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			Story Time

			Not much to tell, really,” David said. “And certainly no derring-do if that’s what you’re hoping for.”

			Determined not to lose patience even before Sheila’s tires had touched Route 66, Charley remained silent. They were waiting for their modest dinners in the hotel’s showy yet cozy coffee shop, and when he didn’t continue, her fingernails clicked impatiently on the white laminate tabletop.

			“Okay,” he said in surrender. “You win. For now.”

			She winked above the lip of her cup of decaffeinated coffee. “And you have my undivided attention.”

			“The night we met, I told you I was born and raised in Adelaide. Attended university in Sydney, and stayed on there to work. When I said I was somewhat Americanized, I was minimizing.”

			Imagine that, Charley thought.

			“My father was an American diplomat assigned to the consulate office, and through his work, met my mother, an Australian economist. They married, and a year or so later, along I came.” He drank some iced tea. “Both were Jewish, though neither was terribly serious about it. Their faith, that is, not their heritage.”

			

			“Are they still alive? I ask because my parents aren’t.”

			David watched Charley use her fork to surgically remove every piece of ham from her chef salad and carefully place each one on an unused bread plate.

			“No. They’re both gone. Quite some time ago. After they passed, I became close to my mother’s two brothers, Sid and Victor. Great guys and very successful in the car business. They treated me more like one of their sons than a nephew.”

			“Brothers or sisters?” she asked as she folded in blue cheese dressing.

			“Only child. Although my mother had two brothers and a sister, she was fond of saying ‘one and done.’ He never said it outright, but my father often gave the impression he wanted more. Or at least that’s the way I remember it.”

			“And you. Ever married? Children, either here or there?”

			“No, and no.”

			Between bites of his Reuben sandwich, David told Charley that after a stint as a writer with The Sydney Morning Herald, he followed a woman to America. She was an aspiring actress, so they settled in New York City, where he worked as a freelance writer.

			“After a couple of years, she left me. I stayed on in the city and became a foreign correspondent for the Herald, mostly writing about life as an expat in America.”

			He told her he’d found the newspaper business didn’t provide the challenge he wanted and discovered he had a knack for writing off-Broadway plays. After making ends meet for a few years, he took to heart the advice of others and headed off to Hollywood to try his hand at becoming a screenwriter.

			“I made my way to the Left Coast, and things sorta worked out nicely. I was earning a respectable living, so I put down roots.”

			

			“Would I recognize anything you worked on?”

			Charley was impressed, as anyone would be, hearing just a few of the movies and television shows he’d written for, either in whole or in part. If there was an “in part,” he told her it often involved his friend Mac. Anticipating she might ask, David mentioned he had three novels in various stages of completion, stopping well short of confessing they never would be.

			David Jacobs was a man in his fifty-sixth year who had little hope of living beyond his coming October birthday. He was truthful when he told Charley he lived in California. What he didn’t tell her was that while he still owned a home there, he’d established residency in Oregon to hopefully qualify for legally assisted suicide when the time came.

			Grateful for a serious conversation free of quips and teasing, Charley said, “Thank you for sharing. I’m sure there’s a lot more, and we still have several days ahead of us.”

			“I assure you, unlike yours, my life story is a shallow pond. And we’ve just waded in knee-deep, touching bottom.”

			“What a turn of phrase.” She shook her head. “But I ain’t buyin’ it.”

			He chewed the last of his sandwich thoughtfully and set his plate aside. “Be that as it may, your turn.”

			With her salad only partially eaten, she laid her fork down and asked what Marla Jo had told him. Once again, he disclosed little of what he had learned from their mutual friend and his recent online reading about Seattle’s Charley Chaplain.

			“David, I know we’re both tired. Or at least I am. I’ll be as brief as you were.”

			“As long as you don’t leave out any juicy parts.”

			

			He certainly is easy to talk with. More so than any man I’ve ever known.

			“I’ll leave it to you to be the arbiter of what qualifies in your mind as juicy.”

			Like re-reading a book she’d just finished, Charley covered select portions of what had kept her awake into the early morning hours. Her words were devoid of emotion, and David listened without interrupting. She wasn’t going anywhere without him for a least a week—or so he thought. She concluded her story before reaching the fate awaiting her return to Seattle.

			“I know I’ve talked a lot about Richard, but he defined me for a long time. Over twenty-five years. He just seemed... larger than life. Certainly larger than my life while we were together, and other people saw him that way too. They worshipped him.” She looked away, then back. “I’m curious what Marla Jo told you about him.”

			“Nothing much, really. Just his name and a description.”

			“Interesting. How’d she describe someone she’s never met?”

			“Eloquently, though succinctly. Only three words, as I recall.”

			Her eyes grew wider in anticipation.

			“And they were . . .?”

			“Piece of shit.”

			“That is rather succinct. Don’t know about the eloquent part.”

			“From what you’ve just shared, doesn’t appear she was wrong.”

			“Sadly, she wasn’t. And neither were my parents.”

			No surprise there, he thought. “They didn’t like him?”

			“After being around Richard for only a little while before we got married, Daddy sat me down in his church office and told me ‘something’s not right about this guy.’ He went on to say—and I remember his exact words to this day—‘he may seem all polished on the outside, but I know there’s rust underneath. And you won’t have to scratch too hard to find it.’”

			“Good fatherly instincts.”

			

			“Wish I’d listened to him.” She seemed to drift away for a moment. “I could be a little stubborn back then.”

			“Have you gotten over it?”

			“The stubbornness?”

			He nodded.

			“You tell me . . . when we finally get to where we’re going.”

			“Fair enough. Charley, you mentioned your ex’s book. Confess I haven’t read it and—”

			“Because it’s not in Hebrew?”

			“Cute. But I understand a lot of others have.”

			“A lot of others,” she echoed, with an edge to her voice.

			“One thing Marla Jo did tell me was that your ex didn’t write the book. You did.”

			This time, it was Charley who nodded.

			“Were you surprised by what happened?”

			“Totally.”

			“I understand it was a bestseller. Did he acknowledge you in any way?”

			“No. Never. But I don’t mind. Didn’t then, and don’t now.”

			“Why? I’d think most people in similar circumstances would. Me included.”

			“Perhaps. But at the same time, neither of us wanted a Jim and Tammy Fay comparison, one Richard so vividly described as inevitable if he shared his glory with me. The truth is, I’d written something I didn’t think anyone would be interested in, especially if they had to pay for it.”

			“Yet, at the end of the day, you made him a rock star.”

			“Actually, I helped create a monster. One with a callous heart, at least toward me and our daughter.”

			“Was he unfaithful to you?”

			Her bitter smile gave a silent answer. “He didn’t even have to go looking. Women were drawn to him. Either misguided or simply out for a celebrity conquest.”

			

			“But you were suspicious, right?”

			“It’s amazing what you can ignore when you put your mind to it.”

			“Looking at all this a bit differently,” David said, “did you make your husband jealous by being with uniformed men at all hours?”

			“To the moon and back. I lived with a constant drumbeat of accusations, and it took a long time to realize it was all meant to keep me off-balance so I wouldn’t suspect his playing around.”

			“With him being a Christian media darling, the story got quite a lot of attention in California for a time. What I remembered most—before meeting you—was his colossal fall from grace.”

			Sitting in that hotel café, Charley became an island unto herself for several moments.

			“And he took me down with him,” she finally said.

			David paused and absently played with a spoon before asking, “What about your daughter?”

			“That’s the real tragedy in all of this.”

			“In what way?”

			Charley told him her daughter had begged her many times to divorce, saying over and over they both knew he was guilty as sin. As many sins.

			“So when you chose instead to stand by him—”

			“We haven’t spoken since. Just a few texts.”

			“If leaving him wouldn’t turn your daughter against you, and it sounds like it wouldn’t, why didn’t you heed her pleadings?”

			Although confident Richard was lying about everything, Charley had come to the uncomfortable conclusion that the divorce her daughter urged would eventually destroy his ministry and bring despair to many of the hundreds of thousands of lives he touched every week. And possibly bring ruin to some of the families whose livelihoods depended upon him. She knew he skated near the edge without knowing where the cliff ended and the falloff began. He lived as though he were playing tennis with the net down. Conflicted and wanting more time to decide, she reluctantly gave one appearance, and only one, of standing by her man worthy of the country music song. Over time, as Richard’s house of cards collapsed, being shunned by friends and professional colleagues became an unintended consequence of Charley’s decision.

			

			Her eyes grew moist, and she dabbed at her tears with her napkin.

			“Want me to shut up about all this?” David asked.

			Charley shook her head.

			“Should have listened to Rachel and others.” She let out a long breath. “I have so many regrets . . . this being the most profound.”

			David looked away to signal their waitress, and Charley stifled a yawn.

			“Charley, I know it’s been a very long day for both of us, but I have just one more question.”

			“Okay.”

			“There must have been a tipping point that caused you to finally turn away from him.”

			His curiosity forced her to smile for the first time.

			“Well, here’s a not-so-original story idea for one of your screenplays. I found out one of Richard’s playmates for several years was the person I thought was my best friend. We lived in the same neighborhood and raised our children together. Someone in whom I felt I could confide anything, including some of my most personal thoughts about my husband. I’m sure it all made for wonderful pillow talk between them.” Beneath the table, she closed her hand into a fist. “I was devastated.”

			He paused long enough to consider the wisdom of sharing his thoughts. He recalled reading somewhere a marriage tops any list of complicated relationships.

			

			“I can relate.”

			“How?” she asked with a disbelieving tone. “You said you were never married.”

			“True. Left out something from my story. Something I guess most folks would deem juicy.”

			David’s mother had been distant and moody, but he’d been close to his father, especially in his teen years. While he was away at university, his mother took a lover the same age as her son, and the two of them left for a life together in Perth on the opposite side of the vast country. His father, having willingly displaced himself from his own country rather than ask his Australian wife to leave hers, became a humiliated and broken man. David never forgave his mother, and seethed with anger each time he recalled the man who had replaced his father in his mother’s bed was David’s best friend from childhood. His father fell on hard times, became a heavy drinker, and died in a one-car accident a year later.

			David told Charley he never saw his mother again and was on holiday in Tasmania when she passed away. He learned of her death from one of her brothers after her funeral, a service he said he would not have attended even if he had known.

			“It brought me close to my uncles. A few years later, I left for America.”

			“Well, it seems I certainly don’t have a lock on sad stories, do I?”

			David crossed his arms over his chest. “No one does. Life isn’t always fair. Never has been, never will be. I think most everyone has their own boulevard of broken dreams.”

			“Beautifully said. Though no surprise. David, may I balance the scale by asking one more question of you?”

			“Of course.”

			“You said the woman you followed to New York left you. What happened?”

			

			He thought about how infidelity had created a symbolic intersection of their two lives long before they met a few days ago. He uncrossed his arms to pick up the check their waitress left on the edge of the table, added a generous tip when he charged their meals to his room, and turned the slip of paper face down.

			“I guess in one way, you and I are kindred souls. Mine was not at all a unique refrain in the annals of the theater world. She dumped me for a producer with whom she was having an affair.”

			“Were you devastated when it happened?”

			“Not really. We never quarreled, at least not that I recall, but I sensed it coming for quite some time. Nothing to cry the blues over. She thought he could help advance her career. We both moved on.”

			Charley was beginning to relish what she hoped was a growing friendship and silently wished the woman was in an obscure location, waitressing or bartending, struggling to pay her rent.

			“I know about you. Or think I do. How’d that work out for her?”

			“For the most part, I’d say rather well. Broadway, then Hollywood. Now both.”

			With a teasing smile, she asked, “Is her name a secret? Like your friend Mac and your pen name?”

			He shook his head and told her.

			Charley leaned back against her chair and almost keeled over.

			“Seriously?”

			“Seriously.”

			“Wow! She’s . . . I mean she’s really, you know—”

			“Famous?” he asked.

			“Understated, as you so often are, but yes!”

			“Yeah, she’s done okay . . . after not having me as an anchor to drag around.”

			“You don’t believe that, and neither do I. Since you’re both in the movie business, do you ever see her? Talk to her?”

			

			“From time to time. And when she was cast in one of the movies I was involved with. But it’s been a few years.”

			“So, you wrote the words, she spoke and acted them out. And became a movie star. Doesn’t sound like much of an anchor.”

			David tapped his watch.

			“End of story hour?” she asked.

			They walked down the empty hallway toward the lobby. Until they reached the bank of elevators, the only sound they heard was their footsteps on stone flooring.

			“David, we asked each other a lot of questions, but you left a big one out.”

			“What?”

			“You never asked if I was faithful to Richard. Only if he was jealous.”

			“No need. I knew at least that much about you before you told me your story.”

			“And why were you . . . are you . . . so certain? You barely know me.”

			“Confucious.”

			“Confucious?”

			“Yep. He said something about studying a person’s words and behavior since both are paths to betrayal that can’t be disguised.”

			The elevator doors opened.

			“That’s quite poignant, even for you. Is our evening going to end with Confucious?”

			His smile momentarily lifted the travel fatigue from his voice and his face. “If you’re half as tired as I am, it will have to.”
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			The Journey Begins

			David’s parting words had been to forget about setting alarms and sleep in. A noticeably refreshed Charley entered the lobby shortly after nine the next morning and found him sitting in an overstuffed leather chair, drinking coffee, and studying a travel guide.

			He stood as she approached. “You look lovely. Sleep well?”

			“I did. And thank you.” She spread her arms apart. “You said there’d be no need to impress you with a stunning wardrobe, so this is as good as it’s gonna get.”

			This being snug-fitting black designer jeans and a cream-colored silk blouse that clung perfectly to her shoulders and draped over her waist, her appearance accentuated by pink and white running shoes.

			“And you look mighty fine yourself.” David wore matching black jeans and a muted-yellow golf shirt, polo style, with a small, multicolored shark emblem near the left lapel—the brand of Australian golfer, Greg Norman. Brown leather slip-on driving shoes.

			“I have a question,” Charley said.

			“Yes?”

			

			“Not being critical. Oh, I think I said that about Sheila yesterday. Sorry. Anyway, just curious. Do you ever wear socks?”

			“Only with my cowboy boots, the ones that didn’t make the trip. Remember me telling you I also made sacrifices when you had to repack?”

			“I do.”

			“Well, there you go.”

			David gestured to the matching chair next to his and eyed the self-service lobby bar. “Coffee?”

			“That’d be wonderful.”

			“Cream. Right?”

			She smiled, nodded, and watched him walk away. Despite the Route 66 vagaries in the days ahead, this just feels right, she thought. She knew she’d made the right decision and found herself almost giddy with excitement. When he returned, she asked where they would spend the night.

			“St. Louis. Looks to be something less than three hundred miles. Even with our casual start, it’s easily doable in a day. And my promise to you will always be the best places I can find with indoor parking . . . for both Sheilas.”

			“Starting early with the cute stuff, are we?”

			David lifted his coffee cup. “A promise made, a promise kept,” he replied, telling himself he was one lucky Bruce.

			They each ate a toasted bagel from the lobby bar and agreed to forgo a larger breakfast, waiting instead for a satisfying lunch, ideally one with local flair, somewhere along the way. David generously tipped the parking valet, then maneuvered through bumper-to-bumper traffic to what for Route 66 travelers going west to east would be “trail’s end”—the intersection of Adams Street and Michigan Avenue in downtown Chicago. For David and Charley, it marked the beginning.

			

			By the time they reached the city limits, the morning skies had darkened, and thunderclouds moved in quickly. Less than fifty miles from their start, any sound from the windshield wipers was drowned out by the rain drumming a steady cadence on the roof as they passed through Joliet. Statesville prison, immortalized in The Blues Brothers movie, was a blur off the right side of the car.

			Another eighty miles or so of David playing it safe with cautious driving brought them to Bloomington/Normal, often listed as one of the country’s best college towns. The rain clouds eventually dissipated, and after traveling a hundred and forty miles, they stopped for lunch in McLean.

			Seated opposite Charley in a corner booth, David looked around. “We gotta quit meeting like this. First Karen’s Kastle, and now—”

			“That’s not very nice,” she gently scolded.

			“Yeah. But my promise to you was the best of everything. Concerned you might be disappointed.”

			“Now you’re just being silly. I love simple, down-home places, and I bet you do, too.”

			“I do. And the two we’ve found thus far made special by the company I’m keeping.”

			“Fair warning. Keep up the flattery, and I’ll grow accustomed to it.”

			After their orders were taken, Charley noticed two uniformed paramedics, a slightly overweight middle-aged man and a trim woman in her early twenties, sitting at a nearby table, preparing to leave. Charley gestured for their waitress and asked her to add the paramedics’ meals to their check. When learning of her “pay it forward” kindness, the first responders stopped by to express their gratitude before they left.

			A slight man in his seventies, dressed in faded bib overalls and a flannel shirt, pushed back the chair from his empty table. He removed his well-worn FDNY baseball cap as he slowly approached.

			

			“Pardon me, ma’am,” he said, his words unfalteringly polite, “I couldn’t help noticing what you did. I also wanted to thank you.”

			Charley smiled. “Always a pleasure to do something for those who do so much.”

			David’s eyes focused on the man’s cap. “Were you there? On September 11th?”

			The man scratched his stubbled cheek. “Yes, I was.”

			David extended his hand, and the man grasped it firmly.

			“This is Charley. I’m David. And we want to thank you.”

			“Name’s Lewis. Lewis Ernst. I’m called Lew.”

			David’s professional life was all about creating imaginary characters, first in his mind, then on paper. He began to commit the man’s walnut-textured face to memory—a wizened visage David thought could easily fold into recurring grief over that tragic September morning.

			Lew smoothed his thinning white hair with one hand and tipped his hat with the other. “Now you good folks have a wonderful rest of your day.” His scuffed boots shuffled a few steps back toward his table, where an open menu lay on top.

			David understood Charley’s inquiring look and nodded.

			“Pardon me, Lew.” The man turned toward Charley’s voice. “If you’re eating alone, we’d be honored if you’d join us.”

			“I’d like that. I’d like that very much.” He looked at their small booth and suggested they might be more comfortable at his table.

			Once they were all settled, David and Charley on one side, the man on the other, David asked, “Are you a local, Mr. Lewis?”

			“Lew.”

			Charley tightened her lips and turned them inward to hold back a smile.

			“Right,” David acknowledged.

			

			“And yessir, I am. Not forever, just a long time.”

			“Then may we prevail upon you for lunch recommendations?” David asked.

			Charley was struck by how that formal phrasing seemed to convey that David was intimidated and rested her hand on his. “We’ve already ordered.”

			Charley and Lew exchanged smiles.

			Regaining his composure, David asked, “So Lew, you were a firefighter in New York City. I was wondering . . .”

			“David used to live there.”

			This time, it was David who exchanged smiles with their dining companion over Charley’s interruption.

			“I was wondering,” David continued. “In what part of the city were you stationed?”

			“Brooklyn.”

			“How’d you choose to become a firefighter?”

			“One could say it chose me. Grew up in the life. Uncles and cousins, as well as my father. My mother insisted I graduate college, but I think she knew all along where I’d wind up. I tried other things but was in a firehouse before my twenty-fifth birthday.”

			Their meals arrived. Baskets with burgers, fries, and coleslaw, iced tea all around.

			“Lew, may I offer a quick blessing?” Charley asked.

			“If you don’t, I will. So, please.”

			They held hands and bowed their heads.

			“Lord, we ask you to bless this food before us, bless the hands that prepared it, bless those seated next to us, and bless the friendship between us.”

			“That was nice,” Lew said. “And you said that better than any preacher I ever heard.”

			David nudged Charley. “Go ahead, friend. Show him your kryptonite.”

			

			“Kryptonite?” Lew asked.

			Charley wrinkled her nose at David, then reached into her purse.

			As David had done back in Kentucky, Lew slowly opened the leather-encased shield.

			“Seattle. You’re a long way from home. Chaplain?”

			“Lew, I said much the same thing just a few days ago. Would you like to hear her story?”

			Charley used one arm to reach for her shield and the other to direct a sharp elbow toward the man beside her.

			“Yes, I would. It’ll give me something to share with my Roberta at our evening meal. After over fifty years of marriage, my well of stimulating conversation often runs dry.”

			“I have a better idea. Let’s have a conversation. My Aussie friend is welcome to join in at any time. He’s a famous Hollywood screenwriter intent upon writing a book about my unremarkable life.”

			“Well, there’s a story there as well, I imagine,” Lew replied, with a wink, “but his will have to wait.”

			Charley decided, for her, brevity would be best.

			“Lew, in one way, my path was similar to yours. My father and my husband were pastors. After seminary, my time was spent raising our daughter. When she went off to college, I became a social worker, then joined the police department.”

			The waitress stopped by to
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