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Introduction
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Life continues to show us that there is only so much that we can control.  My first book in the Stephens Pont Series, “The Next Lap”, set in the small Adirondack town of Stephens Point, N.Y., illustrated very clearly that medical emergencies can strike without notice.  We’re shaken as the Henderson family faces a life-threatening surgery, and we hold our breath and hope for the best as the days unfold.  We’re inspired by the support of loved ones, and the lesson learned about the value of each day is one we can always hold onto.

My second book, “Right Place at the Right Time” reminds us that sometimes bad things can happen to good people.  We’re shocked as we witness the attack on Danny Tyler and the theft of her car and dog.  We’re re-acquainted with State Trooper Derek Bryant and feel his anguish as he sees her taken away in an ambulance before joining the hunt for the perpetrator.  We’re alarmed as later that night we witness a series of crimes at the Mancini family restaurant.  As we look from one situation to the other, we watch as family members, friends and townspeople react and lend support.  We’re inspired as we wonder how we would fight back, and we learn about love, positivity, and the blessings of family.

Allow me to now introduce, “Never Say Never.”  We’re faced with the question of how one can go on after the tragic loss of a loved one.  It can be crippling; sometimes causing us to blame ourselves; to give up; or to believe that life no longer holds promise.  When all crumbles around us, how can we even begin to put the pieces back together?  As we follow Simon James and Angela Reynolds, whom we met in “Right Place at the Right Time,” we learn the details of Simon’s tragedy and recall how Angela had also lost her life partner.  Can they now recover - together?

But their story is only the beginning. We connect again with Danny and Derek, the young couple reunited at a crime scene in “Right Place at the Right Time” to find them now planning their wedding for the spring of 2020.  Those plans are soon swept away by a whole NEW level of uncontrollable tragedy - a global pandemic.  We watch in horror as a dangerous virus sweeps the globe, forcing shutdowns and resulting in millions of deaths. We watch as the residents of Stephens Point try to cope and care for each other during those frightening and unprecedented times. As Derek and Danny refuse to give up on their dream, we witness a completely new form of matrimony that was implemented in response to Covid: a virtual wedding. 

And we learn, at the end of the day, that how well we respond to life-altering events can inspire those around us and serve as an example. The courage to keep going, to push through, comes down to these three words:  “Never Say Never.”
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Dedication
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I’d like to dedicate this book to my friend, Michelle James, whose strength and courage are an inspiration to all who know her.
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Chapter One-  Simon
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Saturday night.  It was August 10,2019 at Stephens Point in far upstate New York.  Simon James looked at his watch as he traveled the winding road through the hills on his way home.

He smiled as his thoughts took him back to the wedding reception he had DJ’d that afternoon.  It was a private party at the Mancini family’s sports bar, Game On!  Craig Mancini, Tony and Gina’s son, had married Janice Reynolds, the younger daughter of Angela Reynolds.  Simon had sung and provided DJ music, lights and announcer detail during the arrival of the wedding party, dinner, the toast, serving of the wedding cake, and the final songs.

This was not the only wedding reception that Angela had hired Simon to do.  Her older daughter Brooke had also married recently - six months ago, in fact, and both Simon and the Camp S’More restaurant had been asked to provide the food and entertainment for her wedding reception at Emerald Acres.  The event was in February, when Camp S’more was closed for the season, but they catered off-site for special events during their down-time.

When Simon had met Angela and worked the first reception, he had noticed early on that she was attractive, intelligent, and very personable.  She was also alone, seated at the table without a partner, but, was that by choice?  He wondered.

He learned today during the toast that Angela had lost her true love, an Air Force officer, to cancer a few years ago.  His gaze swept to her, and he was silently saddened as empathy touched his heart.

So, when Simon introduced the “Couples Challenge” song towards the end of the evening; a comical display of outlandish dance moves, he invited Angela to join him on the dance floor.  His intent was to draw her into the group camaraderie, as the dancers cheered and howled with laughter.  She had been sitting out every dance except the one with her new son-in-law.  That wasn’t right, Simon reflected.  This was her daughter’s wedding day, and she should be able to have some fun.

And have fun she did, Simon recalled with a grin.  It was good to see the smile on her face and hear her giggle at the amusing antics.

Soon it was time for the last dance, which, of course, was traditionally a slow dance.  Simon began the music, then, once again, walked to the table to ask for Angela’s hand. She hesitantly consented, and he drew her into his arms.  The song ended much too quickly.

Simon worked diligently to pack up his equipment and load his car as the guests exited, each couple giving thanks to Tony and Gina as they passed by.  Angela lingered, sitting at the parents table with the Mancini’s so she could settle up with the sports bar and Simon for the reception expenses.

Soon the restaurant emptied except for the four of them.  They visited for a bit, enjoying the “afterglow” and recalling highlights of the party.  The Mancini’s decided to come in early to clean up, and Angela and Simon quickly volunteered to help. They broke up and went their separate ways with an agreement to meet in the morning.

***
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That ended the evening.  Simon drove home silently and pulled his car into the garage.  The equipment would stay inside the vehicle so he wouldn’t have to re-load it before the Sunday gig at Camp S’more.  He hit the button to close the overhead door as he exited the garage and entered the dark and empty house.

Simon crossed the living room.  It was like every other weekend work night that ended with a quiet drive home alone.  He was used to it, right?

But something felt different.  He had thought his heart had become immune to some emotions.  Not the ‘d’ words, of course, he thought as he undressed and got ready for bed.  Depression, despair - they were ever-present companions.  Simon pulled the covers back and laid down.  He reached to turn off the light, then rested his head on the pillow, reflecting upon how the house had seemed to take on an almost-palpable presence since he had lost his loving wife.

Jody.  He closed his eyes and the images came like a wave, as they often did at night.  Her long blond hair and blue jeans.  Her beautiful voice, that would lend a soft and soaring accompaniment to his as she tapped out the time with drumsticks.

They had met while they were in their late twenties.  Simon was playing at a small bar just north of Stephens Point.  Jody was in the audience, seated near the stage, and she impulsively stood and accompanied him as he sang the Three Dog Night version of the song, “Just an Old-fashioned Love Song.”

And the rest is history, Simon amended as his memories took him through that evening, their first dates, and the highlights of the 27 years they shared together.  The all-time peak, of course, was the birth of their son, David.  They had an idyllic life together, the three of them.

David was a joy from birth through childhood, including the teenage years.  Simon worked as a music teacher and band director at the local high school.  Jody was able to stay home with David while he was a baby, then gradually eased back into a day job once he started school.

The couple sang together often over the years, and Jody was a key member of Simon’s band as they played on a revolving schedule at local clubs and area events.

One weekend when David was home visiting during his first year of college, Simon had a gig at the same small club where he and Jody had met.  He left the house at five thirty, in order to have time to set up before starting at seven.  Jody begged off, choosing to spend the evening catching up with their son, who had to leave to drive back to school the next morning.

David and Jody had just finished dinner when the phone rang.

“Jo?”  It was Simon.  “I’m really sorry to ask you this, but Clive didn’t show up and just called me on my cellphone.  He’s sick.  Is there any way you could fill in tonight?  You could bring David if he’d want to come.”

Jody covered the phone with her hand and explained what had happened to her son.

“Don’t worry, Mom; I’m good.  I’m tired anyway.  I’ll just watch tv for a little while and get to bed early.  I’ll see you two in the morning before I leave.”

Jody returned to the conversation with her anxious husband.  “Ok, honey, I’m on the way.  David’s going to stay here and go to bed early.  I’ll see you in a little while.”

Those were the last words Simon ever heard from her.
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Jody hugged her son, slipped into her shoes and grabbed her cellphone.  She climbed into her small SUV, traveled north a few miles, then turned east towards the club.

It was early evening and the sun was beginning to set.  Those traveling west faced a period of about a half hour when the light from the setting sun could be blindingly intense.  Jody came to a stop at an intersection.  Seconds later, a truck approaching from the opposite direction turned in front of her, caught the sun and swung too wide, plowing into her vehicle.

She died instantly.

Simon shuddered as he re-lived the nightmare of that night for the millionth time. The shock and horror of the loss.  Even now, five years later, their son wondered if it would have ended differently if he had been riding shotgun.  And, of course, Simon blamed himself for asking Jody to venture out to join him.  Both men, father and son, were devastated.

Simon lost the will to continue his music.  He still taught, but could not bring himself to sing, play the piano, or perform in public any more.  He reasoned that the former lifestyle, which had brought them together, had also ripped them apart.  He became a shadow of his former self, quietly going to work, then returning home to the empty house that had become a shrine to his other half.

Three years later, when David graduated from college, Simon attended the ceremony and spent the weekend with him.  David took him to a local nightclub that he and his friends enjoyed, and they sipped beer together as they listened to the band perform.  David began quietly pounding the beat out on the table as the lead singer called out, “I see my buddy David is in the audience.  David, would you please do us the honor of joining us for one song?”  There was a small spattering of applause.  David stood, smiled and advanced to the stage as his dad looked on.  “I have to tell you folks.  I met David four years ago when we both arrived on campus, and we were fortunate to be in the same dorm building.  It didn’t take long to discover that we shared a love of music, and then I heard him play the drums; something he’s been doing since he was four years old.  Folks, please give it up for David James.”

The band’s drummer grinned and stood, bowing to the newcomer as he offered his chair and drumsticks.  David sat and they immediately launched into the Surfaris version of “Wipeout.”  Simon smiled and watched proudly, rising as one with the roomful of people as they cheered and applauded at the end of the song.

It was an enjoyable review of the graduation ceremony as well as the evening entertainment as David carefully maneuvered his car through the downtown streets after they left the club.  “You really sounded great,” Simon told his son.  “You must play often, right?”

“Well, as often as I can with the schedule I’ve been having, but, as you know, I’ve played that song so many times over the years that I could do it in my sleep.”  He paused.  “How about you, Dad?  How is your band doing?”

Simon was silent for a moment.  “I don’t have the band anymore.  I haven’t played or sung since your mom passed.”

David’s eyes swerved from the road to his father’s face.  He quickly noted an empty parking space at the side of the street and pulled in and parked.  He turned and faced his father.

“Dad.  You don’t sing anymore?  Because Mom is gone?  Oh, Dad, that is SO not what she would have wanted.  I know I’m your kid, but even when I was young I could see how much you two were in love.  Music is what brought you together, it’s what you shared.  It’s what we all shared, all the time I was growing up.  Do you think that’s what she would have wanted?  For you to shut down that huge part of who you are?”  He lowered his voice to a whisper.  “If you had been the one to go first, would you want that from her?”

That was two years ago, Simon reflected.  His son was right.  We can’t stop living when our loved ones die.  Simon recognized in retrospect that his withdrawal from music was a self-inflicted punishment.  Jody’s death was not his fault.  It wasn’t David’s fault.  Above all, life is short, and we never know how much time we have left.  He would turn 60 in a matter of days!  Simon was grateful every day for that conversation in the car, and for his son, whom he loved with everything he had.

The discussion prompted Simon to reach out to his former band members, and he was happy to be able to join them for some of their area performances.  Then last year, he happened to be at Camp S’More shortly after they opened for their first season.  The owner recognized him because his son had attended the school where Simon taught, and they struck up a conversation.  After some discussion about plans for the restaurant going forward, he expressed an interest in bringing in a piano player for weekend entertainment, and Simon was hired.

That helped a lot as far as bringing him back, Simon acknowledged.  He sighed softly in the darkness as he admitted that singing and playing the piano was like drawing breath for him.  He hadn’t realized how much he missed it until he skimmed his fingers across the keyboard again for the first time.  And it wasn’t only the act of playing. Sharing the tunes with others; and witnessing their enjoyment as the notes filled the air brought comfort to his soul. He knew his son David shared that viewpoint.

For Simon, it was the sharing of his music that had led him to meeting the Reynolds family.  He thought back to last year.  It was only a week or so into Camp S’More’s first season that Brooke Reynolds and her date Todd Henderson came to the restaurant on the lake and heard Simon play.  The months that followed led to their engagement at the restaurant, and eventually his introduction to Angela as the wedding planning began.  Simon was hired to play at the wedding reception at Emerald Acres.

Fast forward to this afternoon and Janice Reynold’s reception at Game On!.  Simon was becoming drowsy, but his mind wouldn’t stop the continuing saga.  He recalled his emotions as he looked at the mother of the bride earlier that day– a faint flutter of attraction, then compassion as he learned of Angela’s loss.  He smiled with the memory of the two dances that they shared.  He fell asleep finally, anticipating the gathering at the restaurant in the morning. 
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The alarm sent out a quick blast, giving Simon enough time to shower, pull some jeans and a shirt on, and make a quick cup of coffee.  He arrived at Game On! right on time to meet Angela and the Mancini’s.  Simon enjoyed the male bonding that he and Tony shared while re-stocking the bar coolers.  Tony directed, pointing to what needed to be filled and gave a brief tour of the walk-in cooler behind the bar.  Simon worked quickly, having had prior experience helping friends who owned local bars.  Angela helped Gina in the same way, attentive to directions and efficient in detail.  The four gathered and sat for a quick coffee break together before Tony and Gina had to begin their shift, and then Simon and Angela were left alone.

He recalled their quiet conversation, and his offer to accompany Angela, as a friend; “no strings attached”, to Camp S’more some night when he didn’t have to work, so that she could see the place that was so dear to her daughter and son-in-law.  He had actually surprised himself when the words came out, and he thought about it all the way back home.  There was something about the woman that drew him inexplicably.  Perhaps it was her kind spirit.  He knew that he admired her as a parent, and saw how clearly her daughters and sons-in-law respected and looked up to her.
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He sighed.  Mid-afternoon already!  Simon snapped back to the present as he shifted in the recliner chair.  He had changed into the dress shirt and pants he’d be wearing for his gig this afternoon at Camp S’more, and a look at his watch told him he’d need to leave soon.  He doubted that he’d hear from Angela again.  He recalled the conversation in which she jokingly confirmed that she had run out of kids, so there would be no more weddings.  She had told him that she pretty much kept to her own inner world, the senior community that she had come to feel a part of, and which had been a large part of her healing process.  He could understand that, and remembered his own days of alienating himself from the outer world.

He stood up and reached for the remote so he could turn the tv off.  Not that he had been watching the screen.  He had spent each waking moment since he got home from Game On! last night re-living his entire adult life.

He started for the bedroom to get his suit jacket out of the closet when his cellphone rang.
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Chapter Two-  Angela
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After the reception, Angela drove down Maple Avenue for a short distance until she passed through the gate of the Emerald Acres community.  She sighed with contentment at the memory of her daughter’s face as she took her vows, and again when she and Craig entered the reception amid cheers and applause.  Her car traveled silently down the streets until she arrived at her address.  The security lights were on and cast a welcoming glow.  Angela pulled in, parked and touched the button to close the overhead door.

She entered the house, her gaze sweeping over the wall-to-wall carpet, paneling, window trim, and furnishings.  The entire community had been built within the last eight years, and she loved the layout of her small but very attractive home.  She had enjoyed choosing the color scheme, the furniture and all the little accents that made it uniquely hers.

She remembered how, after her husband died three years ago, Brooke and Janice had convinced her to sell the house that was out in the country and find a place in town where she would have neighbors close by.  There weren’t many fond memories of that house, as John had become ill shortly after they moved there.  It had been healing to a point to replace her former surroundings with new ones that didn’t constantly remind her of the pain, and she hung several family photos of the happier times.  Living alone wasn’t easy, she had learned, but here, in Emerald Acres, she felt a part of something.  She had made several friends, and found some activities that she enjoyed.

But now, she was drawn to the living room to sit in the chair that afforded a good view of the photo of her husband in his fishing boat.

“Hi, honey.  Wasn’t today wonderful?  Janice was so happy, and so beautiful.  And so was Brooke, as her maid of honor.  And I love Craig and his mom and dad.  I know they’ll be good to her.”

She looked into the face that smiled back at her.  “The girls and I all felt your presence today, in the church and at the reception.  Even though we couldn’t see you, we know you were with us in spirit, and we love you so much.”

She paused.  “We did have a great life together, you and I.  I remember when we met in high school like it was yesterday.  You were that tall kid with the straight, light brown hair.  I can still picture you in your track suit, running like the wind.  I can still hear your gentle voice and feel your arms around me.  You made me feel so loved and so protected.  You were the best- the best boyfriend, the best husband, the best father two girls could ever ask for, and the best person you could possibly be- to your country and to your family.  And I miss you every day, but I know you aren’t hurting anymore.

Well, good-night, honey. Both of our daughters are married now, so we can relax. I love you. “

She turned the light off and went to the bedroom to get ready for bed.
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It seemed only moments after snuggling into the covers that the alarm was ringing.  Angela had fallen sound asleep, which rarely happened these days.  She attributed the restful slumber to the witnessing of a perfect coming-together of her daughter’s plans.  She rose, dressed, and went through her morning, which today included the gathering at Game On!  That went well, Angela reflected.  She and Simon had helped the Mancini’s get some quick cleanup and re-stocking done before they opened for business this morning.

It was the few moments she spent with Simon afterwards that Angela couldn’t get out of her mind.  She had driven back home, done some laundry, and opened the book she had begun reading earlier in the week.  After struggling to concentrate, she got up, filled the teapot, and made herself a cup of tea.  She sat and watched the steam rise from her cup as the aroma of chamomile filled the air.

Simon had invited her to accompany him to Camp S’More, in the spirit of friendship but also as another lonely soul.  Angela had turned that over and over in her mind before deciding that accepting his offer would not be disloyal to John.  Nothing could change her love for him.  But three years had passed.  She knew without question that despair had been a silent companion.  It was time to rejoin the world, and what better way than to become friends with a man she respected, who had lived through the same pain?

She picked up her cellphone and called.  Simon saw her name flash on his screen and answered on the second ring.

“Hi, Angela.”  He paused.

“Hi, Simon.”  She began slowly.  “I called...to accept your offer from this morning...to go to the restaurant on the lake?  I’ve thought about it quite a bit and it sounds like fun.  I’d love to see the place.  I’ve heard so much about it, and it’s just a harmless dinner with two friends, right?  I was thinking maybe Wednesday if that would work for you, but I’m actually open any of those nights you mentioned- Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday.”  She held her breath and waited.

Simon replied, “Wednesday’s fine.  What if I pick you up about five thirty?  It will take us about twenty minutes to get there, so we could plan on being seated around six.  Is that ok?”

“Five thirty is fine.  I’ll see you then, and thanks for asking me, Simon.”

“Thank you for agreeing to come.  This will be fun.  See you Wednesday, Angela.”
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Angela breathed a sigh of relief.  That was followed by mixed emotions as she remembered that Brooke would be meeting her for breakfast in the clubhouse restaurant Wednesday morning.  Brooke and her work partner Derek were enjoying this weekend off from their New York State Trooper schedule, which had allowed Brooke to perform her maid-of-honor duties at Janice’s wedding.  She would be working Monday and Tuesday, then off Wednesday and Thursday, followed by three days on duty through the next weekend.

Should she tell Brooke about her dinner plans?  She sipped her tea.  Well, she probably should.  She wasn’t doing anything that she would want to hide.  Brooke knew Simon and loved him.  And, knowing her older daughter and how she had always been supportive and looked out for her mom, Brooke would likely be the first to agree that this get-together was a good idea.

She hoped.
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Angela pushed herself on Monday, working in the flower beds, pulling weeds, trimming bushes, then spreading mulch in the beds across the front and down one side of the house.  She stood on the front sidewalk, surveying her finished work and deciding where to place the dozen solar lamps she had recently purchased.  Lastly, she hung her new summer house flag with the image of sunflowers beneath a sunny sky.

She carried her trimmers and garden gloves into the garage and put them away.  She took her sneakers off and left them on the step, then closed the overhead door and went inside.  She couldn’t wait to get out of her dirty clothes and into the tub.  She began running the water and added some bubble bath.  It would feel good to soak those aching muscles.  She doubled back to the kitchen while the tub was filling and poured a small amount of wine into a plastic tumbler.  As she returned, she called to Alexa to play classic rock music.  If she left the bathroom door open, she’d be able to hear it.  She peeled her dirty clothes off, sank into the fragrant bubbles, and began to soak and sip.  She couldn’t keep from quietly singing along as she’d hear songs from the early years of her marriage.  She marveled at the power of music to bring back memories in full force, and she savored some beautiful recollections of their young family days.

Tuesday was devoted to cooking and baking.  Angela made a double batch of chocolate chip cookies that she divided into zip-lock bags, some to share with Brooke and Todd and some destined for the freezer, to eventually give to Janice and Craig when they returned from their honeymoon.

Next was a pot of potato-clam chowder, Angela’s personal favorite, and she hummed as she chopped the potatoes and celery.  This would make a good dinner, she thought – a bowl of chowder, maybe a small salad.  She nodded in agreement with herself and pulled out the salad ingredients.
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Chapter Three-  Wednesday
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Finally, Wednesday arrived.  Angela had arranged for Brooke to meet her at the house and leave her car.  They would ride up to the restaurant in Angela’s golf cart and park in the large parking lot outside the clubhouse.  When they returned after breakfast, Angela could then send the cookies and chowder that was waiting in the fridge home with her.

Brooke tapped at the front door a few minutes before nine.  Angela opened the door and Brooke gushed, “Your house looks so nice!  Who did all the gardening work?  Did you hire someone to do this?  And I love the flag!”  She stepped inside and gave her mom a hug.  When they separated, Angela looked at her daughter approvingly.  “That’s a cute outfit.  No, I did that myself on Monday – trimming, pulling weeds, mulch.  It was overdue, for sure, and I just wanted to get it taken care of.  I’m glad you like it.”

Brooke followed her through the kitchen to the door that exited to the garage, and Angela hit the button to open the overhead door.  They climbed into the golf cart and Angela backed out, closed the door again, and turned towards the clubhouse.  The golf cart conversation included highlights of Brooke’s last two days of work, the weather, and observations of a new home they passed along the way.

Once they parked, entered the restaurant and were seated, both women relaxed.  A waitress took their orders and Brooke sipped her coffee while Angela dropped a tea bag into her cup and filled it with hot water.  She squeezed some lemon in as she smiled wistfully.

“Well, I wonder how the Italy trip is going for Janice and Craig?” Angela commented.  “I can’t believe their trip is half over already.”

“I know,” Brooke agreed.  “I hope the weather is good, and that they are able to visit all the places and people they had planned on.”  They went on to discuss the limo trip, the beautiful church, and the Catholic ceremony.

The waitress reappeared and set their plates down. Brooke continued with the recollections of her sister’s wedding day.

“The reception at Game On! was so much fun.  The food was delicious and the service was great.  You could see how much it meant to Craig’s parents to be able to host the event.”  Angela nodded in agreement.

“And the music was excellent,” Brooke continued.  “Of course; no surprise- it was Simon.  But he did such a good job with the non-music part of the detail, too - announcing the bride and groom when they arrived, guiding the couples for special songs, then the tables in order for the meal, announcing the toast& cake cutting - even that crazy couple dance!! Wasn’t that fun?”  She looked at her mom and smiled fondly. “It was good to see you out there enjoying yourself.  I had no idea you knew all those dance moves!”

Angela chuckled.  “Yeah, I had to channel my inner high school self and bring back my moves from all those dances your dad and I used to go to.  I was amazed at the recall myself.  But it was really fun.  Not just the re-living of those songs and dance moves, but being a part of the group.  I’ve been sitting on the sidelines a lot lately.”

She paused.

“Brooke, I was talking to Simon when I was getting ready to pay him for his work.  He jokingly asked if I had any MORE kids, and we got talking about how you and Todd had heard him play at Camp S’More.  He asked me if I had ever been there.  When I told him no and explained that I don’t get out much, he invited me to go there some night when he doesn’t have to work so that I can see the place and we could have dinner together as friends; or “two lonely people”, as he put it.”

Brooke had been listening attentively.  “What did you tell him?”

“I called him Sunday afternoon, after having given it a lot of thought, and I told him I’d like to go.”

“That’s good, Mom.  I’m glad you decided to do that.  You’re going to love it there- the place is beautiful.  And it will be good for you to get out again.

This will probably be good for Simon, too.  Back when Todd and I got engaged, I
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