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You may not end up where you thought you were going, 

but you will always end up where you were meant to be…. 

- Unknown
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Chapter One: Present Day

 

Today, I was babysitting my neighbor, Becca's young children. I was always happy to help her out. She and her children were like the children and grandchildren I'd never had. I loved them dearly.

I smiled at them as the two thumbed through my photos of years gone by. It warmed my heart to see them smiling and happy. We have all come so far.

Missy is a bright, sassy, and curious little girl. She is remarkably mature for her age, and sometimes I almost forget she is only five. A deep thinker who is always observing, she can come up with the best questions.

Davy is a sweet, nearly three-year-old. He is a kindhearted, loving toddler who is very well-behaved. Most children his age push the boundaries and throw tantrums regularly, not Little Davy. He is one of those goes-with-the-flow types.

They have primarily been raised by their older sister, Mandy, who, at eighteen years old, was running a successful and growing cleaning/yardwork business, supervising three employees. As a result, she has more inner strength, maturity, and responsibility than some people twice her age.

Honestly, she reminds me a lot of myself, though it took me longer to mature to her level. It is incredible as she was born to a young mother and did not have the most stable home life until recently.

Their mother, Rebecca Walker, was the only daughter of my longtime neighbors and good friends Wade and Elizabeth Walker. They had tried for years to have a baby, and they finally had Becca.

She had been a quiet, sweet child until around age thirteen, when she started hanging around a group of older kids. They were doing all the stereotypical troubled teen things, skipping school, drinking, and smoking. So, she started wearing heavy, dark make-up and tight clothing.

Not at all like a 13-year-old girl should be acting or dressing and not one raised by Wade and Beth Walker, two of our most prominent citizens of Glenn Lake.

But, then again, sometimes folks didn't always know what happened behind closed doors. She had rebelled in the way most girls might in her situation. I knew some of what went on simply because of proximity to their house. I had only learned about her life behind that closed door in recent months.

She became pregnant with Mandy at only fourteen. My heart ached for her because she was nowhere near ready for the responsibility of a baby. She could barely care for herself and had no idea what life was like or how much a baby would change it.

But mostly, I ached for the baby I lost and those I never had the chance to have. It was just unfair to see someone so young have what I lost and not even know what a true blessing having a child was. Instead, she saw it as a curse.

Wade and Beth were so upset with Becca that they kicked her out of the house. I disagreed with their method, especially after they had tried so hard to have her, but I just kept that to myself. There was nothing worse than a nosy neighbor interfering in family business though I did offer Becca a place to stay.

But I couldn't see her and a baby out on the streets. She declined, saying her parents were too close. I could understand that, but I wanted that baby to be safe.

So, I gave her some money which of course she took. Would she spend it foolishly or wisely? I would never know, but I wanted to help her. I wouldn't be able to look myself in the face if I hadn't at least offered.

"My door is always open to you and the baby."

"Thank you, Ms. Graham; you have always been so sweet to me." She had said.

We hugged, and she was gone.

Time and a lot of changes brought her back to Glenn Lake, and that's how today, her two youngest children and I were sifting through my old photos.

I had years and years' worth from my 72 years of life. They were somewhat organized into decorative boxes or photo albums.

Looking through them always brought back a mix of feelings; the good, the bad, and the ugly.

"Is this you, Grammy? Is this you?" Missy snapped me out of my daydream. I looked at the picture she was waving at me.

"It is, sweetheart."

"You are so beautiful!"

"Beautiful, Grammy!" Little Davy echoed.

"What about this one?" As she shoved another picture in my face, only an inch from my eyes. I chuckled and gently pulled her hand back so I could see it.

"Yes, that's me too. This was taken when I lived in New York City. I was, oh gosh, let me think, 19 or 20 years old."

Walter had taken this picture. It must have been close to when he was shipped off to Vietnam.

"You lived in New York City? Like where they have the Thanksgiving parade." I nodded in reply. She clapped. "Wow! What was it like?"

I didn't know how to answer her. It was fantastic, exciting, and the happiest I had been in my life, at least at first when it was Walter and me, though, once he was gone?

Well, goodness, how could I tell her how awful life had gotten? How lonely? How every street and every restaurant reminded me of him? How do you explain finding the love of your life only to lose them way too soon and then never finding that passion or devotion in another person?

To a 5-year-old, the world is still a big, safe, innocent place. Granted, she had seen some scary things in her short life, but she had been somewhat sheltered thanks to Mandy and trusted that her sister would always protect her. Still, she wouldn't understand how unfair life could be.

Not that my time there was all awful, but just too many reminders to stay. Also, the moment I stepped foot in Glenn Lake, it felt like I had finally come home.

I decided it was best to keep it simple and talk about the positives. The Daileys were the only ones who knew about my past. It wasn't a part of my life that I thought about much.

"It was busy and full of people. But there was always something fun going on. Lots of restaurants, plays to attend, parties. Someone playing music in the park or on the street corners. It was... fun."

Fun but not enough of a distraction from my heartache. Even working countless hours hadn't helped push the ghosts from my mind or heart.

"That sounds amazing! Why would you leave?"

Her questions always caught me off guard, but she kept me on my toes and my mind sharp.

"I just needed a change of scenery. A fresh start. Texas sounded like a wonderful place for that, plus my best friends the Daileys moved here, so I followed them." I smiled at her, hoping that was a good enough explanation.

"Oh, I love the Daileys but... but what does change of scenery mean?"

"It just means that... Well, you know how you and Davy play in your backyard most of the time. You are happy there, but sometimes you come to play in my yard. Why do you do that?"

"Because we love you."

"Aw, well, I love you both too. But you sometimes do that because I have a different backyard than you do. You know, like I have the big tree you both like to play under."

"Oh yeah. Okay, so you wanted to go play somewhere else."

"Yes, except I liked it so much, I stayed. It became my new home."

"I think I understand." She picked up another picture and thankfully changed the subject, "Oh, look at this picture! This is such a pretty dress."

"Thanks, this is called an empire dress. It was fashionable back then."

"Knock, knock..." It was Becca back from her counseling session. She had been in counseling for nearly two months now.

She was a recovering alcoholic and not that long ago hit rock bottom when she was in a terrible car accident. It was the reality check she had needed to get her life on track again. I was so happy to see her getting on a better path for herself and her children.

"Hello, dear. We are just looking at old pictures." I said as I picked up another stack of fading pictures. The kids smiled in greeting but kept looking through the photos.

"Oh well, that's fun. Anything good in there?"

"Oh yes, mama, we saw a bunch of Grammy, and did you know she lived in New York City?"

"I did know that actually," Becca said as she sat on the floor with us, grabbing a few pictures. Davy climbed into her lap.

"She wanted a change of scenery, so she moved here," Missy said with an emphasis on change of scenery.

Becca and I exchanged a smirk as we both stifled a giggle at her big words. Becca knew I had taught Missy that phrase, but in typically Missy fashion, she understood and remembered everything.

"We are lucky she did so she can be part of our family," Becca said.

"Yeah..." Both kids said together.

"Oh, well, dear, I feel like the lucky one." I really did feel blessed, especially at times like this, "Let me see, I think I might have some pictures of you around here somewhere."

"Oh gosh, nobody wants to see those! Do you?" She smiled at her kids.

"I do! I do!"

"Me too, Mama, me too!" Little Davy bounced around and clapped.

We dug through some of the pictures as I tried to find the ones I had in mind.

"Here we go. You are about Davy's age here."

"Oh Mama, you look so, so cute. Look at your curly hair! Just like mine!" Missy said, bouncing her curls in her palm.

"Mama, is dat you?"

"Yes, that's me, sweetie. I was about your age in this picture. Wow, I didn't realize how much he favors me. I always thought he looked more like Jimmy."

"Oh, and here you are about Missy's age," I said, handing her another picture.

We looked at pictures for another hour. Laughing, reminiscing, and telling stories to the children. It was a wonderful afternoon, even if the memories were sure to haunt me for the next several days or possibly weeks.

"Well, we better head home. Let me help you clean these up before we go." Becca offered and started stacking up pictures to put back in their boxes.

"Oh, don't worry about it, dear. I'm going to look through them for a while longer." I said, standing so I could walk them to the door.

My joints protested just enough to remind me of my age. After looking at the photos, it was easy to forget I wasn't still in my 20s. I tried not to let it show in my face.

"Okay. Thanks for watching them." Becca said as she hugged me goodbye.

"Anytime, anytime. I love having them." I smiled at Missy and Davy.

"Thank you, Grammy!" Missy hugged me tightly. Then little Davy followed his sister's example.

"I love you, Grammy." He whispered.

My heart fluttered. This little boy was an old soul and knew I needed to hear that. I watched them from my porch as they walked to their house next door. Missy and Davy holding their mama's hands and telling her all about their day. It was a sweet sight.

After Becca and the kids left, I sat in my favorite high-backed club chair with a hot cup of tea, trying to fight the memories that I knew were coming. It didn't help. I could fight all I wanted, but my mind pulled them up as if I was watching a movie, remembering it all like it was yesterday. This happened whenever I looked through my old pictures. I am not sure how I let Missy talk me into looking at them.

Even after all this time, roughly fifty years, thoughts of him still brought tears to my eyes and that deep ache in my chest.

I didn't even need to look at the hidden box of pictures. Those were so precious and too painful to look at it, but I kept them anyway.

I could almost hear his voice and the unique way he said my name. I'd get goosebumps as he would whisper my name, and then he'd pull me into his warm embrace and give me a toe-curling kiss. The strength of his arms and the smell of his soap made me feel so safe, as if I were home.

I sometimes dream of being right there in his arms. Safe and loved and no longer alone.


Chapter Two: November 1965 - May 1967

 

I first met Walter Franks in high school. I was a freshman; he was a junior. Star football player, on the student council, and all-around good guy. Loved by student and teacher alike.

Along with most of the girls in our school, I had a massive crush on him. But unfortunately, he never noticed me.

I tried my best to be in just the right place at the right time to get noticed. I always wore my most fashionable clothing, and, between classes, I would go out of my way to be outside his locker or near his classroom.

Sometimes I'd get lucky, and he'd smile at me with that one dimple, his deep brown eyes sparkling. I'd swoon into a girlfriend or the wall, whatever was nearby. He was to die for gorgeous.

But it wasn't until my sophomore year that I talked to him for the first time. I was hovering near his locker, pretending to talk to my friend, Dottie.

"Hey, you're Caroline, right?" He said.

"That's me."

"Right, right. So, the winter formal is coming up in a few weeks, got a date?"

"Not yet."

"Well, would you want to go with me?"

"Yes, that would be great." I tried to keep my voice calm and even. Dottie made a slight squeal but reeled herself back in quickly.

"Great. I'll get with ya soon for the details."

"Sounds good." I smiled.

He nodded and walked away.

Once he was out of earshot, Dottie and I melted into a fit of giggles. I couldn't believe my luck.

When I got home that afternoon, I rushed in to tell my mom.

"It finally happened," I said, grabbing a fresh-baked cookie from the plate she was still filling.

"What?" She asked with a smile as she pretended to swat my hand away from the cookies.

"Walter Franks talked to me, and not just talked to me, but he asked me to the winter formal."

"Oh, that is wonderful!" She beamed, "You'll need a dress, and I think I have the perfect pattern."

Over the next few weeks, we worked on my dress. My mother was a whiz with the sewing machine. She could whip up the most elegant creations or the most fashion-forward pieces. She made almost all my clothes, and I was known for being on trend with the latest style.

Because I wanted this to be the first of many dates with Walter, so this dress had to be perfect.

My mother really outdid herself, creating an ice blue floor-length dress with bishop sleeves and a high waist. We paired it with a delicate lace flower belt. I could just picture myself standing with Walter for pictures or dancing around the floor with him.

As I modeled it for my mother to make the last adjustments, I pictured how the night would go. All the girls would be green with envy, and all the boys wishing they were in Walter's place.

Walter had solidified plans for our date, and we'd spoken between classes a few times. I never knew what to say to him, but he was sweet and funny, helping to steer the conversation enough that I didn't have to think about topics. He was quick with a joke and smiled all the time. His single dimple made my knees weak.

When it was finally the night. I dressed with such care, ensuring my hair was styled perfectly, my make-up was simple but elegant, and my dress was smoothed and fit like a glove. I stared at myself in the full-length mirror.

"Perfect," I said.

I watched from my bedroom window as he pulled up. He looked handsome in his dark gray suit as he walked from his car up our long sidewalk to the front door. I let my parents greet him before I ascended the stairway of our Victorian Styled house.

"Oh, my, Caroline," Walter said put a hand to his chest, "You will be the most beautiful lady there."

"Why, thank you." I blushed.

He fastened a corsage to my dress. The pale pink carnation and rose were accented with baby's breath, and a hot pink ribbon tied it all together. He had asked my favorite color, so it was no surprise that he had gotten it right.

As I walked into the dance on the arm of Walter Franks, it was just as I imagined. I could feel all the girls staring. They were definitely jealous. I, just a sophomore, was here with the high school sweetheart. All the guys wanted to be him; all the girls wanted to be with him.

Sorry, girls, this guy is all mine, at least for the night. I thought as he led me straight on the dance floor.

"I'm so glad you said yes." He whispered as he put his arm around me.

"I'm so glad you asked," I replied, fighting a giggle.

We danced to nearly every song, only taking breaks to grab a cup or two of punch. He was a perfect gentleman and was attentive to all my needs.

When it was time to go, I was somewhat sad. I wanted this night to go on forever. I could have spent an eternity in his arms. It felt like safety, comfort, and coming home. But, of course, I didn't confess this to him; after all, it was only one date and no promise of a second.

At his car, he held the door open until I was in. We didn't speak much on the drive back to my house. But, as we got close, he switched off his headlights and rolled to stop in front of my house.

"I had a wonderful time with you, Caroline." He said, turning towards me.

"I did too. Thank you."

"I'd like to see you again."

"I'd love that." My stomach fluttered.

"May I kiss you?"

"Yes," My throat instantly dry as he leaned towards me.

The kiss, my first, was mind-blowing, knock your socks off kind of kiss. There were a few more before we finally said goodnight.

From that day on, we became nearly inseparable. Every Friday and Saturday night, we had a standing date.

We'd go to the drive-in or bowling with our friends. We spent so much time at the local diner, we had a special booth, and the waitress knew our order.

Then after church on Sundays, we alternated having lunch with either his family or mine. After which, we'd spend the afternoon together.

At school, he always walked me to class, carrying my books. It was all like a dream. I was so proud walking in the hallway with Walter Franks escorting me.

Sadly, the school year ended, and he was going to university in the Fall. It would be several hours away. I thought for sure he would end things between us, but he had other plans.

"I know you will meet someone new and forget all about me," I said, choking on my tears.

"Oh, no, sweetheart, never. You are my soul mate, and I plan to marry you one day."

"You do?"

"Oh yes, I knew it from the first moment we spoke." He wiped a tear with his thumb, "So, no tears, okay?"

"But I don't want to say goodbye."

"It will go by so fast; you won't even have time to miss me." He kissed my forehead and then made me promise to trust him. I did.

I tried to be upbeat and cheery, but with him away, I was moody, and it became hard to focus. My only bright spot was when he would call me. We had a set date every Thursday evening. It was the only time he had a break from football and studies.

He would tell me all about the school, his classes, new friends. It all sounded so wonderful.

"You have a different life there," I said.

"Kind of, but it isn't the one I want." He chuckled, "When you graduate, I think we should move to New York City."

"What? That's ... how?"

"We'll get jobs and an apartment. Think about Caroline, we could be together. Every day we'd be together."

I did think about it every single day until I graduated. Then, the week before my graduation, he came home. His semester had ended, and he was here to watch my graduation ceremony.

"I did it. I got a job in New York," he said, picking me up in his arms and swinging me around. "Our dreams can come true now."

He would be working in a mailroom at some big corporation on Wall Street.

"It's not the best job, but it's a start. I'll work my way up." He was so full of confidence. I giggled.

"I guess I'll need to find something now too!" I beamed. I couldn't wait for our next adventure, and we would be together. "But now we have to tell our parents."

"No, problem." He beamed, "We'll ask them to go out to dinner. That new Italian place, maybe."

"Alright." A public place meant less yelling, I hoped. Though knowing my parents, it would be silence and guilty stares.

I was so nervous the day of our big reveal. I paced around. I was jumpy, especially when my mother spoke to me.

"What is wrong with you today, Caroline?" My mother asked after the fifth time she startled me, just by existing, "You seem anxious. Are you getting sick?" Her eyes went right to my abdomen.

"Mom, no." I stomped my foot, "Why do you think that?"

"No, no, I don't." She stuttered, "I just know that you and Walter asked us all to dinner tonight, so I thought, ... well, something big was happening."

I simply nodded. I couldn't lie to my mother. As much as I wanted to reassure her that nothing was happening, I knew that wasn't true. Of course, they weren't going to be thrilled with my life choice, but that's the point; it's my life.

Finally, it was time for dinner. We arrived at the restaurant, just moments before the Franks.

When Walt got out of the car, our eyes locked, and a huge grin formed on his face as he strode straight to me. He took my breath away every time I saw him, even after two years together. I hoped I never lost that feeling for him.

Our parents greeted each other, and then we headed in. It was uneventful until Walter cleared his throat halfway through the meal.

"Mom, Dad. Mr. and Mrs. Graham, thank you for meeting us. Caroline and I have something to tell you."

"Oh, you're getting married!" His mom squealed, and everyone looked down at my left hand. No ring.

"Um, no, well, not yet." He looked over at me and winked, "For now, we are going to move in together ... and move to New York City. I've already secured a job there."

My mother looked at me before she started rapidly fanning herself but didn't say a word. She now knew why I'd been jumpy and edgy all day. My father shoved more food in this mouth, making no eye contact with me.

The Franks, on the other hand, started rapid-firing questions.

"What will people think?" His father said, "That's not traditional. That's simply not done."

"Well, they can think what they want. We do plan to get married but on our time schedule."

"What about college?" His dad asked.

"How will you make a living without finishing your education?" His mother added.

Walt had an answer for everything, explaining his whole plan.

"I got the job in the mailroom for now, but they told me I could easily work my way up."

"It's so dangerous. There were all those riots a few years ago, then the transportation strike last year." His dad said.

Being from our quiet town, I am sure this all did seem scary to them, but I was excited by the mystery and adventure of this new city. Plus, I would get to live with Walter and not have to say goodbye to him.

"We'll be fine. I talked to a few buddies at school. They know the area and told me everyone is moving to either the Upper East Side or the Upper West Side." He said, "I already have arranged for a couple of appointments to see a few apartments. We'll just need to be there by Tuesday."

I looked at my parents. My dad stopped chewing mid-bite but didn't say anything. While my mother continued fanning herself, only stopping for a moment here or there as she processed the conversation.

"How will you afford rent? You haven't started work yet."

"I have some money saved from doing odd jobs. It should be enough to get us started." Walt answered.

I beamed at his grace and composer during this conversation. Though I was not nearly as confident.

He had told me that he'd saved about $200. I had a little bit myself from babysitting and gifts from graduation, so we should be okay for a brief time.

Of course, we'd both have to work to make this happen, but I was willing and ready, especially if it meant being with Walt.

"I also plan to sell my car. We wouldn't need it once we get to the city. That should give us more than enough to get started." Walter added.

The three of them talked and talked while my parents barely looked at me. They had hoped I would go to a university and get my degree. I still could but in New York.

"Well, it sounds like you have thought of everything." His dad finally said.

"I think we have," Walt said, reaching for my hand, "Mr. and Mrs. Graham, I hope we have your blessing."

My dad finally looked up. He glanced at us both for a moment or two, then sighed.

"Nothing I say is going to change that girl's mind." He winked at me. My mother stared at him, but after a second, she nodded and flashed a weak smile.

With that, it was settled. Walt and I were moving to New York City and could start our future together.


Chapter Three: June 1967

 

Over the next few days, we packed up our few belongings and finalized our travel plans. Since we'd be driving, he had it mapped out, including the gas mileage for the car so he could plan our stops.

"And you see, I have the map all marked. We should be stopping about here," He pointed to a blue dot he'd placed on the map, "for gas, and here for food."

I studied that map, memorizing our route, imagining the scenery. It would mean hours together with just me and Walter. This was such a huge step, and I couldn't be more excited. This was the biggest thing I'd ever done in my life.

Granted, I was only eighteen and still had a lot of life to get through. But this was just the beginning.

Both his parents and mine gave us additional money so we could easily survive for three to four months with what we had if we were careful and budgeted. Then if we got jobs and sold the car, we should be set.

He would start his job within days of us arriving. Then once we were settled, I'd start looking for one.

My mother had barely spoken to me since we announced our plans. But tonight, as I was preparing for my last night in my childhood bed, she came to my room.

"Caroline, may I come in?" She said from the doorway.

"Yes, of course." I sat up on my bed.

"I just ... I just wanted to tell you how brave I think you are. This is scary, so much change and to a big city. Living with a man." She dabbed her eyes with a tissue. Something mom was always good for, having a tissue when it was needed, "I was never so brave."

"Oh, mama, you are. Look at all you have done."

"No, no. I didn't leave home until I married your father, and I don't regret that. However, I would have loved to have done something adventurous, daring. Instead, I got right to being a wife and then soon after a mother. Again, things I don't regret, but... well, I'm only glad you are going to have a little fun first."

"You can still have adventures. You're done raising children and can travel now, take up a new hobby, and you can come to visit me, and we will go to all the trendy, groovy places."

She laughed, "It's a deal."

We hugged and then sat up, talking about life and love. We laughed, we cried. It was the perfect send-off for both of us.

The following day, Walt arrived before the sun to begin our drive to our new home.

"Ready?"

"I am." I hugged my parents, only a few tears were shed. Then we were off.

It was a long drive, but we enjoyed every minute. Singing to the radio and talking about our future. I almost hated for this part to be over, but I was ready to stretch my legs.

So, when the skyline came into view, my body hummed with excitement. The tall buildings came closer and closer into view.

"We are here. We are finally here!" I did a little dance in my seat.

"Ready to start this next chapter together?" He asked, taking my hand.

"I am. You?"

"Oh, yeah." He pulled my hand to his lips, kissing the back of it, sending goosebumps up and down my body.

We made our way through the crowded streets to the cheap hotel we had booked for the week, give, or take. Our stay here would depend on how quickly we found an apartment.

We parked our car along the street near the hotel and loaded our few possessions into the room. Although we didn't have a lot, the boxes and luggage filled the tiny room.

"I knew the rooms here would be smaller than we are used to, but we are going to be tripping over boxes all week," I said, stepping over one to make my way to the bed.

"It's temporary. We'll find our own place in no time." He smiled, "Want to go explore?"

"Yes!"

We were on the Upper West Side, and as we walked, it was clear this was not our sleepy little bedroom town. There were people and movement everywhere, and there seemed to be music coming from every direction. The music was only mildly drowned out by the cars and the voices of people.

We
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