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			Jolie had been holding her husband’s hand for hours. His eyes were closed. His body now lifeless except for the shallowness of his breathing. She turned her head and looked out the window. She had been sitting beside Riley’s bed now for 11 days and each day was getting increasingly worse. She physically hurt so deep down inside her body, it was a pain like she had never known before and could not have explained it with words if she wanted to. The thought that she was going to lose her sweet, sweet Riley, was debilitating to her. He was slowly leaving her, withdrawing from a world they carved out together. The angel of death was lingering and while she knew it, and expected it, the little girl within her wanted to stand up and shout, wanted to stomp her feet hard on the floor in pure defiance. She wanted to shout toward the Heavens, Why, why, Why Him, why now.

			She knew deep within her that she could not do those things. The child in her may have needed to do that, but the woman inside her knew better. From day one she and Riley had shared in something unique and very beautiful. They both knew it and felt it. It was that something special that people are always looking for, rarely find and never seem to get enough of. How often in her own lifetime had she heard or seen of love as true as theirs? Their union was blessed from the very beginning.

			Still in her mind she, and in her heart, she pleaded silently to God. “Wait…. this isn’t fair…to Him…to me…. we wanted more time…please… please…. not yet”. Jolie knew begging was futile. They both knew this time was approaching. In the hospital weeks earlier, she and Riley agreed that he would come home to die. Jolie told him she would stay beside him; she wouldn’t leave him alone and she convinced him over and over that it wouldn’t be too much for her. She could handle it. She wanted to handle it. She needed to. This cold February morning she couldn’t get her arms wrapped around the thought of life without her beloved Riley. Her heart had blinders on. She knew the time was nearing but she didn’t want to believe it or accept it yet. She wasn’t ready. Then again, she would never be ready to endure what was charging at her full speed. Holding onto Riley’s semi lifeless hand, caressing his face was still better than what she knew was eventually going to come. Soon she wouldn’t have his cold hand to hold, or his beautiful silver hair to comb. Tears fell like rain drops down her cheeks and fell onto Riley’s white t-shirt.

			Jolie ran her left hand up and down his forearm as she had done so many nights when they would fall asleep entangled in each other’s arms. Riley was her earthly salvation. He loved with his whole heart. With his eyes wide open and it was never a selfish love just for him. He yearned for Jolie to see in herself what he saw in her. The beauty, the intelligence, the tender heart, the goodness, her pioneering spirit, the wordsmith that was bred into her. Many times, Riley told her that she had everything a man could want and more and yet she never really knew herself, never really saw herself, or her capabilities. He yearned for her to see herself through his eyes one day, and he promised her, he would make that happen. With a slow, steady, dependable love.

			Riley tried to lift his arms off the bed, but the weight of the added water that had been collecting around his elbows and forearms made it impossible for his frail body. He was down to 122 pounds with nothing but bones holding his skin up. Now and then he would thrash his head back and forth and whisper to her about a white horse at the foot of his bed or ask Jolie just as clear headed with his eyes closed if she could see the angel flying around the room. Yesterday he was more able to communicate and continually ask Jolie.

			“Why won’t God just come take me…I’m ready, at least I thought I was. Why hasn’t he called me home yet. What if I am not going to heaven?” Jolie fought back the tears as she tried to the calm the fearful boy that was appearing more and more through the man lying on his death bed. One moment Riley was so alert and awake, in the next moment his mind was slipping back into his childhood.

			“Oh Riley if there is a place in Heaven for anyone it is you my Darling. There isn’t a person I know on this earth that is more deserving than you are. It’s just not your time yet. The Lord is still preparing a place for you and allowing us to have a little more time together. You will be in Heaven on time Sweetheart, I promise”, she would try to encourage him through tears and veiling her pain”. Rising out of her chair, Jolie kissed his lips gently. Her head was pounding. Whether it was from sitting through the long days and nights beside his bed on a wooden chair, or from her lack of sleep or food it didn’t much matter. Her heart hurt every time she thought of a life without Riley in it.

			Riley counted in his sleep and would call out the names of old teams of horses his parents used to farm with when he was a small boy. One morning, shortly after daylight, when he couldn’t get Jolie’s attention from the kitchen, she walked up to his bedside and saw tears streaming down his cheeks and rolling into the folds of skin on his neck.

			“Oh my goodness Riley, whatever is the matter” She lovingly ask.

			He pointed out the picture window and with all his might he was able to whisper…

			“Cardinals …on..the…f..fee…..feeder. See. “. He was exhausted just by saying those words. Jolie saw the bird feeder outside the window. There were four male’s cardinals in the trees and on the feeders while the female cardinals of a lighter hue in color busy eating. Riley loved birds. Their colors, their characteristics, he was a bird admirer. After getting him settled back down, rubbing his bone riddled body with lotion she folded his blankets up around his chest and lifted his arms that were now bigger than his thighs and gently lay then on top of the blanket. She raced off to her office and when she returned, she had a set of small bells, a pencil and some tape in her hands. She taped the bells to the top of the pencil and then gently placed the pencil into his hand and leaned down to whisper into his ear.

			“Here you go Darling…. now when you want me or want to show me some more cardinals just shake this pencil ok”. He looked over at Jolie and seemed to study her. Her haunting green eyes with gold starbursts were sad today. He was shaking his head up and down in agreement and then he spoke.

			“Are you ok, My Angel?” He ask with a dry smile closing his eyes before she could answer. His moments of clarity always surprised her. One moment his mind was sharp, the next moment he was blank, not there at all.

			“I’m fine” …she whispered. “I’m doing ok” she would answer rubbing his arms and sitting back down in the chair. Her tears fell endlessly down her cheeks, she leaned forward and rest her head against his hand.

			This morning Riley’s breathing was worse, it was shallow and very labored. His chest would rise and fall with long pauses in between that were getting longer and longer still. The coloring of his skin and his moments of alertness were diminishing also. His huge farming hands that Jolie had loved all these years, were still large for the man’s size, but this morning they were like balloons. She recognized all these signs from when she helped take care of her grandmother as she was passing. Riley’s body was filling up with water. His nails were turning blue. Last night he could still feel and move his feet, now as Jolie touch them, they were blue and cold. There was so much liquid filling his forearms and elbow area this morning that Jolie could hardly choke back the pain deep within her gut that threatened to explode in an ear deafening sound. Yet, deep within, she knew their time was fleeting and she wished him to go. She hated to let him go, but she wished for him to be out of all the pain and suffering. No person, should have to lay in bed for weeks, breathing as their bodies decay, she wrote in her journal yesterday. It’s such a wretched way to leave this world.

			A few of Riley’s close friends had been stopping by throughout the last few weeks and offered any help to Jolie she needed. She wanted none. In fact, she was very protective of Riley at this time, and did her best to keep people away on his bad days. He deserved all the honor, respect and dignity she could maintain for him, and she worked hard to keep it all intact. Morning through night twenty-four seven she remained by his bed. She was his whole healthcare team. She wanted to be.

			On that first Friday evening when the ambulance brought him home from the hospital the two of them were like two teenagers having a camp out in the living room. He was in a hospital bed brought in from Hospice. Jolie bunked down on the couch with his hospital bed pulled as tight to the couch as they could place it. They held hands through his side rails and giggled and laughed and cried long after the lights were out. If there had been witnesses to that evening, they would have never believed the man was coming home to make his final exit from the world. Jolie loved that evening. It was a bittersweet memory, but she clung to it these days.

			There was no laughter now, no camp out in the Livingroom. Only tears. Time slowed to a crawl and for the last 6 hours Riley hadn’t regained consciousness. No sound. The last time he spoke, he had asked for a pencil and wanted to write something. In a hurry all Jolie had at her fingertips was the manila folder where she kept track of him morphine doses. She placed the folder under his heavily weighted arm and wedged a white pencil in between his large fingers. He scribbled the word “love” and a multiple of other lines that were not legible. She kissed him gently and whispered.

			“I love you Riley. I love you so much.”

			It was shortly after 7 p.m. Jolie was sitting on the end of Riley’s bed. She had just finished rubbing warm lotion on him as she had been doing for days. The warmth of the lotion and her hands caressing him seemed to give him comfort. Her head was down, her hand was resting on his shin covered with only a flannel sheet. She heard a different sound coming from Riley, that she hadn’t heard before and suddenly she realized that the small rattling sounds he always made was gone. Instinct told her what was happening. Her mind and body filled with panic. She moved up to the head of the bed, grabbed Riley’s hand, then laid her head down across his chest for the last time.

			Silence filled the air. No breathing. No gurgling. He was leaving her, he was going home, free from the sick, pained racked body that he had been trapped in. Jolie was relieved for his sake. No one deserved to lay in a bed, their bodies slowly decaying out from under them. No one should have to bear such pain day after day, and still that that heart stopping moment she also knew that a part of her was dying right along with him, a part of her heart was going home with him and she would never be the same. She whispered through her sobbing tears over and over…

			“It’s ok honey, you go on, I’ll see you again. In a place where we never have to say goodbye. I love you, love you so much.

			At 7:15 p.m. it was finished. The beautiful love and the life that the two of them had shared was over. Riley’s journey on earth had ended, and another life in a whole new dimension was just beginning. For the first time in her life, Jolie truly wondered what all Heaven entailed. Would Riley be able to still see her, would she feel him near at some sweet moment as she had heard others talk about now and then? Would she be able to pick up the pieces, and continue walking forward each day, without the sweetest man she had ever known? It all seemed like a bad dream; she wasn’t been able to wake up from. It was surreal. She kissed the blue lips of her beloved Riley once more before reaching for the telephone to make the necessary dreaded calls.

			The next week was a whirlwind of arrangements, appointments, viewings, visitations, and finally a graveside service at the small rural cemetery, a stone’s throw from the farm. Months earlier the two of them had picked out a beautiful large “pudding stone” from the back field, had it engraved with their last name on it and it was stored in the barn on a skid, to be placed over their joint burial plot when the time came. A pudding Stone was a conglomerate that consisted of distinctly rounded pebbles of varying colors that nature somehow encased within a larger stone. The beauty of them was even more unique if the larger stones were cut in half. Reds, yellows, blues, browns, and grays. Riley’s parents had puddingstones for their headstones also.

			A week after the burial, the sexton made arrangements to have it picked it up and put into place. Jolie was grateful that he took care of that portion of the details. On the afternoon she saw the pay loader pull into the drive and up to the barn, she knew why it was there, and chose to stay inside. The following morning, on her way to town she drove into the small country cemetery to view the stone in place. It was beautiful. As sad as it was for Jolie to see his name written on the stone, she understood completely why he had requested the two of them use a pudding stone in place of a normal head stone. It looked natural setting along the tree line. Like it was a normal part of the surroundings.

			It had been a week since she lost Riley, and Jolie was grateful when it was all over, and she was left alone in the quiet of their country farmhouse. She knew with time each day would get easier, and most of the pain would lessen, and she would be able to keep walking without reminding herself how. She wanted as much time to herself as she could get without closing the doors on anyone with good intentions. She needed space, to recall and remember their good times, what brought them together, the spirited journey they shared that few have ever known. She and Riley talked many nights in each other’s arms about how blessed they were to find the real “gold” in this life. Working side by side on his farm, dancing to the radio in the kitchen after a late supper with dishes still sitting on the table. It was the stuff that dreams were made of and for whatever reason it seemed like all the stars were in alignment that one day almost 22 years ago, and for what felt like a moment in time…. they had it all. She had it all. Blessed beyond what she felt she had ever deserved or earned.

			Jolie sat on the floor of their bedroom. Her journal on her lap. In one hand her pen, in the other Riley’s funeral notice. She had been journaling since she was twelve and in the past several years had discovered that her journals didn’t have to be just writing and words. She had begun to tape tickets from concerts Riley had taken her to post it notes that he so generously placed all throughout the house, or tucked into her lunch box or coat pocket. Nothing thrilled her more than to be out in the same field with him, tilling the ground and reaching for a snack to find it covered in a post it. Often during their marriage, Riley would mail her a card for any holiday and special occasions between them. There was something he said about receiving mail in the mailbox that was nostalgic and he dreaded to see emails and texts pushing snail mail under the rug. She couldn’t argue with that kind of logic. She loved his old-fashioned ways of thinking.

			As she taped the funeral notice inside her journal her tears began to flow with each blink of her eyes. She dropped the journal and pen to the floor, grabbed Riley’s housecoat tucked it in close to her chest and fell to her side curling up in a fetal position. Her stomach hurt all the time lately, and once she was upset, her body would shake uncontrollably. She drew in a deep breath then another. Thank God, his scent was still there. She inhaled again. She wanted so badly for all of this to just be a terrible dream. She would open her eyes and Riley would still be beside her, and they would still be volleying over who made the first pot of morning coffee. She grabbed their wedding quilt off the bed, pulled it all around her, fashioned a pillow from one corner and laid down on it. She breathed in deep, closed her eyes and schooled herself back to the past. Countless times in the last few weeks, she would go over in her mind all the yesterdays they shared together. The beauty of their moments, the strength of their bond.

			She remembered the day they met….

			It was a cool September day in southwest Michigan. Jolie knew if a person drove far enough north, and took a few lefts turns off the beaten path you could get lost, and that was exactly what she hoping to do. She had been driving aimlessly for several long hours. The leaves on the trees were beginning to change colors, and the farther north she drove the more colors were appearing. The cool mornings were a welcomed relief from the hot summer days, but she knew that old man Winter was coming much too quickly for her liking. Jolie was desperate to get away, to find herself again. This probably wasn’t the best time to go missing for a week or more, but she had to get away. She packed a couple of coolers with food and drinks, tossed the bare essential she would need into a large leather suitcase, jumped into her super duty diesel pickup, pulled the shifter from park to drive and headed North. She had no destination in mind, but she knew in just a few weeks, the farm would be gearing up for the new harvest season. Time alone would be a rare commodity; this would be her only opportunity to get away and clear her head. Empty her mind of any remains him. The man who constantly brought more sadness and hurt to her life than he ever brought good. Yet, she couldn’t blame Daniel Edwards entirely.

			As her Father, Jim Mossman used to say “Jolie, how many times does a person stick their hand in a blender? Usually once is enough. That man is not for you. He doesn’t love life or people like you do. He is incapable”. Those were hard words for her to hear even though she recognized the wisdom of them. Daniel was her first beau. They grew up in the same neighborhood, road the same school bus year after year. How could she have not seen him, or on second thought perhaps she did, but the heart seems to hide flaws from the mind when a person thinks they are in love. Lately, Jolie’s mind and heart had been working together and seeing things as they really were, and it wasn’t a pleasant awakening.

			The King family owned a 400-acre farm that raised crops and animals. Since Jolie wasn’t hired for the animal part of the farm, she generally took a small break from December thru March. Each Spring she would help turned the soil, fit it, plant it, spray it for weed control, and come harvest she would run the combine and sometimes if Mr. King wanted to run the big machine, she would run beside him with the tractor and grain cart. In between the planting and harvesting she also was part of baling all the hay and straw.

			Jolie thoroughly enjoyed her job and Johnathan King was a great man to work for, and a jovial man to be around daily. He and his wife Sarah had been married for 50 years. The Kings were getting older and had placed an ad for some part time help. What they didn’t want was a young buck strutting around their farm treating them like children or invalids. When Jolie applied for the job, with a degree in Agricultural science it was Mrs. King, who insisted they give the young gal a try. Jonathon and Sarah had never had children of their own, but at the finish of their first harvest together, they knew Jolie was a perfect fit for them and their farm. She was eager to learn, she was respectful, not afraid to tackle anything and her work ethics were impeccable.

			As the main hired hand, the Kings offered Jolie a small house on 5 acres to rent. It had several large maple trees surrounding the house and the cleanup from leaves each fall was a daunting task, but she enjoyed it. It was a small, modest home with three bedrooms, a living room, kitchen, dining room, 1 ½ baths, and full basement. It also came with a 2-car garage. Although it was not attached to the house Jolie was granted permission to build a breezeway connecting the two in the evenings that first summer. With double windows on each side and a door with a screen. The garage was on the north side of the house, so the breezeway provided a cool welcoming relief from the hot summer sun. At the close of most days, she would shower and grab her dinner and a tall glass of ice tea and sit in the breeze way till the sun set.

			Fourteen harvest seasons had come and gone since the Kings hired her. Time had only knitted the three of them closer together. Jolie now made a lot of the farm decisions and hired a few young people for temporary help in the spring and fall when needed. She had grown extremely protective of the Kings as they were nearing their late seventies. Her older brother Sam was always eager to come help whenever his schedule meshed with their need for help.

			A few weeks earlier, the Kings took Jolie out for dinner. No special reason they had said. Just wanted to thank her for all her hard work. After dinner was over and the three of them were sipping their coffee when Jonathon handed Jolie an envelope. She assumed it was another small bonus. They two of them were always so generous and were constantly slipping her cash bonuses, that she used to maintain the upkeep on their home she rented from them.

			Sarah King smiled at Jolie and coaxed her to open the envelope. As she pulled the paper from its resting place. Time stopped. Jolie blinked and looked at the paper again. It was the title to the King Farm. The name “Jolie Anne Mossman” had been added underneath Jonathon’s and Sarah’s. She looked across the table at them in disbelief. “What is this?” She asks.

			Jonathon King, generally a man of reserved emotion, reached across the table and held on to is wife’s hand, and cleared his throat before he began to speak.

			“Sarah and I aren’t going to be around forever Kid. We know this. He smiled at Sarah before He continued. We have talked at length of what would become of our farm someday, our dream. We have no children. We have no one who would care about the place and love it the way we have. We both feel that you are the answer to our dilemma. You would continue to farm it, and take care of the land and the buildings, and love it the way we do. We both feel that you would be a great steward of the place. We have watched you intently for years now. We trust your judgement, your work ethic, and should the time that you need to pass it or sell it, we trust you to do with it what you need to, and you have our blessing either way. After we are both gone of course”.

			Jonathon paused, for a deep breath, “Shoot girl, you are still young, you could still have a couple children of your own to pass the place onto. Bottom line is, Sarah and I both feel that you would do us proud when we are no longer able to work it place, or we are no longer here. We have made you a full owner. You pretty much run the place anyway Jolie-girl”. He finished with a wink. “On a more sober note, though, I would ask that if I leave this old world before my Sweet Sarah that you guard and protect her. Be sure she wants for nothing and she receives the utmost care and respect that she so lovingly deserves and has given to me all these years.” The older man cleared his throat again and tried hiding his tears by reaching for his glass of water and taking a few drinks.

			Sarah King patted her husband hand and looked over at Jolie with her endearing smile. “And I would ask the same for Him. He has been good to me, and He deserves to be loved and cared for till the end. If I am not here to do that, it would bring me great comfort in knowing when the time comes someone who loves him like I do will be taking care of him and protecting him from spectators. You know, the older I get the more I see the snakes start crawling out of the woodwork when an older person is passing”.

			Jolie was speechless. She never expected such a generous gift. She had decided years ago she was going to stick around if they allowed her to and make sure no one took advantage of them or theirs gentle, giving nature. This was a gift she never saw coming, she never expected them to just make her an equal owner, and it was a gift she could not possibly repay. She was speechless.

			Jolie looked at them both intently. The thought of either of them not being here, with her, for her to see and visit with, or seek their wisdom was something she did not like to think about. She realized at that moment that Jonathon and Sarah were waiting, needing confirmation from her, needing the comfort of knowing that she would take care of them in their later years. This wasn’t all about the farm. They were trying to ensure that each of them would be lovingly cared for if one of them is gone before the other.

			“I would do all I could for either one of you, anytime. Without being made a part owner”. She said standing up to walk around to their side of the table. She hugged them both tightly. By now all three of them had tears falling down their cheeks. Jonathon padded Jolie’s arm, cleared his throat again and said, “Time for dessert ladies” and just like that, they were laughing together.

			When Jolie returned home that night, she slipped into her jammies, climbed into the bird’s eye maple bed that Sarah King had given her with the house. She pulled the quilt up around her and picked up the phone to share her the news. Who could she call at this hour, and who would really care? She paused, then dialed Daniels number. The phone rang and rang as she waited for the answering machine. Daniel screened all his calls. She contemplated leaving a message and decided to just hang up. She considered sending him an email, but she knew that too would be ignored for days. She took a few sips of water from the bottle on her nightstand.

			Who was she kidding? Daniel had never been available for her. She knew this to be true, but still there was that fleeing flicker of hope in her heart, that he would one day wake up and be different. He was never going to change. Not for her, and she doubted that he would change for anyone else one day either. If she acknowledged and accepted the fact that Daniel didn’t need or want her, she feared that her life would become an empty portal when it came to the love of a man or having someone to call her own.

			Daniel Edwards was a 38-year-old investment banker who allowed money and power to be his measuring stick and severed anyone who got between him and those precious commodities. He was stoic. Never showered Jolie with flowers or beautiful words, sentimentality was mostly vacant and not tolerated. Whenever He made any meager attempt to show affections or caring, she would cling to it like a life raft. If she said something wrong, or disagreed with one of his opinions, he excommunicated her from his life until he was ready to let it go and then he would contact her again. This was the standard operating procedure. Their pattern.

			Today it was a nauseating realization for Jolie. They had nothing in common, except for growing up in the same “one horse town”. Nothing really connected them. Not time, not letters emails, phone calls, or memories from the past made together. Nothing was held sacred to him. He loved his money and all that it could buy. When it came to people and showing true love or just the basic caring skills, he had none. She would watch him intently on the rare occasions that He would take her out on the town. He was stoic with her, the waitresses, the vale in the parking lot. Never smiling. He acted as if they should be happy to serve him. He behaved like a wealthy man who had it all. Jolie saw a man who had a shortage on love and caring and kindness towards others.

			Jolie opened the door of her nightstand and pulled the dark green leather journal from its shelf. As always, she would allow her thoughts and feelings to spill onto the white pages. Why she had been journaling for over thirty years she wasn’t sure. Her grandmother had given her a journal one Christmas when she was ten years old, and Jolie had been writing ever since. She wrote in old ledgers she found in her Dads workshop, she wrote in notebooks, anything that she could find as a young teen. Through the years, as she grew older, she would treat herself once a year or so to a rather expensive, beautiful leather journal. It thrilled her a bit to have something so lovely and the truth was, in retrospect, all this writing was probably the best, cheapest, therapy she could ever afford. Some days, when the snow was deep and the temperatures outside had plummeted, she would pull a few of her old journals from the shelf in her bedroom and read about her past years. Remembering stories, seeing how things had changed, how she had changed. There was evidence of her inner growth and sometimes she would read her writings and noticed tiny sparks of wisdom and smile. Her grandmother would be proud of her continuing to write.

			 Jolie had been driving for hours in silence. With only the sound of the tires humming along the highway to fill the silence. This was not the normal for her. Music was a vital of her life. She was raised on a small cattle and grain farm in Lower Michigan with three brothers. Her Dad raised the four kids alone when their mother left to pursue her dreams. It wasn’t a shock to Jim Mossman, when his wife Vivian had mentally left the marriage long before she physically did. Jim was an avid guitar player and singer. A Guitar was practically a guest at the supper table every night and the words to country songs could have filled the serving dishes before the food did. Music bred unity between herself, her father and three brothers. They all played instruments, everyone sang songs together and it didn’t matter if they sang well or not. Her Dad was always humming or singing or trying to learn the latest country song from the radio. Songs always had a story to tell of their own. Like poetry set to music. She loved that.

			Today, Jolie drove in silence, with no music, no songs. She was broken, hurting, guts still turning, and breathing was hard to do without tears. How could she have been so be stupid? Again. Would she ever learn? Was she that lonely? Was she that desperate that she had to invite THAT SAME heartache back into her life one more time? She should have known better. She cursed herself again for the hundredth time. She had barely recovered from her last rodeo ride and fall with Daniel. Being exiled by him for over three years was a hard pill to swallow. This last blow was even harder to hear, and though she was hurting and reeling from the reality of it all, she knew this had to be the last go around with him.

			With each incident her recover time was getting longer and it would affect her self-esteem which in turn would carry over to her work on the farm and Jonathon King would be the first to notice and would inquire if she was alright or sick or something. Hating to worry him, she would mention Daniel and Jonathon would try to coax her into releasing him. “He’s a bad fish”, he would say, or “Everything about him smells, send him back down the creek”. Then He would see the look on Jolie’s face, and apology immediately. Telling her it was really none of his business but how much he and Sarah thought of her and hated to see her hurting over the likes of him. They believed she deserved better if she would just get out there and look a little more.

			For Jolie, the realization had finally hit home. Whether Daniel was walking upright and breathing or crawling on the ground like the snake he was, for her sake he had to be gone from her life permanently this time.

			“Idiot” she called herself out loud, as her hand came crashing down on the steering wheel.

			When she found the email from him a while back, she should have just deleted it without reading it. Her best friend Paula had told her to spam his number and block all incoming email from him. She hadn’t done it. She didn’t listen to the voices of reason inside her own head, let alone the sound advice from someone else. Which proved to be yet another mistake.

			Jolie had known Daniel since grade school. She knew his character or the lack there of most the time. He had always been a fully self-absorbed man. His sense of humor was the only trait that he had going for him and she did enjoy the banter they shared over phone texts and emails now and then. She wanted to believe, with all her heart that somehow, He had changed. That perhaps her “tin man” had finally grown a heart inside that empty chest cavity of his. That maybe, just maybe if she jumped through enough hoops, and ate anything he dished out, He would see all the feelings she had for him.

			Countless times she had held her breath in hopes that Daniel Edwards would finally see her and see something in her worth loving. Just maybe, this time around He would want to get to REALLY know her. She wanted to believe he had grown up. She was so incredibly tired of the dating scene. Trying to meet someone and get to know them and being able to trust them. It was all so exhausting. Most of the men she dated her age only wanted or needed a maid, slave, or a concubine. Not to mention a stepmom for their kids. No matter where she went, if someone found out she was single, they always knew a friend of a friend, or they had a nephew or a grandson that would be just perfect for her. It was the same old conversation time and time again. She now feared she would just grow to be an old maid and hide away from the rest of the world.

			Whenever Daniel would contact her, her heart would leap towards hope and she would let him back in. That is what was haunting her today. She would listen to his tales, believe him, and tolerate everything from him that she wouldn’t take from anyone else she dated. Daniel had charisma. No doubt about that. He would never over talk, but now and then he would come up with these “one liner” that sounded exactly like something Jolie would have heard from an old Cary Grant movie, and she would etch them into her brain and hang on to them far longer than she should have.

			Now that she had removed the rose-colored glasses she always wore when she was around Daniel, she could see that he wasn’t going to change, and there was no future for the two of themEnough was enough. If she was destined to be alone the rest of her life so, be it, but she needed to stop investing her time in Daniel. He left her feeling down and depressed about herself because she couldn’t be whatever it was, he seemed to need, or want and his need would change from day to day.

			Jolie yearned to find comfort in being herself, wanted to accept herself with all her imperfections and still walk into her days with her head up, shoulders squared and eyes open. Daniel kept her on the ground, underneath his fancy leather loafers. She was always wondering what was wrong with her and why he couldn’t ever seem to care about her.

			“Shoes don’t stretch, and men don’t change Honey” …Jolie remembered her Grandma Sylvie saying time and time again. Another of Grandmas famous lines was “Given the chance, a bottom dwelling man and mascara will always run”. She was right. Thoughts of her Grandma this morning while traveling brought some welcomed relief to her mind. Grandma Sylvie was a gifted woman with words, and poetry and created beautiful oil paintings once her family was raised and she was retired. She lived for and loved her family. She and Grandpa Art had seven children and numerous grandchildren and great grandchildren. They had both been gone for many years now, but Jolie still missed them. They always believed in her and her abilities even when Jolie didn’t believe in herself.

			Three years ago, after a few weeks of not hearing from Daniel. She sent him a text. The two of them text back and for a few weeks. It was all going normal. As far as normal was regarding the two of them. His texts became shorter, and fewer and one day Jolie sent him a text and simply said that no matter how many times Daniel had been married She would always care about him and wanted to know how he was doing. Daniel being a 3-time veteran of marriage had apparently tossed the phone across his desk and never contacted Jolie again. Dead Silence.

			During those banishment years, Jolie sent an email or two, apologizing for whatever she had said, and inquiring how he was doing. There was never any response. An entire year passed by, then two, then three. Finally, she sent an email and told him that he could be proud of how well he could hold a grudge, and suggested that he use that fact as an epithet on his gravestone. She was done writing to him.

			Within her heart, Jolie knew they shared no similarities at all, but there was something about him that always drew her back in time and time again. Perhaps it’s because He was her first taste of love, and she was his or perhaps it was just the multitude of other firsts that she experienced with Daniel that made her always want to re connect with him in some way. She never felt that people were expendable and couldn’t throw away someone once they were in her life. Distance between them could possibly grow but she tried to always be cordial to anyone she ran into.

			Whatever caused her temporary moment of insanity a few weeks ago, responding to his text proved to be lethal for her. A Disaster. She wished she could erase it all from her heart and her mind. Each time she walked through these muddy waters with Daniel her self-esteem would rear its ugly head and the race would be on. Who would win each day? The smart, intelligent Jolie, or the young Jolie that felt she was never good enough and didn’t deserve love of any kind. She wondered, was a hard woman to love? She worked like a man, but she dressed and acted like a woman when she wasn’t on the farm. She liked to quilt and write and fish and she loved playing her guitar when she had time to spare. She was kind, and courteous towards others. Most the time. Yet Daniel always made her feel as though he was doing her a favor by talking with her or spending any time with her at all. Like she was an obligation he had to fulfill whenever his time frame permitted it.

			The last time the two of them had breakfast together, He was constantly checking his phone. He didn’t smile across the table at her, He didn’t ask her anything about her life, or her job or her family. He didn’t hug her hello or hug her goodbye. Once outside the restaurant, He looked at her and spoke. “Well, you might as well climb in and let me take you for a ride in my Vette”.

			Sounding more like an order than an invitation Jolie sank down into the passenger’s seat and buckled in. Why she had done it, to this day she didn’t know. It was obvious Daniel did not know her at all. A vintage sports car never turned her head. A truck with 20” wheels, dual exhaust, and diesel smoke bellowing out of the exhaust would cause her to turn her head every time. She was country, clear down to her Dan Post boots. That was her choice. A Convertible was a pain in the back side as far as she was concerned. Her hair blew everywhere as He zipped down a few city blocks, she couldn’t open her eyes to even see where they were going. She cast a quick glance toward her driver. Daniels hair was short and didn’t require wearing a hat. He drove with one hand on the driver’s door, the other on the wheel, and hid behind his aviator sunglasses. She couldn’t tell if he was enjoying the little drive or not. When he pulled back into the restaurant parking lot he didn’t offer to get out of the car.

			“See you later” He said. That was her cue to get out of the car. She opened the door and climb out of the burgundy corvette and shut the door. Pulling the car into drive Daniel tossed a wave over his head and he was gone. She hated that day. Hated that she had made the effort once again for someone who was so connected to things that he didn’t realize how much he really didn’t have. His life seemed so sterile and clinical to her. Many times, that day replayed in her mind and Jolie had wished every time that she had passed on the ride. Why hadn’t she just said no thank you to the ride. She could only imagine the look on his face if she had dared to say the word. She was never a fan of cars. New or vintage it never really mattered. Yet, like a teenager without her brain in full gear she climbed into his car like a robot receiving a command.

			Jolie took a deep breath and wiped her tears on her sleeve. As she continued to drive. She had a bad learning curve when it came to Daniel. This time around it only took a matter of weeks before she had irritated him again and he let loose telling her all that was wrong with her, and why she would end up alone the rest of her life. Her nightmare spoken out loud and by him sent her spiraling to the ground. He crushed her heart for the last time beneath his boot heal, and though she felt much like Scarlett O’Hara in the movie Gone with the Wind, she vowed that she would never again allow Daniel Edwards back into her life. Not ever, not via phones, letters, cards, or emails. She would bury his memory on this trip, once and for all. Her first teen love would cease to exist. She aimed to shake the ashes of their relationship off her boots and walk on into a different, better life. She would eradicate his memory from her mind and never look back.

			It all sounded good in her mind, but her heart knew it wasn’t going to be that easy. She allowed herself to love him unconditionally all these years, no matter the lapses in his communication. Each time he called, her heart leapt, and she ran. When he didn’t call, she worried and feared and danced with the devil in and out of bouts of depression. It was time she grew completely up and accepted the facts, as they were.

			The relationship with Daniel was just toxic. No good ever came from it. It had to be over. No matter how much it hurt, she needed to heal the wounds from him and move forward. She wasn’t getting any younger and anytime spent with him eventually proved to be a waste of her time. Time bought and paid for that she could not get back. At 34 years old, she still yearned to be a wife, to have a husband, maybe adopt a child or two if it was in the master’s plan. She kept hoping that it would be sooner than later, since the years behind her were now more than what was in front of her. Time was slipping away. The life clock was ticking and so was her lonely heart.

			In the first surprise email from Daniel, after those years of silence, he invited Jolie to come south for a visit. He wanted her to see his new place. It was just 5 hours south of her. Though the two of then hadn’t spoken on the phone during their new six-week record of corresponding via text, their conversations seemed genuine and normal. They shared opinions on country songs, a television program or two, and now and then they would talk about things they were working on in their homes or at their workplaces.
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			Daniel wouldn’t talk about his life in a personal manner, or about the sons he had with his first wife. He wouldn’t mention his second wife hardly at all and Jolie knew nothing about the third wife he had mentioned once by accident. She figured this wife must have materialize and departed with the three years of the silent treatment he gave her.

			Daniel didn’t seem interested in anything that Jolie was dealing with on the King farm, and most the time wouldn’t comment back on anything she shared with him, or anything that may have been considered personal. If she sent photos of a new calf, grinding feed, plowing the fields, or harvesting it was as if she had never sent them at all. Daniel never commented on the pictures or acted as if he had received them.

			Between her job at the King Farm, and her family, spare moments were few and far between for Jolie. One evening while texting with Daniel they set a date for a weekend visit. With the truck packed Jolie was ready to walk out the door the following morning when the phone rang. Her younger brother had called to tell her that their Father was taken to the hospital late last evening and a stress test showed he had a few blockages, and the doctors were scheduling him for immediate heart surgery. In a panic and scared, Jolie called Jonathon King and told him and then she text Daniel and explained she would not be coming down. It took him several hours before he responded to her text. He was less than pleased and made sure she knew it. He didn’t inquire about her father, but then, she didn’t really expect him to. That wasn’t him.

			About a week later, late one evening Daniel sent Jolie a text, just checking in with her. Once again, their communication resumed, and it appeared things were back to normal. Whatever “their” normal was. He never missed an open opportunity to drive home the fact that Jolie had cancelled on him and he had spent a less than pleasant weekend alone. He invited her to come once again to his place for the weekend. With a few reservations in her mind, Jolie agreed to drive south for a weekend. She packed her truck Sunday evening after the chores were done. It was Monday morning, late September as the clock on her truck flipped to 5:35 a.m. She was on the road headed south. She wasn’t completely through her hometown when she received a frantic phone call from her Sarah King. Jonathon was down at the heifer barn. Four of the beef cattle were down and though he told his wife he could handle it, and not to call Jolie back, Sarah knew he would need help and there was no one else to call now. Jolie told Sarah she would be right there, that her plans were nothing that pressing, and she was glad she had called her. She turned her truck around and leaned on the gas as she picked up the phone and tempting fate, she dialed Daniel’s cell number. She has not heard his voice in three years, so when he said hello with much hesitation, Jolie was suddenly nervous to venture forward.

			“Hey, you, she began with in a lightly guarded tone. I hate to do this again, but my boss just called and needs me back at the farm. We have an emergency. There are four pregnant heifers are all down at once, I’m not going to make it down there this weekend either. I am truly sorry.” There was an awkward silence, before Daniel spoke. His voice was low, his words select and very deliberate.

			“Now’s a hell of a time to make changes. In fact, this is way past the last-minute. Last minute change of plans would have been last night.” He was angry. His words were clipped, clear and concise.

			Jolie was stunned. It was obvious Daniel wasn’t ever going to understand the crazy demands of her life, and he was not going to accept her delinquency with the grace of a middle-aged gentlemen. In fact, it was more like the same old spoiled child response she was used to receiving, whenever something didn’t go his way.

			“Daniel, I’m sorry, really I am, I don’t plan these things. My life, my job is a bit complicated. It’s not a 9 to 5 job. Sometimes it can be difficult for me to get away. I cannot just walk out the door and do whatever I want…just because” His voice grew loud and he cut her off in mid-sentence.

			“It all sounds like a pitiful excuse to me. I try to stay clear of any kind of drama. The older I get the more I don’t care for it.” She could hear the anger in his voice, and he wasn’t even trying to hide his upset. “I am tired of woman who put their kids, or their job or their friends first in their lives. Why don’t you just turn around and go back home….and have a good life”. The line went dead. Just like that He was finished with her once again.

			At first Jolie was shocked, then she was angry. She knew Daniel could be a real jerk. Heck who was she trying to kid. He could be a downright jerk. As she drove back to the King farm, her anger turned to hurt but she gallantly fought back the tears for hours while she and Mr. King worked side by side together. They were able to separate three heifers into a separate penned area before their eminent deliveries. Then together, they pulled two calves into the world, but a fourth Heifer was immediate distress and they needed to call the local vet. Several hours had passed when Jolie and Jonathon King decided to call it a day.

			“I couldn’t have done it without kid, I sure appreciate you coming back. This could have been another large vet bill. “Jonathon said putting his arm around Jolie’s shoulder.

			“Whew, you stink old man” She said laughing out loud as she pulled away from his deliberate strong hold. They were both laughing as they climbed into their trucks, waved to one another, and headed for their own home in opposite directions.

			Jolie showered, skipped supper, and crawled into her bed and cried. Her body was sore, and her heart was aching. Daniel hadn’t changed, He was never going to change. He was inept when it came to matters of the heart and dealing with people in a compassionate, or loving way. He was as arrogant as he had always been. As if the whole world should stop and revolve around him. What he needs or wants. She wondered how she could have been so blind, for so many years. It was a welcomed relief when sleep finally claimed her.

			As the Tuesday morning daylight was crept into her bedroom window, Jolie remembered Daniels harsh words the day before, and immediately remembered that some of her things were still packed and in her truck. She grabbed her cell phone, call the Kings, and told them that she was going to try heading out again and not to hesitate to call if they needed anything. She was just going to take a couple days and drive around Lake Michigan before harvest kicked in.

			Jonathon assured her that he would give a call to her older brother Sam, if he got in a bind and needed some extra manpower. He was always more than willing to chip in on the farm. Much like Jolie’s, he loved the farm life, but couldn’t hardly make the mortgage on his own home right now, let alone a farm of his own. He brought his wife and sons to Jolie’s every chance he had, and the Kings were like grandparents to his boys.

			Jonathon could sense something was up yesterday. Jolie wasn’t herself. She was a great farm partner, and a hard worker but normally even in a stressful situation she could work through it with a smile. Yesterday, while pulling calves she just kept shaking her head, and he heard her deep exhale several times. He and Sarah have known Jolie since she was 16, they loved her like the daughter, they never had. Jonathon was sure he had surmised what was going on. Again.

			Every time Daniel showed up in her life, every time they saw his fancy little sports car in her driveway it meant trouble, and heartache for Jolie. The guy would stick around for a spell and leave her broken and scrambling to get land on her feet and not on her face. It was a pattern he watched repeated over and over.

			What he yearned to say to Jolie out loud yesterday was “Get that loser out of your life and close your hearts door to him once and for all”. Of course, he couldn’t say those words to her. He loved her, and he didn’t want to add more hurt to her. It wasn’t his style to kick a person when they were already down or shove an “I told you so” down their throat when they can barely breath on their own accord after taking such a hit.

			Once again, he remained silent until he was home and then he would talk about his penned-up frustration with Sarah. The two of them would pray for Jolie. For her heart, for her health and for a brighter future that would one day include a wonderful man that they both believed God had already chosen for her. And they prayed that whenever this man materialized in her life that Jolie’s eyes would be wide open to receive him.

			Though Sarah and Jonathon, tried several times in vain to talk to Jolie about the toxic relationship she had with Daniel it seemed to fall on deaf ears. It was hard to watch her suffer each time he jumped in and out of her life. They both knew that ultimately it would all come full circle one day and Jolie would be forced to see the writing on the wall. In the meantime, all they could do was wait and be there to support her when it all came to pass.

			It also rather helpful to Jonathon that Jolie’s older brother Sam had known Daniel for years. Not only did he agreed one hundred percent with the Kings about Daniel, but he and Jonathon had enjoyed several summer evenings thinking of way to get even with the snake she kept company with. Though they both knew they could never act upon any ideas they concocted together, it seemed to help ease their irritation regarding the situation.

			Jolie wasn’t sure where she was going, she just knew she had to get away. Away from all familiarity until she could talk without tears threatening to fall down her cheeks. Jonathon and Sarah King were not fans of Daniel, that was no secret, and she feared they would be disappointed in her if they found out where she was originally headed. Two different times. They were kind, sensitive people and one look into Jolie’s eyes, and they would know something was amiss. They would inquire and worry until she confessed, or she lied and pretended everything was fine. Jolie did not like to stretch the truth ever, and most especially not to the Kings, nor did she like to worry them in any way.

			After driving four hours in a northern direction, Jolie decided to take a series of turns off the main highway and onto a gravel road. She remained on the country road for miles and allowed it to just take her. Everywhere she looked beautiful trees lined the roadsides and were just beginning to turn colors. She only saw a few houses when she first turned off the highway, now she saw none. She wondered if people had homes up on the hills, or behind the trees, but she hadn’t seen any driveways either.

			She decided it was safe to pull over and stretch her legs for a bit. She slowed her Ford Super Duty and pulled off to the side of the road just under the shade of some large pine trees. Folding her arms across the steering wheel she looked around. The trees were so stately and green, the air heavy with pine scent. She opened her door and jumped down to the ground to stretch her legs. She closed her eyes and drew in a long slow breath. The sound of birds and water was a welcome relief to her ears. The sounds of nature were mesmerizing to her. Grabbing a bottle of water from the back seat, she closed the truck door and began picking her way through pine trees, slipping a bit on the trail covered in green and brown pine needles below her boots. The early afternoon sun shot rays of brilliance between the pine branches. It was a perfect afternoon for a walk, and the rushing sound of water off in the distance had sparked her interest.

			Lifting pine branches, as she weaved her way through the heavily wooded lot, walking slightly uphill she came upon a clearing. There was a small creek below to her right, with what looked to be a man-made dam. Large rocks had been placed across the creek and stacked on top of one another to make the water sound louder as it flowed over them. She stood and watched the flow of the creek. It twisted from the right side almost in front of her and flowed quite a long way off to her left toward the west.

			That’s when she saw it. A small log building almost hidden among the pines. Jolie glanced around to her left and then her right. There were still no signs of people anywhere and her curiosity about the cabin got the best of her. Since she was a young teenager, she always enjoyed walking through abandoned houses, vacant schools, or old barns. She liked peering into the past and imagining the life that use to be there before time and mankind destroyed it. She wished walls could talk and retell the stories of the past.

			Cautiously she began walking towards the log structure and was there in a matter of minutes. The grass was too high for anyone to be taking care of it. She made a wide sweep around to the sides and the back of the cabin. There were no windows on three sides, and still no sign of life close by. She tried to say “hello” but her voice was weak from not speaking for several hours and caused her to cough out loud instead. Quickly she covered her mouth and looked around as if she would accidently disturb someone sleeping. She took a breath and made her second attempt as she continued her approach.

			“Hello, Is anyone home…. Hello in the house”. She repeated twice. No sound.

			As she came around to the north side of the cabin, she froze in her tracks. She blinked her eyes and blinked them again to be sure she was seeing correctly. It was a view straight out of a novel. The front of the cabin faced the deep canyon and was flanked with floor to ceiling windows. Even the peak had two angled windows. Being on the northside, the sun would never shine in too much, she thought, but would let in more than enough light. It was a breathtaking view.

			The sound of the water below her seemed louder than before. Though she was plenty curious about seeing inside the cabin, the rushing sound of water cascading over rocks won her immediate attention. She didn’t go 300 yards before the ground beneath her came to an abrupt end. Below she could see the creek again, winding around trees and creating small peninsulas. She could venture down the steep slope, but it had to be 60 feet down. Again, her mind was captured by all the beauty that surrounded the place. Almost directly in front her, she could see another man-made dam. This one was built with larger rocks and what looked to be trees that were old and rotted. Someone apparently liked to make waterfalls, and she couldn’t fault them for that. She liked the sound of rippling water too.

			Jolie stood a few minutes longer taking in the scene, before backing away from the steep drop off and turned her attention back to the cabin. There was a pitcher pump just a few steps away from the cabin, with a water strategically placed underneath it. Thought it was rusty and full of dead pine needles. Much to her surprise, tucked in the middle of three pine trees was the remains of an outhouse. She walked closed to investigate. It was your typical standard one wooden seat outhouse, but the door had fallen off and was leaning against the side. The floor was completely rotted and the by the size of the hornets’ nest just inside the doorway she was certain if she needed to use the facilities, she would be taking her business deeper into the woods. This outhouse had completed its usefulness.

			She approached the cabin again. The door was secured with a simply hook and a piece of wire wrapped around it to keep it closed. The grass was almost as tall as Jolie and wild tiger lilies had grown up around the doorway. Parting the grasses and overgrown lilies with her boots she twisted the wire counterclockwise and gave the door a gentle push. It opened with ease.

			She stepped inside door and stopped. The floor seemed solid enough to walk on, and she saw no signs of any critters living inside. The cabin consisted of just one large open room, nothing fancy, but appeared practical and functional.

			The kitchen area was immediately inside the door to her right. A large, thick slab of wood had been sanded and polished and served as the only piece of countertop and sat on top of four base cabinets. From the countertop up was all windows. On the east wall, behind the kitchen door were hooks of varying sizes that held, black skillets, cooking utensils, a few pots with lids, and a couple well used almost black cookie sheets. A shelf about the hooks, held a scant amount of coffee cups turned upside down, a couple plates in that same position along with a large double boiler coffee pot and can of coffee.

			A small wood stove was sitting to the left of the door on a small concrete slab. The 2 x 4’s that someone had used to make the form were still intact. Jolie had to appreciate that kind of ingenuity. Safety mattered in small structures too. Straight across from the door sat an old gray and white Formica table with 4 matching chrome chairs in pristine condition. Jolie couldn’t help but think about the worth of that set and much an antique collector would give to own it.

			A rag rug made of varying shades of blue denim filled up the circumference of the cabin floor. There were definite signs of wear on it, but the craftsmanship was top notch. A piece of clothesline was strung along the west wall from the rafters and stretched from one end of the cabin to the other with a couple towels still hanging on it. Hanging above a red, over stuffed chair was a black circular photo of three horses with their mains flying in the air. It was a vintage photo, all black and white. Jolie had seen that print several times over the years and knew that it was still in great demand.

			A white iron bed sat against the back-south wall of the cabin. It was ornate with small iron rosettes molded on every spindle. Someone had taken great care to be sure the bed was covered in a blanket of clear plastic. At the foot of the bed, was an old black military trunk. Jolie walked over to the bed and gently pulled a corner of the plastic up. Just as she thought, handmade quilts beneath the clear protective cover. Three of them. They were exquisite. Two of them were a flower garden pattern that was very common years ago, and the other one of reds and blues and whites, and yellows were just a random collection of material all cut the same size and put together. She knelt at the end of the bed, uncovered the old army trunk, unbuckled the straps, and lifted the lid slowly. The hinges were stiff, but with a little more push she got it open. There were a couple of old wool blankets, some flannel shirts, wool socks, sheets pillows, and couple more quilts. The inside of the truck was lined with pieces of cedar that were not connected but stuck along the edges of the truck. Again, she was impressed that someone knew how to preserve such treasures to keep moths and bugs out of them. She lowered the lid of the trunk gently and stood in the silence as she scanned the cabin several times. Sitting beside the headboard on one side was a white matching iron nightstand with a lamp full of kerosene.

			Thoughts raced into her mind. Dare she? She knew she shouldn’t. She was raised to know better. You don’t trespass onto another person’s property and you sure don’t invite yourself to stay without permission. She knew this, but darkness was creeping up on her, she was weary of traveling, tired of thinking, and needed a quiet, safe place to fall. By the looks of the cabin no one had been there in years and she began to calculate the risks involved in spending the night.

			“I should be ok to crash here a day or so”, she said out loud to no one.

			She wouldn’t hurt anything. She could spend the night tucked away from the world and be gone before anyone knew she had been there. She left the cabin and walked back down to the roadway where she had parked her truck. She surveyed her surroundings several times before she found a recessed area among the pines that was large enough to drive her truck under and conceal it from the road. She hadn’t heard any traffic in the last hour while she was exploring, but she still felt better taking as much precaution as possible. The less anyone knew of her even in the area the better chance she had of not being discovered. The last thing her nerves needed or wanted was an uninvited guest in the middle of the night.

			For the first time since leaving home, she chuckled out loud. Who was she kidding, she was the only uninvited guest now!

			Jolie opened that back door of the truck and pulled the large hand tooled western tote from the seat that belonged to her grandfather before her Dad ask if she had any use it. She was thrilled to have it though it could be a bit bulky at times. The hard shell left no room for give and resembled an oversized doctor’s bag except that the color wasn’t black, the aged leather was instead a warmed honey color.

			Jolie argued with herself, that she couldn’t very well leave her guitar in the night air, so she placed her tote onto top of her cooler, grabbed her baseball bat from under her truck seat and stuffed her purse in its place.

			As she picked her way through the thick pines toward the cabin, she stopped now and then to listen for the sound of anyone else in the woods. She heard nothing but the sounds of nature. She was thankful for that, as she silently chastised herself for traveling with so much baggage. She felt like a pack mule trying to navigate up the small hill with her tote, guitar, bag of food and water and bat. The thick bed of pine needles made walking feel like she was trying to stay upright on a sheet of ice. Every step forward she took, she slid backwards a few inches. 	

			Jolie spent the next couple hours getting acclimated to the cabin. She did a little bit of light cleaning waiting for it to get dark. She kept telling herself she would be fine without heat; she could tough out the night beneath all the quilts she had found earlier. Her body argued against the idea. A while later, she had summarized that she would not be able to rest or be comfortable without some sort of heat and devised a plan to wait until dark thirty to build a fire in hopes that no one would see the smoke.

			It was nearly ten before Jolie began to rummage through the cabin wood box for pieces of kindling. Also in the box was a bag of old butcher paper, that would be useful for igniting the fire. She piled up the small pieces of kindling, crossing the pieces on top of one another, then twisted several pieces of the butcher paper and stuffed them beneath the kindling and struck a match. The fire took off immediately. It crackled and popped and slowly began to light up the interior of the small cabin nicely. Jolie surveyed the stove, for any smoke leaks or cracks in the cast before she feed the fire with the larger pieces of wood that were stacked beside the wood box.

			Making herself a quick peanut and jelly sandwich, Jolie grabbed a water bottle from the cooler, and walked over to the iron bed. As she sat down, she saw her guitar still sitting beside the table. Normally, she would pick it up and play it for a while, especially when she was feeling low.

			“No tonight old friend…I don’t have it in me”. She whispered out loud. Jolie wished she had remembered her old sweat pants and t-shirt when she was packing, but pajamas were the last thing on her mind. She wanted to get out of town before someone called and needed her for something else. Then she remembered seeing the flannel shirts in the trunk at the foot of the bed. Opening the lid, she pulled out a few quilts, extra pillows, a green flannel shirt, and a pair of brown wool socks. Kicking off her boots, she stepped out of her jeans, and tossed them onto the old red chair. Her shirt and bra soon followed. Unfolding the flannel, she slipped it on and buttoned it up. It was too large on her, but at it didn’t smell as old as it looked. The shirt was soft and comfortable and that was all she needed. She removed her thin black socks and pulled the brown woolen socks over her cold feet. They were twice as thick as her own and stopped just under her knee caps. She spread the extra quilts on top of the bed, and crawled beneath the mounds of material.

			Once it began to warm up in the cabin, Jolie sat up and stuffed the extra pillows behind her back against the iron headboard, figuring it would be the most comfortable place to write in her journal. The kerosene lamp beside the bed wasn’t bright enough for her to write. She pulled a small LED flash light from her journal tote that improved her vison immediately.

			Jolie hadn’t expected to fall asleep so quickly. Her eyes burned from crying most of the day, and the evening before. Her head hurt and her body ached from pulling calves. She would only write for a few moments she told herself. The moon stars were shining bright outside the north windows. Jolie had intended on stepping outside before she turned in to take in all their beauty. Instead, she filled two pages of her journal, cried again, drank some water, and when she could no longer stay awake, she blew out the lamp and dropped the journal and pen on the floor. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt this tired and this relaxed at the same time. The warmth of the wood fire, and the heavy quilts hugging her tired aching body, felt like she was submerged in a warm bath. She rolled towards the wall and let down all her defenses. Sleep claimed her completely.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
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			Riley Johnson was a farmer. A widower, who had spent the better part of his life on the same piece of ground. He attended a one room school house at the end of the road, and drove to a neighboring town to complete his high school years. He was a tall slender man, with silver blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and a wide smile. He loved people, and enjoyed visiting with his neighbors. He sat on many County Farm Boards, Committee Boards, Township Boards, he was nominated to them all. There was a softness about him that people were genuinely drawn to, if they took the time to know him.

			In his younger years he was known to have a bit of a temper if you infringed on his kindness, but generally he kept it under control and never abused others in his wake. Now days, it took a lot to make his blood boil. He had trained himself through the years to be courageous and kind and patience during upset. It took years for Riley to figure out that most of his short patience and ill temperament stemmed from the messes he was living with inside his own home every day. There seemed to be no end to the stress and drama, that no one else ever witnessed. He couldn’t talk about with others, he feared no one would understand or worse yet, believe what he was saying. Year after year, decade after decade, Riley learned to swallow a steady diet, of hurt, and anger, and frustration.

			Riley met and married Katrina right out of the Service. She was the only child of a wealthy couple who lived in several large cities when she was growing up. It seemed too good to be true when Katrina told Riley that she would be fine living in the country on farm, and that she wouldn’t mind his mom living with them. He wanted to believe her every word. He needed to believe her, because he didn’t the heart to tell his mother she would have to leave her home, or the farm that she and his father had built. It was their dream together, and when he died young, the dreamer inside of her struggled to keep going, but she did.

			After the wedding, once Katrina and her possessions were all moved in, it soon became apparent that her words had no merit. Tension soon mounted between Riley’s mother and his new wife. His mother, a hard-working quiet type of woman, did all she could to avoid confrontation with his new bride. She would not contradict anything Katrina wanted or demanded, or changes she made inside the home.

			Several times Riley’s mother tried to discuss multiple situations with him regarding his wife, and the two of them soon agreed that peace was not going to rein in their home with the two women living together, and Katrina, being ex-military seemed to always have the upper hand.

			On a cool Spring morning, Riley’s mother followed him out to the barn and told him that she would be leaving. She said the farm wasn’t the same without his father there and she was still hurting over the loss of him. The farm was their dream they had built together, and now that he was gone, it was just a daily reminder that the life and love they shared was gone also. She wiped her tears away with her apron and told Riley that she would be moving to Texas by the end of the month to live with his older brother Seth. He was a divorced dad with custody of four

			teen age girls and was more that elated at the prospect of their mom coming to live with him. He needed the help, and she needed to feel useful again. She needed to fill her days with more than just missing her husband or walking around the farm like a ghost. She had become depressed and was a shadow of the woman she used to be.

			After Riley’s mom had moved out, Katrina really took over the house then and everything that belonged to Riley or his family was tossed out into the garage, or stored in the basement or the barn. Outsiders looking in would never believe how Riley and Katrina lived. They appeared happily in love out in public. At home, behind closed doors no one knew the vast difference of the life they really lived. Riley slept upstairs alone and Katrina was passed out from heavy drinking on the sofa every night. For social events, she would be sober and the two of them would walk into an event dressed to kill, and when they danced everyone would watch at them in awe. They were like the Fred Astaire and Ginger Rodgers of Rural Route 3. The two of them would glide and float across a dance floor with such ease and beauty. They looked so in love and happy with one another.

			When the night was over, they would return home and life would resume its normal dysfunction. Riley would climb the stairs to his lonely, empty, bed and Katrina would grab her bottle of choice, a glass of eyes and drink until she passed out. By noon the next day, she would come to enough to begin lunch and by suppertimes she would resume drinking. It was a daily ritual in their home, a brutal ritual.

			When Katrina passed away four years ago. There was no change for Riley. He had always been alone in the house, even with her there. His life was full socially, but empty and lonely personally. How many nights had he gone to bed and dreamed of a loving woman willing to share his life and his bed with him? He had lost track of the number. Some nights he questioned if God was still at the helm and not on vacation concerning his life. His heart ached to be loved, his body ached to be held and caressed. The warmth and love he had barely experienced within the first months of his marriage had eradicated years ago. He was about to enter in his retirement years, and he expected to finish out his days in the same vacant way. Lonely, broken, and empty, exempt of love.

			On Wednesday morning, Riley was up and dressed with the sun, ready to get his day started. There was a central boiler wood stove that needed to be stoked, animals to tend to, hay to rake as soon as the dew lifted. It was a typical September day on the farm. Standing up from the breakfast table he walked to the sink with his empty bowl of oatmeal and coffee cup. He lingered at the sink and stared out the bay window like he normal. It provided the best views of the farm, no matter what time of day, and the sunsets were amazing. Rinsing his dishes, he thought he saw smoke in the distance. He blinked his eyes and looked again. It was smoke, it was a tall billow of smoke that was blowing straight up into the sky which could only mean it was coming from a chimney, and the only chimney in that vicinity belonged to him. Someone was trespassing on his property, and was inside his cabin.

			Riley, stepped back in his mind and recalled the summer he and his cousins built the small cabin in the woods. It became a young man escape from chores and other farm obligations and allowed them to step into a world of their own. The four of them spent most the summer sleeping in the cabins, and carving out their own universe. They built handmade damns below the canyons ridge to amplify the sound of water, they cut away some shrubs to get up and down the sloped hillside easier when they went exploring. One hot August day, Riley’s Dad surprised the boys and stopped by with a new pitcher pump and well pipe and a driver in the back of his truck. Together they all took turns driving a fresh water well 115 feet below ground. The convenience of having fresh water just outside the cabin door was a vast improvement from trying to carry safe drinking water from the farm most days.

			Time marched on. Riley graduated high school, and was drafted into world war II. He had completed his basic training and was stationed for only 4 weeks when he got the call that his father had died. Immediately, he was honorably discharged and sent home to help his mom run the farm, met Katrina through a friend at a bowling alley and was married shortly after.

			During the early years of their marriage, once Katrina had been successful getting Riley’s mother to move out, she began had taken most of his mother’s handmade quilts and other family heirlooms to the cabin for safe keeping. Katrina claimed they were out dated and didn’t match her things, so she would throw them onto the back porch where Riley would load them up in the bed of his truck, and move them. His Dads army trunk went there, his parents iron bed, their old dishes, his Dads favorite over stuffed red chair. Anything Katrina wanted gone wouldn’t survive unless he moved it to the cabin for safe keeping. Why he worried about saving anything was a mystery to him still, as he didn’t have any heirs to pass it down anything down to. None the less, he still carried the discarded items up through the over grown pine tree path and shoved them inside the cabin door.

			With a troublesome wife and multiple farm responsibilities Riley seldom had a moment to visit the old cabin. He kept a solid roof on it and made sure to do any repairs that was needed to protect it from the harsh Michigan winters. The cabin sat on the north side of end of the main farm property, but the memories remained close to his heart. Most folks from the area knew the land belong to the Johnson family, and seemed to respect it and never bothered it. That fact alone, fed Riley’s belief that whoever was in his cabin was a stranger to the area, a drifter, or a someone up to no good. He had meant to get up there, and bring his parents things back to the farmhouse, now that Katrina was gone, he wanted them back where they belonged. He recalled the night she passed.

			Intoxicated, as was normal, one summer evening, Katrina stumbled to the bathroom, and lost her balance as she neared her bed on the couch and fell, hitting her head on a coffee table. She complained to Riley that she had a headache and needed some aspirin. When he returned from the kitchen with water and aspirin in hand, he found her unresponsive. He called an ambulance, and followed her to the emergency room. He didn’t have to mention that his wife was an alcoholic, the paramedics and hospital emergency staff had surmised as much. They explained to Riley that her veins and arteries were in terrible shape, and as a result of her fall she had a hemorrhage on her brain. The doctor said she would not last through the night without surgery, and if she had the surgery her chances were not any brighter. It was the worse catch 22 Riley had ever had to decide on. Ultimately it wouldn’t matter, she was basically already gone, but he squared his shoulders and signed for the surgery that she did not survive.

			After the funeral, Riley hibernated for five days in the cabin. He needed to re connect with his roots, being among the earthly possessions that once belonged to his parents, brought him some comfort. He had been dropping things off in that cabin for over 40 years and he could barely get in the door. He needed to sort, collect his thoughts, and escape from all the “well-wishers” that continued to stop by and drop off casserole after casserole or cakes and pies and claim they knew what a hard time he was having adjusting to the loss of his wife.

			How could He explain to anyone that He wasn’t having a hard time adjusting? Not really. Nothing had changed in his world. He would still be cooking for himself and cleaning for himself and doing his own dishes, his own laundry, making out the bills, shopping for his own groceries. He had been doing those things for years since Katrina could not be trusted behind the wheel. There were several small bouts of relief that continued to wash over him. For one, he didn’t have to feel the shame of going into local stores and buying embarrassing amounts of liquor anymore. For another, he wouldn’t have to fight with her anymore about why he couldn’t fix her car, or why it came back from the shop still not working. If he rendered her car undriveable, she called a wrecker and had it towed to the local garage, where he would then go in and explain to the mechanic why he couldn’t have the car in running order, and he would pay for them to return the vehicle to the farm.

			The few times Katrina attempted to drive to town on her own. Each time she ran off the road, hit a mail box or a tree. Nothing serious, just embarrassing and from then on, Riley drove to get the booze she wanted. At least if she was home drinking, she wasn’t a threat to anyone but herself. He feared she would hit another car, or hurt someone seriously enough that they would sue him and then his family farm would be in jeopardy. He didn’t want any of those scenarios playing out in his lifetime.

			Riley had already been living like a widower for the last 39 years.
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