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Careful—Wishes May Come with Fine Print: Not knowing how long he has to live, Gary Hartwell, who’s been undergoing cancer treatment, desires to get in touch with his first love, Gina Pearson.

An Eye for an Eye: Some grudges have the potential to last forever.

Behind Closed Doors: Jerry Blaine convinces his wife, Stacey, that having sex with masked strangers at a sex club will spice up their love life. Now, what could go wrong?

Blindsided: Detective Jeanne McCafferty picks out a new hotel, already known for its spa, for some relaxation. When she arrives, the manager enlists her to help him solve a rash of thefts.

Wrong Number: Danielle Grant receives a call meant for another person on her answering machine, which opens a new chapter in her life.

Lost by a Nose: Overconfident Chloe Stanton thinks she can outsmart the police.

The Next Victim: Cindy Cassell thinks Michael Jones is a wonderful guy. Only Cora, the older woman with whom she works at a motel, senses something’s off with the guy. Cindy doesn’t believe what Cora says and ends up marrying Michael.

Captured on Camera: Charles Macy finds his wife an obstacle to making a major business change in his life and acts on it. He just didn’t factor in the detective who got the case.

Saved by the Lie: After 12 years, Carol still thinks her husband Paul is just as romantic as when they first met. When the building he works in is blown up by terrorists’ bombs, she fears she’s lost him forever.

Finder’s Keepers: Jessica’s favorite uncle dies and leaves his fortune to her and her twin brother, Jeff. Only to get the money, they have to discover where it is hidden by solving a riddle before the uncle’s home is demolished in a few days.

Stalked by My Lover: Laureen Taylor, a high-class black model, is stopped for speeding on her way home from a shoot. She ends up dating the police officer who stopped her. After they break up several months later, Laureen begins to think someone is following her.

Hear No Evil: Patrolman Ray Stevens, trained in American Sign Language, is tasked with taking the statement from the dead man’s deaf wife. Apparently, old man Hendricks took his own life, or did he?

Anniversary Time: Tom and Sarah Jacobson argue over where to go on their fifteenth anniversary. She wants to go to where they stayed on their honeymoon and make fresh memories, while he wants to go to Las Vegas, where there’s more to do.
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CAREFUL—WISHES MAY COME WITH FINE PRINT
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Gary Hartwell was a true romantic. A sad movie could bring him to tears, and a beautiful song could make his heart sing. He couldn’t understand how the youth today could listen to such awful, and often angry, atonal music that could give anyone over 50 a headache. Because of this, he listened to oldies stations that highlighted the late 50s, 60s, and 70s. He’d often sing along to the songs as he drove.

He could remember exactly where he was and what he was doing whenever a particular song was played. That in itself was unique because he usually forgot what he had for dinner the night before.

Most importantly, listening to the oldies put Gary in a safe zone when he was young and full of life’s promise. Now he was a middle-aged, balding man with a spare tire around his middle.

Driving home from the oncology center we he got his weekly infusions of chemotherapy and radiation to kill the cancer that had derailed his life, he’d just pulled onto the entrance ramp of the parkway when the radio began to play Johnny Mathis’s beautiful rendition of Gina.

A lump formed in his throat, and he felt a tremendous tug on his heartstrings. As tears clouded his eyes, he fought to control his emotions. The last thing he needed was to crash the car.

Gary hadn’t heard that song in years, and yet, the memories, both good and bad, came rushing back to him as if it were yesterday when he was madly in love with a girl named Gina Pearson. She was tall with long, silky hair the color of a starless night. When she smiled, she lit up the surrounding area. And when she spoke, her voice was beautiful music to his ears.

Gina had been his first love. When her family moved into the neighborhood during his junior year in high school, Gary was smitten. He worked up the courage to ask Gina to accompany him to the Junior Prom. From that moment on, they became sweethearts, which lasted all through the rest of high school.

They made plans, as many high school sweethearts back then did, to attend college together and marry after graduation. Only that wasn’t to be. Gina and her family went on a three-week vacation to Florida during the summer of their junior year in college. Upon Gina’s arrival back home to Nebraska, she tearfully told Gary that she’d fallen in love with someone else. “I’ll always care for you, Gary, but I think I needed something more that you couldn’t give me.” She kissed him and said, “I’m sorry,” and was gone from his life. Just like that. And just like that, Gary’s life was upended.

The beautiful world that he had built around Gina Pearson had been shattered. At first, Gary didn’t think he’d ever get over it and get on with his life. He felt empty inside and feared there was nothing left for him. He might have done something drastic had his father not been killed in a freak accident at the power plant where he worked.

His mother had been a stay-at-home mom before his dad’s death. Now she had to join the workforce, which meant if anything happened to Gary, there’d be no one home to take care of his younger brother, Gordon. Gary loved Gordon, who was nearly 9 years younger than him. There was no way he would abandon his brother, and in a way, Gordon saved his older brother.

Gary had always been good with numbers. He loved Sudoku and other math puzzles. His mind just worked that way. Therefore, he surprised no one when he became a CPA and landed a good-paying job in an insurance company. During the time Gary worked for this firm, a total of five years, he aspired to have his own business.

It was during this time that he met another CPA around his age. Her name was Rose Greene. They worked in the same unit and became good friends. Rose was an attractive redhead with the bluest eyes he’d ever seen on a person. However, he didn’t approach her to ask her out. There was some lingering pain left from when Gina Pearson broke his heart, and he felt that if he didn’t get involved, he wouldn’t get hurt.

Everything changed one evening. Gary had come out of the building to find Rose trying to get her car started, but the engine wouldn’t turn over. He walked over to the driver's side of the car and, not wanting to startle her, gently knocked on the window. She smiled when she saw it was him and let him try. Unfortunately, the battery appeared to be dead.

Rose called AAA to come, and Gary remained with her until they arrived. A serviceman arrived 30 minutes later and swapped out the battery. Since it was getting late, he suggested she follow him to a local pizzeria for dinner. She agreed, and they got to know each other better that night. She even agreed to go out to a movie and dinner that Saturday. They started to date, and six months later, became engaged.

Gary never thought he’d ever find someone to fill the enormous hole in his heart that Gina’s leaving had left him with, but Rose did. He never stopped loving Gina, but looked forward to a happy future with Rose. Gina was now moved to a tender spot in the back of his heart.

Rose and Gary had three children, all girls, and lived a happy life until Rose succumbed to pancreatic cancer. Now, two years later, Gary was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s lymphoma. His oldest daughter, Maeve, was now the CEO of his business, which she and Rose had built together. Gary only worked several days a week because he needed the time off to receive treatment and recovery time.

Hearing Johnny Mathis sing Gina brought the woman he once loved as a young man back to the front of his heart and mind. He’d gone on with his life, rebuilding it after she left him, but never truly stopped caring for her. Now, not knowing how long he had to live, he made a momentous decision to track her down and see her at least one more time. For closure, he assured himself.

Gary used social media to track down old friends who might have had contact with Gina over the years. Not familiar with all the fang-dang new social stuff, Maeve helped him join several sites. He got lucky and learned that Gina had indeed married the guy that she had told him about way back then. Learning that her married name was Charles was a big help in locating her, because all he had to do was discover where she was now living. With an address, he could write to her and ask if he could come visit—or even invite her to his place back in Nebraska.

Of course, he wrestled with his doubts. What if Gina didn’t care to see him again? Or, what if, God forbid, she was ill with dementia and didn’t remember him, or her husband didn’t want her to see him? If something like that were the case, Gary knew he’d never get the closure he so desired. However, not knowing how long he still had on this earth prompted him to continue his research and aim for some kind of closure. He knew if he didn’t, he’d go to his grave regretting it.

Several more weeks passed while Maeve and Gary searched for Gina Charles. Then the research finally paid off, and they discovered she was living in Phoenix, Arizona, in a 55+ community. Armed with all the information necessary to contact his first love. Gary sat down to write her a letter. For him, this proved to be just as difficult as the search to find her. It took several drafts before he had written the right-sounding letter. Hopefully, Gina would respond favorably, and he’d get to see her again.

With fingers crossed, Gary put the envelope in the mail. Now it was wait and see. Right after mailing the letter to Gina, it occurred to Gary that she might have moved from that last address. Or she could be on a worldwide cruise, and he’ll end up dying before she ever reads the letter. He slapped his head and demanded that he stop being so negative. After all, he wouldn’t have gotten this far in his search if it wasn’t meant to be.

Gary sighed. Que sera, sera. Whatever will be, will be. He’d roll with the punches. Lately, it was all he did. He knew that each day he got out of bed each morning was a blessing, because the cancer could win at any time. So he waited to hear from Gina.

A week later, a reply came from Gina Charles. Gary was so excited to find her letter in his mailbox that he nearly ripped it as he opened the envelope in such haste. Gina had indeed remembered him. As she put it, “What a silly question. As if I could ever forget my first love.” 

Gary sighed with relief and continued to read. “I’m fine and presently live in an active 55+ retirement community in Phoenix. My first husband and I got divorced about six years into our marriage. We had been living in Iowa at the time. Thank goodness we had no children. I met someone else a year later, and that marriage lasted three years. About the time we split, I decided to move to a warmer climate and ended up in Arizona, where I’ve been since. I would be delighted to see you again. You can stay at my place because I have an extra mini-suite complete with its own bathroom. There’s a great deal to do in my community. There’s pickleball, tennis, shuffleboard, horseshoes, a large gym, two pools, golf, and card games like poker. Of course, there’s no need to rent a car because I will pick you up at the airport.”

The rest of the letter had info like what her car looked like and her telephone number. Gary was over the moon when he read Gina’s response. Even before he’d heard from her, Gary had been in touch with his oncologist to ask if he could fly to Phoenix for several days. The doctor gave him his blessing, and in Gary’s mind’s eye, the thought of getting back together with Gina swirled around, nearly making him delirious with joy.

Gary texted back after he paid for his ticket with the airline and the time of his flight. Almost immediately, Gina replied how happy she was that he was coming. “I’ll pick you up on the north side of the Southwest Arrivals Terminal. And don’t forget I’ll be in a blue Cadillac SUV. Can’t wait until you get here! G.”

Gina sounded just as excited as he did about getting together. He could hardly wait to see her. Dozens of scenarios about how their meeting would go filled his head. His favorite was that they would get a second chance to be together.

Finally, the day of Gary’s flight arrived. He had packed his bag and was peering out his window for the Uber he’d ordered to take him to the airport. Of course, he could hardly sleep and had tossed and turned the entire previous night. By the time the Uber pulled up to the curb in front of his house, Gary had downed three cups of coffee.

It was a four-hour flight cutting across three time zones. Gary had brought a book to read on the plane, but couldn’t concentrate. Thinking he’d have better luck with a movie was a bust as well. He couldn’t count the number of times his thoughts drifted from the movie to those about Gina.

When the plane landed at Sky Harbor, Gary texted Gina to let her know of his arrival. He had no idea that she already knew because of the Jumbotron screen in the cellphone lot. After a ten-minute wait, the door of the plane opened, and people began to get off. Many people still had to retrieve bags from the overhead compartments. The process was way too slow for his liking. Finally, back inside the airport, it proved to be a hike to get to the baggage area. Then there was a wait for the luggage to come shooting out of the chute onto the conveyor belt. Of course, Gary’s bag was not among the first. He felt there was a conspiracy to keep him from reaching Gina.

After grabbing his bag, Gary moved to the side, located the number over the closest door to the outside of the terminal, and texted Gina. The reply came back almost immediately. “See you in five.”

As Gary waited for her blue Cadillac SUV to arrive, his heart beat so excitedly with anticipation in his chest so hard that he feared breaking a rib. Then he saw her car slowly pull up to the curb close to where he stood. He rushed to the car as the hatch opened and lifted his bag into the back of the car. Then he added his overnighter, and the hatch shut automatically.

He opened the passenger door and practically jumped inside.

Gina said, “I’m so glad to see you after all these years. You haven’t changed much.”

Gary nearly died on the spot. Gina had become a Gino.

––––––––
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THE END
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Michael Barton saw the car parked on the side of the road. He slowed down and pulled in behind it, wondering if the driver needed help. Being in the middle of nowhere, Barton knew that it could be hours before another car happened by. It was because of this very solitude that he chose to live nearby. Perhaps that’s why he felt compelled to stop. Yet, there was another, more compelling reason. He still bore a great deal of guilt on his conscience, resulting from a night nearly a year ago when he struck that young woman who’d run out in front of his car. Though it was ruled an accident, he knew her family didn’t agree, especially the stepsister, who was the most vocal. 

He walked over to the car. The driver was a woman. He was glad that he had stopped. “What seems to be the trouble, ma’am?”

A wide grin slowly spread across the woman’s face. “So nice of you to stop,” she said, removing her sunglasses.

“You!” Barton felt his throat constrict and his stomach knot as icy fear twisted around his heart. Her dark eyes pierced through him like lasers. He remembered instantly what she had said. “The judge may not think you committed a crime, but in the eyes of God, you did. And as the Bible says, ‘An eye for an eye’. If looks could kill, he’d be as dead as her sister.

“Yes, me. And now it’s payback time,” she sneered, pointing a gun at his face through the window as she began to open the door. “Now back away slowly.”

When Barton was far enough away so that none of his blood would splatter on her car, she shot him in the chest three times. By the time his body crumpled to the ground, he was dead. Wearing gloves, she removed his watch and wallet, got back into her car, and drove off. It wasn’t until the following morning that Barton’s car was found by a passing mail carrier. Seeing it unoccupied, he went in search of the driver and discovered the body. The call to the Trevor City Police Department was logged in at 10:13 a.m.

Jake Johnson and his partner, Paul Harris, got the assignment. Johnson, a nineteen-year veteran of the force, was looking to retire. However, instead of making his last year easier, the Sheriff handed him a rookie, fresh out of training school. His overenthusiasm nearly drove John nuts.

Harris was already halfway out of the office when Johnson stopped him. “This ain’t no burning building that we’re going to, pal. The guy ain’t going to get any deader.”

“But according to—”

“I know all about time being the most crucial during the first twenty-four hours—”

“But we need to secure the crime scene.”

“If it took practically a day to find the body in the first place, it ain’t no sidewalk in New
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