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  At the height of the Cold War, the United States conducted a series of powerful nuclear blasts on a raised coral atoll in the Pacific Ocean known as Kiritimati Island. Kiritimati served as an ideal test environment, sparsely populated with 125-square miles of land, located 1,200 miles south of Hawaii. As part of Operation Dominic, the U.S. detonated 23 nuclear devices in Kiritimati’s vicinity between April and July 1962. The urgency to develop bigger, more destructive bombs escalated as the Soviet Union aggressively pushed on with their own nuclear weapons program.


  Global tension over nuclear weapons reached a peak later that year with the Cuban Missile Crisis, a historic confrontation between the United States and Soviet Union over the placement of Soviet nuclear missiles on Cuban soil. After two weeks of terse negotiations, the U.S. and the Soviet Union reached an agreement that led to the withdrawal of Soviet missiles from Cuba, and U.S. missiles from Italy and Turkey. One year later, the Limited Test Ban Treaty of 1963 prohibited any further nuclear tests in the air and in the water, ending Kiritimati’s role as a test site.


  By the close of the decade, the military pulled out of Kiritimati and abandoned its facilities. Into the 1970s, areas of Kiritimati Island remained desolate from the high levels of radiation that made their way into the waters and wildlife.


  —Russell Gifford, Shock Waves: A History of the Atomic Era, 1945-1991


  Welcome to Paradise! Christmas (Kiritimati) Island is a breathtaking tropical Eden surrounded by exotic marine life, glistening coral lagoons and pristine beaches. Enjoy superior fishing, scuba diving, bird watching and surfing in perfect temperatures year-round, just 145 miles north of the equator. From the turquoise waters to the white sandy beaches, Christmas Island is a study in natural beauty, teeming with wildlife and recreation. Experience the perfect vacation getaway in one of the world’s best kept secrets. Plan your adventure today!


  —Christmas Island: A 21st Century Paradise, promotional brochure
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  Part One


  Comme il faut


  Chapter One


  “Daddy!”


  Three-year-old Christina pointed to the newspaper clipping stuck to the refrigerator under a butterfly magnet.


  Her mother, Kelly, smiled and stepped away from preparing the dinner salad. She crouched next to her daughter and put an arm around her small shoulders.


  “Yes, honey. That’s Daddy.”


  The clipping featured a photograph of four handsome men in tuxedos smiling for the camera. The caption read:


  Going fishing! Chicago residents (from left) Jake Henning, Rodney Martinez, Sam Green and Gary Burton topped the bidding for an “Ultimate Fishing Trip” at this year’s Northeastern Illinois Good Citizenship Gala and Auction. Auction proceeds support the Council’s ongoing mission to enroll local volunteers in vital social service programs to improve the communities in and around Chicago. The winning bidders are active Council members and former GC award recipients. Each year, citizens across 26 districts are nominated for the award for going “above and beyond” to drive positive change in their neighborhoods.


  Kelly felt pride as she looked at the photo with Christina. Her husband stood with his buddies, grinning. Rodney, a Rogers Park police officer, received his GC award two years ago for youth mentoring work that supported a decline in local gang violence. He had remained active with the Council, joining the award nomination committee and lending extra hours to help run the volunteer match program that connected area humanitarians with nonprofits in need of support. She had never known anyone with a bigger heart and hoped Christina would grow up to share the same devotion to doing good as her father.


  Christina pointed at the other faces in the photo, asking, “Who’s that? Who’s that?”


  “Those are Daddy’s friends. Mr. Henning and Mr. Burton and Mr. Green. I’m going with them and Mrs. Henning and Mrs. Burton on a big vacation. We’re going to stay on an island.”


  “Can I come?”


  “Not this time, honey, it’s just for grown-ups. You’ll be staying with Grandma and Grandpa.”


  “At the farm?”


  “Yes, the farm. You like the farm.”


  “Piggies and chickens.”


  “Yes, piggies and chickens.” Kelly hugged her daughter. “I love you so much, pumpkin.”


  Christina squeezed back. “I love you, Mommy.” Then she turned to face the photo clipping of her father. She shouted at it as if to reach him through the two-dimensional image. “And I love you, too, Daddy!”


  Chapter Two


  Carol Henning rolled the car to a soft stop, perfectly centered between the white lines of the blacktop parking space. She waited for the silk voice on the motivational CD to complete a poignant passage. During the 40-minute commute, Dr. Bill Bartley had urged Carol to find personal fulfillment through serving and strengthening others, a branded and trademarked concept known as Empowerment for Good. Carol believed in the wisdom of Dr. Bartley, an expert in the art of selflessness.


  Bartley reached a clean stopping point and Carol twisted her key, expiring the engine. She shut her eyes and took in a deep breath. She counted to 10 and released it. She kept the seatbelt embraced tight across her chest. She did not permit herself to exit the car until she had completed her morning routine.


  Carol entered a state of mental cleansing. Her ears filled with the buzz of landscapers manicuring the lush greenery of InvestOne’s corporate headquarters. She heard other cars arrive, doors popping open and slamming shut, heels clicking on the pavement. Overhead, an airplane soared with a muffled pull across the sky.


  Against this soundtrack, Carol focused inward on her personal mantra: Listen, Produce, Excel. She recalled some of the main points of Empowerment for Good: Ask not if you are happy, but if you are productive, because true happiness comes from the recognition of your own usefulness. When you help others to succeed, you are an integral part of that success, a total team player, a sum greater than its parts.


  With the Foundation of Purpose set, Carol mentally scrolled through her day’s schedule of commitments and deadlines, placing tight controls on her time management to make every minute count. She focused on the needs of her manager and colleagues. She recited the eight pillars of the InvestOne Partnership, a declaration of the corporation’s expectations of every employee in bringing the InvestOne Vision to life.


  As her final step of preparation, Carol rehearsed her upcoming lines like an actress, readying herself for the small but meaningful banter that would accompany her daily walk through the building to her cubicle at pillar 2C-L4G.


  According to Dr. Bartley: “Your first words set the tone for the rest of the day for you and your colleagues. Make them count.”


  Carol opened her eyes.


  Ready, set, go.


  She released the seatbelt, which slipped across her lap like a snake. She relaxed her face and brightened her expression. She tugged the car keys free and stepped out of the car into the crisp spring morning.


  Entering the building, Carol greeted Syd, the guard at the front lobby. Most of the employees ignored Syd, treating him as set decoration like a potted plant, or tossed him a short obligatory nod of acknowledgment. Carol always asked about Syd’s morning, his family, or—during baseball season—the Chicago Cubs, Syd’s passion.


  After chatting with Syd, Carol entered the elevator. She shared observations about the weather with her fellow passengers and wished them a good day as they departed for their respective floors.


  Finally, as Carol walked past her boss’s office, she lit up with beaming enthusiasm to “express externally the feeling we desire internally,” a technique recommended by Dr. Bartley. “The perception we feed others will unleash the person you wish to be.”


  “Good morning, Diane,” said Carol. “Happy Friday. I think we’ll get some sun. It’s fighting through the clouds. Is there anything you need before I boot up?”


  “Yes,” said Diane, not returning the smile, grimacing with a familiar look of panic. Her long black hair was tied tightly behind her head. She sat rigid with square shoulders. She beckoned Carol forward with a small, persistent wave, as if fanning herself.


  Carol continued to smile, even as the next round of discussion churned her up inside. Diane began talking rapidly. She required an immediate revamp of the pitchbook Carol had prepared for Diane to present to a potential big bank client. Carol had submitted the presentation more than a week ago to allow enough time for changes, but Diane had glanced at it for the first time that morning and determined it required a total overhaul.


  Diane unleashed a rambling, caffeine-charged barrage of vague demands. Some of it seemed to contradict her earlier requests. Carol wished she had a pen and paper to document her manager’s download because Diane wouldn’t have the time or patience for a repeat performance.


  As Diane continued to dispense new ideas with a stream-of-consciousness fervor, the task at hand grew in leaps and bounds. Carol felt a creeping panic that her boss had forgotten her pending vacation plans. Carol struggled with whether or not to bring it up. As the overhaul of the pitchbook became increasingly ambitious, she gently spoke up during a pause in her manager’s remarks, pushing out a few words of her own in a tone heavy with apology. “Diane, just as a reminder, I’m flying out tomorrow morning… It’s been on the vacation calendar. I put it there at the beginning of the year, so I totally understand if you didn’t—”


  “Can you take your laptop?” Diane interjected. “This is a critical pitch and I just don’t feel comfortable with it as it stands. The analysis needs more point of view, the messaging needs a refresh, it’s good but we can make it so much better, something to be proud of.”


  Carol searched for a response that wouldn’t create waves. “My flight…doesn’t leave until 9:30 tomorrow morning. I can stay late. I just…don’t know how good the Internet reception is going to be where I’m going.”


  “It will be fine, dear. Everywhere is connected these days.”


  “I’ll be pretty remote.”


  “How remote could you be?”


  “Kiritimati Island.”


  “Kiri-what?” said Diane. “I’ve never heard of such a place.”


  “My husband won the trip in an auction with some friends. It’s an island in the Pacific. They like to fish and the fishing there is—”


  “We don’t have time to talk about fishing,” said Diane curtly. “Let’s get started on the pitchbook. Do your magic. I’ll stay out of your hair. Don’t let anyone distract you. We’ll make it happen.”


  “Absolutely,” said Carol. “Right away.” As she turned to leave, Diane said, “Thank you, Carol. I knew you’d come through. You’re a rock star.”


  Carol quickened her pace to reach her desk. She opened her laptop and quickly worked the keyboard to access her files.


  She noticed her hands were shaking.


  She didn’t want to let Diane down, but she also didn’t want to upset her husband Jake, who was counting on her to be home on time to help pack for the big trip.


  Carol felt a shudder of feelings inside and recognized them as counterproductive, the nasty duo of anger and despair.


  “Step aside,” she told the gruesome twosome. She scolded her grumbly mood. This was not about her personal inconvenience. This was about making the company successful for the team and their clients. She needed to become the “You” in Useful.


  Usually a timeout for an inner dialogue would settle her and suppress negativity. She knew that giving in to agitation would affect her performance, which in turn would raise her agitation levels even more. Dr. Bartley called it the Cycle of Diminishing Powers.


  Carol knew that “when you allow others to become adversaries, you do the most disservice to yourself,” an important lesson of Empowerment for Good.


  However, as much as she tried, her inner dialogue could not calm her completely. Her head spun from the amount of work she had to complete in a very compressed timeframe.


  She knew she could cancel her vacation. That would placate Diane but upset her husband. Keeping everybody happy felt impossible and it was truly the only thing she desired in life.


  Doggone it! she nearly shouted out loud.


  She knew she needed a Healthy Outlet to express her frustration and then move on. At home, one of her Healthy Outlets was smashing ice cubes on her driveway —a perfect way to expel aggression without hurting anything. She couldn’t do that here, of course, so she chose an alternate source of relief she had undertaken once before.


  Carol grabbed a blank sheet of paper and wrote MAD, BAD THOUGHTS on it.


  Then she left her desk, clutching the sheet close to her chest so no one could see it. She smiled with bright blue eyes at coworkers as she swiftly walked the floor to a big, industrial strength shredder.


  Carol inserted the sheet of paper representing her MAD, BAD THOUGHTS into the machine, which pulled the document into its gnashing jaws of razor teeth with a mighty, intense whine.


  She watched as the paper became tiny strings of rubbish. Then she felt calm again.


  Carol returned to her desk, smiling and exchanging pleasantries with coworkers along the way. After passing two of her fellow investment analysts, she heard one of them exclaim to the other, “She’s so sweet.”


  The other responded, “She’s a saint. I wish more people around here were like Carol.”


  Hearing those words brought good to Carol’s soul. Refreshed, she was prepared to take on the day and all of its challenges with a genuine smile on her face.


  Chapter Three


  The flat, impassive voice of Danita, Zone 11 dispatcher, lifted above the police radio crackle to alert Officer Rodney Martinez to a complaint on the 7300 block of North Paulina. “Resident reporting a teenage male, gray-hooded sweatshirt, pulling on door handles of parked cars.”


  Rodney acknowledged her. He pulled the squad car off Sheridan Road and headed up Jarvis, a street on the northern end of Chicago’s Rogers Park neighborhood. When he reached the location, he noted a skinny Hispanic youth, maybe 13 or 14, slouched alongside a Honda Civic.


  When the boy saw the approaching police car, he stiffened and his eyes flashed fear. He turned, sunk his hands in his pockets and attempted a casual amble away from the scene, but his body language had already told Rodney all he needed to know.


  Rodney lit up his lights and punched a short “bloop!” from the siren, a loud enough sting to cause the suspect to hop a step and freeze.


  Rodney knew a major decision rolled through the boy’s mind at this very moment: stay or flee.


  The boy chose to flee.


  With an abrupt jump, he darted away from the street and into an alley. Rodney accelerated the squad car after him.


  “Wrong move, son.”


  Entering the alley, he trailed the boy, keeping a measured distance to avoid running him over if he tripped and fell. As they reached the end of the alley, a pickup truck turned into their path. In the moment it took for the pickup truck to slam its brakes and reverse out of the way, the boy slipped around a corner and out of sight.


  Rodney shifted into park. He kept the lights flashing and thrust himself out of the car. Still in excellent shape in the waning days of his thirties, Rodney broke out in a healthy sprint. He hurried down the sidewalk but did not see his young suspect.


  Thick shrubbery decorated a stretch of simple, stately apartment buildings. Rodney slowed his pace. He searched the grounds until he spotted a glimpse of gray in the green.


  “Stand up slowly,” said Rodney, arms elevated waist high, ready for anything. “Hands in the air where I can see them.”


  The boy stood, emerging from the foliage, palms raised. He was a full-blown adolescent, a smattering of pimples across his forehead, and thin, sporadic hair above his upper lip. His eyes relayed the terror of a first-time offender.


  “Don’t shoot,” said the boy.


  Rodney almost smirked. “I’m not going to shoot. Please step out of there.”


  The boy advanced slowly, pulling his legs out of the branches.


  “What’s your name?” asked Rodney.


  “Jamie.”


  They stood a few feet apart now. The boy was a tall, scrawny frame of jitters. Physically, he reminded Rodney of one of his nephews, awkward and self-conscious, somewhere on the path between child and adulthood.


  “What were you doing by those cars?” asked Rodney.


  “Nothing.”


  “There’s plenty of nothing to do away from those cars. Step closer.”


  Rodney patted him down. He extracted a cell phone. “Yours?”


  The boy nodded.


  Rodney handed it back. “We received a report that someone was pulling on car door handles. That’s called vehicle prowling. It’s a crime. If you enter a vehicle unlawfully with intent to take somebody’s property, I can take you into custody and book you. You got that?”


  Jamie stared at the ground and Rodney told him, “Eyes up.”


  Jamie looked at Rodney. Rodney studied him some more. The eyes always told more than the mouth was willing to release. “What were you hoping to find in those cars?” asked Rodney.


  “I dunno,” said Jamie, uncomfortably shifting weight between his feet. “Maybe…something to eat.”


  Rodney read truth in the boy’s expression. He felt some pity.


  “You got someplace to go?” he asked.


  “No.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Fourteen.”


  “Then you got someplace to go. It’s called school.”


  Jamie looked away, then back. “Yeah,” he said.


  “I’d like you to come with me into the car,” said Rodney. He saw the boy’s jaw drop.


  “But I, I didn’t, I didn’t, aw man, okay,” Jamie said, retreating from the start of an argument.


  Rodney brought him into the squad car. They sat together in the front seat. Rodney reached into the back, took ahold of something and brought it forward. He held it out to Jamie.


  “Care for some pretzels?”


  Jamie stared at the pretzel bag for a moment, then accepted it.


  “You go to Sullivan High?”


  Jamie nodded.


  “Why aren’t you there now?”


  Jamie mumbled, “I dunno. It’s just not for me.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Too much head stuff. It’s not, like, real. Out here, this is real. School, it’s just, you know, geometry and social studies and science papers and a lot of busywork.”


  “You have a favorite subject?”


  Jamie thought about it for a moment. “I dunno.”


  Rodney reached over and took a few pretzel sticks for himself. “When I was your age, do you know what my favorite class was? World History.”


  “Huh,” said Jamie.


  “I grew up just a few blocks west of here. My family didn’t have a lot of money. I was like you, the city streets were my reality, it was all I knew. But I daydreamed about other places. Different countries, faraway lands. I couldn’t get enough of that. I wanted to know about Europe and Africa and Asia… You ever get curious like that?”


  “A little, I guess.”


  Rodney reached into the back seat again. He pulled out a colorful travel brochure. He handed it to Jamie.


  “This will be my first vacation in five years. I’m going with some friends. It’s an island in the middle of the ocean.”


  Jamie opened up a glossy photo collage of marine life, white beaches, exotic birds and lush wilderness. “What is this place?” he asked.


  “Kiritimati Island.”


  “Sweet.”


  “A vacation like that, you can’t steal it from the back of somebody’s car. You work hard. You do good. You pay your dues. You give something to society, you earn your keep, you get a little something back.”


  Jamie folded the brochure and returned it to the police officer. “I’m not that into the ocean.”


  “So what’s your passion? What do you want to do? Name it.”


  “I dunno,” he said in the same tone as his other non-responses.


  “There’s got to be something you really like. You into sports? You like to read…?”


  “Comics,” said Jamie.


  “Cartoons?”


  “No. Comic books. Superheroes.”


  “All right. What’s your favorite?”


  “I got a lot of favorites. Wolverine. Batman. Thor. I like the Justice League.”


  “What do you like about them?”


  “They get to do a lot of cool stuff.”


  “They’re fighting for justice,” said Rodney. “Just like cops, in a way. They’re like super cops.”


  Jamie wrinkled his nose and gave Rodney a funny look. “No. Not really.”


  “Okay. Maybe that’s a stretch,” admitted Rodney. “Do you think it would be cool to live your life like a superhero?”


  Jamie smiled for the first time of their encounter. “No. Nah. That’s just crazy shit. That’s not me.” Then he paused and added, “But you know, it would be cool, to, like, make it up. Those stories, I mean.”


  “You like writing?”


  Instead of his frequent “I dunno,” Jamie grew more talkative. “Yeah. Writing stories. Not essays and stuff. But I like making up stories. Like that lady that does Harry Potter.”


  “So maybe one day you’ll write for Marvel or DC Comics.”


  Jamie grinned. “That would be cool.”


  “Gotta tell you, Jamie, to write those stories, you need imagination, but you also need to know a lot more about the world. Science and history and biology. You can’t write about mad scientists without the science. You need English class too so your writing can be the best it can be.”


  “I’m pretty good in English. I’m better than my brothers.”


  “So you got a knack,” said Rodney.


  “I could totally write comic books,” said Jamie.


  “You ever been to Chicago Comicon?”


  “The big one? No, that costs a lot. Maybe someday. I bet it’s awesome.”


  “I’ll cut you a deal,” said Rodney. “You finish a semester with a B average and I’ll hook you up with a ticket to the Chicago Comicon. I’ll get you a full-day pass. You can hear from the pros, get the latest scoops, it’s comic book heaven.”


  “Really?” said Jamie. “You can do that?”


  “Yes,” said Rodney, adding, “Not bad from a guy you initially thought was going to shoot you.”


  Rodney gave Jamie his card with his phone number. “Don’t lose this. You ever need me for anything, I want you to use it.”


  He drove Jamie to Sullivan High School, dropped him off and waited to depart until he saw the boy go inside the building.


  Within minutes, another alert murmured on the police radio, this time a disturbance at the Morse Avenue train station, a purse snatching on the elevated platform. Rodney headed to his next destination still reflecting on his encounter with Jamie.


  Did I make a dent? Rodney asked himself. At least a small step forward in making the city a better place? It was so hard to know. Sometimes people chose the right path and settled inside the rules. The young held so much promise, not yet set in ways that would become much harder to change later on.


  Rodney knew that creating a safer world didn’t happen overnight. It took one person at a time. A daunting task for sure, but with the right beliefs and commitment, Rodney knew anything was possible.


  Chapter Four


  Gary Burton stepped back to admire the eight years of his NFL career laid out in a neatly framed succession of football cards hanging proudly above the register counter of his sporting goods store, Gary’s Game Day.


  His sports memorabilia friend, Max Spatoli, had presented the collection a few weeks earlier as a gift for Gary’s fiftieth birthday, and Gary vowed to hang it in a prominent spot in the store. Today he had finally gotten around to it, taking advantage of a slow spell in customer traffic to position and install the mini profiles, replacing a faded poster promoting a sports drink.


  Gary looked across the timeline of cards, each one featuring a different portrait and pose, a humbling progression from fresh young rookie to broken, weathered veteran. For most of those years he played on the Chicago Bears, with the bookends of his professional career in Baltimore and Cincinnati. The MVP seasons sat smack in the middle.


  Those were the best years of his life.


  “Sweet,” said Tonya, his hand-selected assistant manager, also a former athlete, with notable achievements in Big Ten volleyball and track and field. Twenty years his junior, Tonya remained active as a high school volleyball coach, and she spent her off-season and extra hours working for Gary’s Game Day. Her sunny disposition and easy laughter brightened the store and she seemed to truly enjoy interacting with customers, especially children, to help them pursue their own sports dreams. She also served up splendid eye candy for the male customers: long-limbed, perfectly toned and eternally tan, with long blonde hair dropped neatly on her shoulders. She flirted ever so slightly with the men and boys but never crossed a line that drew the ire of wives and girlfriends. She had mastered the art of being personable and nonthreatening across ages and genders.


  “Some of those pictures aren’t the best,” Gary acknowledged, studying the card fronts. “Look at the one where I’m holding my helmet, down on one knee, like I’m proposing.”


  “I think it’s cute,” she told him.


  “Football players aren’t supposed to look cute.” He walked over to where she leaned against the counter, studying a website on her iPad. “How’s the online dating going?” he asked.


  She swiped a finger to scroll down a column of candidates. “Just requires patience,” she said.


  “Are you limiting yourself to athletes?”


  “No. A doctor or lawyer would do just fine. They have longer careers anyway.”


  “True. They’re not washed up by age 35 and forced to open a sporting goods store.”


  “Cut it out,” she said. “You’re still successful. You got a brand. You’re Good Guy Gary. You made it big without pissing off the fans or taking steroids.”


  “It’s Chicago,” he responded. “They love their sports teams.”


  “Here’s someone,” she said, attention returned to the dating site. “Athlete and a doctor. A pediatrician who runs triathlons.”


  “Go for it,” said Gary. “What’s he look like?”


  “Good from the photo, but you never know. Did I tell you about that guy who used his brother’s picture? He claimed he did it by mistake. Then he proceeded to tell me a hundred other lies, like where he worked and where he went to school. He kept trying to impress me with BS, one thing after another. It was like he was trying to find the right key to get inside my bedroom. He never made it to first base.”


  “Struck out swinging?”


  “He’s lucky I didn’t bean him.”


  The front entrance jingled, and a middle-aged man entered with his adolescent son. “We’re here to get a first baseman’s mitt,” said the dad. Then he told his son, “That man there is Gary Burton, he was a star running back for the Chicago Bears, two-time MVP. He’s a real sports hero. They don’t make ’em like that anymore.”


  Gary grinned. “Thank you for the kind words. You’re also in the presence of another great athlete. This here is Tonya Rettig. She led the Illinois volleyball team to national finals and also broke records in track and field.”


  Gary transitioned the customers to Tonya, who greeted them warmly and led them to the baseball equipment. Then he headed across the store to the fishing section for one more look for gear for his upcoming vacation. He gathered a few extra bonefish jigs and other fly lures, confident he had the poles, weights and line he needed. The flight for Kiritimati Island left the next morning, and he felt a rise of excitement contemplating the next few days. Finally he was breaking away from the constant churn of retail to get together with friends for a fantastic getaway.


  He checked his watch and knew he needed to head home soon to join his wife and finish packing. After the father and son left with a new mitt and tube of glove oil, Gary yelled “heads up” and fired a football at Tonya in a perfect spiral. With quick reflexes and steady hands, she snatched it out of the air.


  “All right!” said Gary. “Sign her up.”


  They played catch for a few minutes more, until a wobbly throw by Gary crashed into a rack of golf clubs.


  “I’m losing my touch,” said Gary, running over to pick up the mess. “I’m trashing my own store.”


  He flipped the ball over to her. “I need to head out. You want to go over the alarm system again?”


  “Nah, I got it,” she replied.


  “Confident,” he smiled.


  “You only explained it to me six times.”


  “So there’s nothing else you need to know? You’re good to run the show for the next week?”


  “Ready, willing and able.”


  “I expect you to double sales while I’m out.”


  “I just might,” she teased back. “Who needs you?”


  “You need the brand name over the door,” said Gary. “Maybe not the person, but the name still holds some marketing value for at least a few more years.”


  She turned sincere. “Come on, don’t underestimate yourself.” She smiled and in that moment, she looked so sweet, so youthful, so engaging that he couldn’t resist jumping the gun and blurting some good news.


  “Listen, Tonya, I was going to wait until I got back, but you might as well know now…” he started.


  She looked at him, concerned. “What is it?”


  “Nothing’s wrong. It’s all good. It’s this—you’re being promoted. You’re manager of the store. I’m looking to expand into a second location in Lakeview. I haven’t said anything about it because it’s been iffy, but now it looks like it’s going to happen by the end of the year. It’ll take up a lot of my time, and you’ve done such a great job here… I want you to run this store, not just while I’m on vacation, but going forward as your new job.”


  Her jaw dropped. Her eyes lit up with surprise. Then she beamed, smiling at him. “Oh wow. I am so excited. This is awesome. Oh, Gary, thank you.”


  “We’ll make it work so you can still coach volleyball. You can hire your own assistant manager.”


  “You’re the greatest. I won’t let you down.”


  “I know you won’t.”


  The door jingled and a young woman entered. Gary
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