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				Chapter 1
			

			
				Bella’s Wedding
			

			
				Last Year
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Mom, is he here yet?” Our daughter, Bella, fretted as she peaked around me into the crowded cathedral.
			

			
				I sighed and shook my head as I hugged her. “Sweetheart, Miguel is here. He is who matters most. He’s your groom. Everyone is here except your brother. Charlie texted me that he is about twenty miles away now. The roads are icy coming in from College Station, and he is taking it very slow. Don’t worry. Dad explained the delay. No one thinks Miguel or you chickened out … or eloped.” I slapped her hands. “Don’t bite your nails. You will ruin your pretty manicure. Everything will be fine. I promise.”
			

			
				Bella dropped her hands and took a deep breath. “Okay. I sure don’t want to mess up my hands tonight. If you’re sure he’ll show up.”
			

			
				I hugged my beautiful daughter close to me again. It was three days before Christmas. I couldn’t believe she was all grown up and about to get married. She looked incredibly beautiful in the exquisite fifties vintage wedding gown. The fitted bodice was made of pale silver silk with a matching fabric sash at the waist. Delicate silk orchids accented the neckline of the vintage gown. The skirt belled out gracefully into a full white tulle skirt perfect for my diminutive daughter. Her auburn hair was done in a soft updo that beautifully showed off her elegant, swan-like neck.
			

			
				Selection of the gown had been a two-year ordeal. Bella first wanted a tea-length gown like Audrey Hepburn wore in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Her bridesmaids were going to wear tea-length 50’s gowns in varying pastel shades. We looked for vintage gowns across the country. Bella had just tried on a beautiful dress that looked identical to the original Audrey Hepburn wedding gown when her eyes landed on the exquisite Ceil Chapman creation. In an instant, her plans changed from tea-length youthfulness to understated sophistication which still looked youthful but would be perfect for the cathedral wedding.
			

			
				Bella still chose vintage fifties ball gowns for her attendants. She allowed each to select their favorite color. Bella chose Elizabeth as her maid of honor, and Liz glowed in the lavender tulle ball gown. I privately wished all the girls had chosen the lavender because it looked beautiful next to Bella’s gown. Our Liz glows in any shade of purple. The other girls decided they would all wear periwinkle blue gowns made in a complimentary style that looked like they were also made by the renowned designer. The girls would all wear little white faux fur shrugs to help ward off the winter cold in the cavernous cathedral.
			

			
				Faith Wolf, the adorable flower girl, was clad in a white gown with a full tulle skirt and a pale silver sash that matched the fabric in Bella’s gown. It had a heart-shaped cutout on the back, but we had it specially made with long sleeves. She had a faux fur shrug to wear before and after the ceremony. Faith is the daughter of our friends, Baylie Smith-Wolf and Shadow Wolf, who goes by ‘Max’ here. She is ‘differently abled,’ as her mother puts it, and has a genetic disorder called partial trisomy 21. Baylie pulled Faith’s straight black hair into a high ponytail which we managed to somehow style in curls. The flower petals the child carried were shades of blue, pink and white.
			

			
				I wore a beautiful rose-colored mother of the bride outfit, with a jacket, a fitted waist and a ‘fit ‘n’ flare’ skirt. The guys wore James Bond style tuxedos like they wore at Bella’s senior prom, white jackets, black trousers, white dress shirts, and black bow ties. They looked very debonair.
			

			
				I still wasn’t completely convinced Charlie was late getting here due to the weather. It was complicated. He met Kelly Nguyen a few months after we moved to San Antonio. They began as friends through animal rescue and quickly became an item. They went to each other’s proms and continued to date in college.
			

			
				It shocked us to learn that it was Kelly’s brother who had been killed crossing McCullough Avenue one afternoon on his way home and that Chico, the dog Charlie rescued, had been her brother’s dog, but her parents were always very polite with us. We always made sure Chico was put away in Charlie’s room when the Nguyen’s came over. I didn’t want to upset Kelly’s mother.
			

			
				We could see love blossoming between the young couple. Richard and I thought Kelly was perfect for him. I could see her dad wasn’t thrilled she was dating Charles, but Col. Nguyen never uttered a word of criticism in our presence. He was always a bit guarded with us. I thought it was simply him trying to protect his wife since Charlie adopted their son’s dog.
			

			
				At Thanksgiving, everyone including Miguel and his family along with Kelly and her family came to our house for dinner. We have had big dinners like this with them several times. Afterwards, Charlie went down on one knee and asked Kelly to marry him. He pulled out the antique jade and diamond ring his father gave me long ago. Stricken, tears began to slide down her cheeks as Kelly stammered that she thought Charlie knew her parents expected her to marry a young man of Vietnamese American descent. I had never seen Kelly so submissive, so scared of her father before. She kept glancing at her dad as if she was terrified how he might react. Charlie paled and apologized to Col. Nguyen. Charlie then turned and left to return to Texas A&M without another word to anyone.
			

			
				He had not had much to say to any of us since that fateful afternoon.
			

			
				I thought he would come home for Christmas break when classes ended. Charlie called last Friday, and claimed he had assignments in the university vet clinic through the end of this week. I bit my tongue but let it go. He might have had clinic assignments. Not likely, but possible. I became worried when he didn't appear for the wedding rehearsal. The main things to practice were six-year-old Faith learning how to serve as flower girl, and for Bella’s old Skye terrier, Mimi Munchkin, to get the routine down to carry the pillow with the rings attached, so she would give the pillow to Miguel at the appropriate time. Originally, it was planned that Bella’s Mimi would give the pillow holding the rings to Charlie, who would untie the rings and hand them to Miguel. When Charlie failed to appear last night, we modified the plan.
			

			
				Still, it would have been nice for Miguel’s best man to show up. After all, doesn’t the best man usually throw a bachelor’s party for the groom? Fortunately, Miguel’s dad stepped up to the plate and offered to fill in as best man if necessary. “After all, m’hijo, I’ll already be there, and I have a tux for the wedding.” Manny took the guys downtown for drinks at the revolving restaurant at the top of Tower of the Americas where they all told their favorite stories about Miguel.
			

			
				Richard called Charlie and told him in blunt language that he expected Charlie to be here tonight for Bella and Miguel’s wedding and ‘to pull his head out of his butt asap.’ I choked when Richard uttered those words. He isn’t usually so blunt. That’s more my style.
			

			
				Miguel phoned him, too, and told Charlie that he was counting on Charlie to be here. It would break Bella’s heart if her brother did not come, and it would cause a serious rift with Miguel and his family. I knew he dreaded seeing Kelly, but if he intended to back out, he should have told everyone weeks ago. He damned sure shouldn’t have waited until literally the last minute.
			

			
				“Don’t worry, honey. Daddy says if your brother is not here by 8 that Dr. Vargas will be Miguel’s best man and we will go ahead and start. In the meantime, Mrs. Manfort is playing Christmas songs and the audience seems to be having a great time in a singalong.”
			

			
				Bella rolled her eyes at me. “Oh, great. Just what I always dreamed my big cathedral wedding would be: singalong with Freda Manfort!”
			

			
				Elizabeth giggled, insouciant as ever. “Chill, sis. It will be fine. They are singing Christmas carols. It’s quite lovely. Listen.”
			

			
				Richard hurried in and hugged Bella. “Charlie’s here, Bella Boo. Let’s get a move on.”
			

			
				Her eyes lit up and she bounced on her toes with excitement. “Thank you, Daddy.”
			

			
				Miguel’s brother, Matteo, began playing his guitar and singing the words to one of the Christmas versions of Leonard Cohen’s Hallelujah.
			

			
				“I’ve read about this baby boy
			

			
				Who came to earth to bring us joy.
			

			
				I just want to sing this song to you.”
			

			
				The groomsmen silently moved into place next to Miguel, as the bridesmaids began entering the cathedral. Dara would be the last bridesmaid to enter, and as the other girls began down the aisle, Dara began singing, also. We all smiled as Dara’s lilting soprano voice began singing her part of the song selected to be the prelude as Bella would make her grand entrance.
			

			
				“It goes like this, the fourth, the fifth, the minor fall, the major lift, with every breath I’m singing Hallelujah…”
			

			
				“Gosh, I wish I could sing like she can.” Bella sounded wistful.
			

			
				“We all wish we could sing like Dara. You ready?” I whispered as I smoothed a stray hair into place.
			

			
				Bella nodded as her beautiful blue eyes began to sparkle with excitement. As Matteo and Dara sang the Hallelujah refrain, Dara started down the aisle. Bella took a deep breath and then placed one hand on her father’s arm and the other on mine so we could both walk our girl down the aisle.
			

			
				I struggled to control my emotions. I did not want to cry. I was happy and excited for Bella, even though this new phase of her life would take my eldest child further away from me than we had been in years.
			

			
				This was real. My baby girl was getting married.
			

			
				The bridesmaids slowly walked down the aisle and then sweet little Faith started down the aisle as well. Faith blinked, her shoulders sagging, as if stunned the church had transformed since the previous night with the myriad blue and silver flowers, candles, and hundreds of people. Even the Christmas tree was decorated with blue and silver ornaments. The child stood pale and trembling until Baylie bent over, kissed Faith’s forehead and whispered something to her child. Faith beamed up at her mom before she straightened her shoulders and started down the aisle exactly as she had practiced. After she walked a few steps, she began gently dropping the flower petals in front of the bride. We practiced that, because at first Faith wanted to gleefully throw handfuls of petals while shouting, “Here comes Bella! Here comes the bride!” As cute as that might have been, I am pretty sure both Bella and the Bishop were relieved to see Faith was able to contain her enthusiasm, so the focus remained on the wedding.
			

			
				Just before we started down the aisle, Bella smiled at me. She pursed her lips in a kiss and whispered, “Thank you for everything, Mommy. I love you.”
			

			
				We’ve done that air kiss thing since she was little bitty. I dropped my hold on her arm and grabbed the air kiss with my right hand. I pressed it to my heart before I sent an air kiss back to her. I held my head up a little higher, retook her arm, and smiled, even more determined not to cry. “I love you more, my darling.”
			

			
				We began down the aisle with our daughter as Matteo’s and Dara’s beautiful voices soared again in the beloved chorus.
			

			
				Then Matteo sang, “A couple came to Bethlehem.
			

			
				Expecting child, they searched the inns,
			

			
				To find a place where you'd be born soon.”
			

			
				Dara sang the next verse.
			

			
				“There was no room for them to stay
			

			
				So, in a stable filled with hay,
			

			
				God’s only Son was born,
			

			
				Oh, Hallelujah!”
			

			
				The bridesmaids reached the cathedral front, and turned to face the audience and the approaching bride, as the bridesmaids and groomsmen all joined in to sing the Hallelujah chorus.
			

			
				They continued with the beautiful lyrics as Bella slowly processed through the exquisite cathedral to the front, where everyone joined in for the final refrain of hallelujahs.
			

			
				Bella’s eyes were bright with unshed tears as the song ended. When Bishop Garcia asked who gave this woman in holy matrimony, I struggled to hold back my own tears, but I held up my head proudly and said in unison with Richard, “We both do.”
			

			
				Bishop Garcia beamed at us. “I love it when both parents join together to give the bride away.”
			

			
				We placed Bella’s hands in Miguel’s, kissed them both, and went to our seats on the front pew. I glanced over at Marta Vargas, and realized she had tears running down her cheeks. She smiled and gave me a ‘thumbs up’ as she struggled to control her flood of emotions.
			

			
				I nodded and struggled to smile, my lips trembling with emotions. Richard put an arm around me, pulling me close to him. He held my hands close to his heart and bent to kiss my cheek.
			

			
				“I am sure everyone enjoyed that beautiful rendition of the Christmas version of Hallelujah as the bride’s processional. We are gathered here this evening in the sight of God to unite this couple in Holy Matrimony. Marriage is a mysterious holy sacrament. It creates an indissoluble bond which unites the spouses, just as in one love, Jesus and the Church are united. Your mission as a married couple will be a service of love. Love is the reality in this mysterious sacrament. You see, God created mankind in his own likeness. He called humans into being through His love. After all, God IS love. That is why marriage is considered a holy sacrament.”
			

			
				Suddenly, a flood of memories swept me away. I remembered the day I learned I was pregnant with my sweet Bella. I was only seventeen and unwed. I remembered when Calvin rescued me from Simon Le Grande and we fled to Mount Vernon, where my darling girl was born. I smiled as I remembered when Will took us west so Bella and I could live with his future wife, Sassy. More memories flooded me as I remembered our return to Belle Rose the next year, when Calvin and I married two years later in Bermuda, and how much he adored Bella.
			

			
				I swiped at a tear sliding down my cheek as I recalled that awful day when Calvin died in my arms at Yorktown.
			

			
				I smiled as I recalled falling in love with Richard, and how Bella gave me permission to marry him. When she told Richard, he was the ‘very best daddy in the whole wide world.’
			

			
				The memories continued to flood me as I could no longer contain my tears.
			

			
				Richard hugged me closer. “You okay?”
			

			
				Wordless, I nodded as I tried to smile up at my husband. “Yeah, but he better be good to her.”
			

			
				“He will be. He’s a good man. He loves her with all his heart.” He raised my hands to kiss them.
			

			
				The San Fernando Cathedral was built in the 1700s by the original fifteen families of San Antonio settlers who immigrated from the Canary Islands. Richard proudly tells me that Sassy’s family were among those original fifteen families. A statue dedicated to the original settlers is in front of the San Antonio Courthouse, across the street from the Cathedral. It is the oldest church in Texas, and it has a rich history in Texas of responding to the needs of the people in the community around the church.
			

			
				It wasn’t far from the cathedral to the Gunther Pavilion at the Briscoe, where the toney reception would be held. As we entered, I felt myself begin to relax for the first time in months. Everything was presented perfectly with just the right Hispanic and Texan features, or what Bella and Miguel termed “Texican Uber Chic.” The guests milled about, sipping margaritas and mojitos as they waited for everyone to arrive. Soon, people were seated and being served dinner as the toasts began.
			

			
				Everyone expected Charlie to give a toast as best man. He tapped a knife to his champagne glass, and as the crowd quieted, he began. “I met Miguel six years ago when we came to San Antonio so Bella could tour Trinity University. He was selected to be our tour guide because he was a biochem major who had a strong interest in music. He had been accepted to begin medical school at UTMB San Antonio the following fall. With that unusual combination, he seemed a perfect fit to escort our family on the tour of the campus. It didn’t take long to spot the sparks flying between this pair. It didn’t take much longer to figure out they were madly in love.”
			

			
				He clicked a button and the lights dimmed as a video began to play on the screen behind him. “Six years ago, at Bella’s senior prom, Miguel asked my sister to marry him. He loved her then. He loves her now. You only find a love like this once. You only find it then if you are meant to be together. Miguel, Bella, I love you guys. May your love endure through all eternity.”
			

			
				I think a few people were surprised his toast was so short. I was impressed he showed up for the wedding and somehow managed to make a toast at the reception. The video of Miguel’s proposal was a clever touch that added sweetness and poignancy to the moment and enabled Charlie to make a great toast with a minimum of words.
			

			
				As the toasts ended, I noticed Charlie edging towards the exit. Mental alarms began to sound when Kelly quietly arose and followed him. Silent, I slipped from my seat to follow them outside. I wanted to see whatever was about to transpire between those two.
			

			
				“Charles, wait!”
			

			
				Charlie leaned his head against the door as he let out a long sigh. “Not now, Kelly. Not tonight. I am not up to any more drama tonight.”
			

			
				She grabbed his sleeve. “Please, Charles, we need to talk-”
			

			
				“About what? Your answer was ‘no.’ Your dad wants you to marry some Vietnamese American guy. God forbid you should marry an ‘evil white man’. Believe me, I got it the first time.”
			

			
				“That’s not fair.” She struggled not to cry.
			

			
				He shrugged. “Life isn’t fair. You want to talk? Not tonight. You are not going to ruin my sister’s wedding.”
			

			
				She snorted angrily. “Well, you sure sound righteous. You nearly ruined the whole damned thing.”
			

			
				He rolled his eyes as he sighed, exasperated. “And this is exactly why I did not want to come, but I did. The wedding was beautiful. So is the reception. Now, I’m leaving. Don’t start this tonight.”
			

			
				He pulled his sleeve from her grasp as tears welled up in her beautiful dark eyes again.
			

			
				“But Charlie, we need to talk-” she began, her voice quivering.
			

			
				He shook his head. “No, not tonight. I already told you I want to marry you. You said no. I am not going to reopen this conversation at my sister’s wedding reception.”
			

			
				“Charlie, you know I love you…”
			

			
				At that point, I felt like an interloper in a private moment. I cringed as I observed tears slide down her cheeks.
			

			
				My son shut his eyes again, trying to blot out the sight. “Not tonight, Kelly, please. Make up your mind whether you are going to remain Daddy’s little girl or whether you are a woman who wants your own once-in-a-blue-moon love. But rest assured: I am damned sure not begging you to marry me tonight at my sister’s wedding.” He pushed the door open and then turned back to her. “You know where I will be.”
			

			
				“But Charlie…” Her voice became even more tremulous as she struggled to contain her sobbing.
			

			
				He shook his head again. “Not. Tonight.”
			

			
				Charlie quickly strode over to his Ford F-250 pickup. As he opened the door, Kelly caught up to him. As she grabbed his arm again, he laid his head against the door. “Oh, God, not tonight, Kelly. You’re killing me. Not here. Please, don’t make a scene here in the parking lot of the ritziest hotel in town. Please, babe, not tonight.”
			

			
				“But Charlie-”
			

			
				He gently eased her clutching fingers from his arm. “You’re killing me, Kell. We can talk tomorrow. I can’t deal with this tonight outside my sister’s wedding reception.” He looked into her tear-filled eyes. “And if your answer is still no, then we really have no need to talk at all.”
			

			
				He climbed into the truck, started the ignition, and carefully eased it away from the beautiful girl standing by herself crying in the parking lot. I slipped back into the pavilion, letting the door quietly shut as Kelly stood weeping as she watched Charlie's truck drive down the street.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 2
			

			
				Duke and Darby
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				It wasn’t always so melodramatic in the Winslow home. Everything changed when our son’s old dog died.
			

			
				Darby was a puppy when Charlie found him. The dog had been an integral part of our lives ever since. Charlie told us many times that Darby rescued him over the years. It became his mantra.
			

			
				Charlie was a timid child when we first moved to Georgia. My shy boy had a hard time fitting in with the new gang in the new town. The Irish accent didn’t help. At least, he seemed to have a hard time fitting in until he found that ragged, little puppy outside the local Dairy Queen right after his fourth birthday. Richard said there was a Blue Moon that night. That meant it was the second full moon of the month. Darby made a miraculous change in Charlie. Our shy, introvert became outgoing and confident with the help of a little red mutt.
			

			
				A few years later, the Blue Ridge Animal Shelter did a commercial about Duke and Darby they called ‘Rescued by His Rescuer.’ That one-time commercial evolved into occasional infomercials, and finally into a weekly television show. There is a lot of difference between occasional five-minute infomercials and a weekly thirty-minute show. Charlie had to feature at least two animals per segment. He interviewed veterinarians as well as pet groomers and trainers. They included special tips about the animals featured that day, including any unusual vet and dietary needs, grooming, or training needs the featured animals might have. Charlie began drawing the featured Rescuer of the Week. Charlie got the idea from his art teacher, who encouraged Charlie to incorporate drawings into the show. The illustration of the animal was then presented to the person who adopted the animal the week after the show aired, in a segment of the show called ‘Duke’s Doodles.’ Charlie progressed from colored pencils to watercolors and finally to working in oils by his sophomore year in high school. That year, the Atlanta paper ran a full-page spread about our talented teen. When he was a sophomore, Charlie received an award from the Governor for his Duke and Darby program, which helped re-home 1500 animals since it began as a commercial years before. The governor showed vignettes of the animals placed through Charlie’s efforts over the years. He also showed the drawings of many of the animals Charlie had drawn, although the governor focused on the ones created since the television show began the segment called ‘Duke’s Doodles.’
			

			
				Darby received an award as well. Charlie always insisted Darby was the real Rescuer, and he just helped. Darby ‘sat pretty’ as the Governor placed the ribbon around Darby’s neck, and slurped a big kiss across the Governor’s face when presented with a new squeaky toy.
			

			
				But then, tragedy struck.
			

			
				Around the time of the Governor’s Award, Darby began having some health issues. He started wheezing and coughing. The vet told us Darby suffered from congestive heart failure and his heart was giving out. The vet put Darby on medication to help control his heart condition. It worked for a few months, but soon, the drug no longer proved to be of much help. Richard and I figured the dog knew his time was drawing near and he was preparing to cross the Rainbow Bridge. Charlie could not accept that his beloved companion was on a downward spiral.
			

			
				Despite all Charlie’s efforts, the day finally came when Darby crossed the Rainbow Bridge. Darby waited patiently by Charlie’s bed until Charlie came home from school that afternoon, just like he did every day. Charlie gently lifted Darby onto his bed, and Darby crawled into his master’s lap. I smiled as I heard the old dog sigh. I figured he laid his head on Charlie’s knee as Charlie began to tell Darby about his day at school.
			

			
				But then, Charlie’s voice faltered, and he called out, “Mom, please come here. I need you.”
			

			
				I didn’t like the tremor in my son’s voice. I frowned and tossed the dish towel down to hurry to his room. “What’s up?”
			

			
				But, as soon as my eyes landed on my son, I knew. Tears filled my eyes. My fifteen-year-old son sat on his bed, hugging the body of his best friend as he rocked back and forth with tears streaming down his cheeks.
			

			
				“Why, Mom? Why did he have to die? Dad’s a cardiovascular surgeon. Why couldn’t anyone save my dog?”
			

			
				I cringed at the pain in Charlie’s voice. Wordless, I rushed to his bed and sat down beside my son and pulled him into my arms. “He waited for you to come home. He died in your arms. This little dog knew he was loved every single day he lived with you. He waited for you to come home so he could tell you goodbye.”
			

			
				My voice broke off. It can be hard to talk while you cry. Charlie and I sat there, crying, hugging the still, lifeless body of the little red dog who meant so much to all of us for all those years.
			

			
				The Duke and Darby show did not air that week. The following week, the show was somber. It was short one of the featured players.
			

			
				“My name is Charles Winslow. My friends call me ‘Duke.’ My best friend died last week. I would like to tell you about Darby and how he rescued me all those years ago.”
			

			
				Charlie told his audience about his dog. How, in Charlie’s mind, God sent Darby to rescue Charlie after we moved to the mountains of North Georgia, which is vastly different from where we lived on the southern coast of Ireland. The life my children had in Georgia was wonderful, but it was quite different to grow up in a log home on five acres in the Cashes Valley than to grow up in an Elizabethan manor house overlooking the bay, outside of Cork. Charlie told how he felt so lost, so dreadfully foreign and alone when we first settled in Ellijay years ago. And then, how a little red dog named Darby rescued him.
			

			
				Charlie explained how Darby became the ‘spokes-dog’ for the regional shelters, to help other families find their Rescuer as he found in Darby. Charlie showed numerous photos of Darby taken over the years by my husband as well as from the commercials and the television show throughout the episode. At the end, Charlie showed a painting of Darby in the meadow by our home. I remembered Darby jumped high into the air that day to catch the ball Charlie tossed to him. My husband managed to capture the moment on film, and Charlie painted it. Charlie then read an essay he wrote in tribute to his dog.
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He was my heart dog, my best friend.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He lived with me for eleven years and ten months.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He rescued me when I needed a friend the most.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He could heel, sit, come, and stay when just a pup.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He laid beside me when I was sick. He gave me the will to live.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He helped me to survive by the magic of his love.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He loved me and slept beside me on my bed every night.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He waited until I came home to cross the Bridge.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				His old heart, so filled with love, finally gave out.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He was my once-in-a-blue-moon friend.
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				What will I do without him?
			

			
				 
			

			
				My old dog died today.
			

			
				 
			

			
				And part of me died today as well.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Run brave and free, Darbs. I’ll meet you at the Rainbow Bridge, I promise. I love you.”
			

			
				Richard pulled me close to his chest and murmured words of love as I sobbed in the wings as the screen faded to black. A small note at the end stated the show would be off the air while Duke tried to adjust to the loss of Darby, but that Duke wanted everyone to remember that second hand-pets made first-hand friends. Duke and Darby wanted them to come on out to their local shelters and find their rescuers like Duke found with Darby.
			

			
				Bittersweet.
			

			
				We all cried as the director called it a wrap.
			

			
				The following Monday afternoon, Charlie surprised me by coming to the clinic after school. “My English teacher is raving about the poem, ” Charlie announced, his voice somber.
			

			
				I glanced up from the chart I was working on and smiled at my handsome son. “I didn’t expect to see you at the clinic today. Hmm. Is it a poem? What did he say?”
			

			
				He shrugged. “Mr. Carlton said he really liked it. He gave me an A on it for my junior writing project. I think he felt sorry for me since my dog died. He wants to send it into some poetry competition with the AWP, whatever that is.”
			

			
				“The American Writing Program? That’s a big deal, Charlie.”
			

			
				He nodded as he twisted a packet of papers in his hands. I noticed he couldn’t quite look me in the eye, a sure sign the situation troubled him. “Yeah, that’s what Mr. Carlton said. Here’s the information he gave me about this contest. Heck, I didn’t even know it was a poem until he told me. He laughed when I said that. He said if I win, I will have to go to their awards ceremony.”
			

			
				I tilted my head as I studied Charlie’s face. Hmm. Maybe that was the source of his agitation and conflict. He sounded excited, but his brow furrowed into worry lines I didn’t usually see on my teen’s face. As I began looking over the papers, he began gnawing on his thumbnail, always a sure sign he felt anxious. My usually straightforward teen was sending very mixed messages through his body language. “Where will the conference be held?”
			

			
				He laughed, but the sound was joyless, brittle, like a boot crushing an autumn leaf. “San Antonio.”
			

			
				“Oh.” No wonder his face showed such ambivalence. We planned to move there at the end of the school term, and Charlie was less than thrilled. “Heck, you wouldn’t even get a nice trip out of that deal.”
			

			
				“Yeah. Not the chocolate I would have chosen for myself.”
			

			
				I took a big breath before I tackled The Subject. “You know, son, there will be shelters there where you can work —”
			

			
				“No. It won’t be the same, Mom. I won’t have Darby to help me.” He rubbed his forehead as if trying to rub away the pain eating at him from the death of his best friend. His voice choked up, and he turned towards the door as if he were about to leave.
			

			
				“Charlie, your dog would not want you to give up,” I coaxed. “And maybe you would find-”
			

			
				“Don’t say it, Mom, I won’t find another Darby. There isn’t another Darby. He was one of a kind. Remember? He was my ‘once-in-a-blue-moon’ dog. They don’t come along every day.” His voice cracked as he spoke.
			

			
				I shook my head. “No, but maybe you could help some other kids find their Darby, their once-in-a-blue-moon dog. After all, second-hand pets make—”
			

			
				“First-hand friends. Yeah, I know, Mom. I’m the one who came up with that slogan. Remember?” He tried to smile.
			

			
				My heart ached for my son. The poor kid was taking the death of his dog damned hard, and I didn’t have a clue how to help him with his overwhelming grief. This went way beyond ’bittersweet.’ That little red mutt helped my kid adjust to North Georgia years ago. What would help Charlie adjust to all the changes facing him now?
			

			
				Charlie did not resume the show. They produced one additional episode in the spring, as a summary of Duke and Darby over the years. Charlie called it a tribute to Darbs. At the end of the show, Charlie stated we would be moving to Texas soon and the show would not resume production. Once again, he reminded people that shelter dogs, cats, and other animals would continue to need homes. “I appreciate all you have done for the animals in our community over the years. After all, second-hand pets make first-hand friends. Please don’t forget them when I move. Come on out and find your new best friend. Thank you for all your years of encouragement and support, and goodbye from all of us with the Duke and Darby Show.”
			

			
				Everyone was in tears as we left the set.
			

			
				We moved to San Antonio a month to the day after the semester ended. It thrilled my husband to be back in San Antonio. He spent the first ten years of his life here while his dad taught history at Trinity University. Richard always considered San Antonio to be ’home.’ It delighted him to purchase the historic Del Monte mansion he dreamed of owning since he was a kid riding his bike through the elegant, high-priced neighborhood near Trinity.
			

			
				Charlie appeared anything but thrilled to be in San Antonio. Sullen and despondent, he managed a nod at the pool, but not much more. It was as if his ability to laugh, joke, and smile vanished as we crossed the Georgia state line while we drove to Texas. With each passing mile, Charlie seemed more morose, withdrawn and reticent. An introverted, sad boy replaced the outgoing and confident young man Charlie had become over the past twelve years.
			

			
				Richard and I hoped Charlie’s mood would change once we settled into life in San Antonio. It did, but not for the better. As his depression and anxiety escalated, Charlie complained about the Texas heat, which I loved. He often wistfully commented about how much he missed the mountains, rivers, and lakes back home. We took the kids to the Texas Hill Country, hoping Charlie would fall in love with the wide-ranging beauty of the state. He remained unimpressed. My son who always wore a smile and had a happy outlook on life in Georgia saw nothing positive about Texas. His unspoken grief broke our hearts.
			

			
				Charlie moped a lot that summer. He swam in the pool in the backyard and worried about his fall classes. Charlie would be a senior. He also enrolled for the second year in dual credit courses that counted for both his senior high courses and for college credits. He already earned a year’s worth of college credits his junior year in Ellijay.
			

			
				Charlie often walked the three blocks to Trinity, where he became a common sight in the expansive Chapman Library. Charlie spent many hours there researching colleges with pre-vet programs and applying on-line for admission the following year.
			

			
				Charlie also did a lot of running once he realized how easy it was to get to Breckenridge Park from our new home. The wooded trails of the park snake along part of the San Antonio River, providing a quiet refuge in the busy city which my son desperately needed. He would go on long runs from our house, across the Trinity campus, through the low water crossing in Breckenridge Park, hanging a left at the Witte Museum, and continuing down Broadway to Richard’s new offices near Central Market. After a rest and a drink of water, Charlie would head back to the house, often going by the Japanese Tea Garden or the zoo, both also located in the Park. By fall, he lost any residual baby fat as his muscles tempered into a lean, mean, running machine. Richard joined Charlie several times a week for the five-mile run, with new definition to his already well-honed abs. They also found a local branch of the Fight Club, a mixed martial arts studio Richard and Charlie used to attend in Georgia, so they could continue their workouts. The guys insist MMA is a fabulous stress reliever. God knew they both needed stress relief and it kept them in great physical shape.
			

			
				But nothing we did could get Charlie to visit the animal shelter located in the park. Each time I suggested he stop by there on his run and see if they could use another volunteer, his eyes clouded with unshed tears. He could try to smile and would shrug when no words would come out. I knew what he meant. Not yet, Mom. I’m nowhere near ready.
			

			
				Classes soon began, and the new high school kept him busier than ever before. Charlie loved and hated St. Anthony’s. He had never attended a private school before, but he always excelled in his studies. Charlie quickly realized this school was far more stringent than his old high school in Ellijay. He was busy with his studies, working hard to maintain his excellent grades in his dual credit classes. He wanted that perfect 6.0 grade point average from his new high school and college classes like he earned in Georgia. He knew that would make a big impact on future vet school admission.
			

			
				One afternoon, he came in cussing up a storm. I didn’t even attempt to correct him about the profanity. I just grabbed his arm. “What happened? What upset you so much?”
			

			
				He jerked away from me. “I won that damned poetry contest. The dean read the blasted poem out loud at an assembly today and showed a clip from our last show. My dog died. It just about kills me every time I see that blasted video or hear that damned poem. I … I …”
			

			
				And then he collapsed. Literally. I caught him as he went down, and he laid in my arms, crying for the loss of the little red dog who owned his heart for so many years.
			

			
				“It’s okay, honey. Everything will be okay. You don’t have to go to the awards ceremony. You can skip it. I know the loss of your dog is still eating at you—”
			

			
				“No, Mom, it’s killing me. I swear, I think I’m losing my mind. I can’t find myself here. I’m so lost.”
			

			
				I cringed as his voice broke with emotion.
			

			
				“You need a new rescuer, Charlie, but you’re afraid to open up enough to allow another animal into your heart to rescue you.” I sat, rubbing his back, struggling to find the right words.
			

			
				His head jerked up to stare at me. At first, he started to protest, but then, the tears began again. “I just can’t, Mom. I’m not ready for another pet. I’m still grieving for Darby. How do I ever replace my best friend?”
			

			
				I hugged him close, secretly thrilled as his hands clung to me like he did when he was a little boy. “You don’t. You can never replace Darbs. But at some point, you may want another animal in your life. After all, don’t you want to be a vet someday? That’s what you’ve told me for years. Your college applications are all for colleges with outstanding veterinary medicine programs. Look, I don’t care where you go or what you study. I want you to feel fulfilled. Heck, you can go to Oxford, or skip college and go straight to London to the House of Lords if that is what you want.”
			

			
				He groaned. “I doubt my future lies there, Mom. Can you imagine the way those snooty lords would react to my southern drawl?”
			

			
				I laughed at the thought. “They would probably mock you every bit as much as the boys did in Ellijay about your Irish accent when we moved there. But the bigger issue right now is how are you going to deal with your grief? What can we do to help you?”
			

			
				My tall, gangly son arose from the floor in a smooth, languid movement that foreshadowed the graceful man he would someday become. His tall, handsome, and elegant father was quite a bit older than me. I never knew him when he was Charlie’s age. I suspect Charlie looks a lot like his dad looked when Calvin was a teen. I see a lot of his dad in Charlie’s features although Charlie is much sweeter than his dad. Calvin could be the most charming man on the face of the earth one minute and a total ass the next. But I digress. Besides, I shouldn’t talk poorly about the dead.
			

			
				Charlie sighed as he walked over to his desk, where he picked up a photo of Darby and him. He gently caressed the edge of the sleek, stainless steel frame as a smile teased his lips. Finally, he sat the photo back on his desk, rubbed his forehead and took a deep breath. “I think I need a counselor here, like I had back home.”
			

			
				I nodded, excited to hear him ask for help. “I’ll find one, son. I’ll call Dr. Tanakawa and get him to refer us to someone. I promise.”
			

			
				He nodded and tried to smile. “Thank you, Mom.”
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Chapter 3
			

			
				The New Beginning
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next day, I began searching for a counselor to work with my sixteen-year-old son. I started by calling our old counselor in Blue Ridge. Dr. T gave me the names of psychologists and licensed professional therapists in San Antonio. It took me a week to find the one I thought would be the best fit for Charlie and another week to manage to schedule a session for Charlie to meet with her. After the first appointment, Charlie had little to say to me, but he seemed less grief-stricken. Inch by inch, day by day, the hold his grief held on Charlie seemed to lessen.
			

			
				Finally, the weather turned a bit cooler. What would have felt like crisp, cool autumn in North Georgia was winter in South Texas. Charlie often ran the half mile from school to the house after his classes. He would sling down his backpack before changing out of his school uniform and then would run on to his therapist’s office. If he had therapy on a day when he had classes at the university, he went straight to the therapy session after those classes. Either way, I usually picked him up after his weekly therapy session.
			

			
				I was late to pick him up that day. I showed the pre-surgical video to a group of heart patients, and afterward, as usual, they had heaps of questions. As I finished, I texted Charlie I was on my way to get him. He texted
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