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"Cassie, line two. It is Living Waters Rehab.”

Jessie, my administrative assistant’s voice, came over the intercom. Her tone warned me it was not good news.

A year ago, my brother, Johnny and I had made the tough decision to place our elderly father, who had progressed into the moderate stages of Alzheimer’s disease, in a twenty-four-hour care center. Although, my brother and I shared power of attorney, Johnny, recently retired, oversaw most of the situations that arose. His phone was the primary number in case of an emergency. If Living Waters could not reach my brother, then the facility would call my cell which was listed as a back-up number.

“Hello, this is Cassie Kinder. Is my dad, okay?” I asked, my heart pounding and my hands shaking.

“Mrs. Kinder, we could not reach your brother,” a deep male voice said. “Your father fell and is being transported by ambulance to St. Luke’s Hospital.”

“It’s Miss,” I said correcting him automatically. “A fall? Did Dad break a hip?”

“No, he suffered a nasty bruise to his right elbow. The on-staff nurse checked Jerry before the ambulance arrived. It was her opinion that your father’s arm was bruised but not broken.”

“That’s a relief.”

“But Living Waters Rehab policy requires all seniors involved in mishaps to be screened by St. Luke’s.”

“I understand. I am aware of Living Waters policy. It does give me comfort to know that x-rays will rule out a break. I am at work in Central City. Even if I leave right now, I will still run into rush hour traffic. So the trip might take closer to an hour.”

“Miss Kinder, don’t hang up,” the man said. “Take a big breath and a moment to calm yourself before getting into your vehicle. I want you to arrive here safely.”

“Thank you. I will.”

The caller double-checked my cell phone number and gave me his.

“In case you run into any trouble along the way,” he said.

Tears sprang to my eyes as I hung up the phone. What a caring man! I grabbed my purse and car keys and hurried out of my office. I stopped long enough to give Jessie a heads up.

––––––––
[image: ]


As I slid behind the wheel of my Mini Cooper, memories of my dad before Alzheimer’s disease flooded my mind. He had comforted me when my fiancé broke our engagement two years ago.

“He was not the one for you,” Dad had said. “You’ll know when you meet the right man.”

“Will I hear bells, Dad?” I had asked, smiling. Despite my heartbreak, he had made me laugh through my tears.

“Maybe. I cannot explain it, but you will know. When you meet the right man, it will seem as if you have known each other forever. I loved your mother from the first moment I saw her.”

I missed those talks with Dad. After the onset of Alzheimer’s, he declined rapidly. First it was memory loss, the misplacing of his car keys or his billfold. In six-months, the disease had progressed to obsessive and delusional behavior. I cried the first time Dad accused me of stealing money from his bank account. When his mood swings got dark and he became aggressive, I called my brother, Johnny, and told him that I could no longer handle the situation alone. In a year, Alzheimer’s had stolen Dad’s memories. He did not recognize us as his children most of the time.
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Rush hour traffic was lighter than usual. I got to St. Luke’s in thirty-five minutes. When I stepped out of my car and rushed toward the front door of the emergency room, I noticed a man with silvery blond hair dressed in scrubs waiting out front. He stood only a few inches taller than me.

“Cassie?”

I stared into the kindest hazel eyes. “You never told me your name,” I said.

A startled expression crossed his face. “I recognized you from a photo in Jerry’s room, but how did you know me?”

“A very nice man told me to calm down before getting behind the wheel of my car. I believe that is the kind of man who would wait at the hospital to meet a very worried daughter.”

He grinned and held out a hand. “Craig Jones.”

“Carrie Kinder,” I said.

As I clasped his hand, I decided I liked his firm, but gentle grip and the way he looked into my eyes. Somehow, I felt comfortable with Craig, as if I had known him a long time. Was this the instant recognition Dad had been talking about? My skin warmed under Craig’s touch. I had wanted to laugh and embrace him, but he would probably think I was crazy or weird, so I smiled and gave his hand a squeeze.

“Jerry is still in radiology.”

Craig escorted me up the steps and guided me to the waiting room, where we settled into chairs.

Curiosity about this man, had me asking, “I have not seen you on Dad’s ward. Did you transfer from another wing? Or are you new?”

Before Craig could answer, the hermetic swing doors glided open, and a nurse pushed Dad out in a wheelchair.

Craig waved.

“No broken bones,” the nurse announced as she wheeled Jerry over to them.

“Had you worried, did I?” Dad smiled sweetly.

I sighed with relief. Not just that Dad was uninjured, but that today was a good day. I never knew if he would be sweet and gentle or a roaring lion.

“Craig assured me you are as tough as nails,” I teased.

“I said no such thing.” Craig joked.

As he pushed Dad’s wheelchair out of St. Luke’s and down the handicap ramp to the Living Waters van, Craig winked at me. He set the chair brakes, opened the sliding door, and lowered the wheelchair lift.

“You two married?” Dad asked.

My eyes reflected my sadness because Craig leaned over to give me a hug.

“Not yet.” He told my dad, his eyes brimming with laughter. Craig whispered, “I never answered your question. I am recently divorced. I moved across the state to get as far away from my ex as possible.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, “but not sorry.”

“What?” he asked, a puzzled look on his face.

“I’m sorry about your divorce, but I’m not sorry you’re single again.”

Craig laughed. “Speak your mind, do you?”

I shrugged. “Bad habit, I guess.”

“No, it’s refreshing.” His gaze dropped to my left hand.

I wiggled my fingers. “Not married. Not dating. Very available.”

“Good to know,” Craig said with a chuckle and a wink.

My heart soared as our eyes met. “I’m spending the night at my brother’s, but I’ll check on Dad tomorrow.”

“You’ll always be my little girl,” my dad said reaching over to squeeze my hand.”

I blinked away the tears that filled my eyes. It was so hard losing Dad to such an ugly disease. I cherished every lucid moment with him.

“I love you, Daddy,” I said.

As I leaned down to kiss his forehead, Dad patted my cheek. Since hitting the latter stages of Alzheimer’s, he did not say he loved me very often. But when he also reached over, gently squeezed my hand and winked, a lump settled in my throat and my jaw muscles tightened as I fought the need to cry.

“I will take good care of him.” Craig reassured me. “I want to see you tomorrow.”

“You have my phone number.”

“I do.”

“I’m looking forward to your call,” Carrie said with a smile.

I had an extra spring in my step, as I walked to my car. Who knew? Maybe Craig was the right man for me.
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Lacey loved working around people, and she loved gardening, so working as the master gardener at Wyman State College had always been a perfect fit. She maintained the flower beds, plus, she had the chance to intermingle with students, staff, and faculty and meet a lot of inquisitive visitors.

After Eric, her boyfriend broke off their relationship six weeks ago, Lacey had been considering a move. They both worked locally and a move where she did not constantly run into him seemed like a promising idea. But a major decision like that needed close consideration.

Being a tall woman had its disadvantages. Eric had been six inches shorter and sometimes that made snuggling difficult. She had read about the power of hugs and kisses. The lack of them could affect your health and she had no doubt that she suffered from a hugging and kissing deficit.

Then when Eric had introduced her to one of his co-workers, his friend had laughed.

“Man, she is huge! How tall is she, anyway?”

He could have said very, very tall, but no Eric’s friend had to say huge and in a snotty tone. It had been a confidence buster, for sure. Lacey should have just kept quiet, but no, she had responded with like words.

“Man, you are short. How short are you?”

It had been the final kicker for Eric. Her boyfriend accused her of insulting his friend. As his departing words attested. You are just too tall, Lacey. I need someone shorter. Someone more graceful.

So, she was tall, outspoken, and without a boyfriend. Being tall meant size ten shoes and never getting to wear heels. Unless she wanted to look like a cross between a feminine Godzilla and a female titan. Although looking like the Titan, Annie Leonhart might not be so bad. Then there was clothes shopping, big problem—she would find a cute dress, but the store would not stock her size. And the outspokenness, sorry, no cure for a life-long habit.

A lopsided grin quirked her lips as her mother’s words came to mind. “Stand up straight Lacey. Be proud of your height.” She chuckled. Right, except when she banged her head on a doorframe, bumped her knees on the table legs as she sat down to supper. And no bike riding! Ha! You want a good laugh? Watch a tall girl, one not so coordinated girl, try to ride a bike.

“Hey, Lacey!” a student walking across campus hollered interrupting her musing.

“Lacey waved and smiled as she called out, “Hey, Jennifer. Did you ace that English final?”

“Sure did, see you later.”

Lacey kneeled in a flower bed and dug a trowel in the dirt. As she sifted through the dark soil, Lacey was delighted to see several worms. She dumped the soil aside, paused to glance around the campus, and sighed with satisfaction. The flower beds would be gorgeous this year. Did she want to leave and miss a spectacular spring? Although
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