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Prologue

John rolled over in bed and propped one elbow on the pillow. He rubbed his eyes, disoriented, then groped in the dark to find the other side of the bed empty. Holding his breath, he listened. The shower in the bathroom off the master bedroom droned. He threw back the covers. Why had Ellen allowed him to oversleep? She knew he had an important meeting this morning.
Easing his long legs over the side of the bed, he tried to focus on the digital clock on his bedside table. The red numbers blurred and faded, but it looked like one-fifteen.
Not yet fully awake, he plodded into the bathroom. Through the steam of the shower he saw that Ellen’s carriage clock on the counter also read one-fifteen.
“Ellen? What’s wrong? Are you sick?”
“Well, sleepyhead,” she called cheerfully through the shower curtain, “you’re finally up. No, I’m not sick. What makes you ask?”
“It’s one o’clock, El. You just went to bed two hours ago.”
The spray stopped abruptly. “One o’clock? In the morning? It can’t be.”
“Well, it is.” He yawned and stretched. “Come back to bed, you silly girl.”
Wrapped in a thick white towel, she stepped from the shower. Her pale auburn hair clung in ringlets to her forehead and the nape of her neck. John planted a soft kiss behind her left ear.
But she brushed him off and leaned to inspect the clock, her forehead furrowed. She picked up the clock and held it to her ear, bemused laughter rising in her throat. “That’s strange…I could have sworn it was morning.”
She looked so bewildered that John thought for a minute she might truly be ill. But she dried off, retrieved her nightshirt from the floor and followed him back to bed.
Later, at breakfast, John teased her about her nocturnal wandering, and they laughed together.
Six months later he would look back to that incident as the beginning of their nightmare.



John & Ellen




Chapter One

The auditorium was crowded and stifling on an unseasonably warm May evening. The band tuned their instruments in hushed dissonance, and soon the strains of Pomp and Circumstance filled the air. Accompanied by the squeaking and grating of chairs, the audience rose to their feet and turned to watch the capped-and-gowned students file to the stage and mount the steps.
Kyle Brighton’s family took up nearly one whole row of seats in the old Calypso High School auditorium. His grandparents, Howard and MaryEllen Randolph, sat in the center of this contingent. They were flanked by Kyle’s sister, Jana, and her husband on one side, and his brother, Brant, on the other.
John and Ellen Brighton were at the end of the row on the aisle, where Ellen had insisted they sit, so they could snap a quick picture of their son as he entered.
The music rose and the first graduates filed sober-faced through the doors, their gowns swaying in time with the tassels on their caps as they did an awkward hesitation step down the carpeted aisle.
Ellen spotted Kyle first and tugged on her husband’s sleeve. “John…John, what did you do with the camera?”
He looked on the seat behind him, then turned to Ellen with a shrug, shaking his head.
She knew the camera had been there just moments before. She swept aside his jacket and her purse, searching. “Hurry up, honey,” she whispered, elbowing him. “We’ve got to find it. You’ll miss him!”
John’s gaze moved to her hand. His eyes widened and his shoulders shook with silent laughter as he pointed to the camera—in Ellen’s hand.
She looked down and gave a little gasp. Rolling her eyes in self-deprecation, she shoved the camera at him. He took it from her and quickly knelt in the aisle, waiting for Kyle to reach them. Kyle spotted his father and hammed a goofy grin just as the flash went off.
That kid! Ellen shot him an exaggerated scowl, and his smile turned genuine.
As the last crescendo peaked and receded, and the graduates took their seats on the dais, John reached for Ellen’s hand. She squeezed his fingers and turned to give him a wobbly smile. Kyle was their “baby,” so they’d been through this twice already. Ellen thought she was immune to the sentiment of the ceremony, but the music set off a rush of memories. She gulped back tears. She couldn’t cry. Kyle would be mortified if he looked out over the crowd and caught his mom blubbering like a baby.
In truth, she wasn’t being maudlin. She always cried on happy occasions, and she was truly delighted that they had reached this milestone in their lives. Their last child had made his way safely through the labyrinth of adolescence, and this was undeniably a celebration of that fact. But she’d always felt bittersweet about any transition in her life, and this one would certainly be significant.
In two weeks, Kyle would pack his bags and head to New Mexico for a hard-won summer job at a resort. He’d come home in August, just in time to pack and leave for Urbana where he would start classes at the University of Illinois.
Ellen gave a little sigh. By the middle of June, 245 West Oaklawn would officially be an empty nest. While some of her friends had found the empty-nest stage a difficult passage, she looked forward to it.
Perhaps some of her optimism was due to the fact that her family still surrounded her. Jana and her husband lived nearby in Chicago and visited often. Brant was only two hours away, also at the university in Urbana. He wasn’t quite as faithful about getting home—especially now that they were hearing more and more about someone named Cynthia—but they talked with him on the phone nearly every weekend.
It would be a comfort to her and John to have the boys at school together. Kyle would be staying in the dorm for the first year at least, but Brant lived near the campus, and she knew he would keep an eye out for his little brother.
The commencement speaker stepped to the podium, and a hush descended over the auditorium. Her hand warm in John’s, Ellen allowed her thoughts to drift. Soon, the local dignitary’s voice faded into a pleasant murmur. Time rolled back as the lifetime of events that had brought them to this moment paraded through her mind.
 
Ellen Randolph’s childhood had been idyllic. Howard and MaryEllen Randolph worked their farm six days a week from sunup to sundown, and by the time their four daughters left home, the Randolphs owned their five hundred acres free and clear.
Having four daughters in succession had not disappointed Howard Randolph in the least, but neither had he made any concessions to their femininity. His girls could drive any tractor or truck on the place, and the miles of fence that surrounded their land had been mended by the Randolph sisters—Ellen, Kathy, Carol and Diana. The Four Musketeers was what their dad had called them—still called them.
The pleasures of Ellen’s childhood on the Illinois farm came mostly from simple things—working side by side with her father in the fields, or gardening and then canning in the steamy kitchen with her mother. Money was scarce, and though there had been occasional vacations—camping in the mountains or visiting relatives in California—these were not the substance of Ellen’s memories. The delight lay in the everyday things: Sunday-night popcorn, catching fireflies behind the barn, snowball fights and sledding till midnight on the frozen pond in the pasture.
Her memories were full of grandmothers and grandfathers, aunts and uncles and cousins who seemed almost a part of her immediate family. She had a rich heritage of love and a legacy of faith that she had made her own at an early age.
Ellen graduated from college in her small hometown, packed her bags six weeks later and moved to Chicago, where she had accepted a position teaching kindergarten in North Lawndale, a rough inner-city neighborhood.
Ellen was a true farmer’s daughter whose sole experience in the city up to that time had consisted of a field trip with her high school civics class. There, from the window of the chartered bus, she and a friend had witnessed a mugging in a dark alley of the Loop. They had shouted for the bus driver’s attention and pleaded with him to stop and help, but no one else had actually seen it happen, and the driver dismissed it, saying, “Get used to it, honey. These things happen every day in the city.”
That incident made a deep impression on Ellen, and it defined Chicago for her the day her parents kissed her goodbye and left her alone in the city. Though she tried to act sophisticated and worldly-wise as she watched her parents’ car disappear from sight, in truth she was trembling like the leaves on the elm trees that lined the Windy City’s streets.
Ellen had rented a small apartment, and though it was only eight blocks from the school, she took the bus to and from work. North Lawndale was not a safe place for a young woman to walk alone, even in the daytime. In those first weeks, she often longed for the refuge of the farm, but she soon settled into her teaching job, and it, at least, was a comfortable fit.
And then John Brighton came along.
From the time Ellen was a little girl wanting to grow up and marry a farmer like her daddy, she’d had a romanticized picture of marriage. Her parents had always been openly affectionate, and the Randolph girls had a rosy model of marriage to follow. But in her wildest dreams, Ellen couldn’t have imagined how truly lovely being married would be.
 
In the semidarkness of the auditorium, Ellen turned and looked up at her husband’s strong profile. He seemed absorbed in the speaker’s message, unmindful of her gaze. At fifty, his hair was graying at the temples, his eyes crinkled with lines, but he was still handsome, and Ellen didn’t miss the appreciative lingering glances he often got from other women. She wasn’t jealous, but proud she could lay claim to this fascinating man. If anything riled her about John’s good looks, it was the fact that men in general seemed to become more dignified looking as they aged, while women—herself included—had to fight the lines, the bulges and the gray every inch of the way.
At forty-six, Ellen had managed to keep her trim figure, and people were always surprised to hear she had grown children. Oh, she found a thread of gray in her auburn curls from time to time, and the brightly lit mirror on her dressing table was ruthless in pointing out the lines that had begun to crease the corners of her eyes and her mouth. But Ellen had never been vain, and she was thankful John was diplomatic in overlooking these presages of middle age. He often borrowed the line from an ancient television commercial: “You’re not getting older, you’re getting better.”
Their marriage wasn’t perfect. She and John had their share of disagreements and misunderstandings. John could be incredibly stubborn, and he had an irritating tendency toward perfectionism. But after twenty-four years, their conversations still sparkled, and her heart still did a little flutter when he walked in the back door each evening after work. She could think of no one she would rather be marooned on a desert island with than this man who sat beside her now, waiting to watch their youngest son take his diploma in hand. Ellen squeezed John’s hand—her husband, her friend, her lover…
He turned and gave her a knowing smile.
 
John recognized the faraway look in Ellen’s eyes and knew that she was walking through the corridors of their shared history. He looked down the row at his family, now grown and writing their own histories.
He’d had such a different childhood than his own children, growing up in the city, an only child. His father had been a lawyer who lived for his thriving firm on the city’s West Side. More accurately, Robert Brighton had lived at the firm. He’d kept a foldaway cot in a closet of his large office, and to the young John it seemed the man slept there more nights than he slept at home. Not until John was older did he discover that his father’s long nights at the office were not always spent alone.
His parents divorced when he was twelve and John didn’t hear of his father again until his mother mailed the obituary to him his first year at university. Robert Brighton had suffered a heart attack in the early morning hours on the cot in his office. Alone. He was forty-eight years old.
After that, John had rarely seen his mother smile. He knew that she’d lived all those years hoping for reconciliation. He vowed that whatever he chose to do with his life, he would never allow it to become an obsession. Above all, if he were lucky enough to have a family, he would be a devoted husband and a loving father. He’d spoken his intentions aloud in the privacy of his cramped college dorm room, before crumpling his father’s obituary into a ball and throwing it ceremoniously into the trash.
It had taken years, but the closeness he and Ellen shared with each other and with their children had finally banished his fears that he might be incapable of being a better man than his father had been.
John shifted in his seat and looked over at Ellen. A quiet smile softened her pretty face, reminding him that the years since had been happier than he could have imagined—full of joy and great hope for the future.
How quickly that future had melded into the past. And now their nest was all but empty. But oh, how they’d treasured their little family through the years! It was not so long ago that he had come home each evening to the happy sounds of laughter filling their home. He would watch Ellen playing with the children when she was unaware of his gaze. It had filled him with deep contentment to see his wife’s smile—a demonstration of her happiness. Her days as a young mother at home were full and busy, and she declared her own contentment often to John.
When Kyle started first grade, Ellen had gone back to work, teaching second grade. Teaching had allowed her to be home with her own children, and John knew that it, too, brought her deep fulfillment. Even after a dozen years, she remained enthusiastic about her role as a teacher.
John served as principal of Calypso Elementary for almost ten years, working his way through graduate school, taking night classes and summer school. It was a challenge, trying to juggle a demanding career, grad classes and a young family, but when he’d been promoted to the position of high school principal, and seven years later was offered the position of superintendent of schools, it all seemed worthwhile.
Yes, their life had been full of blessings. And as he sat at this crossroad in his life, John Brighton took stock, numbering the gifts the Lord had bestowed on him.
Their children were all happy and healthy and finding their places in life. Kyle already knew that he wanted to teach—a decision that thrilled John and Ellen. And Brant was content at the university.
Jana had married her college sweetheart, Mark McFarlane, and they both had good jobs in the city.
Ellen’s parents still lived on the family farmstead, and though their age was beginning to slow them down a bit, they remained healthy and active.
John’s mother had died suddenly last summer, but Margaret Brighton’s last decade had been almost a redemption of the years John’s father had taken from her. She had doted on her three grandchildren, and when she was with them, John had often caught a glimpse of the lighthearted woman he’d almost forgotten existed.
It seemed strange that he and Ellen were quickly becoming the older generation; neither of them was quite comfortable in the role yet. Time had flown so quickly. How was it possible that their last tiny baby was all grown up and nearly on his own? Today’s commencement marked a new beginning—not just for Kyle, but for him and Ellen, as well.
The bright lights of the auditorium came up and he squinted against their sudden glare. The swell of the recessional signaled the end of the ceremony, and John brought Ellen’s hand to his mouth, pressed his lips against the back of her hand before he released her.
Kyle winked at them as he came up the aisle with a bounce in his step.
And with that, the last little bird was pushed from the nest.



Chapter Two

Ellen kicked off her shoes with a weary but satisfied sigh and slouched into a plump, overstuffed chair in the living room. From her perch, she could see through to the brightly lit kitchen. The sink overflowed with dirty dishes, the countertops were littered with half-empty glasses and crumpled napkins, and the floor was a collage of sticky spills and crumbs.
The last of the guests had just left Kyle’s graduation party, and the rest of the family had retreated to the deck in the backyard, leaving Ellen in the quiet but messy house. It had been a wonderful party, and Ellen didn’t begrudge the work she had ahead of her. But she was exhausted.
The back door swung open and Jana appeared in the doorway. Boisterous male voices drifted in on the night air. The men of the family were in a heated discussion about the predicted outcome of a postseason tournament.
Jana caught her mother’s eye and rolled her own eyes toward the ceiling. “There’s way too much testosterone out there,” she declared. A burst of raucous laughter from the deck was cut off abruptly as she closed the door behind her.
Ellen laughed. “Well, you’d better decide which is worse. Testosterone out there, or a sink full of dirty dishes in here.”
Jana looked the kitchen over. “Ugh! Tough choice.” But she pushed up her sleeves and came over to where Ellen sat. “Okay…” She took her mother by both hands and playfully hauled her out of the chair. “Let’s get this over with.” They walked into the kitchen arm in arm.
Together they cleared off the counters; then Ellen rinsed the dishes while Jana loaded the dishwasher.
“I’m glad you and Mark decided to stay overnight,” Ellen said, handing Jana an oval platter that had held sandwiches an hour earlier.
“Oh sure,” Jana teased. “You’re just happy to have help with the dishes.”
Ellen smiled. “Well, that, too. But seriously, I know it means a lot to Kyle to have you and Mark here tonight.”
“I’m glad we stayed, too, Mom. It’s been a fun evening. We would have been too tired to drive back tonight anyway.”
The two worked in comfortable silence for a while. Then Jana turned to Ellen. “Didn’t Kyle look cute up there tonight? I just can’t believe my baby brother has graduated!”
“I know. I can’t believe my baby boy is headed to college.”
Just then Kyle popped in through the back door.
Ellen winked at Jana. “And speaking of my baby, here he is, just in time to help with the dishes.”
Kyle did an abrupt about-face and tried to escape through the still-open door. But his sister grabbed him by the arm and dragged him, kicking and howling, back into the house. Ellen watched their lighthearted exchange wistfully. It was so good to have everyone home together—just like old times.
The rest of the men straggled in from outdoors. John came up behind Ellen at the sink and rubbed her aching shoulders.
Her hands still in dishwater, she closed her eyes, relishing the massage. “Mmm…Don’t stop…that feels great. But you guys picked a bad time to come in.” She lifted a hand from the warm water and tossed a damp dishrag over her shoulder in Brant’s direction. “Here…Wipe that counter off, will you?”
Brant wadded the rag into a wet ball and threw it at Kyle, who, in turn, lobbed it across the room to Mark. Even John got in on the game of “hot potato” until things got so rowdy that Ellen—only half kidding—scolded them. “Hey, you guys! Cut it out!”
John took charge. “Come on, guys. Let’s help your mother out. It’s been a long day.” He motioned to the dining room. “Brant, will you get those leaves out of the table? And, Kyle, you can carry these folding chairs out to the garage.”
They cooperated, though not without some good-natured protests. Twenty minutes later, the kitchen was spotless, and Brant and Kyle were raiding the refrigerator for a midnight snack.
Kyle held up a leftover corner of his thickly frosted graduation cake, covered with foil. “Anybody care if I finish this off?”
Ellen huffed out a short breath of air. “As long as you wash your dishes when you’re through.”
Kyle rummaged in a drawer for a fork, then came over to where Ellen was standing. He leaned his elbow heavily on her shoulder, using her for a table while he polished off the cake in four man-sized bites. He was a head taller than his mother and outweighed her by at least seventy pounds. This was her baby! It didn’t seem possible!
“Good party, Mom…thanks,” he mumbled through a mouthful of frosting.
“It was fun, wasn’t it?”
“Did you get some good pictures at graduation, Dad?”
Ellen intercepted the question. “Yeah, very funny, Kyle. So help me, if you’re grinning like Howdy Doody in all your pictures, I’ll wring your neck!” She demonstrated just how she would do it. Kyle grinned and ducked out of her grasp and ran up the stairs two at a time.
“Good night, everybody,” he hollered down behind him. “Thanks for all the loot…”
“You’re welcome…. Good night, Kyle,” Mark and Jana said in unison.
“Good night, honey…love you,” Ellen said, a lump thickening her throat.
Oh, how she would miss that boy!
 
John and Ellen stood in the driveway watching Kyle’s little Toyota round the curve and disappear out of sight.
John sighed. New Mexico was too far away, but in just a few weeks Kyle would be closer to home in Urbana. He found himself smiling in spite of the poignancy of the moment. It had been a tearful, but joyful, goodbye. Kyle’s excitement was contagious, and John couldn’t begrudge him his eagerness to be on the road.
The morning was chilly for June, but the birds were singing and the sky was clear. He put an arm around Ellen and drew her to him as they strolled back up to the house. “Well, Mrs. Brighton. Looks like it’s just you and me.”
She glanced up at him beneath tendrils of auburn hair. “Are you trying to make me cry again?”
“No, ma’am. Actually, I kind of like the sound of it…just the two of us. No phone ringing off the hook, no doors slamming, actual food in the refrigerator.” He chuckled. “Why, we might even be able to finish a conversation in one sitting.”
She leaned her head on his shoulder and sighed contentedly. “Won’t that be nice?”
They stopped and stood in the driveway looking up at the big house.
John sighed. “I wish Oscar and Hattie could see how the kids have turned out. They’d be pleased with all the happiness this old house has held for us.”
“Yes, they would,” Ellen agreed in a thin voice that told John her thoughts were far away. “I miss them.”
Oscar and Hattie Miles had become surrogate parents to John in his college years and had been like grandparents to the Brighton children. The elderly couple had been gone for several years now, but John saw their faces before him now, indelibly etched in a cherished niche of his memory.
Oscar Miles had immigrated to the States from London when he was just fourteen, and though he’d cherished his American citizenship, he’d never lost the trace of London that lingered in his deep voice. His wife was a plump and cheerful angel with a halo of white hair. If he closed his eyes, John could almost taste the sweet, flaky tarts and cobblers and English scones Hattie had seemed determined to stuff him with.
It was at her table that John had found true meaning in his life. For Hattie had shown him God. God had been as real and as personal to her as Oscar was, and her relationship with her God was not much different than her friendship with her husband.
One night, after Oscar shared his own experiences of faith—faith in a living God through His Son Jesus Christ—John could no longer find a reason not to believe.
That night John had found healing for the pain of an absent father and a distant mother. He’d found meaning for his work with the children at school and a reason to hope for their future, as well as his own.
Then John had introduced Ellen to Oscar and Hattie, and they had grown to love her as their own. They were ecstatic when John announced their engagement. And when he told them that he and Ellen wanted to keep his apartment after their marriage, Oscar proceeded to paint the kitchen and have new carpeting put in the living room. Hattie all but banished John from the place while she scrubbed floors and washed windows and swept away cobwebs.
With Ellen’s collection of furniture from the farm, and John’s mishmash acquired at garage sales and flea markets, the apartment soon became a quaint and cozy haven. They had spent many a leisurely afternoon browsing flea markets and dusty antique shops, finding just the right touches to make the rooms of the apartment their own. John taught Ellen the fine art of bargaining, and soon she was wheedling the stingiest of proprietors into incredible deals. Ellen reveled in making curtains and pillows for the tiny bedroom and drove John crazy arranging and rearranging the furniture.
He grinned to himself. She still did that sometimes. But he’d learned to put up with it, even enjoy it as one of the quirks that made her his Ellen. He reached to caress the back of her neck.
She leaned into him and let out a murmur of pleasure. After a minute she turned back to meet his eye. “What are you thinking about?”
“Same things you are. Life. How fast it’s going by.”
“You’ve got that right. It’s scary.”
“Scary, yes. But good. Life is good.”
And it was. He breathed in the morning air and looked up toward the wing of the house where they’d begun their marriage. The house sat on an oak-canopied avenue not far from Calypso’s Main Street, but the expansive yard and surrounding woods gave it the feel of an old country home.
Oscar and Hattie had eventually moved into a retirement home, and John and Ellen moved into the big house, paying a ridiculously low sum in rent each month.
When Hattie died, just months after they buried Oscar, John and Ellen learned that the couple had left them more than a legacy of faith and love. The precious couple had willed the beautiful house to John. For the growing Brighton family, the gift of the house was almost too good to be true. Oscar and Hattie were sorely missed, and of course the house hardly made up for the loss of the couple’s friendship and wise counsel. But they had bequeathed a legacy of happy memories that would always be a part of John and Ellen’s life together.
Over the years, they had spent countless hours refinishing woodwork, painting and wallpapering. One memorable year, they completely remodeled the kitchen and turned the summer porch behind it into a modest conservatory. They’d done all the exhausting work themselves. It tested their mettle and their marriage, but when John and Ellen stepped over the threshold the day the last piece of furniture was in place, they felt they had come full circle. There was now a bedroom for each of the children on the second floor, and John and Ellen had appropriated the attic—their first home—as a master suite, complete with bathroom, sitting room and kitchenette. It was hard to believe they had once lived solely in this tiny space. But it made a wonderful hideaway from the stresses of teaching children all day and coming home to three of their own.
Today, having ushered the last of their children out of this house, they stood at the entrance to the back door—the entrance to a new future together—perhaps a little apprehensive about facing the uncertainty. John reached to turn the doorknob but suddenly changed his mind.
“Want to go for a walk? This morning is too pretty to waste.”
Ellen tipped her head, as if his suggestion surprised her. But she nodded. “Sure. But let me change my shoes and get a jacket.”
A few minutes later, they set out along West Oaklawn at a brisk pace. They usually took their walks together in the evenings, and the street looked different in the early-morning light. The leaves still wore the yellow-green of spring, and in the dawning sunlight the flower gardens glimmered with dew. It was easy to feel optimistic in this pristine world.
Ellen sighed. “Kyle seems so happy. I hope his job goes as well as he thinks it will. He’s not exactly realistic about life sometimes.”
“He is kind of a Pollyanna,” John conceded, “but I think I’d rather have him that way than have him as serious as Brant was about everything. Remember what a lost soul he was before he left for college?”
She gave a knowing snort. “I’d almost forgotten about that. He’s so different now.”
Brant had been the most rebellious of their three, but now he was finding his place in life. He’d found his niche in computer science at the university, and had a job he loved in the computer lab on campus.
And Brant was in love. He’d brought Cynthia Riley home to meet the family the weekend after Kyle’s graduation. John sensed there was something special between the two.
Ellen was quiet for a moment, seeming deep in thought. “Cynthia has been good for Brant,” she said finally. “I hope he doesn’t let her get away. He’s grown up so much in the past year, I can’t help feeling I’ve lost my little boy.” A faraway look came to her eyes. “Both my little boys. But I guess you’re right. Kyle will find his way, too.”
They walked in silence for a while.
“We did a good job, didn’t we, El?” John asked, feeling suddenly a little melancholy.
She looked at him, questioning in her eyes. “With the kids? Oh, I’m so proud of them I could just pop sometimes. We did have some help though, John,” she teased. “I think the Lord should probably get a little credit.”
He responded to her teasing rebuke with a frown. “You’re right, of course.” He shook his head. “Every year I look at the families enrolling their kids in kindergarten, and I don’t envy them a bit. In some ways, they have some of the best years of their lives ahead, but I have to say, I’m thankful we’ve done our job and can heave a sigh of relief.”
“John!” Ellen stopped dead in the street, her hands-on-hip stance matching the exasperation in her tone. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel like I can quit worrying. I still fret over Jana, even though she has her wonderful Mark, a job she loves, a nice apartment. But there’s still just so much that can happen.” Her eyes sparked. “And about the time we think we can quit worrying about Mark and Jana, we’ll have grandchildren to lose sleep over! I’m not holding my breath for that, though. I’m afraid those two are both far too wrapped up in their careers and—”
“Hey…You worry too much, Mama.” John tousled her hair playfully, loving the soft feel of her curls between his fingers. “There’s plenty of time for that.”
She leaned into his shoulder. “I know. And I know Mark and Jana are happy together. I have to let them live their own lives. Kyle, too. I’m sure he’ll be better off if we let him make a few mistakes. I just feel like worrying is part of my job description.”
“Well, don’t look now, but our job description just changed rather drastically.”
She sighed. “I can handle that, I guess. But it’s going to feel strange. It might take some getting used to.”
He started back up the street, picking up the pace. She followed, lengthening her stride to keep up with him, and breathing hard. They circled the neighborhood and ended up back in their driveway.
“Hey.” He put a hand on Ellen’s shoulder. “Let’s celebrate our freedom. How does breakfast at Perkins sound?”
“Mmm. Sounds great.” She shot him a mischievous grin and took off running. “Beat you to the shower!”
John easily overtook her, and they pushed and shoved their way up to their attic room, Ellen squealing like a schoolgirl.
They ended up sharing the shower, laughing, suddenly carefree and young again.
Half an hour later they climbed into the car and headed toward the restaurant. John felt Ellen’s eyes on him as he navigated the heavy morning traffic.
He glanced over to find her gazing at him with misted eyes. “What’s wrong?”
She shook her head and cleared her throat. “I’m just thinking…how much I’m looking forward to the rest of my life with you.”
Concentrating on the busy street, he reached for her hand and squeezed it.
Suddenly, the empty nest felt wonderfully full.



Chapter Three

Exactly six weeks later Ellen wound up in the shower at one o’clock in the morning. She and John had laughed about it at the time, and had gone back to bed and slept soundly. She didn’t give it much thought beyond that morning.
Until it happened again a few weeks later.
Only that time, she was dressed for work and almost out the door before John stopped her and sent her back to bed. And now it had happened again last night. Alarm bells went off in her head. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something wasn’t right.
She’d felt tired and run-down for a couple of months, but she’d never had trouble sleeping before. “I don’t know why I don’t check the clock before I get out of bed,” she told John.
She didn’t know why, except that her usual morning routine involved slamming the alarm off, heading blindly for the shower and not opening her eyes until the hot spray hit her face.
She was a few months overdue for her annual physical exam, so she scheduled an appointment. She intended to mention the incidents to Dr. Morton, but by the time she sat on the edge of the examining table, vulnerable and covered only by the flimsy white gown, it seemed like a silly thing to bother such a busy man with.
To her surprise, he brought up the subject. “Let’s see, Ellen…” He leafed through her chart. “How old are you now?”
“This is strictly confidential, right?” she teased. Jerry Morton had been their family physician for almost twenty years, and Ellen was comfortable joking with him. “I’ll be forty-seven next month.”
“Are you still getting your periods regularly?”
“Like clockwork.”
“Any problems with hot flashes or night sweats?”
She shook her head. What was he suggesting?
“Moodiness? Sleeplessness?”
She seized the opening. “Well, actually, I have felt kind of run-down lately, but I’ve been…having a little trouble sleeping, so I just attributed it to that. It’s no big deal, except that I’ve always slept like a log.” She didn’t tell him about her confusion, getting dressed for work in the wee hours of morning. It seemed silly now and inconsequential.
“Unfortunately, waking up in the middle of the night is common in menopause.”
Dr. Morton’s statement jarred her.
Her face must have reflected her surprise because he put up a hand and smiled. “Don’t worry. With your regular periods, you’re not there yet, but it’s quite possible you are in what we call perimenopause—the early stages. It’s not at all unusual for the transition between regular periods and fullblown menopause to begin as early as forty, or even before.”
She hadn’t given that possibility a thought. She wasn’t even forty-seven yet. Surely she had a few years before she had to worry about that.
Dr. Morton seemed not to notice her dismay. He gave her a handful of pamphlets and explained some of the symptoms she might expect to experience over the next months. She left his office in a haze, but with a clean bill of health.
 
Two weeks later, on a stifling August day, Ellen walked through the front doors of Calypso Elementary on the first day of school. She’d had the same classroom in this building for ten years, and she had spent most of the past two weeks decorating bulletin boards and arranging the desks and other furniture in her room.
She’d arrived almost twenty minutes later than she planned. Now she stood in the middle of a hallway bustling with parents dropping off children, and she felt completely disoriented. She didn’t know which way to turn. She could picture her classroom, where just yesterday she’d taped cute little frog-shaped name tags to the front of each desk. But suddenly, she hadn’t a clue where to find that room. She looked to the left and saw nothing familiar. Calypso Elementary wasn’t that big. She turned right. Same thing.
She stumbled down the hallway in a daze, peering into each classroom she passed. She had no idea how she’d gotten into this strange place. Had she somehow gone to the wrong building? But there was only this one building on the grounds. Wasn’t there? At the end of the hallway, she turned and started back in the other direction.
“Ellen! Did you lose somebody already?” A friendly voice greeted her.
She looked up and recognized Ginger Barkley, a fourth-grade teacher. “As a matter of fact, I’m lost.” Maybe Ginger knew what was going on.
The teacher gave her a funny look. “What do you mean?”
“I…I think they switched rooms on me.”
Ginger pointed to the other hallway, looking more puzzled than Ellen felt. “What do you mean? You’re in the east hall, right?”
She looked down the corridor Ginger indicated. As quickly as the confusion had come over her, everything suddenly came back into focus. She was in the wrong hall. What is wrong with me? Ginger must think I’m crazy. She feigned a laugh, trying to cover up her confusion. “Oh, I’m just getting my exercise.”
Ginger laughed nervously and Ellen hurried away, certain the teacher was staring after her. Ellen walked straight to her room, everything suddenly set right.
The rest of the day went fine, but the incident left her unsettled. She was too embarrassed to mention it to John that evening.
She had a larger class than usual this year, and the next days were full, trying to establish classroom rules and a routine for twenty-seven excitable second graders.
The weekend came and Ellen found herself exhausted. “Boy, I must be getting old,” she told John as she dumped spaghetti in a pot for Friday night’s supper. “I am beat.”
“Well, it happens to the best of us.” John was preoccupied, searching the kitchen for something. He sifted through a stack of magazines on the telephone desk. “Ellen, didn’t you bring the mail in?”
“Yes. I thought I laid it on the desk. It’s right there, isn’t it?”
“No. It isn’t. I looked there and everywhere else in the house.”
“Well, I know I brought it in.” She turned down the burner on the stove and joined the search. Ellen even went back out to the mailbox to see if maybe she’d only imagined bringing it into the house. When ten minutes of hunting hadn’t produced anything, they gave up.
John’s tight-lipped silence told her how irritated he was with her. He was Mr. Organization and they often squabbled over her haphazard ways.
Ellen shrugged off his attitude and went to the kitchen to try to decide what to fix for dinner. She opened the refrigerator and reached for the crisper drawer. She couldn’t remember if she had salad makings or not. But as she bent to pull out the drawer, she gave a little gasp. There, on the shelf in front of her, limp with moisture, was the stack of bills and letters. They sat accusing her.
“Good grief!” She rolled her eyes, knowing immediately that she was the culprit.
John appeared in the doorway between the kitchen and dining room, a question in his eyes.
She stood in front of the open refrigerator door holding the droopy envelopes. “Well…I found the mail.”
“It was in the fridge?” He tipped his head. “Are you losing it, Ellen?”
She laughed, embarrassed. “I guess I’m more tired than I thought.”
He shrugged with that half-disgusted air she knew too well, and took the mail from her hands. After raising a skeptical eyebrow in her direction, he headed down the hall toward the den.
That night, when they were getting ready for bed, she tried to soothe his testiness. “I just thought all those bills needed to be put on ice for a while,” she said, forcing a laugh.
No response.
“It’s a joke, John.”
But he apparently didn’t see the humor. The corners of his mouth turned down as he studied her intently. “Are you okay, El? You’ve been so preoccupied lately. It’s not like you to be so…so flighty.”
She shrugged. “I guess I’m just tired. Work is kind of wearing on me this year for some reason. I’ve got a bigger class than I’m used to and—”
“Well, get some sleep.” He cut her off, sounding unconvinced. “You need it.” He turned out the light and rolled over.
Ten minutes later, she heard the soft snuffling that told her John was asleep. But she lay awake a long time, mulling things over. She finally entered a fitful, restless sleep, punctuated by a bizarre dream.
In her dream, she was lost in a long dark hallway. She shouted for help again and again, but no one came to rescue her. She walked on and on down the ever-narrowing passage, never finding a doorway, meeting only strangers who were as lost as she.
 
The next weeks were too much like the nightmare. Ellen started to seriously fear she was having a nervous breakdown. Many days she felt her old self, perfectly in control. But just when she started to put the disturbing incidents out of her mind, that disoriented, on-edge feeling would steal upon her, as it had that first frightening day of school. On those days she couldn’t find any orderliness to her teaching. She would start a math lesson and ten minutes later, it was as though she were waking from a deep sleep, and she would realize that she was repeating the same material over again.
Her students, bless their hearts, took it all as a joke. “Mrs. Brighton, you’re teasing us! We already did that page.” They accused her of pulling another of her famous April Fool’s tricks. Except April was a long ways off.
As the days passed, she distanced herself from her students more and more, assigning group work and reading time, and showing films to fill in for what she seemed to have forgotten to prepare for.
She began avoiding her coworkers, purposefully arriving at school late and leaving early. She couldn’t trust her own actions and reactions to others, and she never knew when she might say or do something stupid. As many times as she realized her gaffe after the fact, it made her tremble to wonder how many times she’d blundered without knowing it. She feared the other teachers might not be as forgiving as the children.
And so, Ellen faked her way through a month of school days.
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