you.’
__________


“Sometimes,” continued Lisa, “I think we are shown just enough to warm our hearts and stimulate our interest so that we may more earnestly pursue the spiritual side. Like I said, reported incidents of angel interventions are on the rise. So much so that you can find recently written books that serve to document people’s experiences in this day and age on the shelves of most book stores.


“And now we have a story of our own. It’s up to each individual to decide what to do with it.”


“What are we supposed to do with it?” Christine inquired.


“You have to answer that one for yourself, hon.”


 Christine, her mind worn to temporary indifference, shrugged her shoulders and took a deep breath. “I can hardly wait to see California,” she said.


“Well, you better let me take over. We’ve got about five hours to go.” Lisa motioned her to pull over.

__________


Christine lay back in her seat and gazed in wonderment at the wide open star-filled sky. She was soon asleep.

_

 Chapter Forty Two 

The sleek yellow convertible crawled up the narrow winding road that emptied into Chandler Estate. Lisa pushed a button on a hand-held electronic device. The huge white, wrought-iron double gates opened in an inward direction allowing entry. She drove up the circular driveway and parked in front of the red brick walkway that led to the house.

__________


“Wake up sleepy head, we’re here.” Lisa reached across the seat and gave Christine a gentle nudge. Christine opened her eyes, stretched her arms, and yawned. Then she glanced to the right and caught a clear view of the magnificent Chandler Mansion. The house and grounds were lit up in anticipation of their arrival.


“Where are we?” she said in a sleepy voice.


“This is home,” Lisa happily announced.


“This is where you live?”


“Yeah, this is it.”


“Wow! I can’t believe it. You gotta be kidding.” One of two, large, oak, double front doors swung open. Bernice, wrapped in a beautifully embroidered silk robe, waved a quick hello and pranced lightly down the walkway toward the car. Lisa got out of the car and went to her and they met in the middle. A warm embrace followed.


“Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick about you.”


“Oh, I’m sorry Bernie, we had a few problems along the way. I’ll tell you all about it later.” Standing on the walkway with one arm around Bernice’s waist, she motioned to Christine to hurry up. Christine stepped out of the car and walked toward the two with hesitant steps. She looked up at Bernice and gave a shy, guarded smile and then looked questioningly at Lisa.


“Bernie, this my friend Christine.”


“Hello, dear. You are every bit as beautiful as Lisa described. Welcome to our home.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Chandler,” she said, shaking Bernice’s extended hand.


“Please, you may call me Bernice. If you’re a friend of Lisa’s, you are a friend of mine.” Christine was astonished that such a wealthy, sophisticated lady was so down to earth and treated her with such genuine kindness. She detected no sign of the “better than thou” attitude she would have expected from a lady of Mrs. Chandler’s stature. ‘I guess all rich people ain’t stuck up after all,’ she said to herself.


“Come on, let’s go in the house and get you guys settled. I bet you could use a bath and a bite to eat. I’ll ask Richard to bring in your luggage. He’s Roberta’s grandson and has been staying with her awhile. They have been waiting up too.”


Lisa walked between and held the hands of both of her friends as they went into the house. “Lisa, you know where your room is. I will take Christine to hers.”


“After you freshen up, I’ll see you in the nook.” Bernice gave her friend another hug. “I’m so happy you’re home dear.”


“Me too.” Lisa smiled broadly.


“Come along Christine.” And they proceeded up the winding staircase. “This will be your room, dear. There’s some pajamas and under-clothes on the bed. Hope they fit OK. We’ll get your and Lisa’s clothes washed up tomorrow. If you need anything else, just push this intercom button. I will be right downstairs waiting. I’m really anxious to hear about your trip.”


“I don’t know how to thank you Mrs. Chandler,” Christine said politely.


“Remember, it’s Bernice, and no thank yous are necessary. You go get in the bath now and we will see you downstairs.”

__________


The door closed, leaving Christine in the room alone. She scanned the room with excited eyes. Against one wall was a queen-sized bed with antique white night stands on each side. The pink and blue flower print lamp shades on the night stand lamps matched the velvet bedspread and coordinated pleasingly with the pretty white laced window curtains. She admired the small white based, glass top table that was ringed with three velvet upholstered low-back chairs. There was a settee adjacent to a door that led into a large walk-in closet. On the other side of the room she observed the entrance to her own private bathroom.


She walked over to the window and closed the shutters. Spontaneously, she ran over and jumped in the air landing on her stomach in the bed. “All right! This so cool!” she said aloud in her teenage slang language. She rolled over, and staring at the ceiling, she let her thoughts go. ‘Man, this room’s bigger than our living room and kitchen put together.’

From the corner of her eye, she noticed the phone on one of the night stands. It caused her to think of her mother and their recent telephone conversation. The anguish she felt when her mother told her that she should get an abortion and come home, returned. Then she recalled Lisa once saying, “There are all kinds of bad memories trapped in our minds that we can dredge up and entertain, if we choose to. But why?”


Trying to take Lisa’s advice, to not dwell on the unpleasant, she abandoned that train of thought and directed herself to the bathroom where a warm bath awaited her.

__________


Lisa was first to join Bernice in the nook. “Turkey sandwiches and tea OK?”


“Yeah, that sounds great, thanks a lot Bernie.”


“Well now, tell me all about your trip.” Since Christine had yet to join them, Lisa started by relaying the details of her young friend’s background, the fact of her pregnancy, and an evaluation of her character. She also told Bernice of Christine’s fervent desire to locate her father.


“We must do something to help that poor child,” Bernice said compassionately. Lisa happily nodded her head in agreement.


Barefooted and stepping quickly, Christine finally came down the stairs. She was wearing the pink terry cloth robe and white cotton gown that Bernice had given her.


“Come. Come sit and have a sandwich,” Bernice ordered, but in a benevolent tone of voice. The warmth of this greeting made Christine feel comfortable enough that she wasted no time devouring her sandwich.


“Here, have the other half of mine.” Lisa pushed her plate over to the young girl. “After all, you are eating for two.” Lisa and Bernice exchanged matronly smiles. Christine looked up, sent them an innocent girlish grin and continued to eat.


Bernice listened attentively as Lisa spoke. She gave her a day-by-day recap of events. When the part about Christine pulling off the road, saving their lives, came up, Bernice thought of her recent visionary experience with John. She stared introspectively into space as she listened to the story of the accident and the old Indian woman.


“Not a dull moment, huh? You said you wanted this trip to help you get your head straight and your mind off your problems. Sounds like you got your wish, dear.” Bernice’s words were followed by a motherly chuckle.


Her comment ignited a spark of truth within Lisa and she momentarily expressed it with a surprised look on her face. “I guess I did get what I asked for.”


Bernice had not exposed her true feelings. Actually, she was terrified at the prospect of what could have happened to her friend and companion. “I know you two must be tired, so I should let you go to bed. We can talk more in the morning.”


Bernice hugged Lisa goodnight and then approached Christine and granted her the same show of affection. Then Lisa and Christine hugged. It was the start of a happy ritual for the three of them.

__________


That night, for the first time since early childhood, Christine knelt beside her bed with hands folded and said a prayer of thanks.



The aroma of fresh brewed coffee titillated Lisa’s keen sense of smell. Still not fully awake, for a second, she thought she was home with Mama. She sat up in bed and, for a another minute, gave herself the gift of embracing a cherished memory.


Soon she was downstairs, sitting in the nook with Bernice. She immediately observed that Bernice was visibly disturbed over something. “What’s the matter Bernie? You look like you lost your best friend.”


“I hope not,” she replied, with a twinge of stress in her voice. “I’ve been holding something back from you. Something I should have told you two weeks ago.”


“Told me what?” Lisa asked curiously.


“I told you that Lieutenant Ben completed his investigation. What I didn’t tell you was that we’re not going to get the convalescent home.”


“I don’t know why, but I thought that might happen. Bernie, if this means you want to forget about the whole thing, I want you to know that I understand,” Lisa said, expressing her infant wisdom. “It will still work out for the greater good of all concerned. Doc Summers taught me that and I’m beginning to believe it. And the more I believe it the more I seem to see and experience it.”


Bernice brandished a relieved, yet tentative, smile. “I believe it too, dear.”


“Out of curiosity, just what did Ben find out?”


Bernice’s smile faded, to be replaced with a straight face. She proceeded to tell Lisa the results of the investigation, about her subsequent trip to New York and how she confronted her son.


“How could he do that to you, his own mother?”


“I don’t excuse his actions but at the same time I don’t blame him entirely. I could have been a better mother. God knows that I love my children. But I guess I didn’t outwardly demonstrate it very much. I was too tied up in myself and absorbed in my frivolous social activities to spend quality time with my children. There was little communication of love between us when he was little; and I regret that. Why should it be any different now? Given the circumstances, he probably did what he thought was best.


“I also think this is why he doesn’t pay lot of attention to me when I visit. And why he handled the convalescent home issue with such indifference.” Bernice’s sorrow showed in her eyes.


“You’re being too hard on yourself, Bernie.”


“I have been asking myself, why did it take me so long to figure this out?” Lisa started to offer an opinion, but Bernice cut her short.


“On the lighter side, I’m glad that we lost the home because it preserved the lives of a lot of people. And I will see to it that my son lives up to his commitment.” Lisa smiled, acknowledging her friend’s course of action.


Bernice continued to speak. “I’m not done yet, I’ve got more to tell you.”


Lisa placed her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands. She looked across at her friend, with anticipation.


“Lisa, do you remember that couple on the ship that Ben thought may have stolen my necklace?”


“Yeah,” she said with a puzzled look.


“Well, they got married and now own a real estate business. They helped Ben out with information pertaining to his investigation. And right now they’re trying to find another place for us. And I have another idea, and I want to know what you think.”


Lisa sat back and sipped her coffee, waiting to hear Bernice’s next words.


“I got the idea when I was talking to you on the phone the other day. When I said, regarding Christine, that we would just have to start a little earlier than we anticipated, it struck me. Why don’t I open up my house to the girls?”


Lisa shook her head. “You can’t do that Bernie, this is your home.”


“That’s part of the point. When we get going on this project I am going to want to spend a lot of time on it. I don’t necessarily want to commute and I definitely don’t want to move. There’s too much of John here.”


Lisa experienced instant recall of her feelings about Mama’s house and her discussion with Doc Summers on the subject of spiritual imprints. She decided to defer discussion on the matter and simply said. “I can understand that.”


“This house is perfect, Lisa. We have seven extra bedrooms and they each have their own bathroom. John designed it that way. When he was growing up, his family only had one bathroom, and he had two older sisters who were always using it. When he was in the bathroom, they were always yelling at him to hurry up. So he insisted, when we built this home, that everybody would have their own bathroom.


“We could easily accommodate up to fifteen if we had to. And I have plenty of acreage to add on a few more little cottages later. The kitchen and dining rooms are certainly big enough. And with a few modifications, there will also be plenty of space for a recreation room.”


Lisa opened her mouth in a halfhearted attempt to argue Bernice out of her generous proposal, but never got the first word out.


“Lisa, it’s not just your dream anymore, it’s mine too. I just thank God that I went on that cruise and that you stole my necklace. It has given me another chance at life.”


“Oh, come on now,” resounded Lisa in factious disbelief.


“I know you’ve heard this, but it bears repeating. When I boarded that ship last April I was a pretty miserable person. I was lonely. I really hadn’t gotten over John’s death. And I know now that I never will, for love does not die. I’ve been shown that he is alive in spirit. He came to comfort me the night he died. And the other day he came again, in a vision, as I lay half asleep on the veranda. I truly love him. Trouble is, I took him for granted. I believe that someday we will again be joined and I’ll have another chance with him, too.


“A new sense of awareness was revealed to me one day while at sea on that cruise ship. I realized that I had to get on with my life, but I wasn’t sure how. That was the day I met you. The day I awakened. The day my attitude changed from one of less selfishness to one of more selflessness. Do you remember?”


“How could I forget? That day was a turning point in my life too,” replied Lisa in a voice that expressed her earnest feelings.


“I remember you were sitting in the back of the lounge with dark sun glasses on and your feet propped up on one of those little cocktail tables. I don’t know what possessed me to go to you because I never approach strangers. It was a compelling urge, and you did remind me somewhat of my daughter.


“I don’t recall exactly all that transpired during the course of our conversation. However, I do remember walking away with a very satisfied feeling. I thought I had helped you and I felt good about it. I remember thinking about it later in my stateroom. It occurred to me then, that my indifferent attitudes had previously prevented me from lending a true listening ear or helping hand. It had been my loss.


“My experience with you made me see that clearly. I allowed myself to be defenseless, vulnerable, to let my emotions go. I found that I had been going about the process of self-gratification the wrong way; my social life had always been infested with competition; I was constantly competing with my friends, and people I didn’t even know, on matters of appearance, social stature and material things. I worked on charity committees and stuff like that but my heart really wasn’t in it.


“In the quietness of my stateroom I pondered these things over and over in my mind. I remember feeling small and insignificant as I looked out the window at the endless sea. I tell you, honey, it was quite a revelation to admit to myself that social status and power, money, and material things had never really made me happy. That day with you was different in that I was genuinely delighted that I had helped someone.


“And then I had such a good time with Ben’s wife, Louise. She would say funny things that would make me laugh and I, being totally out of character, in turn came up with antics that made us both laugh. She was down to earth, funny, and basically good-natured. I was comfortable just being around her.


“The climax of the trip was the blissful feeling I got inside when I was with you in that courtroom and the judge let you off with probation. It had been a long time since I experienced joy like that. Tears were coming from both of us.”


With a contented look on her face, Bernice watched Lisa blot the moisture from her eyes with a napkin. “Yes indeed, that cruise was a turning point in both our lives. Lisa, I don’t need this big house. And I won’t leave because there are too many memories of John here that I still hold close to me. In my present state of awareness of what truth and fulfillment are to me now, the next best thing is to share it. I will gain as much from that as those who will be aided by staying here. Actually, I am grateful for the opportunity.”


“Ohhh, Bernie, John would be, or should I say John is, proud of you. What more can I say? I’m speechless.”


“That’s a blessing,” Bernice said dryly. Familiar laughter again rang through the big mansion. Then Lisa and Bernice began to eagerly discuss policy, house rules, and remodeling plans.


Their animated and sometimes rather loud conversation and intermittent laughter eventually penetrated Christine’s slumber.

When she finally arrived in the breakfast nook, still sleepy-eyed and full of awe at her new surroundings, Bernice took over.


“How far along are you, dear?” she asked.


“About three months, I think.”


“Have you been to a doctor?”


“No,” replied Christine, after a long pause.


“Well, you’re going to see one today. Prenatal care is an absolute must as far as I’m concerned.”


Christine gave her hostess a stubborn glare and turned to Lisa for support.


“She’s right, Christine and I think you know it. We’ve talked it over and want to make you a proposition.”


Christine’s face took on a frightened, suspicious look.


“We want you to contact your mother once more. You need to tell her that it’s too late to have an abortion and that you are going to have your baby. You can tell her that you are being taken care of and have a place to stay.


“If she insists you return home we will re-evaluate the situation. If you haven’t committed any crimes we will do everything possible to enable you to stay here. But it has to be within the law.”


“I’m sure it’ll be OK with my mother. She won’t want me back in this condition. I’ll call her this morning.” Christine was confident and relieved.


“And there’s one more thing. You have to take a home study course and then eventually take the GED test to get your high school diploma.”


“I can agree to that, because I wanna do it anyway. I can’t believe you’re doing all this for me. I’ll pay you back someday, I promise.”


“I believe you will, my dear,” said Bernice with a tender smile.

__

 Chapter Forty Three 

Arty arrived at the Chandler mansion on the first of September at 9:00 a.m. sharp to discuss a remodeling plan. John had used him before and trusted him. This was good enough for Bernice, so she had selected him to do the remodelling without soliciting competitive bids. After touring the house with Bernice and making note of her ideas, Arty left. Upon the insistence of Bernice, he expedited his effort and returned one week later with the completed plans and his formal estimate of cost.


“Mrs. Chandler, I believe I can finish this job in about three weeks.”


“I would like it done in two weeks.


Arty shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I have to order materials and some of the wood patterns we need to blend in to match must be special ordered. Same with the new window.”


“I want it done in two weeks and no longer. Can you make it happen? I’m willing to offer a twenty percent bonus.”


Arty scratched his head and thought for a minute. “I guess it’s possible. Anyway, I’ll do my best. I have to start today, though. I need to move all of your furniture out of the way and mask off the area so I can start demolition tomorrow. Otherwise we’ll be getting fine particles of dust throughout the house. Also, I need to use your phone to order materials and get one of my men in here today.”


“Be my guest.” Bernice smiled confidently at the young man and pointed to the phone. Arty spent twenty minutes on the phone and then returned to his truck to prepare work instructions for his men. Bernice and Lisa sat down in the nook with cups of coffee.


“Bernie, why are you in such an all-fired hurry?”


“To be honest with you, I’m not really sure. What I will tell you is that over the past few weeks I have been feeling a strange sense of urgency. I’ve never felt this way before about anything. I start to feel it as soon as I get up. At first I would rationalize to myself how silly it was and the feeling would go away. But it would come back again, almost like I couldn’t control it. Then one day, coincidentally, Reverend Derumn came by the house. Even though we didn’t go to church regularly he visits me from time to time to see how I’m doing. He’s been doing this ever since John’s death.



“My discussion with the reverend that day was quite an eye opener. When I explained what I was going through he wasn’t at all surprised. He said that I was not alone. Many people throughout the country are having similar feelings. For a lot of them it’s very confusing. They get these feelings that something is missing in their lives but can’t put their finger on it. Reverend Derumn believes that this is the reason why his congregation is growing so fast. And it’s not just his church. Churches all over the country are flourishing like never before. Something is happening to people. It’s a spiritual awakening, as he puts it. Maybe the end times are closer than we realize and we are being offered a ‘Second Chance,’ he says.


“The Reverend and his colleagues believe that people are being inspired to make hard choices. Sometimes this inspiration comes through in a moment of intuitive knowingness or divine revelation. Or often it comes as a result of a life-threatening situation where they receive unmistakable intervention from an unseen source.


“The simple fact is that people who previously would have shunned the word, ‘God,’ are now coming forward to testify how their lives have changed because of their personal experiences, or even those of somebody close to them.


“The Reverend says it’s the minister’s job to continue to offer  God and the teachings of Jesus as the ultimate answers to the mystery of life. Or, in the case of non‑traditional religions and beliefs, to look to spirit for divine guidance. The idea is to help people comprehend the possibility of God and the unseen spiritual side.


“When people come to him he tries to instill a sense of faith and urges them to follow their hearts. There is a purpose and mission for each of us, he says. God has many ways of getting our attention, but it still boils down to individual choice.


“Reverend Derumn says that, regardless of their religion, or even the lack of it, a lot of people are abandoning their jobs and professions in favor of something that would better benefit mankind, including the earth’s environment. He didn’t really have to convince me for I somehow knew the truth of what he was saying as he spoke.


“He also informed me that a lot of these people are uprooting their families and moving to different parts of the country. It’s risky stuff, but folks are doing it. He cited me some examples of families he knows. However, he emphasized, others stay put. I’m in that category.


“I told him about my neighbors Dave and Jackie, a married couple who are both doctors. In the course of two months they sold their practice and moved to some little out-of-the-way town in Pennsylvania. Before they left they told me about unusual circumstances and coincidences that seem to be telling them to leave the area. The clincher for them was when their little daughter, who knew nothing of this, came into their bedroom early one morning. She told them that she had a dream; she saw the face of Jesus and he said ‘it was time for them to move.’ Two months later they were relocated in the little town of Titusville, Pennsylvania. They’re still trying to sell their house out here.”


Lisa was captivated. “Bernie, Doc Summers says basically the same thing, so there must be something to it. He says, God’s grabbing us by the neck and saying ‘I don’t care how you go about it, but you better wake up and get to it, time is running out and there ain’t gonna be no second chances after this go around.’ He said this kind of kiddingly, yet with me he made a valid point. That small voice that sometimes comes inside me, verified it.”


Bernice’s head was bobbing up and down in a, yes—yes—yes, motion.

__________


“Like I’ve said before, Lisa, it actually started for me on that cruise ship out in the middle of the ocean. I really began to discover my true self out there. Then, and since then, I haven’t liked much of what I found. In reevaluating my life, I actually experienced some self-contempt. You know what I’m talking about.


“Here I was, approaching seventy years of age, and what had I accomplished? I had a dead husband, the fortune he had amassed, and two children whose lives I couldn’t share in. They put up with me and that was it. After John died I needed someone close to turn to. John Jr. and Sarah were there, of course. They do love me in their own way and did try to console me as I did them, but it was then that I first felt what I can only describe as an emotional void. The love expressed was superficial, lacking genuine compassion.


“Sitting in my stateroom, gazing out the window, mesmerized by rolling ocean swells, I realized that it was my fault because it was I who had set the tone for the relationship. My children were simply following the example I had set. Lisa, I sat there and started to cry. I felt so guilty, so ashamed. I had frivolously wasted all those years instead of nurturing a deep loving relationship with my children. I guess I wasn’t that great of a wife either.


“In despair, I said, ‘God, what have I done?’ And then without warning, I was suddenly enveloped with a loving peace such as I had never known.”


Lisa smiled knowingly at her friend, but kept her silence. “Joyful tears came and without the benefit of words I heard deep in my soul that everything was right. ‘Dwell not on the past, go forward quickly,’ was the message. I didn’t tell you this part before, but that was also on that very afternoon when I approached you in the lounge.


“This morning I received an equally strong message to go forward quickly. I hope this answers your question, dear, because I don’t have a better explanation.” Bernice spoke in a humble, reverent tone of voice.


“Indeed it does.” Lisa understood perfectly as she too was familiar with mysterious encounters with the unseen.


And both women knew full well what Reverend Derumn was talking about. They knew they were part of this grand and divine universal scheme. They were evolving and growing into an enlightened level of intuitive wisdom and understanding. And that the lessons would continue.


“Lisa, I’m still not sure where my path will lead me. I only know that I am heading in the right direction, but one thing bothers me. I have definitely changed the way I believe, yet, I keep making mistakes.”


“What do you mean?” inquired Lisa curiously.


“For example, because of my own selfish interest, I failed to recognize the disservice I was about to inflict upon those people in the convalescent home by buying the building. And my attitude toward John Jr. was an emotional outburst fueled by anger and disappointment. In both instances I should have caught myself.”


“You learned from it, didn’t you? You’re being too hard on yourself, Bernie. You are still human, you know. Consider this; regarding the convalescent home, your intent was without malice and you did, with God’s help in the spirit form of your husband, discover the error of your way. Plus, because of the way things worked out, those people were not displaced. Also, in the final analysis, I think we’ll find that your confrontation with John Jr. will have a positive result.


“Doc Summers reminded me more than once that becoming a transformed person doesn’t happen immediately; it’s a process. You don’t get rid of your old thinking and behavior patterns overnight. Mistakes are an essential part of the learning process. You make them, correct them, and then pick yourself up and go on. He emphasized that our conscious beliefs, actions, and reactions must become ingrained subconsciously before they will be manifested, automatically, in our behavior. As long as your intent is pure you will always be guided and given the help you need, when you need it, he would say. Now I think we both can attest to the truth of that statement.”


“How come you’re so damn smart?” Bernice couldn’t help but feel a tinge of resentment, but quickly snuffed her pride and started laughing. Laughing at herself. Laughing with a deep sense of gratitude. After a moment, Lisa joined in and they both enjoyed a healthy round of laughter.

__

 Chapter Forty Four 

The days pass swiftly. Christine, with her mother’s approval, is to stay with Bernice and Lisa through her pregnancy. She is further along than she thought—the baby is now due in February. She attends evening high school classes and is taking a computer training course. She is doing well.

__________


One sunny afternoon, Bernice impulsively asked. “Lisa dear, would you do me a favor?”


“Sure,” came a fast reply.


“Now that the remodeling is done and all the workmen have left, there’s no reason for one of us to be here all the time. Ben will be here tomorrow to leave his nephew’s daughter and baby with us and I want to be here to meet them. So today, how about you and me going for a drive?”


“Sure,” came another automatic response.


“I would like to go downtown and see where you lived when you first came out here.”


Lisa came to her feet and walked over to the veranda doors. She stood still for a minute gazing out over the ocean, her hands on her hips, her back to Bernice. She turned to address her friend.


“Is that all you want to do? See where I lived?”


Bernice smiled sheepishly and shrugged.


“Remember our rule.” Lisa kept her voice respectful but firm. “We agreed that we would rely on Social Services and Ben regarding recommendations on girls that we invite to stay here. Believe me, Bernie, you have to be careful. There are hardened druggies out there that will steal and shoot you without batting an eye. Don’t forget, I’ve been there.”


“I realize that, dear, but something is telling me that I should go; that’s all.”


“Okie dokie,” said Lisa, still suspicious. “Get your jacket and I’ll go tell Christine we’re leaving.”


The yellow convertible squirreled its way down the winding estate road. Bernice had a mysterious smile on her face as they left the on‑ramp approach to the Newport Freeway. Deep in thought she hardly noticed the distance traveled. The famous Hollywood sign stood on its hillside, ageless and seemingly indifferent to the busy routines of the human populace below.


Leaving the Hollywood freeway, Lisa headed for the old neighborhood where she hoped to see Pop and Granny’s old Victorian House still standing. It was there. Memories flooded in. She recalled how she would count the cement steps that led up to the front porch where she would often be greeted by Pop sitting in his rocking chair on the porch. She knew there were fifty steps. She counted them every time anyway. This little act had a way of fortifying her sense of security.


“It’s amazing, Bernie. I mean how that big house never slipped down the hill after all these years. Amazing!” Her heart warmed in this nostalgic moment, but she felt strangely sad, also.


Bernice surveyed the old house, which was now surrounded by apartment buildings on both sides. She examined the surroundings with a sense of expectancy.


“There’s a lot of good memories here, Bernie. Since we’re in the area, you wanna see where I went to school and then the place where Pop found me?”


“Yes I would, that would be nice.” They no sooner pulled away from the curb when Bernice nudged her friend and said, “Lisa! Pull over.”


She complied. Bernice got out of the car, walked over to an old lady pushing a shopping cart loaded with belongings. She handed her a twenty dollar bill. Astounded, the lady expressed her thanks by wishing them God’s blessings.


This act of benevolence reminded Lisa of the plight of older people she had known when she was a teenager. It also reminded her of what Doc Summers had said about no contribution being too small.


“Bernie, that was awful nice of you. Some things never seem to change. You know, Pop and Granny not only boarded us girls. There were a few older folks there too. You’d be surprised at the number of old folks that are homeless or living on small incomes, affording only the basic essentials. I know Pop and Granny had a tough time financially. They willingly shared all they had, though. Us girls who worked helped out by giving them money every week. They also got Social Security and some Social Security money from a couple of other older folks living there.


They would have been a lot better off if Pop hadn’t been cheated out of his pension. As I understand it, he worked for the same company for forty-five years and should have received a nice pension. As it turned out, his company was taken over by a big corporation and quickly sold. Corporate raiders, they called them. The bottom line was that somewhere in all the dealings the pensions for him and one hundred and fifty others were stolen.”


“I know. They buy companies, fire the workers, and in some cases steal their pensions and benefits, to boot. John hated them,” snarled Bernice.


“Bernie, when was the last time you were on Hollywood Boulevard?”


“I really don’t remember dear, it’s been a long time.”


“I’ll drive down the street once and see if I can spot the place where Pop found me. Then, back to the freeway and home, OK?”


Bernice had that peculiar feeling again. She nodded in agreement. Lisa drove slowly down Hollywood Boulevard, looking for landmarks. Horns honked behind her. A young man in an older car went speeding around her. He stuck his arm out the window making an obscene gesture with his middle finger. “Are impatient, impetuous young men like that indigenous to this part of town these days?”


“Fraid so,” said Lisa, in disgust. “The older buildings on that end of the street have yet to fall victim to the wrecking ball and modernization,” Lisa pointed out, changing the subject.


A mile down, however, skyscrapers impaled the yellow haze that blanketed the city and blocked the day’s remaining sun. Lisa made a sudden right turn onto a side street and into a pay parking lot. “There it is, Bernie. That’s the restaurant where Pop found me.” She pointed across the street. “Rudolphs” was the name displayed in front, above the large store-size windows. The restaurant’s door was in between.


“Let’s go over and have a cup of coffee,OK?”


Bernice agreed without hesitation. A surge of unexplained anxiety raced through Lisa’s body as she reached for the restaurant door handle. She abruptly stopped. ‘Maybe I need to take one last look,’ she thought.


“Come here for a minute, Bernie, I wanna to show you where Pop found me.” She took her friend by the hand and led her to the alley at the side of the building. Lisa peeked around the corner, instantly recognizing her former refuge from the cruel streets. Tin trash cans lined the wall near the side door of the restaurant. The once bright red brick wall of the adjacent building was blackened from vehicle and industrial pollution. They moved to the center of the alleyway in order to gain an unobstructed view.


“What in the world is that?” Bernice pointed into the dimly lit cavern at a strange shaped bundle resting against the brick wall several yards into the alleyway next to a trash bin.


Unsure, yet compelled to move forward, Bernice placed her hand in the small of Lisa’s back, nudging her. They cautiously proceeded into the alleyway. As they got closer the bundle revealed itself to be a human form squatting against the wall, covered with a plaid blanket. Bernice stooped down and carefully lifted the blanket exposing the head of a young black girl. Startled, the girl looked up with frightened eyes.


“You needn’t be afraid child, we won’t hurt you,” said Bernice speaking softly.


“What you want with me,” she barked back.


“We thought you were sick or something.” Lisa spoke in a kindly voice.


“Well, I ain’t, and I just want to be left alone.” She talked big, but a quivering lower lip and scratchy voice exposed her fear. Bernice remained at eye level with the girl and talked to her reassuringly, convincing her to have something to eat with them next door. Lisa extended her hand to help Bernice and then the girl to their feet. It was immediately obvious that the girl was at least six or seven months pregnant.


“I know you must be hungry, so please order what you like.” The girl obliged. Not knowing where her next meal would come from, she ordered a big dinner.


“Do you have any family around here?” Lisa asked.


“I never knew my father, and my mother got shot two years ago,” the girl reluctantly replied with a sad face.


“I’m so sorry, dear,” said Bernice, feeling compassion for the girl. “How did it happen?”


“We came home one night and my mom thought she heard a noise in the other room. She made me stay put and went into the bedroom. I heard a shot go off and ran in there. My mom was laying on the floor. She died going to the hospital. I told her I loved her, but she couldn’t hear me.” Tears spontaneously filled the girl’s eyes. “She was all I had.”


Lisa put an arm around the young girl in an attempt to offer comfort. “Who’s been taking care of you?”


“I lived mostly in foster homes. They weren’t nice and really didn’t  care about me though. They just wanted the money. So I would run away and live on the street.


“I met bad people and I met good people sometimes. I finally got a boyfriend and I been living with him for a year. He kicked me out two days ago. He said I was getting too fat and he didn’t want any babies around. I love him and I thought he loved me. Maybe he’ll change his mind later,” she said with a sign of doubt in her voice.


Understanding her heartache and desperation from personal experience, Lisa could not honestly offer any words of hope for the relationship, so changed the subject.

__________


“By the way, my name is Lisa and this is my friend, Bernice. What’s yours?”


“Sandra, Sandra Williams.”


A wave of shock caught Lisa unawares. ‘No, it couldn’t be,’ she thought. “Sandra, what was your mother’s name?”


“Annett”


“Would that be Annett Williams?” Lisa’s hands trembled as she waited, despite impossible odds, for the answer she expected.


“Yeah, that’s right. Why you so surprised?”


“Because I had a best friend whose name was Annett Williams.”


Sandra took a shot in the dark. “Did you live in that big old house on Elm Street?”


Lisa stared at Sandra, examining her facial features. The resemblance was remarkable. “Yes—Yes I did,” Lisa answered slowly, still unsure. Unsure only because of the odds against such an incredible coincidence. ‘Why not?’ she thought. ‘With God all things are possible.’

“Then you be Miss Lisa!” Sandra’s eyes sparkled in delight. Her face registered joy for the first time in months. “My mother told me all about you. Said you was best friends, too. She showed me how you was found here. I never thought about it before and don’t know why I came here today. I only been here a couple hours. I never figured in a million years I’d meet you. This is gotta be a miracle.”


“One thing for sure, young lady. You’re coming home with us tonight,” Bernice announced in a commanding yet gentle way.


 Lisa was now experiencing mixed emotions; sad for her friend; amazed and in awe with this, another set of impossible coincidences; anxious to talk more with Sandra; and, of course, filled with desire to help her. They talked about Annett while Sandra finished her dinner.


“Where you all live, Miss Lisa?”


“Newport Beach.”


“I ain’t never been there before. I still can’t believe you found me the way you did. Any other day I wouldn’t a been there. And there’s hundreds of kids like me roaming around the streets.”


“No, not really. Hundreds? You have to be joking,” exclaimed Bernice, unbelievingly, as they were getting into the car.


“No, I ain’t kidden, ma’am. I mean they mostly come out as soon as it starts to get dark.”


“Yeah,” said Lisa in sad remembrance of this pathetic routine. “Unless things have changed greatly over the years, she’s not exaggerating. Doc Summers keeps up on this stuff and he says that nationwide, up to two or three thousand kids a day run away from home. He says that two out of three of them have been abused and one in three have an alcohol or drug addicted parent.”


Bernice turned her head and gave Sandra a quick glance. It was hard for her imagine there where hundreds more, just like Sandra, out there on the streets of LA alone.


“Lock your doors you guys,” requested Lisa. “We’ll take a quick spin around town and some side-streets. Now that we’re here Bernie, might as well show you.”


As they drove, Bernice watched the sidewalks and observed that with dusk, more kids and homeless people seem to appear. Some walked in groups and others, alone. Lisa cruised the streets for about twenty minutes. Bernice was aghast at what she was seeing. A young lady standing on a corner with a baby in her arms. And her other child was gripping a streetlight pole with one hand and playfully running in circles around it.


“She’s probably a hooker,” commented Sandra.


“With a baby?” questioned Bernice in surprise.


“The Johns that come around here don’t care if you have ten babies, as long as they get their jollies. They ain’t got no souls; they’re worse than the hookers.” Bernice was shocked and visibly disturbed at Sandra’s revelations. She watched the street people stopping passersby, probably mostly tourists, and soliciting handouts. Young girls ages twelve and up, with skinny legs and tiny skirts, walking the side streets were a common sight.


“Typically,” explained Lisa, “those girls have been enslaved by pimps and drugs and are empty of respect for self and the whole of humanity.”


Lisa stopped the car, obeying the red traffic signal. A group of kids stepped off the curb into the crosswalk. One of them a tall Hispanic boy, who was the apparent leader, positioned himself in front of Lisa’s car. He pulled a club from inside his jacket and swung at the car, breaking a front headlight. Reacting in anger, Lisa honked the horn and stuck her head out the window yelling at the boy. He stopped in his tracks and started toward Lisa’s door.


“Hey baby,” he said in a swirly voice. “What’s the matter, did I hurt the pretty little car?” He reached for the door handle, the club held high with his other hand. Lisa instinctively stepped on the accelerator, lunging the car into the intersection. Brakes squealed and horns blared. She slammed on the brakes. Perverse laughter, coming from the kids on the corner, pierced the air.


“God damn assholes!” Sandra muttered from the back seat. She knew that this was just a warm-up for the gang and that later they would be knocking off drunks or committing some other crime in order to finance their habits.


Bernice was angry and at the same time petrified. She glared at the group with disdain. She found herself focusing, in particular, on a petite young girl with stringy blonde hair that partially covered one eye. Her eyes riveted on the girl, Bernice detected an obvious artificiality and an underlying fear in the girl’s raucous laughter. ‘This one’s laughing on the outside while crying on the inside,’ she thought to herself. Bernice’s anger melted into a compassionate pity.


Fortunately, Lisa’s skid into the intersection hadn’t created an accident. The drivers of the other two cars observed what was going on and one of them exited his car scoffing at the group of youths. They fled. Knees shaking, Lisa proceeded through the intersection under the watchful eyes of the two kindly men in the other cars.

__

 Chapter Forty Five 

The ride home was quiet. Sandra dozed and Bernice, in between comments to Lisa, reflected on what she had seen tonight.


Christine greeted them at the door. “Where you guys been? I was starting to get worried,” she said in a relieved voice. Bernice’s only response was a grim half smile. Lisa pulled Sandra from behind them to face Christine.


“We’d like you to meet Sandra. She’s gonna be staying here for awhile.”


“Hi,” said Sandra bashfully. She was overwhelmed at her presence in such a fabulous house.


“Hi Sandra.” Christine’s voice was warm.


“We would like her to room with you overnight if that’s OK?”


“Of course,” replied Christine, rightly speaking, as an extended member of the family.


“Maybe you can settle her in, now, and then show her around?” Holding out a welcoming hand Christine presented Sandra a reassuring smile and led her upstairs.


Lisa fell exhausted on the sitting room sofa. Bernice soon joined her with coffee and carrot cake. Her face was unsmiling and there was a hollow look in her eyes.


“What’s the matter, Bernie? I’ve never seen you so preoccupied.”


“I keep thinking about those kids and what Sandra said about there being hundreds like them out there. I’ve seen documentaries on the plight of these children and read articles about the problem. But, it’s entirely different to witness it first-hand. There’s no comparison.


“I particularly remember the little blond girl roaming around with that gang. I can’t stop thinking about her. Having lived through it, I can really appreciate your dedication to the cause. What about all those shelters out there?”


Lisa sat up straight and spoke seriously. “You know the answer to that Bernie, we’ve talked about it. I think the shelters do a good job. They can’t begin to accommodate the volume though. You gotta understand that most people either don’t care enough or change the TV channel, remaining indifferent to the problem.


“Our own government and law enforcement does little, and it’s getting worse. They don’t adequately protect kids from abuse by parents, let alone from pimps and other unscrupulous individuals who exploit them for drug running and prostitution.


“And now with the AIDS problem, those kids are dying like flies. Most of them are probably already HIV positive and don’t even know it. Believe it or not, I’ve met fourteen and fifteen year old boys who have slept with more men than their mothers. And studies back up the fact that most runaway or throw-away kids are the product of irresponsible, immoral parents. I don’t know what the answer is Bernie.


“I can’t help but think though, that with a critical population explosion before us, that someday there will be compulsory requirements that couples will have to meet before they are allowed to have children. Sounds fascist I know, but I’m afraid it’ll come to that.


“That is unless biblical prophecy, which is supported by many modern day prophets and psychics, comes true within the next couple of decades. All the earth changes that are going on right now, may well be a precursor to the time of tribulation when the earth shifts on its axis causing major changes in the earth’s topography. In that case, half of us will be wiped out first.”


Bernice was aware of this prospect but chose to remain focused on the immediate subject.


“Lisa, while driving up and down those streets, I gained a true perception of the magnitude of this problem with the kids. And I feel so inadequate. My contribution will be so small as compared to the need.”


“Don’t you feel that way Bernie, that’s part of the problem. People don’t think their little contributions will make a difference. When enough people respond to a direct need, such as one of the many shelters or programs designed to help street kids, it makes a big difference. Look at the Jerry Lewis Telethon for MS. A large portion of the donations come from common folks. Large organizations and corporations can’t reach everyone, nor can us little guys. Yet, we can reach some who wouldn’t otherwise be helped.”


“And those helped, like you were, may in turn, later help others,” interjected Bernice “You’re right dear, we can only do the best we can and continue to strive to do better as we go. It’s so easy to forget such a fundamental idea. Thanks for straightening me out again.”


“You are welcome, and thank you for the coffee and carrot cake. Doctor Summers has some definite ideas on this and I have a tape on it. I’ll drop it off in your bedroom on my way to bed.”


“I’d like to hear it.”

__________


Lisa was pleased to have enlightened her friend by simply reminding her of the value of individual altruism. And she was again grateful for the teachings of Doc Summers. She came to her feet and walked over to Bernice, extending her hand in gesture of helping her to her feet. “I’m beat,” she said. “I think I’ll check on the girls and turn in.”


The bond that Lisa and Bernice shared was evident in the smiles and hugs they exchanged. “Good night dear,” Bernice said, picking up the empty cups and plates.

__________


Before retiring Bernice stepped out onto the veranda and gazed searchingly into the starlit sky. “What shall I do Lord?” she asked with ardent passion. The words had scarcely left her lips before she was struck with an idea. ‘What do you do best?’ came the answer. The sentence that came through her mind trailed off to intersect with another. ‘Thought you would never ask.’


Standing by herself, yet not alone, Bernice Chandler gratefully erupted into joyful laughter.


“You all right down there?” came Lisa’s call from the window of her upstairs bedroom window.


“Yes, I’m fine, dear. I am quite alright, indeed. I have something to discuss with you in the morning.”



The following morning Bernice sat patiently in the nook waiting for the girls to come downstairs. When they finally arrived she announced: “Girls, I have an exciting idea and I want to know what you think.” She was bursting with enthusiasm. “I have decided to embark upon a project.”


“You already have embarked upon a project Bernie. What do you mean?” quizzed Lisa.


“Yes dear, and that doesn’t change. I have decided to put to good use the knowledge and skills I have developed over the years.” Bernice couldn’t help smiling at Lisa’s puzzled look. “Girls, I want to launch a series of fund-raising benefits and use the proceeds to help support existing children’s shelters, most of which, I am sure, are in dire need of financial assistance. I’ve been doing benefits most of my adult life and there’s nothing I do better.”


“That’s a pretty big chunk to bite off Bernie, especially with all the activity going on around here.”


“When John would jump into new ventures I would tell him the same thing. He would say, ‘If I can’t chew it and swallow it, I can always spit it out.’ I don’t recall him ever having to spit one out. Like I said, I’ve done a lot of benefits but this time my heart is in it like never before. It feels right.”


“What can we do to help, Bernie?” asked Lisa.


“Yeah, what can we do?” echoed Christine.


“Well,” she answered, biting her lower lip and looking directly at Lisa. “I thought I could pretty much leave the running of the house up to Lisa. And Christine’s far enough along in her computer and accounting training to keep the books.” Feeling Sandra’s left out look, Bernice rushed to include her.


“Don’t worry Sandra, there’s going to be plenty for you do. That is, if you want to live with us here, at least through your pregnancy.


“You mean I get to stay here?” she asked happily.


“That’s what we mean, dear.” Christine squeezed Sandra’s hand to demonstrate her concurrence.


“Now then, with that settled,” Bernice continued. “Sandra, this is what I have in mind for you to do. There will be getting letters out; phone calls to make and answer; you’ll be the official receptionist. So I hope you won’t mind licking envelopes and stamps.”


“Ohhh...no, I don’t mind that at all,” she excitedly replied.


“I’m going to start by inviting some of my lady friends to lunch. I’ve been laying low, so to speak, since John’s death and I’m sure they will be happy to see me back in form again and get behind me. Gotta get busy now.” And, not losing an iota of her natural dignity, Bernice danced up the stairway.

_

 Chapter Forty Six 

The weeks seemed to fly by. Bernice’s first benefit was successful beyond expectation. Sandra delighted in participating. Answering phone calls from celebrities was the highlight for her. Christine’s and Sandra’s pregnancies were advancing with Sandra three months ahead of Christine. They remained roommates and became good friends.


Twelve-hour days attending to the affairs of the house kept Lisa busy. The house quickly filled to capacity with teen girls, two of them with infants.


Ben and Louise came often to visit their young niece. In the process, close friendships with Lisa, Bernice, and other inhabitants of the house developed.


Ricky and Sharlet continued their real estate search for the ideal place for another girls’ home, as Bernice was still weighing it as another option. Their visits became more frequent and they joined this circle of friends to become ardent supporters of the cause.

—————


Brought together by an unusual twist of fate on the cruise ship Sunbeam, the members of this unlikely group became good friends. They decided unanimously that they would remain so for a long time to come, as they all celebrated Thanksgiving together in the Chandler mansion.


Doctor Clifford Summers was the special guest at this holiday celebration and had the seat of honor at the large Chandler dining room table. Separate tables had been set out on the back patio deck to accommodate the rest of the girls. For some of them it would be their first Thanksgiving dinner in a pleasant home environment.


The French doors leading from the dining room to the patio were open. And upon invitation from Bernice, Ben stood and recited Thanksgiving blessings, loud enough for all to hear. Grateful heads bowed in reverence. Every person at the tables had much to be thankful for on this day and took this opportunity to express it in their own private thoughts.


Bernice’s mind, however, was preoccupied with her one regret. She had not heard from Sarah or John Jr. She thought of her grand children. ‘Oh Lord,’ she prayed silently, ‘I miss my family so. Help me to find the courage to face them.’ In that instant, she felt an impression well up from deep within.


“The remaining void in your heart will be filled because your pain has finally stifled your stubborn ego.” ‘Tomorrow I’ll call’ she resolved.


“Bernie. Bernie you can pick your head up, the blessing’s over.” She lifted her head in embarrassment. Lisa smiled understandingly. Intuitively, she knew where her friend’s mind had wandered.

__________


The following day found Bernice, Lisa, Christine, and Doc Summers out on the veranda enjoying the afternoon sunshine. Because of her experiences on the trip to California and the ever present desire to find her father, by whatever means possible, Christine summoned the courage to question the Doctor.


“Doctor Summers, can I ask you a question?”


“Of course you can,” he said, looking curiously at the young pregnant girl. “Lisa says you can send and receive mental messages to people. Can anyone learn how?”


“I see,” he said turning his attention to Lisa. “And I suppose she has told you of my personal experiences and ideas on the subject.


Lisa’s face blushed in embarrassment. “I didn’t think that you...”


“That I wouldn’t mind,” he interrupted with a chuckle. “On the contrary, I desire that you share those stories with anyone at any time. For that is one way the revelations of this and the coming age are being imparted to the people of the world.”


 Lisa had expected this response, but smiled in relief anyway.


“I will answer your question, Christine, as best I can in as simple of terms as I can conjure.”


Christine settled back in her lounge chair with one hand folded over the other on her noticeably larger stomach. She was honored that the distinguished doctor would address her personally.


“OK then,” he said, moving his chair closer to the three women, who were all interested in what he had to say. “It’s easiest for me to begin at the point of initiation. When that microscopic drop of sperm penetrates the egg laying in wait, BANG, conception take place.”


They all laughed at the humorous way he put it. Christine smiled shyly and Lisa playfully patted her on the head. 


“Now,” continued the doctor, “everything that is needed to form a perfect human being is contained in this tiny fertilized egg. Everything, every limb, every finger and toe, every organ, and every tooth and hair that will show up later. It’s amazing,” he emphasized.


“But what you probably don’t know, is that the unseen, undetectable soul and mind potential are also there; included in the genes, or genetic makeup. Through examining the DNA structure within a human cell, scientists can now interpret much about the body’s physical characteristics.


“What they can’t see is the spiritual part. It’s there, though. As sure as your basic five senses, I guarantee you, it is there!” He was quite explicit on this point and wanted it taken as such. Lisa and Bernice had a good idea of what he was leading up to but Christine was confused. 


“Now let me explain further,” he said, sending a wink in Christine’s direction. “We’re all far enough along in our thinking or grounded in our religion to know we have a soul part, or spirit, that leaves the physical body at death, don’t we?” They nodded in agreement. “So next we have to ask ourselves, what was it doing all the time we were alive?


“I contend that it is the essence of our subconscious wherein, among other attributes, lies the latent potential to experience psychic phenomena. This includes the phenomena we define as extrasensory perception, or ESP as it is commonly called. ESP is an insight of knowing or receiving information without the use of our five senses: seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling and touching. On many occasions, Lisa and I have discussed the various aspects of the innate qualities of ESP, but I will confine this discussion to the aspect of your present interest.

__________


“Telepathy, the ability to communicate mind-to-mind or read another’s thoughts, has been around for thousands of years. If you read the Bible carefully you will see that Jesus and many prophets before him exercised it, as well as other psychic or categories of the supernatural.


“I believe that certain primitive cultures before them may have also been endowed with these gifts. In fact, one of these so‑called primitive cultures, that still exists today, depends on it as casually as we depend on our five senses.


“I am referring to specific tribes of Aborigines living in the outback regions of Australia. There are very few people who have been privileged to travel with the Aborigines on their ‘walk‑abouts,’ which are walking excursions into the most desolate parts of the country.


“Reportedly, an Aboriginal tribe will walk for miles without speaking, yet still communicate telepathically. In the case of one American visitor, this was only discovered after she realized they were reading her thoughts.


“She also noticed that even when scattered about, they would all change the direction of their march without the benefit of verbal command. This convinced her that they predominantly communicated telepathically. This capability is of particular value to them when it is necessary to communicate with scouts several miles away. Also it avoids wasting precious energy talking while trying to survive in a harsh environment. Actually, you could consider it essential to their survival.


“Additionally, I think it is possible that primitive tribes still inhabiting the Amazon jungles and unexplored regions of Africa may also posses these capabilities. No one seems to care, though. Unfortunately, as these people come in contact with civilized society, and I use the term ‘civilized’ loosely, they soon become exploited to the extent of eventual extinction.”


This last sentence caused Doc Summers’ eyes to momentarily glare in anger. He was particularly sensitive to issues regarding man’s persistent inhumane behavior.


“Now then,” he said, taking a deep breath. “I believe that, perhaps, at one time during the evolution of man, he possessed telepathic capabilities as well as other innate ESP characteristics. But because of the lustful, greedy, power hungry, war‑like attitudes he chose to embrace somewhere along the line, he lost them through a process of reverse evolution.


“In other words, he lost the multisensory benefits that some Aboriginal tribes still retain. Think about it; could it be any other way? It was a matter of survival of the species.”


“I don’t get it,” said Christine, looking bewildered.


“Christine, could you imagine what it would be like if people could read each others minds at will. It would be utter chaos. You’re from New Jersey. Lets say you went for a walk downtown and people could read each other’s thoughts. I guarantee that women would be slapping men’s faces, people would be cursing one another for crude or insulting thoughts directed at them and I bet fist fights would break out all over the place. And what would happen if all the bosses and employees across the land knew what each other were thinking? And do we really want to know what some of our politicians are thinking, their true motives?


“Now on the other hand, the Aboriginal tribes of which I speak have managed to continue to live in harmony with no need to compete. They have no secrets and there is no hate, greed, jealousy and all the other negative stuff our society so heartily embraces. They are a very spiritual people who live in an atmosphere of unconditional love and mutual respect. And that’s why they never lost the gifts.


“To take this discussion a step further, let me suggest that animals, birds, and even fish can communicate through some kind of telepathic processs. Have you ever watched a flock of birds change the direction of their flight pattern time and time again in periods of split-seconds? They simultaneously know which way to go. A school of fish will do the same thing. How do they do that?”


Christine’s eyes lit up in astonishment. “Oh, my God, yes! Yes, I see now.” Her comical facial expression caused them all to enjoy a healthy round of laughter.


“The good news,” exclaimed Doc Summers, “is that a spiritual revolution is underway and people throughout the world are raising their consciousness and thereby availing themselves of these latent gifts. I believe that our creator in his infinite wisdom is revealing this to us, at an accelerated pace. The message is, that it is time. Time to wake up.


“Actually, it started long ago with a select few, prophets and sages. I want to skip over what we consider ancient past examples to two thousand years ago when God sent Jesus with this Good News. Like I said before, Jesus possessed all the multisensory attributes I’ve been talking about, and more. He demonstrated them and tried to teach and remind us that we also have the potential.


“At present, there are about five billion people on this planet and I am getting insights corroborated by statistical information that the number of those seeking spiritual enlightenment is growing steadily. And right now, as we approach the end of the century, in this country alone, church attendance is growing at an incredible rate.


“Books, magazines, and other media dealing with the subject of spiritual issues and questions and supernatural phenomena are more popular than ever. Be it approached from a traditional religious, metaphysical, or other viewpoint, it doesn’t matter. People are, indeed, waking up and pursuing a spiritual connection to God in whatever way they deem appropriate for them.”


Bernice nodded in agreement, remembering her discussions with Reverend Derumn.


“The three of you sitting here today are perfect examples. I know it has not been an easy journey for you. However, there is a light in each of you that has already been illuminated within.


“Christine, Lisa, there will be hardship and sorrow on the path ahead, but bliss will outweigh it because you are lessening your doubts and thereby deepening your faith. Your innate multisensory gifts will continue to surface and develop as you grow. And you are growing. And you will flourish. Be patient Christine, you will find your father.”


“How did he know about him,” she whispered to Lisa, but so loudly that the doctor could hear.


“Haven’t you been listening, dummy,” Lisa joked as she kiddingly placed her hand over Christine’s mouth to shush her and reassure her. “I didn’t tell him, he just knows.”


Doc Summers chuckled. Bernice was holding back a frown as she was slightly hurt at not being mentioned by name in Doc Summers' discourse.


“And your dear and generous friend, Bernice here, is far from over the hill and has a great deal yet to offer.” The Doctor flashed a kind and knowing smile at Bernice, which she returned, feeling a warm blush on her face from being read so easily.


“Mrs. Chandler?” he said directly, deliberately expressing his utmost respect. “The giving of yourself and your home for this most worthy cause is a perfect example of selflessness.  


“I personally know that the consequences of teenage pregnancy and parenting include low educational and occupational achievement. Particularly with those who leave the home environment.”


Christine felt a twinge of guilt, but let it go in favor of concentrating on what the doctor was saying. 


“And the children of these girls,” he continued, “typically end up with social-emotional deficits and become adolescent parents themselves. It’s tough enough on the ones who run away from home who aren’t pregnant, even if often they don’t stay that way.”


Doc Summers looked in Bernice’s direction, as if to invite comment.


She read his look and reacted, stating. “Here at Chandler House, prenatal care, parenting and imparting knowledge about human reproduction, contraception, and sexual responsibility carry a high priority. We invite professionals on the subjects to come in and help us with this.”


“Also, we employ a group training approach whereby we involve all the girls in assisting our adolescent mothers and mothers to be. 


“We place a great deal of emphasis on building self-esteem and unconditional love for self and others. These are important aspects of adolescent pregnancy and overall development and achievement for our girls.”


“From what I can see,” said the doctor, “you are doing an excellent job and have much to be proud of.”


“We are,” Bernice responded humbly as she grasped Lisa’s hand and looked at she and Christine with a heartfelt smile.


“I think even an old man like me may have a little more to offer. But, I gotta remember, when it’s over it’s just a new beginning.” He spoke in a self-consoling manner. He truly believed, yet there was a note of sadness in his voice. He stood and stretched his arms.


“Lisa, what I told you the day before you left for California, on the subject of elevating your consciousness and contributing to creation, may be of interest to Bernice and Christine.”


“OK,” she said, agreeing without hesitation. “I’ll share it with them later.” Lisa’s reply contained a note of concern over the aging doctor’s health.


“My dear ladies,” he said in a jovial tone of voice now, trying to relieve Lisa’s mind. “I truly believe that the New Millennium, a time in which we will live in a dimension of light and unconditional love is on the horizon. It is the next step in human evolution.


“And now I think I’ll go take a nap. I better rest this old body up for tomorrow.”


“Thank you, Doctor Summers.” said Christine, gazing at him admiringly.


“One last thing,” he said turning to the trio before entering the house, “like I have explained to Lisa on several occasions, the things I have told you only scratch the surface. There is an information bank of hundreds of books written on the various aspects of ESP and other psychic phenomena and spirituality. I encourage you to seek that which informs and entertains you. The greatest gift I received from my teachers was a persistent curiosity and unquenchable thirst for knowledge.


“And don’t hesitate to ask, in the quietness of your mind, what it is that you need to know. I promise you, that in one form or another, the answers will come forth.”


He labored, going up the stairs, causing Lisa’s concern to deepen.



The following morning, Bernice and Lisa were readying themselves for the trip to the airport. Doc Summers hadn’t been feeling well and decided to cut his trip short. While the two women prepared themselves and gathered his bags, the doctor sat in the back patio admiring the view.


Christine approached him, feeling a little timid. “Excuse me, Doctor Summers.”


“Good morning Christine. My, you look radiant today.” It was his nature to try to make a person feel at ease in his presence. Christine beamed, and noticeably relaxed.


“Something on your mind young lady?” he inquired.


“As a matter of fact there is, but I don’t want to bother you.” Her tone of voice sounded an obvious appeal.


“You’re not bothering me. Now come here and sit down and let’s hear what you have to say.”


“I thought about what you said yesterday. And later we listened to the tape you gave Lisa on how we all take part in creation. There’s something inside of me that knows what you say is true. It’s like you’ve confirmed what I already believed, but never heard in words before.


“I do want to be a better person. Last night when I was in bed I prayed and asked for guidance on finding my father and what I should do with my baby. I laid there and meditated on communicating with my father until I fell asleep. You know Doctor Summers, Lisa’s got everyone in the whole house doing this meditation thing.” Suddenly aware that the practice was his idea, she sank back in her chair in embarrassment.


 His eyes sparkled and he laughed aloud. “That’s good, it won’t hurt em a bit.” He was obviously pleased.


“Anyway...” she started again. Her little burst of embarrassment had triggered the tension building for sometime over the issue of her father and the baby. And despite her best efforts not to cry, tears began to trickle down her cheeks.


“How long do I have to wait?” she whimpered. “I just don’t know what to do.” She had not planned for this meeting to be an emotion-packed encounter. Her original idea had been to discuss her dilemma with Lisa once activity in the house quieted down. Yet, here she was, pouring her heart out to a virtual stranger. Doc Summers stood and in a beckoning motion reached out for Christine. Sobbing, she came to him and pressed her head against his chest. His reassuring, fatherly voice rumbled in her ear as he spoke. “You are loved by all your new friends and it is not by accident that you are here.


“Each individual in this new circle of friends is developing the specific psychic abilities they need to fulfill their individual missions. You are collectively growing in spirit.


“You are also loved, protected and guided by those on the other side of the thin veil that separates you from the unseen spiritual realm. I want you to understand that other groups of people throughout the world continue to come together under odd circumstances. They, too, are in various stages of development and are being assisted by ethereal spiritual forces on the other side.


“You needn’t concern yourself with any decision regarding your child at this time. Only when she arrives and you hold her in your arms, will you be able to think clearly on the matter. Until then there is nothing to fear.”


He released her and she stepped back, a hopeful smile dawning on her tear-swept face.


Permitting a pause in the discussion, Doc Summers lead Christine to the rear of the large backyard where they could hear the roaring ocean below.


“Regarding your other concern, I suggest you stop worrying about that too. Your father is alive and you will find him.


“Lisa has told me all about your adventurous trip with her on the way to California. Maybe you don’t fully realize it, but you have already experienced and witnessed aspects of ESP.


“Lisa is quickly learning to follow her intuitions, and lucky for you. Otherwise, she may have taken a different route to California. There was a time when she would have automatically taken the shorter route, and for sure, she would not have picked up a hitchhiker.


“I believe that intuition is a form of ESP guidance, available if you are in a state of mind to be receptive to it. Really now, you ought to know about that. After all, you selected the right shop to go into during your stop in New Mexico, didn’t you?”


Christine nodded in agreement and thought back to the circumstances of that decision. “Yeah, I was in a relaxed and happy mood and just got a funny urge to go in there. And that’s where I met the old Indian lady who gave me this.” She proudly displayed the crystal necklace hanging around her neck.


“Was that funny urge like the urge you got to come and talk to me this morning?”


“Yes—yes, I guess it was!” Her announcement came in a louder, surprised voice.


“Well, how about that now!” exclaimed the doctor, humorously trying to instill some self-confidence into the young girl. “I’d call that some pretty good intuition. And don’t forget what the old Indian lady said.”


“She said I was being watched over by my ancestors. I remember her saying that.”


“Yes, now you’re getting it. And didn’t she also answer a question you had previously asked?”


“Yes, she said the angels were there helping me and Lisa save that family.”


“And what about the voice that screamed in your ear ordering you to pull the car over, saving your and Lisa’s lives? Lisa told me about how you escaped hitting that truck and the so-called coincidence where you and her just happened to spend the night at a bed and breakfast place owned by that truck driver’s parents.


“Well, who do think is setting all this stuff up? Or do you prefer to think that it was all a string of random coincidences like a lot of other people choose to believe when it happens to them? The odds that it’s one big accident are millions to one.


“Now I don’t pretend to possess full knowledge of the ethereal dimension of spiritual energy that we are immersed in, and I’m not saying that your every intuition is direction outside yourself. But I am convinced, without a doubt, that be it through guides, angels, or directly from God, there is divine guidance available.” 


‘I truly have sympathy for the many people who live a life dominated by doubt,’ Christine reflected to herself.


Christine listened intently, trying to take it all in.


Doc Summers realized that she had enough to digest for now.

“Well, young lady, what do you think?” he said, snapping her out of her trance.


“No! Yeah! I mean I agree, I just never put it together like that,” she said excitedly, her tension and confusion gone.


“So, I hope you see then, what I mean about being patient. When you are pure in heart and intent, open, and in your peace, guidance will come and the miracles will continue to unfold. But it will happen in God’s time, not yours. Get it?”


Suddenly, her eyes opened to a new reality, Christine was unable to restrain herself. She squealed in delight, whirling around in circles on the lawn. Then, just as suddenly, exhausted from emotion and this little spurt of exercise, she sat down on the grass and looked up at Doc Summers.


“You have made me very happy; I don’t know how to thank you.”


“Your smiling face makes me happy, that’s thanks enough.”


“Doctor Summers, she said boldly, still looking up at this wise man who stood over her like a giant. “Since it’s not time for you to leave yet, can I ask you something else?”


“Absolutely.” And he sat down on the grass beside her.


“I’m still a little confused about consciousness and how it gets elevated. Lisa and Bernice talk about it and it’s in your tapes”


“Your consciousness, Christine, is your aware state of mind. And it is  this inner awareness that determines how you intuitively perceive any and everything that comes through your senses. And this includes how you automatically feel and emotionally react. Like when you see a sun set, a baby smile, or witness a happy or sad event. Or when you smell a rose. How do we describe or comprehend the fullness of color or the fragrance of a rose? Generally speaking, we can’t. It can only be on an individual basis. But you can tell when someone is experiencing this form of bliss by the glow on their face. What do you think the woman meant with her famous quote, ‘A rose is a rose is a rose?’ These automatic responses are dictated by what’s in the subconscious part of mind, which is actually the cumulative memories of conscious input. You expand, or elevate, your consciousness by learning to become more aware of your surroundings and discerning truth. Next, you need to change your thinking accordingly. As your thinking begins to manifest truth and unconditional love, you behave accordingly. And your subconscious reservoir of memories becomes enhanced. Your changed attitudes automatically present themselves by way of the conscious mind as it reacts to a given stimuli. The cycle continuously repeats itself, again and again, beginning with conscious directions to the subconscious.


“Ideally, as you refrain from contaminating the mind with negative thoughts and focus on love and truth, your consciousness perpetuates and expands in a positive way. It’s an ongoing process of personal transformation and growth at the level of the soul. Now, I don’t expect you to understand this, but as we raise our individual consciousness, we contribute to raising the collective consciousness of mankind. And this is our goal.”


“How do you know where you’re at in this transformation process and what’s the purpose of it all?”


The doctor was not surprised at the question; he’d heard it so often. “One sign is, when you truthfully become aware that your generosity, sincerity, and compassion are earnest and not governed by obligation or guilt; but rather by pure altruistic impulse. Another is when your intuition and other ESP and psychic abilities start to surface and you learn to honor them. They go hand in hand.


“Such is the case with you. Christine, you are just fine where you are. Keep being the best you can be. God expects no more of you than that.


“Now, what is the purpose of it all.? Christine, nobody knows with absolute certainty, but I can give you a simple opinion of mine.”


“OK,” she said anxiously.


“If you study the subject, you will find that every living thing on this planet has a purpose. The food chain is a perfect example to illustrate my point. To put it simply, the tiniest of organisms and creatures are eaten by larger creatures. And then these creatures are eaten by bigger or more powerful creatures. This cycle is designed to feed all as well as control species population.And some animals are vegetarian and serve to maintain the earths ecological balance.


“But what about us, you ask?” The only creature that poses a threat to man, is man himself. So, on the surface, there seems to be no real purpose for man other than, perhaps, to maintain dominion over the planet as stated in the Bible. 


“I believe that when you look at the evidence and evaluate it,  it brings us back to what I was alluding to at the beginning of this conversation.


“Our purpose can be no other than to evolve our consciousness; to awaken to the fact that we are multisensory beings and strive to recognize it, and be one with God, our creator.


“Like I said yesterday, it’s time to wake up.”



“Hey you guys, what are you doing out there? We gotta get going.”


Responding to Lisa’s call, Doc Summers and his new protegee sauntered back to the house.


“Thank you again Doctor Summers,” she said, with an admiring light in her eyes, as he bid her farewell. “It’s easy to see why Lisa adores you so. I will never forget you.”


“Remember what I said yesterday, Christine. It’s not going to be a bed of roses, but you will prevail.” There was a note of finality in his voice she didn’t quite understand. He did though.

_

Chapter Forty Seven

An early December morning found Bernice and Sandra sitting at the table in the nook working on plans for their upcoming Christmas benefit. Lisa stood nearby looking out the window where white caps and high winds warned of an approaching storm. A mysterious sense of uneasiness stirred within her. Impulsively, she sat down on the edge of the leather upholstered bench seat and scooted in close to Bernice.


“Bernie, did you know it was snowing back east?”


“Yes dear, I’m aware of that. We watched the news together this morning, remember?” she said casually. “What’s the point?”


“I was just thinking. I know you’ve written letters, but you said you were going to phone your daughter and I can tell it’s been eating at you. Remember what the Doc says, ‘a restless mind should lead us to the conclusion that our soul is restless’.”


Annoyed, Bernice stopped what she was doing and gazed at Lisa. Lisa didn’t flinch. “True, she hasn’t answered your letters and has been ignoring you for a long time, but don’t you think it’s time you rose above it?


“Remember how you bugged me to call my mother. It turned out to be the best thing I ever did. And look how you twisted Christine’s arm.”


“OK! OK!” Bernice said in a huffy voice. “Bring me the telephone.” ‘I’ve put this off long enough, I guess it’s time I started taking some of my own advice,’ she said to herself.


Lisa seized upon the opportunity and scurried away to get the portable phone. Bernice adjourned to the sitting room and as Lisa approached with the phone it started to ring.

__________


“Hello, Chandler House, this is Lisa speaking.”


“Is Mrs. Chandler there?” The voice coming through was soft and barely audible.


“May I ask who is calling.?”


“This is her daughter, Sarah.”


Lisa was only momentarily stunned, as she was becoming accustomed to such extraordinary coincidences. ‘After all there is still a strong psychic maternal bond here,’ she casually thought.


“Guess who,” she said calmly, handing the receiver over.


“Hello, this is Bernice.”


“Hello Mother.”


“Sarah! I’ve been thinking about you. How are you, dear?” she said happily, looking up, amazed, yet still smiling at Lisa.


“Not so good, Mother.”


A sudden emotional hoarseness in her daughter’s voice revealed Sarah to be in great distress.


Bernice’s joy yielded to apprehensive compassion. “You’re upset. What’s wrong dear?”


“Susan has run away.”


“That’s terrible! Why did she do that?”


“Scott and I are separated and getting a divorce. And there’s been a lot of fighting over community property and custody of Susan. It’s been tearing her apart. I guess we didn’t realize how bad. She’s only thirteen and I’m afraid for her. She’s been gone since yesterday.”


“Where do you think she may have gone?” asked Bernice, trying to remain composed.


“We think she may be heading your way.”


“Do you think she may have gone to your brother’s?”


“No, she can’t stand him,” said Sarah, emphatically. “He’s gotten to be such a snob Mother. Not like Daddy at all. I don’t know where he gets it.”


Bernice gulped, allowing herself to indulge in a moment of guilt.


“She knows about your Chandler house for girls so I’m almost sure she will try to contact you.”


“If she does, what would you have me do, dear?”


“Can she stay with you while we sort this mess out?”


“Of course she can. And if she comes home first please tell her that her grandmother would love to have her.”


“Oh Mother, I don’t know how to thank you. This has been going on for a long time. I would have called you sooner but I didn’t want to burden you. And I couldn’t get up the nerve to write you, either. Now it’s more than me that’s at stake.”


“Sarah, believe me, I understand. Now I want you to data‑fax a recent photo of Susan. I want you to send it to a private detective friend of mind.” She gave Sarah Ben O’Reilly’s number. 


“I better go Mother. I’m sorry, I love you, I miss you.”


Bernice could hear sobbing on the other end. She whispered through her own tears. “Me too, dear.” She clumsily handed the receiver back to Lisa who had listened to Bernice’s side of the conversation with growing concern.


“Sarah is getting a divorce and my granddaughter Susan has run away from home.” Bernice’s voice was shaky, revealing her dire concern over the situation.

“Sarah thinks she is coming here. Lisa, I’ve been such a fool. Even though I knew better I spent all that time feeling sorry for myself and guilty when my daughter needed my support.”


“You didn’t know, Bernie, it will all work out, I’m sure it will.” Lisa reached out to embrace this dear friend in distress. 


“I’ve got to call Ben right away and see if he can help.” She took the receiver from Lisa and dialed lieutenant Ben.



Four days passed with no word on the whereabouts of Susan. Then, on the afternoon of the fifth day as Bernice was sitting on a blanket on the front lawn baby-sitting one of the house infants she spotted Ben’s car rounding the corner coming up the hill. He stopped at the front gates, rolled down the window and spoke into the intercom, which was located on a decorative pillar a few feet from the gates. Someone inside answered and the gates soon swung open.


At the prospect of bad news, Bernice’s heart jumped. Ben got out of the car and came limping up the walk.


“Hey, Bernice!” he yelled. “I got a surprise for you.” Holding the infant in her arms she proceeded across the lawn to meet him.


“Well, we found her.” A broad, self-satisfied smile formed across his craggy unshaven face.


“Ohhh... Thank heavens,” she sighed in relief.


“She’s a scared kid Bernice, she’s been through a lot,” Ben said as they met in the middle of the lawn.


“Where is she? “asked Bernice, anxiously. Ben pointed to the car at about the same time Susan sat up from her slumped position in the front seat. Bernice handed the infant to Ben and walked quickly, yet in lady-like fashion, to the car. Susan faced her grandmother through the open car door window.


“Grammie,” she uttered in a small voice. Bravely trying to hold onto the little strength that was left in her, she looked at Bernice through frightened eyes.


Bernice felt her own heart break over the anguished look on her granddaughter’s face. “It’s OK, dear. You’re safe here with me now.”


Bernice opened the car door and held out her hand. Susan took it and slid out of the car. Bernice pulled her close and hugged her tightly. For the first time in days, Susan released her emotions and cried in her grandmother’s arms.


Holding Susan and truly feeling reciprocal love with another family member was foreign to Bernice’s memory. She realized, in a few brief seconds, how much she had been missing by reason of her own blindness. But she vowed that this would be a new beginning.


Bernice Chandler’s values and priorities had changed. ‘I am a transformed person now,’ she thought. And she felt a surge of gratitude to Susan for validating and reminding her of that.


“Let’s go inside dear,” she said, dabbing her granddaughter’s tears with a tissue. “We need to get you freshened up and find you something to eat. I bet you’re starving.”


“I just had some donuts.”


“I might have known,” chuckled Bernice.


Lisa appeared and took the baby from Ben. After introductions, Bernice took Susan by the hand and they all went into the house. Lisa took their new guest upstairs to get settled in, leaving Ben and Bernice alone.


“Ben, how in the world did you find her?”


“I circulated her photo around LAX. Late this morning I got a call from a cabby friend of mine down there who said he saw her hanging around one of the bus stop areas.”


“She had been gone for four days, Ben. What made you think she would come by plane after all that time?”


“You’re right, and I don’t know, I just had a hunch,” he said casually.


“Yes, I’ve heard all about your hunches.” She smiled knowingly. She held this wise and psychically gifted former Los Angles police officer in high regard.


Ben shrugged and humbly grinned back. “Anyway, as I was saying,” he continued. “My friend approached your granddaughter and told her that you were looking for her and had hired a private detective to help find her. He called me on his car phone and I talked to her and explained everything. I went and picked her up and here we are.


She said she had been on buses for four days and finally bought a plane ticket in Denver and flew into LA. She didn’t say much but it’s obvious she had some scary times.


“Well, I’m gonna go say ‘Hi’ to my niece and then I better get going. Louise says I’m taking her out to dinner, so I guess I am.”


“Thank you, Ben.”


“Hey, you know you don’t gotta thank me.”


“I know that,” she said, and stood to give this gentle man she had grown to love like a brother a hug that started in the heart.

__

 Chapter Forty Eight 

Christmas was approaching and Susan was adapting well to her new environment. Bernice, with Sandra’s assistance, was finalizing plans for the Christmas benefit program.

__________


Acting against Christine’s advice, Sandra had written a letter to her boyfriend, Jamal, in a last attempt at reconciliation. A few days later he phoned Sandra.


“Christine, I just talked to Jamal on the phone and he wants to see me.” Sandra was optimistically excited.


“You didn’t tell him where you lived did you?”


“Yeah I did, and he wants to come over and see me tonight.”


“I don’t know about that.” Skepticism and concern were written on Christine’s face.


“You gotta promise you won’t say nothing,” begged Sandra.


“But it’s against the rules, you know that.”


“I know, but this is important. He’s the father of my baby. And this could affect my whole future.” The desperation in Sandra’s voice weakened Christine’s resolve.


“Alright! But just this once.” Christine lay nervously on her bed reading while Sandra laid out her best smock and eagerly bathed, singing all the while.

__________


Sandra was at the front gate at 6:00 p.m., Jamal’s promised time of arrival. She stood there in the blowing rain, sheltered only by Christine’s small umbrella.


Upon seeing a figure climbing the fence, Christine, who had been watching from the window, snuck out the back door and around the side of the house and hid behind a bush where she could hear them and not be seen. The fence climber easily jumped the last few feet of his descent and ran through the rain to Sandra.


“Hi baby,”


“Hi Jamal,” she said shyly.


“Looks like you’re about ready to drop that kid.” Jamal gave himself a swift mental kick for putting it so crudely. He gave Sandra’s stomach a little pat to show his good intentions.


“Yeah, only a few more days. They tell me December twenty-first. How you been doing Jamal?”


“I been OK, ‘cept right now I’m in a little bind.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.


“I ain’t got no money Jamal” she said disappointedly, reading his intentions.


“I know baby, but you can get some.” He spoke gently, but his eyes betrayed him.


Sandra saw a familiar unscrupulous glaze. “I can’t,” she pleaded. Her heart was broken, her hopes and dreams shattered.


Jamal glared at her angrily and backed off for another try.

“Baby, I got no money for da rent. And me and the boys need a little cash for one last pop. And then I’m off the drugs cause I’m gonna have a wife and kid to support.


“I know you can get some money in there. I bet them rich folks got some expensive silverware and other stuff you can get, too. Stuff they would never miss.”


“No! I can’t do that!” she shouted back. Then Jamal pushed her, and she fell, gasping in pain. 


“And I was dumb enough to think you wanted me.” Humiliated and heartbroken she cried in despair. Helpless she lay in the puddle where she’d fallen from his shove.


Jamal stomped his foot splashing mud in her face. “You think you’re so damn good now, cuz of those rich people. They don’t give a shit about you. You ain’t nutten but a fuckin fat whore! Fuck you, bitch!” he screamed from halfway up the fence.

__________


‘That dirty bastard,’ thought Christine starting to go to Sandra. But before she could get clear from her hiding place behind the shrubs, Sandra awkwardly pulled herself out of the puddle and started to run.


Distraught with tears that could not be distinguished from the driving rain lashing across her face, she ran with reckless abandon across the slippery front yard and around the soggy back lawn. She went through the safety gate to the edge of the lawn. Reaching the edge of the cliff she stopped and looked down at the jagged rocks and icy sea below.


Lisa, alerted by Christine’s screams, bolted out the back door and ran toward Sandra. Terror stricken by her own intentions, Sandra whirled and stepped toward Lisa’s running, screaming, form.



“Sandra! No! Please come back!”


The rain-soaked sod under Sandra’s feet gave way. She slipped and fell forward, landing on her stomach. She dug her fingers into the muddy ground, frantically trying to pull herself forward away from the cliff. Her fingers grasped futilely at the oozing mud. But she only slid backwards over the edge, her legs dangling in space.


Lisa could see the fear in Sandra’s eyes as she reached the fence. She threw herself down on her stomach and reached for Sandra’s hands. Sandra grabbed for Lisa’s wrists and clamped down, but the heavier pregnant girl kept slipping, pulling Lisa along. Sandra’s hands were tightly gripped around Lisa’s wrists. Lisa looked down at the waves crashing over huge rocks and swirling tide pools below. Panic roared through her. She tried to scoot backwards on her knees and pull Sandra back. But her knees could gain no purchase in the slippery mud and each attempt took them closer to the cliff edge.


“Sandra,” she yelled. “I can’t hold you.” Sandra, looked up at Lisa and released her grip.


It was too late. Both women plummeted over the side. The last thing Lisa remembered was an odd, yet distinctly peaceful expression come over her young friend’s face.


 Christine was in hysterics, by the time Bernice arrived on the scene.


Intense waves of emotional shock vibrated through Bernice as she screamed uncontrollably, “Nooooo....Noooooo! Oh God, you can’t do this!”

__________


Minutes later, the rescue team arrived. They soon had Lisa, who had been lying on top of Sandra, secured into a transporter carriage. Risking their own lives, the helicopter crew hovered dangerously close to turbulent wind swept cliff walls as they hoisted Lisa into the helicopter for transport to Hoag Memorial Hospital.


Sandra was dead.



Jamal, having heard the screams had run to the end of the peninsula, which was outside of the main gate. He watched as the two women slid over the cliff’s edge and hit the bottom below. He watched the rescue operation and saw that they were in no hurry to remove his girlfriend’s body.


He was unmoved. His hatred, bred from childhood neglect and abuse, coupled with the fear and trauma, indigenous to life on the streets of LA, left him cold-hearted, emotionless. “Let’s get outa here,” he said casually, entering the car to join his three waiting friends.


Within a week, Jamal would lay dead in the street from a bullet in the head administered by a rival gang member. His restless soul will be nourished on the other side. Even he will get another chance.



Lisa found herself floating near the ceiling in a hospital operating room. Below, she saw a group of doctors working feverishly over the battered and bloody body of a young lady. Upon closer observation, she was shocked to see that it was her body laying on the table. Suddenly, she became engulfed by an overwhelming blissful peace. She experienced no fear or pain.


“Compound fractures in both legs, stopped bleeding, still need four units of blood though,” shouted Dr. Stone, who was working on Lisa’s lower torso area. Her clothes were finally cut away and nurses washed dirt and blood from her lifeless-appearing body.


Blood began to trickle from Lisa’s mouth. “Oh, shit! Internal injuries,” exclaimed Dr. Maier, the head doctor. At that moment, the heartbeat spike on the heart monitor screen began to vacillate erratically. In an instant, the line was flat and the machines ominous whine invaded the room.


“Quick, place paddles in position. Clear!” yelled one of the doctors.

__________


Lisa turned to face the ceiling and noticed a brilliant white light before her. She was drawn to the light, which was now taking the shape of a tunnel. ‘I’m going home,’ she instinctively thought.


Enveloped in feelings of ecstasy and love, she entered the tunnel. Two figures began to approach her from a distance. As they came closer she recognized them as Daddy and Mama. Overcome with joyful anticipation she went toward them. They stopped and signaled Lisa to do likewise. They stood there smiling. Lisa could feel their intense love radiate through her essence. She heard their thoughts as one.


“You must go back honey, your work is not yet done. And honey, Sandra and the baby have crossed over to this side and they are fine. Sandra’s mother was there to help them. We love you and are always with you.”


In an instant, Lisa found herself back in the operating room floating above the scene. A large gash had been cut in her chest. To her surprise, Tim was standing over her body, his hands inside her chest. He was massaging her heart as the others anxiously looked on. Most eyes were trained on the heart monitor screen.


“I’m afraid it’s no use,” said Dr. Maier, compassionately gazing at Tim. But Tim wouldn’t give up. Staring down, Lisa could feel a deep healing love coming from the touch of his hands. Some of the medical staff began to leave the room.


‘He does love me,’ she thought. She watched as tears rolled uncontrollably down his face. She could also sense that he was praying.


“She’s coming back,”` shouted a happy nurse whose eyes had been fixed on the heart monitor screen.



“Lisa, Lisa.” Lisa opened her eyes. Her body was racked with pain. She felt her hand being squeezed and looked up to see Tim standing over her. “Where did you come from?” she whispered weakly.


“Never mind that now, you’re going be all right. Try to get some rest and I’ll be back later. I love you, Lisa,” he said kissing her lightly on the lips.


“Me too,” she whispered. And she fell peacefully asleep, oblivious to the pain she felt only moments earlier.


The following day Lisa awoke to the sterile smell of the hospital’s intensive care room. Both of her legs were in casts and elevated and instruments were connected to monitor body functions. This time, Bernice was standing over her.


“Hello dear,” she said, tenderly stroking Lisa’s hand.


“Hi Bernie.” Lisa’s voice was weak.


“You sure gave us a scare. All the girls have been praying like the blazes for you and they want to visit as soon as you’re a little better.”


“Please tell them I said thanks. Where’s Tim, Bernie?”


“He’s in the cafeteria. He’ll be right back. He and I have been taking turns coming in and watching over you. Here he comes now so I better go; only one of us at a time should be in here.” Bernice, with a relieved expression on her face, bent over and kissed her friend on the forehead.


“Bye, Bernie”


“Bye bye ,dear.”


“Well, I see my sleeping beauty is awake.” Tim was standing over her with a wide smile on his face.


“Hi big guy, how ya doing?” Lisa saw his eyes soften before he lowered his face to kiss her gently.


“Just fine, now,” he said.


Her inquiring eyes met his. His response was immediate. The love she had longed for was there. And her smiling eyes reflected her joy. Their future together was sealed.


“Where am I Tim?”


“You are in the intensive care unit at Hoag Hospital. I think by tomorrow we can transfer you to a private room.”


“I remember what happened.” Thinking of Sandra brushed a wave of sadness over her new joy. “Sandra’s gone, isn’t she?” she asked, already knowing the answer.


Hesitating at first, he nodded. “You did everything you could. Try not to upset yourself, you` need to direct your energy toward healing that pretty little body of yours. When you’re up to it we have a lot to talk about.”


“Ain’t many men around that I would fall off a cliff for just to get their attention.”


He laughed and kissed her again. “That’s enough for now. You get some rest and I’ll be back later.”


Bernice came in once more and then left for home for a much needed rest.

__________


The following day Tim accompanied the gurney that carried Lisa out of intensive care and into a private room. The fragrance of fresh flowers that filled the room made Lisa feel like she was inhaling Spring itself. She was glad to be alive. Christine and the other girls were finally allowed to visit the following day. It was a tiring yet joyous reunion. By the third day, Lisa was fully coherent. She and Tim were alone and she was first to speak.


“Tim?”


“Yes.”


“How in the world is it that you arrived when you did? I know how you saved my life.”


“Bernice must have told you then.”


“No she didn’t. I saw the whole thing.”


“I don’t understand,” he said skeptically. 


“I was floating above my body and I saw you bring me back to life.” Lisa described, in minute detail, the operating room, the people that were there, and the events that took place. She told him about meeting Mama and Daddy in the tunnel of white light. Tim sank dumbfounded into the chair beside the bed.


“I’ve heard about near death experiences before, but never took it seriously. I suppose I have to re-evaluate my attitude on it.” Lisa could tell that Tim wasn’t ready to talk further about her experience just yet. She let it go, knowing that the right time would come.


“What about my question, how did you happen to be here? Why aren’t you back in Pattersville tending the clinic.?”


Tim thought for a minute before answering. The miracle of it all was beginning to unfold in his mind.


“One night after work I decided to stop at Arnold’s for a drink, something I rarely do. I really got bombed. I woke up the next morning not feeling so good, if you know what I mean.” Lisa, from bitter experience, knew exactly what he meant. “I remember standing in front of the bathroom cabinet mirror staring at myself. For several minutes I just gazed into my own eyes. Something deep inside started looking out. It was a funny experience. Then I said out-loud, ‘Tim, what the hell are you doing, you’re not happy, you’re not fulfilled. Actually, you are miserable.’


“I couldn’t believe I was talking to me like that. ‘You can’t talk to me like that,’ I said.” Lisa giggled “All the while, a realization was sinking in that what I was saying to myself was true. But I rejected the idea and went about my business. Later that day during a surgery.... Now mind you, when I am in surgery I am totally focused on the operation.


“Anyway, what should have been obvious earlier hit me like a bolt of lightning. Sweet little Lisa Simmon was missing from my life.” Lisa smiled proudly as she felt his hand come up to take hers.


“This happened the day before your accident. Sounds silly, but this time I didn’t argue with myself. I left the operating room overjoyed. Ellie, who had been assisting me, asked me if anything was wrong. ‘Nothing, except I’m in love with a beautiful girl,’ I said. I think she and Leona thought I was nuts.


“Next thing I knew I was on a plane to California and driving up the street to Bernice’s house. I saw a police car with lights flashing at the front gate. I saw Bernice in the front seat and got out of my car and rushed over there. I drove with them to the hospital where she introduced me as your doctor. That’s how I got into the operating room.


“Your rib cage was pushed into your chest and a broken rib was putting pressure on the heart. When I moved it away and massaged your heart, you finally came back.


“It was a miracle. The other doctors and nurses there couldn’t believe it.”


“You wouldn’t give up, though,” said Lisa, smiling.


“Lisa, it was amazing, absolutely amazing.”


“There’s something at work here Tim, can you see it?” He did not answer, but their eyes connected again. They were soul mates, and she knew it.


“Tim, I want to have a baby,” she blurted out.


“Don’t we have to do something first?” he asked, too astonished to hear himself first. Lisa laughed so hard, her stitches hurt. “I know that,” he said bashfully. “But that’s not what I meant.”


“Are you proposing to me, Doctor Allen?” Before he could reply, she said jokingly. “It’s a hard decision, but I accept.” This time he laughed, grateful for having been let off the hook.


“I wanna get married in Georgia though. Is that OK?”


“Anything you say, dear,” he said, conceding to her wish. “That reminds me, I have an early Christmas present for you.” He reached into his smock pocket and extracted a small velvet-covered box. He stood over her and opened it.


“Tim, it’s the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen. Tim knelt and slipped the ring on Lisa’s shaking finger. He took her lovely face between his hands and kissed away her happy tears.

__________


Lisa laid in bed that night hardly noticing the pain that had coursed through her broken body. She looked at her glittering diamond under the light of a star-lit, full-moon, night. With her other hand she clutched her little Bible


‘Thank you God, thank you for the chance to carry on.’’
__________


She went to sleep with peaceful thoughts, looking forward to a new day, a new beginning.

__

 Chapter Forty Nine 

A week passed and with Lisa out of danger Tim returned to Pattersville. Doc Summers could no longer handle the heavy patient case load on his own.


During her stay in the hospital, Lisa enjoyed frequent visits from the house girls.


They cackled, laughed, and talked excitedly about what was going on in their own lives. And they all had to plant their signatures and well wishes on Lisa’s leg casts. It was invigorating but nonetheless exhausting for Lisa. Fortunately, Bernice brought them to visit in shifts.


“Bernie,” she said, grabbing her friend’s hand, while watching the latest batch of girls file out the door. “All they needed was a little love and someone who cares.”


“It is indeed gratifying, isn’t it? Bernice’s smile was genuine and in her eyes, shone the light of love. “You get some rest now, I better catch up with those crazy kids.”


“Bye, Bernie” A quick, gentle hug and she was out the door.

__________


Lisa’s nap was interrupted by the phone.


“Hello,” she said sleepily.


“How’s my favorite girl doing?”


“Doctor Summers, it’s so good to hear from you! I’m getting better every day. But how about you? How are you doing.?”


“Oh, I’m doing just fine,” he said, trying to conceal his weakening condition with a hearty voice.


Lisa could hear through his words though, and this alarmed her. “Doctor Summers, you probably heard that Tim and I are going to be married. You were right, it was his move. I just thank God he made it when he did.”


“Isn’t it interesting how things work out? Lisa, I’m absolutely delighted,” he said in a voice absent of surprise.


“We’re gonna get married back there in the old church and I would like you to give me away, if you would.” Lisa spoke hesitantly, a sign of her still weak condition coupled with concern over the doctor’s failing health.


“I would be honored,” he said in a stronger voice. “Well now, besides being concerned about me, what else is on that inquiring little mind of yours?”


“You can see right through me. Why should I be surprised?”


“OK, spit it out,” he said kindly.


She took a deep breath. “We discussed pre‑death experiences when Mama died, but we never got around to talking about what you called ‘The Near Death Experience.” Lisa paused, and went on tentatively. “Anyway,” she said. “I had one.”


“I know, Tim told me.”


“I would like your opinion on it. Was it real?”


“How do you feel about it?”


“I think it was, but I would feel better about it if you agreed.” Lisa went on to describe the experience in detail.


“It was real, Lisa.” He heard her sigh. “Most people in the medical profession don’t believe though. Some claim it’s an hallucinatory function of the brain in a trauma situation. But that doesn’t explain how a person can see what’s going on in the O.R after their heart has stopped. I mean clinically dead for several minutes.


“There are thousands of recorded stories such as yours, including those from a great many children. I think the insurgence of people reporting these experiences may largely be due to modern day technology. We are resuscitating people who only a few years ago would have expired. Also, as I have said before, I believe we are living in a time when our creator is intensifying his efforts to get our attention.


“For those who have been through a ‘near death experience,’ there is no doubt. However, the scientific community continues to argue against their authenticity. And I will venture to say they will continue to do so until it happens to them or it is proved scientifically.


“With all spiritual and psychic phenomena, each has to find their own truth in it. You’re lucky, you know. It’s my firm opinion that until research scientists begin to accept the spiritual aspects of the human body and psyche and pursue investigative efforts along those lines openly, without prejudicial bias, these issues will remain a mystery.


“Except for those who require no further proof, that is. To know the truth within their own heart is sufficient. And it is absolutely wonderful for those who manage to do this.


“Lisa, if there is one human need that stands above all others it is confirmation of survival after death. That’s why the Egyptians built all those pyramids.


“This issue continues to be the center‑post of all religious theory and philosophy in all cultures throughout the world, even the most primitive. A lot of people have been fortunate enough to abandon their fear of death as a result of a personal experience such as an NDE, a miracle, angel intervention, or some other extraordinary supernatural phenomena that touched them. Presumably, this can allow them to live out the rest of their lives in peace. Sounds like you’re a member of that club, now.”


“Thanks Doctor Summers, that helps me. I had the faith before, but now any doubt that I had is gone.”


“You are entirely welcome. And guess what?”


“What?”


“Your man is on his way over here. He wants to talk about psychic stuff. How about that? With him though I need to approach it from a more scientific view point.”


“Give it to him good Doc,” she said with a chuckle.



As Lisa was hanging up the phone, Tim was parking his car outside the Summers’ ranch.


“Doctor Summers, Doctor Tim is here to see you,” announced Anna. She led Tim into the doctor’s study. Doc Summers was sitting comfortably in his captain’s chair with his feet resting on top of the desk.


“What can I do for you, my boy,” he asked genially, concealing his excitement over this long-awaited opportunity.


“You have the ability to telepathically communicate with certain of your patients. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t witnessed it with my own eyes. Would you explain to me how you do it?” said Tim with guarded skepticism.


Doc Summers looked up with a sheepish grin. “I’ll do my best. However, realizing you are a science-minded person, I think we should start with the basics.”


“OK,” replied Tim, squirming nervously in his chair.


“Tim, you know what an atom is, right?”


“Yes of course. It’s the smallest unit matter can be divided into without charged particles being released.


“Go on,” urged Doc Summers.


“It has a nucleus that is made up of positively charged protons and neutrons. And it is surrounded by orbiting electrons, which are smaller particles that have a negative charge.


“Besides testing my knowledge of fundamental physics, what are you leading up to?”


“I think when we finish you will find that you know more than you think. It’s important that I add something in order to help clarify a later point. And that is, the relative smallness of atoms and their subatomic particles.


“Did you know that if you could fill the earth with grapes, the quantity would be about same as the number of atoms in a baseball? And that the comparative smaller size of an electron would be like comparing a tall building to a speck of dust?”


“I suppose that could be true,” responded Tim, a little impatiently, still wondering where the doctor was going with all this.


“What do you know about magnetism and electromagnetism?”


“Well,” said Tim, sitting there feeling more and more like a school kid, “the earth is actually a giant magnet because of the current generated by liquid metals in the earth’s core. And this creates an electromagnetic field which keeps the earth in alignment.


“Basically, this is the same principle behind the electric motor and generator. In fact, the principle of electromagnetism is, conceptually, at the heart of modern day computerized technology. And this includes the Magnetic Resonance Imaging or MRI machines we now use for body and brain scans. So what does this have to do with mental telepathy?”


“You’ll see,” replied Doc Summers. “Without getting into a deep technical discussion, let me take your explanation a step further. Electromagnetic fields can also be electromagnetic carrier waves for radio and TV signals, which consist of transmitted electrons at modulated ultra-high frequencies.


“Among other things, electromagnetism is simply the energy media by which electronic signals are transmitted to your TV antenna or to and from satellites in space. These signals are transmitted via electromagnetic waves created and amplified by a transmitter powered by a standard electricity source.


“Then there is electrochemical power; chemical reactions that release energy. Simply put, when the right chemicals are placed in close proximity to each other or mixed, they can produce a power or energy source for electric current. The best example of this is the battery.


“Now, getting closer to your question, let’s talk about the brain and mind. The mind creates thought. Simultaneously, in fact continuously, the brain, through a bio‑electrochemical reaction, is producing energy. The chemical reactions that take place in the brain, actually create electrical energy with a corresponding energy field.


“In addition to automatically controlling all bodily functions, this energy serves as the vehicle by which our thoughts are processed and then transmitted using its energy field much like a TV signal is transmitted. These thought signals are transmitted both inward, and outward, so to speak.


“The power of a given thought is determined by the intensity of will, which is amplified by emotion. The thought may be negative or positive depending upon your belief system and your state of mind at the time. Thoughts can be negative and destructive, or positive and productive, or just benign. I believe that the origin of diseases can often be traced back to negative thinking and life styles. Look what stress can do, for example. Mental stress is negative thought that can cause tension, illness and even eventual death. Conversely, a pattern of positive thinking can prevent illness, preserve good health and aid the healing process when disease does strike. My point is that thought signals combined with emotion are powerful.


“Many years ago, before we had telephone service in the rural areas, I used to get frustrated when patients would die before I could get there. Especially mothers giving birth. I remember praying for help in reaching these people.


“I was told, on a spiritual level, to tell my patients to concentrate on me when they were in desperate need. I did that and subsequently began to get intuitive feelings when certain patients were in desperate situations. I would hop into my old horse and buggy, later my model A, and head out.” Ninety percent of the time I was right—the patient needed me. I’ve been doing this ever since. And with some patients I can actually tune into their thought frequency and pick up words and visions.


“I believe that we mortals are immersed in a sea of energy that includes the bio-electrical energy fields and thought signals of the people on this planet, as well as universal energies of a multidimensional nature. Accordingly, I contend that minute thought energies in various intensity, or amplitude, can be carried through space. I refer to this as telepathic transmission.


“Ordinary people do it all the time. People have often reported to me that they and their spouse, more than occasionally, have identical thoughts or know who is on the phone before they answer it.


 “I further believe that we can all refine our ability to receive and send messages telepathically. And gradually, those who are of a higher consciousness and would not use it for evil purposes, will develop it.


“To elaborate, I also maintain that the energies of which I speak overlap into the spiritual realm with much greater implications. These include profound intuitions, guidance, and assorted documented miracles, healings, and strings of coincidences that served as links in a chain of synchronous events and experiences that cannot be explained—or disputed.


“Maybe they emanate from, or as, the disincarnate souls of loved ones or others. Or from divine entities such as guides and angels or, perhaps, directly from the consciousness of Jesus Christ, or God. I believe that any, or a combination of all of these is possible. Science can not prove or disprove this increasingly popular hypothesis.


“However, the evidence supporting the existence of forces beyond what can be scientifically verified is overwhelming. I don’t understand it in specific tangible terms, nobody does. But I believe and support it.”


“I just don’t know. I’m not used to dealing with things that don’t have a rational explanation,” interjected Tim. “Sounds like some kind of grand, esoteric, cosmic integration and I have trouble accepting it.”


“Tim, you sound like one of those doctors of old who didn’t believe in germs or viruses until the microscope was invented and it was shoved down their throats. Is that how you are going to look at this or are you going to wake up and open your mind? Tim, I realize that you have a lot of knowledge. But I must tell you that knowledge is only a key to logic and, logic is merely the beginning of wisdom. You are lacking in wisdom!” Doc Summers spoke strongly with a tone of impatience.


“Let’s go back to the beginning. You know that electrons transmitted through space can carry TV images. You must also know by now that scientists have identified over two hundred additional subatomic particles that are smaller yet. They came from study of cosmic rays and huge powerful accelerometers.


“I ask you, how small can small get? Is the answer infinite, like how big can big get? We know there are galaxies trillions of light years away from us. The universe is infinite in size. Regarding smallness, and bigness as well, there is a theoretical substance called ‘ether’ which by some is considered to be the stuff of the universe and fills the void of space. It is assumed to be weightless, transparent, frictionless, and undetectable. Call it ether or something else if you wish. Nonetheless, it is multidimensional, and definitely here, there, and everywhere. I believe as sure as I am sitting here, that there are also countless planets that can sustain life, orbiting the countless number of stars in the universe. In fact, I am absolutely convinced that we are being visited by extraterrestrials, But that’s another subject.”


“Yeah but....”


“No yeah buts yet, hear me out.”


“Your wife-to-be, watched you save her life from another dimension of existence. Her consciousness, maybe her spirit, or soul, temporally left her body. And you once saw the transparent apparition of your grandfather after he died. I can telepathically transmit unmeasurable, undetectable, electrical impulses in the form of thought waves. Scientific experiments proving the instantaneous transmission of thought through telepathy have been conducted; reportedly, an astronaut circling the moon transmitted thought to a sensitive psychic on earth. And how is it that a mother can feel it when a child is in danger miles away? That’s just a small sample of the supernatural and psychic phenomena going on.


“It’s energy, man! It’s all energy. Everything is energy made of the same stuff as the stars, including us! And it never dies.


“I suggest you give this subject the thought and study it deserves. I guarantee you will become a better man for it.


“Don’t disappoint me Tim, You have such great potential. Remember the electricity you felt come through your hands as you massaged Lisa’s heart?”


“Yes. I’ll never forget it,” said Tim soberly.


“Well, by the grace of God you are a healer. You have the talent of generating healing, kinetic energy through thought and concentration. This is nothing new. I want you to look into the merits of therapeutic touch and Reiki as healing tools. With love and pureness of intent, you can, and will increase your efficacy as a physician. You have already proved it, with Lisa. To what extent divine forces played in that, I don’t know.”


“I prayed for the first time in years,” admitted Tim in a reverent voice.


“Tim, prayer and love are the most powerful combination there is. I’m glad that you now realize that.” Tim nodded humbly.


 “Use your gift!” Doc Summers emphasized.“And, I would urge you to study quantum physics and healing, for therein lies the cornerstone for western medicine of the future. Scientists are finding, to their dismay, that at the subatomic level, it is proving difficult to control experiments. They, the observers, through their conscious desire for a given result, are actually influencing the outcome of experiments. In other words, quantum physics is a place where consciousness actually shapes and determines reality.


“This psychic kinetic phenomena is only another indication to me, that through the mind, we can alter the fabric of the physical world. Under the auspices of quantum physics, modern physics is unraveling before our eyes.


“Tim, we live in a spiritual universe where the material is subordinated by infinitesimal, intelligent energy that we, as individualized parts of, can access. This energy, which is all there is, I call God—omnipotent, omnipresent and the manifestation of unconditional love.


“I have gone beyond answering your specific question, but hope I have given you enough information to at least consider the possibility that the concept of psychic, or faith healing, is a reality. Just as it was in Jesus’ time.”

__________


Doc Summers stood and gazed out the window at his horses and pastures and his beloved little pond in the distance. ‘Wonder if I got through,’ he said to himself.

__________


Tim was flabbergasted. Stunned and confused, he hoped there would be further discussions in the days to come. He had never heard the doctor speak so vehemently and he somehow knew that today’s conversation would change his life.

_

 Chapter Fifty 

Lisa awoke one morning, with her friend and mentor on her mind. An inner urging compelled her to write him a letter. So she did:

Dear Doctor Summers,


First, I want to thank you for the call last week and the card and flowers. The insight you provided me on my ‘Near Death Experience’ opened my eyes to the realities you have been trying to teach me. Because of that experience, I do see things more clearly. It’s not that I doubted you before, but now, like you said, I know for sure.


Lying here in this bed the last three weeks has given me much time to think and read my little Bible and the books you gave me. I have pondered greatly over the teachings and messages you have imparted over the months. I believed your words, yet my depth of understanding was shallow.


Even in light of my own related experiences, while I was back there, I failed to grasp their full meaning. Now, I finally know. And this knowingness reaches the deepest levels of my being. It’s like I have discovered my soul. You know I’m not very good at explaining myself, but I want to try anyway.


Doctor Summers, there is no doubt in my mind that Mama and Daddy live in another level of existence, or dimension, as you put it. They both suffered a lot here on this earth, but now they are at peace. I have felt a little of what this peace is like. And the love and compassion in it is far beyond any worldly experience or emotion imaginable. There are no words in our English language that can describe it. It was somewhat like the experience I got when driving out to your ranch that day. Except this one was magnified a million times, it seemed, if you can believe that.


I’ve had some pretty rough times and suffered quite a bit in my life. And I’ve seen a lot of suffering on the part of others. I can look back now, including this latest episode, and put this pain and suffering into a new perspective. I am finally convinced that it can cause a person to become more caring and compassionate. I just read in the Bible where the Lord told Paul that suffering builds perseverance and character.


I believe that. But I still don’t completely understand why we have to go through such a difficult process in order to learn. What I do know, though, is that the pain and suffering here is insignificant compared to the blissful ecstasy that is waiting on the other side.


I no longer fear death. And I am assured that love is the most powerful force there is. It is an integral part of our soul and is carried over to the other side in an exalted state to the degree it was developed throughout our lives on earth. It’s all so clear now.


More so, as I write about it. I feel so blessed. When I think back on the hard times I can easily revisit the pain. But when I look carefully, I find that I possessed the faith that carried me through. In this faith, I asked for help and regardless of how desperate the situation, the assistance I needed always came. It didn’t necessarily come in accordance with my timing, but nevertheless, it did come. I have come to sincerely appreciate the nurturing love I have received from God directly, or through other people in His behalf over the years.


I’ll never forget the day Pop found me in that alley on Hollywood Boulevard, that cold Saturday morning. And later on, there were countless prayers. And somehow, I was always eventually delivered out of difficult situations. You’ve heard most of those stories. Aside from not perishing in this accident, the absolute clincher, was the way I was spared after committing my first crime; stealing Bernie’s necklace. Since then, by the grace of God, my life has been fantastic. Except for Mama’s death, that is.


Regardless of my beliefs regarding the hereafter, it’s still hard for me to deal with that one, sometimes. Yet, I do see it differently and can truly accept it. Also, I can honestly accept that my accident must have been a lesson I had to learn.


And I am at peace with the passing of Sandra into the light. The last thing I remember of her was the peaceful, contented look in her eyes when she let go of my hands before falling.


To add to my good fortune scenario; meeting you could not have come at a better time. You are a dear friend as well as my mentor and teacher. I realize now, you were trying to teach me that my mission and purpose was to be all that I could be. And you had the insight to see the possibilities. Or is it that you can see into the future? Either way, I have come to understand. It took a fall off a cliff, but I finally understand.


Oh how glorious it would be if only I could convince others that they too can attain a higher level of consciousness. And that they can do it without subjecting themselves to unnecessary self-imposed torture in the process. My heartfelt prayer today is to somehow do this. Even though I’m stuck in here, I really feel the true meaning of Christmas, which is only a few days away.


 As I told you on the phone, Tim and I are to be married and the ceremony will be held back there in the old church. I’m not sure when that will be because I’ve got to get out of this hospital and recuperate first. You will be the first to know, so drag out that tux, ha, ha.






With deepest love and respect,








Lisa

P.S.
Hope you don’t mind but I let Bernie read this letter. She understands too. So now at least that makes three of us, that I know.

__

 Chapter Fifty One 

Six weeks after the tragic accident that claimed the life of Sandra and severely injured Lisa, she was released from Hoag Hospital. Her recovery was remarkable. Tim, who had been in contact with her by phone on a daily basis, flew in from Georgia for the occasion.

__________


As Bernice’s large sedan passed through the estate gates and up the drive, Lisa surveyed the surroundings from the back seat window. Her mind wandered back to that fateful day six weeks earlier. She visualized Sandra running across the back lawn with her in pursuit. She let herself relive those last terrifying moments. Then she remembered her visit with Mama and Daddy on the other side. ‘Sandra and the baby are fine, they’re just fine,’ they had said. ‘And I’m fine too,’ she said to herself. ‘But it still hurts though. And it will for a while and it’s OK for me to feel the sorrow.’ “And it’s OK to cry,” came the small voice from within.


“Hey you! Snap out it,” said Tim, gently finger tickling her still tender ribs.


“Ouch,” she retorted. He looked into her watery eyes. He didn’t know that her tears were for Sandra and not the slight physical pain he inflicted.


“I’m sorry.” he said regretfully.


“That’s OK, it’s not just that.” She grasped his hand and gave him a flash of the same innocent smile that had captured his heart the first day they met in Arnold’s restaurant.


“Oh, Wow! Look!” Tim exclaimed, looking forward and pretending to be surprised.


Lisa looked past Christine and Bernice in the front seat to see a large banner strung above the entryway. It read, “Welcome Home Lisa.”


“I suppose this was yous guys doing,” she said shyly, tugging at Christine’s collar.


“No, as a matter of fact it was the girls’ idea. And they made the banner too,” replied Bernice proudly. “After all, you did have to spend Christmas in the hospital.”


That they would do something special like this ignited a spark of joy. “Those rascals,” Lisa said happily.


With help from Tim, she got out of the car and started up the walkway. She walked slowly, her arms poked through two aluminum crutches, toward a crowd of cheering girls.


“Oh Bernie, it’s so good to be home.” She had to turn her head slowly in order to avoid the pain. Bernice was walking behind her in a position to catch her if she fell backwards and Tim supported her on the right.


A gala welcome home party followed. There were balloons, cake, and all the trimmings.


“This is one of the happiest days of my life,” said Lisa, still noticeably choked up from all the attention. “See what I got for falling off a cliff,” she joked, holding up her left hand to again display her diamond engagement ring. The old mansion erupted in a chorus of laughter.



The weeks passed. Tim stayed in Pattersville managing the clinic and Lisa remained at Chandler House to recuperate, make wedding plans, and await the arrival of Christine’s baby. It was an unusually warm day for February and Lisa and Bernice were sitting on a blanket out on the front lawn baby-sitting one of the house infants.

__________


John Jr.’s rental car made its way up the winding road leading to the estate. He parked under the trees short of the gates, camouflaged from view, having decided to observe the grounds from the outside before going in. He slipped through a gap in the high hedges that hugged the wrought iron fence surrounding the estate grounds. He had to stoop to make his way through the narrow passage, between the hedges, that led to his childhood hide-away. He stopped at the end which opened into a small, hidden clearing. Childhood memories flooded in. He recalled all the lonely times he had spent hiding there, lonely and yet wanting to be alone.


Through the fence, he could easily see the two women sitting on the lawn. He immediately recognized one of them as his mother. He watched the infant run to her. She scooped the child up into her arms. John Jr. could distinguish the peaceful, loving expression on her face.


He felt a lump form in his throat and his heart pounded in apprehensive confusion. In the distance, he saw his niece, Susan, appear at the front door.


“Lisa! telephone!” she yelled.


 “OK, lazy bones, bring it on out here.” Susan skipped down the steps and trotted across the lawn. John Jr. watched. Complex, intertwined emotions, rooted in jealously, blocked rational thought. He got up from his crouched position and returned to his car. ‘Forget it,’ he told himself angrily. ‘She’s obviously not hurting for company these days no matter how much she says she misses me. If she really wants to see me, let her come to New York.’ He drove to John Wayne Airport and caught the next plane back to New York.



“Bet ya can’t
guess who?” chirped Susan. 


“Gimme that phone,” said Lisa, playfully grabbing at it.


“Hello, this is Lisa.”


“It’s me.”


“Hi me,” she kidded.


“I have some bad news, honey,” Tim said sadly.


“What is it?” she asked anxiously.


“It’s Doctor Summers; he passed away in his sleep last night.”


“Ohoo, no!” cried Lisa. Her heart wrenched in pain. Tears automatically invaded her eyes.


“My God, what is it, dear?” Bernice asked as she handed the child to Susan, suspecting the answer even as she asked.


“Doc Summers is dead.”


Bernice threw her arms around her friend while taking the phone. “Tim, this is Bernice. Lisa’s pretty shook up, maybe we better call back.


“I’m afraid there was no easy way to break the news. I know how much she loved that man. Everybody did. He was a wonderful man.”


“No, wait a minute, let me talk to him,” sobbed Lisa.


“Honey,” he said solemnly. “This was inevitable sooner or later. I talked to him only the other day. He knew it was coming, and he was ready.”


“I know, but why does it have to hurt so damn bad? I thought I was prepared for this but I guess you never are.” She paused then released a remorseful sigh. “I’ll fly back there tomorrow.”


“You sure you’ll be all right alone?”


“Yes, I’m sure, but I think Bernie will want to come with me for the funeral.” Bernice nodded affirmatively. “We’ll call you later with our flight number. I miss you.”


“I love you, Lisa.”


“Me too.”


“Wait there’s one more thing. One of the last things he asked me to do was to call Leroy, in the event anything happened to him. I think it has something to do with me staying with the clinic. I also think he chose not to say anything because he didn’t want to put any pressure on me. That’s something we can talk about later.”


“Tim, how are the girls and Anna taking it?”


“Pretty hard, especially Anna. She’s been with him a long time.” Lisa’s sorrow was momentarily replaced by compassion for Anna.


Lisa was silent as she packed for the trip. She called Sissy and Anna before retiring. She shared with them both what Doc Summers had once told her.“I am not afraid of death in the least. In fact I look forward to it. It means my work here is done,” were his words.


“It’s hard to imagine he’s gone, but if it was OK with him, I guess it should be alright with us too,” related Anna sadly.



It was a clear day, perfect for flying. The plane left the runway and was soon making a one-hundred-eighty degree turn over the Pacific Ocean to head north.


Lisa stared aimlessly out of the window. First at the bumper to bumper traffic crowding the freeways below; and then at the ugly yellowish brown haze that lay ominously over skyscrapers that stood precariously close to the feared Andreas Fault. The deadly smog, fed by carbon monoxide fumes from vehicles, coupled with the probability of a massive earthquake, loomed as a constant threat to the inhabitants of the city and surrounding suburbs.


“Isn’t that sickening, Bernie? From here you can see how bad the smog really is. And you can also see where most of it comes from. Why, there must be a million cars down there spewing out the poison that makes it.”


Bernice leaned over, looked out the window and grimaced. “Back when I was a young lady, there was a Red Car transit system that could take you about anywhere. But they were eliminated in favor of freeways and cars. My John used to say it was because big money was behind it.


“And now after the air is so bad it’s killing people, that same big money is building another transit system. In fact, big corporations, or big money as John called them, are responsible for the rapid destruction of our Mother Earth.


“They are polluting our rivers, streams, lakes, and oceans— killing fish, wildlife and probably us, too. And the air is terribly polluted as you can see.


“We’ve long had alternatives to oil-based fuel. And the technology already exists for more fuel efficient engines and even cars that don’t run on gas. John said big money supported by politicians won’t let new technology take hold until the oil runs out. Then they’ll look like hero’s by coming out with so‑call, new inventions that will save the day.


“One of the big threats today is the destruction of the rain forests, which produce the oxygen we breathe.


“I just read an article that claims that the earth is an organism, and that humanity, like a cancer, is destroying it. But the earth is fighting back. Deadly plague-potential viruses are coming out of the rain forests for one thing. Also, the incidents of earthquakes, famine, weather changes and disasters, volcano eruptions and so forth are greater in frequency these days than ever before in the history of the planet.


“I take my hat off to the environmentalists who are trying to do something about it. If I wasn’t so busy I might jump on that band wagon. Maybe I will anyway,” she reflected.


Lisa had been listening but her mind was preoccupied with another matter.


“Bernie,” she said questioningly.


“Yes, dear?”


“I have to talk to you about something.”


“What is it Lisa?” Bernice’s voice showed concern.


“Me and Tim are supposed to meet with Leroy while we’re back there. Tim thinks Doctor Summers has left him the clinic in town.”


“What are you going to do?”


“I don’t know, we haven’t talked about it yet.” It was apparent by the expression in Lisa’s voice that she was in a quandary.


“Lisa, you have had a very tough life. And now you are about to enter into what I suspect will be a happy marriage and fulfilling future. And you deserve it. So does Tim. Together, you must decide the future. What I’m trying to say is that whatever you and Tim decide, is OK with me.”


“But what about our...”


“Our plans,” interrupted Bernice. “Without you I would never have been able to get started in the first place. We’re well organized now and the program will go on. As you know, Christine has decided to stay. And I have my granddaughter, Susan, plus my daughter, who is going to come and live with me for awhile. After the divorce she will need time to get her life back on track. Either Sarah or I will be there to supervise the girls.


And I figure I will still have enough time to keep fund raising activities going. I have a group of competent and dedicated women behind me now, and we’re even thinking about going nationwide.”


“You mean you’re not gonna miss me?” pouted Lisa. Underneath this little facade, she was relieved.


“Of course I’m going to miss you. You know that, you big lunk,” Bernice said in return, displaying her familiar, loving smile and grasping Lisa’s hand. “Give yourself some breathing space and just ask, ‘Lord, what would you have me do.?”


“I’ve been doing that since this plane took off.”


“Then be patient and wait, you’ll get your answer. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.”


“I know, but thanks. I guess I needed to be reminded,” replied Lisa gratefully,.as she peered out the window at the gray clouds floating by below them.


Bernice had released her own conscious desires and expectations in order to allow her friend to freely choose without the presence of guilt. Her train of thought then drifted to her son, John Jr. ‘I will visit him soon and I will make things right, one way or another. I must bring my family together again. I can—and I will, do it!’ A broad confident smile spread across her face.

__________


Exiting the tunnel leading from the plane, Lisa strained to look around the people in front of her. Then she spotted Tim standing there, alone. With the aid of her cane for support she limped toward him. As they met, he wrapped his arms around her in a welcoming embrace.


Lisa was swept by a wave of emotion. Her mind was devoid of thought, yet she was realizing, at deeper level, how precious life really is and how wonderful it is to love a mate unconditionally.


Bernice watched and allowed herself to experience their joy.


“Everyone is saddened at the loss of Doctor Summers.” said Tim, after greetings and hugs had been exchanged all around.


“Yeah, I can imagine,” Lisa said softly.


Sissy and family were waiting for them at Mama’s old house. Reuniting with Sissy, Jake, and the kids and being back in Mama’s house gave Lisa a sense of truly being home. It was as though she had never completely left. And thanks to Doc Summers, she understood why.

__________


The morning of Dr. Summers' funeral, Lisa awoke to the familiar smell of freshly brewed coffee coming from the kitchen. She lay in bed beside Tim, looking out the window. She watched snow flakes slowly drift by. Memories of her, Sissy and Mama sitting on this very bed exchanging pleasantries floated though her mind. They would often do this on cold snowy mornings, chasing Daddy out of bed.


“Better get up, you guys!” called Bernice from outside the bedroom door. “Coffee’s on and breakfast is coming up.”


“Good morning.” Tim yawned, pulling Lisa’s body next to his.


“Hi, big guy,” she said. And they kissed. Despite the upcoming event of the day they were happy in this moment.

__

 Chapter Fifty Two 

Tim, Lisa and Bernice were the first to arrive at the church. There were the matters of Lisa singing during the service and Tim delivering a eulogy, to be discussed and arranged with the pastor. Fresh snow blanketed the church yard. Lisa held Tim’s hand and Bernice’s arm was around Lisa’s waist as they approached the two huge oak doors that emptied into the old church.


‘And I thought that the next time I walked through these doors, it would be to get married,’ Lisa sadly mused to herself. ‘Life’s like a poker game, the Doc often said, you never know what kind of a hand you’re going to be dealt. In spite of our carefully laid plans, the only thing you can be sure of is that each day will offer you a taste of the unexpected. Events occur in their own time and we never seem to be ready.’

The church quickly filled to capacity. And outside, throngs of mourners gathered to pay final tribute to the man to whom many owed their very lives.


Pastor Bacon was visibly upset. He acknowledged it at the beginning of his talk by saying that he was assured that his good friend was safely in heaven. However, he admitted his humanness by stating that he grieved for his personal loss. He expressed the highest of praise and admiration for Doc Summers, bringing tears to this crowd of hundreds.

__________


Due to the inclement weather many chose not to participate in the gathering afterwards at the Summers ranch. Leroy needed to talk to Lisa and Tim. He saw Tim engaged in conversation with Ellie and Arnold across the room. After a few moments of trying, he caught Tim’s eye and beckoned him to come over.


“Tim, when you and Lisa are up to it I need to talk to you about Doctor Summers’ estate.” 


“Now would be fine, I’ll get Lisa and we will join you in the study.”

__________


Leroy sat in the doctor’s chair, his briefcase spread open before him on the desk. He brushed the gray stubble of beard on his chin with his forefingers, while studying a document that lay in front of him. He lifted his head and peered though the top half of his bifocal glasses. “Like I have mentioned before, Tim, Doctor Summers designated me as executor to his trust. I don’t know if you’re aware of it or not, but the Doctor had no living relatives. And he had definite ideas regarding the disposition of his estate.


“It primarily involves you two, as principals. Originally, he wanted to talk to you personally, but put it off due to Lisa’s accident. He knew time was running out so I suggested he make a video tape in case he didn’t make it. He left Ellie, Leona, and Anna a sum of money, but that’s not on the tape. He amassed a pretty large fortune over his career but felt he was too old to start anything new with the money.”


Leroy got up, walked over to the VCR and inserted the tape. 

__________


Doc Summers’ pale face appeared on the screen. His first words were, “Please do not be alarmed at my ghostly appearance. I feel pretty good and I am in no pain.


“Hello, my dear friends, Lisa and Tim. The time for me to make my transition is near. And I don’t mind, because this old body has about had it. But before leaving this dimension there is a matter of unfinished business. I put before you an awesome challenge for consideration. I offer the resources I have left behind in order to further the cause. My goal, in my individual pursuits, has always been to strive toward the healing and uplifting of mankind.


“You see, as a species, contrary to common but erroneous belief, we are not very intelligent. Consider, how could we be, when we have come so dangerously close to rendering our planet uninhabitable? “We certainly haven’t been operating in alignment with truth. Unfortunately, the foundation of our social structure is contaminated with the residue of greed, hunger for power and individual gain and their subordinate by‑products. It is the insanity of our irrational thinking that has brought our pain and suffering; not God. Society is sick and decaying from within.


“However, there is good news. Human bondage created from fear-based ideals is finally coming to an end. As I have told you before, Lisa, there is a spiritual revolution taking place. Through divine intervention, we are proceeding into a new millennium. And you two, if you choose to get on the bandwagon, can be among those that will stand in the light and carry the torch into this new and glorious time.


“Living in a dimension of light and love, free of the illusion of fear, is on the horizon. It is the next step in human evolution. You can be among the thousands of light bearers, who are of all religions, cultures, and countries that are finding within their innate soul center a personal union with God. In one form or another, these human lights through their prayers, thoughts, actions and deeds are directing a plea to all, to wake up and recognize the fragility of the planet and our social structural. And that the human species if it continues on its present course could be nearing extinction. In my view, this is all in accordance with Biblical prophecy and is not to be feared.


“In the new millennium, however, the planet will be populated by the surviving souls who embrace compassion and unconditional love.


“Your mission, Lisa and Tim, should you accept it...” The Doctor stopped for a moment to laugh at his own wit. “I want to help put you in a position to reach out to the sick and downtrodden through the clinic. Tim, I would like you to consider taking over the clinic. I have left enough money to start a new wing. Maybe that will lead to a new community hospital here in Pattersville.”


“Tim!” exclaimed Lisa, squeezing his hand. Tim was all smiles. This was more than he expected.


“And Lisa, my dear little friend,” the Doc continued with a mischievous snicker. “I am fully aware of your responsibilities at the Chandler House in California. But I want you to consider my offer anyway. I propose to leave to you, in trust, this ranch and everything on it. There are two conditions. One is that Anna may live here as long as she chooses. The other is that you establish a house for wayward girls here like you did with Bernice in California.


“Nothing sickens and appalls me more than the atrocious manner in which society treats children. At least by setting something up here, you will be able to help some of them.


“An important part of elevating the consciousness of society is to reach and teach the children. By example, you will teach those young girls the essence of love and compassion. This can only be accomplished through your benevolent actions and deeds.” He emphasized the word ‘only’ “You will be assisting in bringing in a new generation of young people that will inherit this continuing process.


“As disciples of truth, you will guide and teach many who will in turn do likewise. With your knowledge and pureness of intent, you can’t go wrong.


“I love you both and respect whatever decision you make. I can see no other way.


“Bless you and I’ll be in touch,” he said, in closing, with a humorous snicker. His face disappeared from the screen. Leroy switched off the VCR. Lisa continued to stare at the blank TV screen as though hypnotized. Seeing Doc Summers alive on video and listening to his proposals left her stunned, yet she knew what he meant by his last remark. Tim, too, was speechless.

__________


Leroy broke the silence. “You have plenty of time to make up your minds. If you want to think about it for a couple of days, I can come back.”


Tim and Lisa looked at one another. “I don’t think that will be necessary, Leroy. Can you give us a few minutes?”


“Sure, I’ll be right outside.”


“Honey,” Tim said, looking intently into her eyes. “From where I stand I see only one issue.”


“You mean Bernice?” Lisa was entangled in mixed emotions.


“Let’s go talk to her.” Tim reached for her hand and led her out the door into the reception room.


Bernice had already sensed what was coming and walked over to them.


“Bernie,” Lisa said in a restrained, hesitant voice.


“Yes.”


“Doctor Summers wants Tim to take over the clinic.”


“Why I think that’s wonderful, dear.”


“That’s not all! He wants me to turn his ranch into a place for girls like we did your house in California.”


“I see.” With introspective tuition, Bernice studied her young friend’s face. “I think you should seriously consider that.” 


“But what about...”


“About us, you mean?” Lisa nodded.


 “Lisa dear, I have finally figured out that this is not about us. It’s about something bigger and much more important. And, I think you realize that. I also believe that Doctor Summers planned it out like this months ago. And he’s right, so that’s that.”


It was a matter-of-fact true statement, but inside, Bernice felt a sadness. Leroy, somewhat surprised at Bernice’s insight, responded by confirming her suspicion.


“That rascal!” Lisa’s voice carried an undertone of affectionate admiration. Nestling closer to Tim, she held her emotions in check. “I’ll go back with you, Bernie, and stay until someone else is trained and we’ve made a smooth transition.”


“That would me be nice, dear.” Bernice smiled with warmth and understanding, happy for herself, too, that she would have a little longer with Lisa.



That night, while sitting up in Mama’s bed, Tim and Lisa talked extensively about ideas and plans for the clinic and “The Summers Ranch For Girls.” She had decided to name it that.


“Tim?” she said, leading to a question.


“Yeah.”


“After we get married, in the spring, Bernice wants to have a reception for us in California. All the girls can’t come out here for the wedding, you know.”


“Sounds OK to me. So it’s spring is it?”


“Yep! That OK?”


“Yep. OK with me.”


“Then, if we can squeeze in the time, I wanna go on a cruise. And I know just the ship.”


“Would that be the Sunbeam?”


“Yeah—how did you know? Never mind. I love ya, big guy.”


“Me too,” he said, putting his arm around her and pulling her close.


“Night, big guy.”


“Good night, my love.” They kissed with infinite tenderness.


With her head snuggled against his chest, she closed her eyes. “Thank you GOD. Thank you again for the SECOND CHANCE,” she prayed to herself. 


And peaceful slumber came.

 A New Beginning 
__
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