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This book is dedicated

in loving memory of my parents,

who always understood that

the greatest of these is love.

Chapter 1

Over the noise of the ringing, Julia could hear her dad asking for someone to please answer the phone.

She couldn’t see him from where she sat on the front porch steps, but she didn’t have to. She had witnessed his aversion to answering the phone for years. She could picture the furrowed brow as he tolerated the continual chiming. The only difference was that today his voice sounded weak and tired as he attempted to delegate the task.

“Can someone please get that?”

She could feel the vibration of his footsteps as he went room to room. She assumed he was taking an inventory of who was here to help with the funeral arrangements and could also catch this call.

A Navy Veteran, her dad had suffered hearing loss in one ear during World War II. While he historically used this as his reason, the family knew it was mostly because he simply did not like to talk on the phone and avoided it whenever possible. Most days he answered it whether he wanted to or not. But having just lost the love of his life, today was not one of those days.

Julia’s brother, Scott, had stepped outside to meet his wife Wendy, who had just arrived. Caroline, their sister, was talking on her cell phone while preparing a much-needed fresh pot of coffee. Julia quickly realized that the receptionist job was hers. She hurried inside to find that, as usual, the cordless phone in the kitchen was not on the charger. She shot Caroline a questioning look. Caroline shook her head and rolled her eyes, indicating that their dad had probably misplaced it again, and she had no idea where it was. Julia knew she only had one more ring before the answering machine picked up. So she sprinted to the other end of the house to her parents’ bedroom to answer the call there.

Just before she picked up the receiver, Julia noticed that the ringtone sounded different and yet vaguely familiar. It didn’t have the digital quality she was accustomed to hearing. It reminded her of the way ringtones sounded years ago. Back then, a long distance call sounded a little different from a local call. This ring sounded more like that old, long-distance ringtone. Quickly dismissing this observation as the result of a lack of both sleep and sufficient caffeine, she beat the answering machine to the punch and picked up the phone.

“Hello? Sampson residence, this is Julia.”

No response.

“Hello?” she repeated.

What she heard next sounded like the crackle of an old vinyl record. Then she heard voices talking in a conversation. It sounded like two teenage girls. She recognized the voices. One was Margaret Gates, her best friend since first grade. The two were inseparable until things changed, as they often do, when they began high school. Julia started participating in youth group and church activities. Margaret grew distant and began hanging out with the older kids who partied. Julia knew that something had seriously shifted in their friendship when her parents hosted a surprise sixteenth birthday party for her and Margaret didn’t show up. The two had not been in touch for many years. Julia frowned. Was the stress of losing her mom causing her to hear things?

It was strange enough to hear Margaret’s voice, but other voice was the one she couldn’t quite wrap her mind around. It was her own, but much younger. The conversation was difficult to hear until Julia got used to the static in the background. She could make out Margaret asking a question. “So, are you ready for the band concert tonight? I wonder who’s going to win the big award!”

“I think you should win it,” she heard her younger self reply. “I’m a little nervous...my whole family is supposed to be there tonight. Can you believe it’s already May 11th? Only three more weeks of school!”

“I know,” Margaret answered in typical teen exaggeration. “I’m going to miss everyone so much over the summer. Are you excited about going to the pool when it opens?”

Young Julia responded with equal energy and enthusiasm. “Yeah...I can’t wait! Can you?”

“Nope! We’re going to have so much fun! Well, I gotta go—someone came in the back door. I guess my mom just got home. She’ll ground me for being on the phone again! See ‘ya tonight!”

“Okay...bye!”

There was another second of static, and then the phone went silent.
Chapter 2

When Julia stepped out onto the front porch earlier that morning, she was greeted by the music of spring. Taking center stage was a chorus of chirping birds. Scattered throughout the trees and perched atop the telephone lines, they seemed eager to begin their daybreak performance. Still lingering with an evening lullaby, a few remaining crickets continued their rhythmic hum. In the midst of the music, the fragrance of honeysuckle and fresh earth drifted by on a gentle breeze. It was the middle of May and for just a few minutes, Julia wanted to sit down and take it all in.

The brick on the steps was still wet with the overnight dew. Julia absent-mindedly wiped off a spot before sitting down, balancing a cup of coffee in her other hand. Just minutes earlier she had quietly prepared a cup of instant coffee for herself in the kitchen, trying not to wake her dad. She didn’t particularly care for instant, as living near a gourmet coffee shop for years had turned her against anything that wasn’t organic, flavored, or freshly ground.

This morning she was willing to sacrifice taste for the little bit of comfort she hoped the coffee would provide. As she warmed her hands on the mug, she was reminded of how instant coffee was a part of her parents’ morning routine when she was a little girl. The aroma was soothing. She took a sip and could feel the cobwebs begin to clear in her head. The comfort might take some time, but at least the caffeine was working. This morning she could use a lot of both.

She had spent the night in the house where she, her older sister, and brother had all grown up. Her parents had lived here since they were first married. It was a home that would be considered small for a family of five by today’s standards. As she looked out over the yard, she saw the maple tree that her dad had planted decades earlier. The sun was just starting to come up over the house, and she spotted the shimmer of a spider web on a branch. She remembered running through the yard as a child and being able to jump over that tree. Now it towered over the house providing ample shade, and hopefully some relief, from the long, hot North Carolina summers.

Shade trees were a landscaping staple when Julia was a little girl. She grew up in the lower income part of town where air conditioning was considered a luxury. So, a house shielded by a broad tree was cooler. Julia marveled at the economic disparity between what she had grown up with and the standard of living that most families enjoy today. But somehow life had seemed fuller back then. Right now she felt an emptiness that she knew would take time to heal. She wished she could go back to those simpler times, rather than deal with the days that lie ahead.

It had been a long night. It had been a long ten years. Julia’s mom, Ava, had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s ten years ago. Over the course of those ten years, Julia’s family learned just how devastating a disease it really is. The heartache began in the early stages when the family first recognized that something was wrong. The early stages when a neurologist spent a few minutes with Ava, performed a routine cognitive test, and then put her on yet another antidepressant. The early stages when a family friend visited on a good day and assumed that you were exaggerating about all the bad ones. The early stages when Ava knew that something was wrong and begged to be told what it was. Julia winced and took a sip of her coffee, recalling the conversation that had taken place at her parents’ kitchen table.

“Just tell me what’s wrong with me,” her mother had pleaded. “I can handle it!”

Perhaps she could have handled it. Maybe it was Julia that couldn’t. Either way, she didn’t have the heart to tell her mother what was ahead for her as the disease progressed. It wouldn’t have been an issue anyway. In a few short months Ava wouldn’t remember having a daughter, much less that particular conversation.

After all this time, she could still see the fear in her mom’s eyes and hear it in her voice. Her mom’s voice. That was something else the disease took from Ava. She eventually lost her ability to speak, except for an occasional one-word response to a simple question.

In the final weeks and days of her life, this devoted wife and mother, who had always taken such joy in doing for others, could do nothing for herself. Her health deteriorated to the point that she required twenty-four hour care. It took a lot of sacrifice on the part of the family, but everyone helped out so that Ava could be cared for at home. It was important to them that she was able to remain in the home where she and their dad, Wesley, had lived for the past sixty-two years. And in the early hours of this morning—those early hours just before the birds began their singing—that home is where she had passed away.

As Julia watched her brother and sister drive up, she prepared herself for the final chapter of the past ten years. It was a chapter she and her family would write over the next few days as they honored the life and legacy of the woman who meant so much to them.

Julia lovingly studied her brother and sister as they got out of the car and made their way through the yard. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten, so she was glad to see that her sister Caroline was carrying a bag of fast-food breakfast. Caroline was six years older, and was a little shorter and curvier than Julia’s slight build. She had always worn her hair stylishly cropped, which accentuated her petite facial features. She inherited their dad’s baby-fine, dark brown hair. Caroline’s best feature, again inherited from their dad, was her striking grey-blue eyes, complete with long eyelashes.

When Ava became ill, all three of the children naturally assumed roles with her care. Julia kept the house looking cheerful and clean and always made sure that the pantry was stocked with groceries. Caroline’s attention to detail landed her the job of head administrator. She made sure Ava’s medical insurance claims were filed on time and that there was always someone available to take their mother to her doctor’s appointments. She was also a selfless caregiver who made the two-hour drive many weekends to help out with their mom. As a single parent, Caroline was no stranger to sacrifice or hard work. It had certainly paid off with raising her daughter, Kelly. Not only did Kelly attend a top-rated university, but she also graduated with honors and was now happily married, with a daughter of her own. Caroline had been keeping a steady vigil with Julia and Wesley for several days. She left earlier this morning after Ava passed, to stay with their brother, Scott, where she could get a change of scenery and hopefully a few hours of sleep.

Scott was the oldest. He shared Julia’s blonde hair but was tall and lanky. He also inherited their dad’s grey-blue eyes, but there was no mistaking that his warm and friendly smile came from their mother. Of the three children, he lived the closest to their parents. For all practical purposes, he and his wife Wendy had been on call day and night for the duration of Ava’s illness. Even though his hair had wisps of grey mixed in now, Julia still saw him as her mischievous older brother who had always enjoyed playing pranks on his younger sisters.

Julia set her coffee cup on the steps and met her siblings on the porch. Wendy was making phone calls to her own family and would be joining them later. Julia’s husband and their two children would be arriving that evening.

While exchanging their usual hugs, Julia, Caroline, and Scott lingered a little longer this morning. In each quiet embrace there was a mixture of relief and sadness. The suffering their mom endured had finally ended. She was in a better place. The grief was a bit more complicated. They had become accustomed to losing her. With the Alzheimer’s, it had been happening gradually over the past ten years. They were prepared...but being prepared didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt. Expressing this in words would have been next to impossible. But words really weren’t necessary this morning.

Scott and Caroline took the breakfast into the house, while Julia stopped to grab her coffee cup and possibly the last moments of solitude she would have for the next few days. She expected there would be an outpouring of support from the community, which would be both encouraging and exhausting. Just thinking about it made her tired, so she decided to sit back on the steps for just another minute while her brother and sister had some time with their dad.

As she sat down, her mind went back to her childhood birthday celebrations. Weather permitting, present-opening and picture-taking always took place on these front porch steps. Her mom was in charge of the parties and somehow made each one a lot of fun without a lot of expense. Years later, she and her mother had a conversation on these same steps the night before Julia’s wedding. Julia remembered telling her mom how much she loved her, and how much she appreciated their relationship.

Julia missed hearing her mom talk and laugh. She had many fond memories of times they spent together before the Alzheimer’s. She knew that these memories should bring her comfort, but lately they had just the opposite effect.

More and more, Julia found that reminiscing brought heaviness to her heart. She assumed part of it was that she had just celebrated her fiftieth birthday. Overall, she didn’t feel fifty. She had kept herself in good physical shape, but turning fifty was still, well, turning fifty. Her oldest daughter, Holly, tried encouraging her. “Mom, fifty isn’t as old as it used to be!” Julia knew what she meant, but the words brought little comfort to a woman who remembered her own mother turning fifty and thinking it was ancient.

Julia knew that getting older wasn’t the real issue, but she couldn’t quite pinpoint what exactly was the issue. All she knew was that for her to remember a time when she felt real happiness, she would have to go back about thirty years. Life wasn’t perfect back then, but maybe that was why it was better. She had grown up wearing hand-me-downs and sharing a room with her sister. Her parents never owned a new car, and they saved on groceries by growing their own vegetables. Her dad went to work every day at a modest job as a maintenance supervisor. He may not have earned a six-figure income, but Julia never recalled his being absent from the family dinner table. And her mom didn’t work outside of the home until Julia had completed elementary school.

The only things that were lacking back then were things. What wasn’t lacking were stability and happiness. Life definitely was simpler back then, but apparently Julia’s generation didn’t think it was good enough. So, they worked harder, spent more, and bought bigger houses and designer clothes. She and her husband Bill had fallen subject to these cultural trends along with everyone else. Her upwardly mobile spouse’s hectic work schedule seldom afforded him the luxury of eating dinner with the family during the week. They made up for it on the weekends, but she often wondered if it was the same. She felt the sadness flood over her again. It wasn’t just from losing her mom, but from that nagging sense of emptiness that she couldn’t escape.

Julia had been so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t realize the morning dew had begun to soak through her sweat pants. As she stood to go inside the house, another car pulled into the driveway. She figured it was probably an aunt or uncle stopping by with more breakfast. At least they wouldn’t run out of food. She knew it was time to freshen that cup of coffee.

As she stepped back inside the house, Julia heard the phone ringing. The phone would ring countless times over the next several days as friends and relatives called to express their sympathy. She didn’t know yet that this call would be the first in a series of happenings that would shake her world.

But, deep down, that’s what she desperately wanted.

Chapter 3

Julia numbly sat down on the side of the bed, still holding the phone in her hand. She had prepared herself for many things today—a steady stream of well-meaning people dropping by, lots of small talk, and nothing really feeling normal. But nothing could have prepared her for what just happened. And what did just happen?

“Julia, I found it.” Caroline walked into the room, waving the lost cordless phone. “Dad stashed it in the couch cushions again. Now if we can just locate the TV remote—Hey, are you okay?”

Julia blankly looked at her sister. “I’m not sure...I had the weirdest thing happen when I answered the phone just now. It sounded like—”

She was interrupted mid-sentence when Scott stuck his head into the room and issued what he considered to be an urgent public service announcement.

“Houston, we have a visitor,” he said in a loud whisper. “Josephine is headed up the street, and she’s armed with a casserole!”

Julia wanted to finish telling Caroline about the phone call, but Caroline had already taken Scott’s cue and left the room to run interference. Julia couldn’t believe the timing, but understood why this was more important.

Josephine was an elderly lady who lived two houses away. She could always be counted on when a need arose in the neighborhood. However, as a retired schoolteacher, she enjoyed lecturing during her lengthy visits. One of her favorite topics was child-rearing, even though she’d never married and had no children of her own. Overall, the Sampsons felt sorry for her, but today was not the day for Wesley to get cornered into a long conversation.

On the porch, Caroline greeted the thin, bespectacled spinster who stood with a breakfast casserole in her outstretched arms. She was obviously sad about Ava’s passing and didn’t make eye contact with Carolina as she said, “The dish is disposable. Don’t you worry yourself about returning it. Please tell Wesley I’m right down the street if I can do anything else.”

As the old woman made her way back down the hill, something tugged at Julia’s heart...and then she remembered. Josephine, or “Miss Crawford” as Julia called her as a little girl, had been her and Margaret Gates’ first grade teacher. What a coincidence that she would drop off a meal right after the phone call Julia just received. Or was it a coincidence? Julia was growing more anxious as she thought about that phone call. She kept telling herself that there had to be a logical explanation...but there was nothing logical about it.

***

The next two days were just as Julia had anticipated: a blur of phone calls, unannounced visits, and lots of homemade pies. She and her siblings made sure they wrote down every flower arrangement and meal that was delivered. Caroline, ever the detailed record-keeper, insisted that thank-you notes should be sent no later than four weeks following the memorial service.

Wesley held up well during the entire process, but Julia could tell that his loss was incalculable. Not only had Ava been his wife for over six decades, but also he hadn’t left her side since she became homebound several years ago. Being with her became his reason for living—something that now seriously concerned Julia. However, the support and kind words spoken about his late wife seemed to help him find closure. Knowing her father, Julia understood how important it was to him that people remember Ava for the wonderful woman she was.

And indeed, she was a wonderful woman. The second of five children, Ava was born in September of 1929, just weeks before the onset of the Great Depression. She told stories of how difficult those years were. She and her three sisters often went without food or heat in their home. During their high school years, Ava and her older sister relocated to Enoburg to live with a distant relative. They called her Aunt Helen. A family with four sons lived in the house adjacent to Aunt Helen’s. One of those sons returned from World War II and fell in love with the new girl next door. After a few months of dating, Ava and Wesley were married in April of 1949.

In the years that followed, their lives were defined by hard work, raising three children, and serving faithfully in their church. Wesley, an electrician by trade, volunteered untold hours making repairs or installing whatever gadgets were needed to keep things at the church updated and running smoothly. Ava taught the nursery class for thirty years. She also provided childcare on choir practice nights so that members didn’t have to hire babysitters.

The vegetable garden that Wesley and Ava tended each summer always yielded an abundant crop, enough for their family and plenty to share with friends and neighbors. Working in the garden was a family effort, and no one was ever exempt from helping out. As children, Julia and her siblings didn’t always enjoy the hard work or understand the values they were being taught. Julia remembers how long a row of green beans looked on a humid July afternoon. Much like the oppressive North Carolina summer heat, it seemed to go on forever.

Years later, when their children were grown and the grandchildren started arriving, Wesley and Ava seamlessly transitioned into this new phase of life. They would drive any distance for a weekend visit or to attend a school awards program. When Holly—Julia and Bill’s first child—was a toddler, Bill frequently worked out of town. Once a week, Wesley and Ava would take Julia and Holly out to dinner. Those dinners helped Julia feel less alone.

On those occasions when Wesley and Ava couldn’t be there in person, their love and warm wishes would show up in the mailbox. They routinely sent the grandchildren greeting cards if one of them was sick, having a birthday, or just in their thoughts. In addition to delivering their love, the kids could always count on there being a few dollar bills tucked inside.

Julia walked back into her parents’ bedroom. The room looked like it used to with just their simple bedroom suite. It had been necessary to rearrange the furniture in the house to accommodate Ava’s remaining there during her illness. The hospital bed her mom had slept in had been picked up by the local hospice agency. The large hospital recliner had also been removed. The way Julia looked at it, only the things that would remind them of their mother’s illness were gone, but not the things that would help them remember her.

As Julia stood looking around her parents’ room, she noticed that the phone was back on the nightstand. The phone! She hadn’t even allowed herself to think about the phone call she’d received earlier in the week. Several days had passed, and her time and energy had been required for more important matters. She decided that, at least for now, she would just dismiss the whole thing as her mind playing a trick on her. She must have been more exhausted and grief-stricken than she realized. Now that she had gotten some rest, she even felt a little silly for worrying about it. It was important that she was able to focus on how she could best help her dad in the few days she would be spending with him.

There was one task, in particular, that she wanted to complete before leaving. Since she was the sibling known for her housekeeping and organizational skills, it was understood that she would be the one to straighten out the closet containing what was left of Ava’s personal belongings.

The closets in her parents’ house were just like the house itself—small. Julia had made an effort over the past several years to keep Ava’s clothes thinned out, keeping only the items she actually wore. Those consisted mostly of hospital gowns and pajamas. Her suits and dresses had already gone to charity, or to family members who could use them. But there were still some stray items left, such as a couple of pairs of outdated shoes and a few handbags.

Julia’s dad was taking one of his classic naps on the living room sofa. It always amazed Julia how he, or anyone, could sleep sitting up. He had always napped that way. She figured that now would be an ideal time to undertake the closet project. Wesley, a packrat by nature, would say that he wanted someone to clean out “those cluttered closets” or “all that mess in the basement,” but when the process actually started, he was reluctant to throw anything away. So, with him peacefully asleep in the next room, Julia figured she had about an hour to get the job done.

In the closet Julia found a small library of cassette tapes. She had forgotten about them until, while reaching for an old pocketbook, she knocked the shoebox full of them onto the floor. She knew the box couldn’t have contained more than twenty; however, that much plastic hitting the hardwood flooring made it sound more like two hundred. It was on occasions such as these that Julia was grateful her dad couldn’t hear all that well. She peeked around the corner to the living room. Sure enough, he was still asleep.

As she knelt down to pick up the scattered tapes, she felt like she was picking up the pages of a family history book. While there were a few music tapes mixed in, most were recordings of birthday dinners, holiday celebrations, and other special occasions. Her dad had labeled each tape with the date and the name of the event. Now she understood where her sister had gotten her obsession for details and recordkeeping. Then she found the band concerts. There were several tapes of Julia’s middle school and high school band concerts.

It was amazing how much technology had progressed since the cassette recorder made its debut. She could still remember the Christmas her parents purchased one as a gift for the family. Scott was in on the surprise and had fun experimenting with it. Always developing his skills as a prankster, he enjoyed sneaking around the house and recording his sisters talking on the phone or arguing with each other. The funniest thing he caught on tape was Julia singing in the bathtub. The entire family got a big laugh out of it on Christmas morning.

Julia smiled as she suddenly realized that somewhere on these tapes would be her mom’s voice and her laughter. Right now she could close her eyes and clearly remember both. She didn’t want that memory to ever fade. Now it wouldn’t have to.

As she picked up the last few tapes off the floor, one in particular caught her eye. It was her spring concert from the ninth grade. The spring concert was a big event back when she was in band. Julia’s hometown, though small, had a thriving band program at the junior and senior high levels. It was recognized as one of the best in the state. Each of the two directors was an accomplished performer, which helped to further promote excellence in the program. In fact, after high school several of Julia’s classmates went on to become professional musicians themselves.

Julia, Scott, and Caroline all participated in the band program. And, as soon as her family purchased the cassette player, each concert was recorded. She could still picture her dad putting fresh batteries in the recorder before each performance.

As she took another look at the tape labeled Julia’s 9th Grade Band Concert, May 11, 1976, a chill went through her. Her mom passed away on May 11th. It was also the day she received the phone call...and in that phone call Margaret Gates was talking about this very concert. For a second all Julia could do was sit and stare at the label. This was strange...really strange.

She slowly picked up the tape, almost afraid to touch it. She knew what she had to do. She began rummaging through the closet, looking for the old cassette tape player.

Chapter 4

Julia was hoping that the items in the closet would be limited to what was left of her mom’s personal items. However, knowing her dad, she was not surprised to discover a small thrift store waiting for her.

“There sure is a lot of junk in here for such a small space,” Julia complained under her breath as she tossed out two old garden hats, a wrinkled roll of wrapping paper, and a stray rain boot. It reminded her of the wardrobe in The Chronicles of Narnia, as it seemed to be expanding. Removing unwanted items only served to reveal more underneath, and with this peculiar assortment of clutter, coming into contact with a snow-covered branch wouldn’t have been that big of a shock. Finally she dug out the old cassette recorder. She suspected that no one else on the planet, except for her father, would have held on to such a relic. But right now she was glad that he had.

Just looking at it brought back a flood of memories. Her dad recorded so many events over the years. On Christmas mornings he would start early and tape all of the excitement as she and her siblings opened their presents. Years later, at her band concerts, he and her mom would sit on the front row. As the concert was about to start and the auditorium lights were dimmed, Julia would look for the red light on the tape recorder. That little light meant that her parents valued all of her hard work and preparation.

As she pulled the recorder out of the closet, Julia wondered if something this old would still work. Her dad was quite the fix-it guy, so it would be rare to find a broken appliance of any sort around his house. The adapter cord was wrapped around the recorder and secured with a weathered piece of masking tape. She removed the battery casing and discovered four C-sized batteries still fastened in place. She carefully lifted the recorder out of the closet and set it up on her dad’s dresser. She blew off the dust and unwrapped the cord. She plugged it into an outlet and inserted the tape of the concert. As she pushed the play button, the red light came on.
Chapter 5

There is always a silent pause before a band concert begins. The director waits to make sure he has the full attention of each musician. Then he steps up onto the podium. When he does, the band members, in unison, snap their instruments to attention. When he raises his arms, the instruments go into position, ready to be played. Julia could make out these faint noises on the old recording.

The music started. How well she remembered this song! It was one of her dad’s favorites from the 1940s. This was one of the concerts where the ninth grade chorus performed alongside the band. The selection was “Sentimental Journey,” which had long been recognized as the homecoming song for the soldiers returning from World War II. Her dad said he heard it often on the radio back then. After Julia’s concert, he commended the students saying that even Doris Day, who recorded the original, would have been proud of them.

Julia listened to the performance until it concluded, followed by the audience’s applause. She then fast-forwarded the tape for several seconds, wanting to hear the end of the concert. Since it was the last concert of the school year, the band’s accomplishments would be celebrated with an awards ceremony. The award the students were always the most excited about was “The Director’s Award for Band.” It was a plaque presented by Mr. Morgan to the most outstanding band student of the year. Julia gasped. The phone call!

This was the very award that she and Margaret had been talking about during that strange phone call she received. Julia pressed the fast forward and rewind buttons in turn several times, trying to hear the presentation of this one award. For some reason she couldn’t find it, which she found to be really odd. However, the next time she pushed play, she caught the middle of the audience applauding enthusiastically. She could hear band members cheering as well. She suddenly remembered what had happened that night and why there was so much excitement. She hit the rewind button and started the tape again. She could hear a man from the State Band Education Committee making an announcement.

The school’s old sound system squealed to life. “Good evening ladies and gentlemen. My name is Harold Brown, and I’m here tonight to present the State’s highest band award. Mr. Morgan’s students have earned a superior rating at the annual state competition for five years in a row. His record is unprecedented. Please join me in congratulating Mr. Morgan as I present him with this plaque and a check for $500 to be used towards new instruments.”

Looking back, Julia realized just what an important night this must have been for Mr. Morgan. There were tears in his eyes as he received the award and shook the presenter’s hand.

As Julia continued to reflect, the details became clearer. She remembered a man approaching Mr. Morgan while the band was warming up before the concert. The man briefly spoke with him, and then he and Mr. Morgan left the room. She and the other students were curious and whispered among themselves. A few minutes later, when Mr. Morgan returned, he seemed a little shaken up, but then proceeded with last minute tune-ups and final instructions. Julia didn’t give the matter much thought until after Mr. Morgan was presented with the award. Then she concluded that the man must have been part of the State Band Education Committee and was just giving Mr. Morgan a heads-up about the presentation. It would make sense that Mr. Morgan had become a little emotional. And who could blame him? The award was prestigious, and five hundred dollars seemed like a lot of money back then...

Julia stopped the tape and returned to the cleaning project at hand. There were a few items that were keepers, but most would go to a local charity or simply be thrown out. The most valuable item she had uncovered was the tape collection. It made her smile to think of how her family would be able to visit these priceless memories over and over again. It was at that point that she knew what she needed to do with this one particular tape. She slipped it back into the case and headed for the kitchen, glancing over to see if her dad was still asleep on the couch. When she reached the kitchen, she thumbed through the pages of the phone book on the counter. She had a call to make.
Chapter 6

The Enoburg phone book hadn’t changed in size for as long as Julia could remember. She was accustomed to the oversized Raleigh phone book that could be used as a doorstop, stool, or even a booster seat if necessary. She always found it strange to look for a phone number in a book that was no bigger than a dance recital program. The only noticeable difference from year to year was the date and the picture on the cover.

Enoburg was a quaint historical town that bordered on the Eno River. Even though it regularly attracted tourists because of its rich history and lovely colonial homes, it experienced little population growth over the years. Other than a few new restaurants and the addition of a discount supercenter, there wasn’t much to attract newcomers. What growth there was took place mostly out in the county. In town, the high taxes and complicated zoning ordinances discouraged investors that would want to build new structures or restore old ones.

Julia quickly found the “M” section and was relieved to find that Mr. Morgan still lived in the area. She planned to contact him about the cassette recording and take it by his house. As much as the tape meant to her, it would mean so much more to him. She thought it would be a nice gesture and a good way to reconnect with her former teacher. She could just imagine his reaction as he heard the recording of his acceptance
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