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THE RETURN….

			H er keys hit the ground. “Perfect!” she exclaimed. The night 
 sky was clouded over in preparation for another approaching storm. The soggy ground of the bayou swallowing up her keys as she pulled her cell phone out to use the flashlight to locate her keys. The illumination finally making it possible for her to locate the keys, as she retrieved them and wiped away the mud, she inwardly wondered what she was doing back here again. She swore she would never be back but despite 20 years of that thinking, here she found herself. Thankfully, she had kept the porch light on and was able to see to unlock the door and enter the house. She put the groceries away and grabbed the bottle of Chardonnay. Pouring herself a glass she reflected on the day. She had started her job as nursing instructor today.

			Life had changed. Her father had passed away and her mother needed her. Her health was failing, and she was needing more support. Her only child was grown. Raising Landon, she recently had tearfully sent him off to basic training where he was embarking upon a career in the Army. It was just her now. Her and her mom. David, her husband of 15 years had passed away in a fatal car accident, so she was a widow now. One week ago, she was packing up her home in Denver preparing to move to the swamps of Louisiana. The bayous, lands of her birth and where the mud and swampy water still ran through her veins. Twenty years away and she was back. From living a fast-paced life in Denver full of afternoons networking and building a reputation in the healthcare marketing arena, and now she was settling down to the slower pace of Louisiana.

			She had so much to do before she could call this place home. The aged walls needing new paint, ceilings needed to be repaired but when the old house on Iris Lane became up for sale, she had to purchase it. It was like an old southern lady. Aged and worn but still showing a quiet dignified dwelling. The bones were good. The home dated back to 1900 and had amazing hardwood floors throughout. Sanding and polishing them would be her next weekend project. Her friends in Denver had told her she was crazy. She knew she was crazy, and she embraced it with all her being. This home had character and just needed a breath of life breathed into it, and a lot of cash. Many years of passing the house had always caused her to wish she could one day own it. After sitting vacant for 15 years, the home was placed on the market. The old live oaks out front with its hanging moss lying lazily upon its branches sealed the deal. She wondered to herself did she make a mistake with purchasing a house that needed total revival. She needed a project and the house beckoned her. The empty time that comes with losing a spouse needs filling. She had the perfect project to sink herself totally into and have a cathartic effect. The darkest days between losing her husband and losing her father demanded something to sink her teeth in and fill the empty time.

			Time had slowed down. The small downtown city traffic of a college town was the action for the day. Every day was another reminder just how much she had left to go to adapt to her environment. In the 20 years nothing yet everything had changed here. She had to know who she was and how she got here. She poured another glass of wine and drank it. She could see this was going to be another full bottle type of night. As she drank another glass, she could feel the warm fuzzy heady feeling that finally embraced her. She was reaching for something in the distance of her mind when the rain began. She drank another glass and walked to the back door to peer out. She opened the door and walked out onto the wide porch. It was as if it was baptizing with the effect of the rain coming down. She was hiding away from the madness of her mind, like a child in the dark. She would move heaven and earth to change things, but she could not. She had spent her whole adult life running from this place. She put down her glass and slipped her shirt off and then her shoes and pants off. She walked out into the rain feeling the storm. She was engulfed. In the deafening thunder she screamed. Nobody would hear her. She cried and she screamed. The stormed raged outside but it was nothing compared to the storm waging within her. She stood there and it pelted hard against her skin. She closed her eyes in the darkness and she got on her knees. She prayed in her cries. Time had stopped and all that was left was this moment and now. She was drenched yet she was on fire. She had a perfect rock bottom and she had hit it. All that was left was raw emotion. She stopped her crying and rose to her feet. She was emotionally exhausted. She walked onto the porch and sat down on the swing. She poured the glass of wine out. She knew she was less than perfect. She stood up and looked at the storm still raging around her, she walked into the house. She knew it was madness. She had to get up and try. Her mother needed her; Landon needed her. She climbed up the staircase as it moaned with every step she took. She walked into the bathroom and she turned on the hot water. The old plumbing and hot water heater taking time to turn warm. She stepped into the shower. She could not cry any more. She stood beneath the shower and then sat down. She needed the hot water to burn her body so she could warm up from the rain. In that moment she thought of everything that was needing to be done. She got out of the shower and dried off. She wrapped the towel around her head and one on her body. She walked to the bedroom and sank down into her king size bed that was now so empty. Her tablet she used to keep her schedule was at her bedside. She reached for it and looked at the day. She had a long weekend with Memorial Day so she would not be back at the university until Tuesday. She laid down on the bed and drifted off to sleep.

			“Samantha, wake up. Are you alive?”, It was 7am and her mother was on the phone. “You know a tornado touched down last night, right?” “Ugh” she groaned. “No, mama l don’t have my tv set up.” “I’m ok though.” “How did you sleep through that?” she asked. Samantha talked with her mother and stood up to look out the window. Tree branches were everywhere. The old live oaks remained unharmed. The moss hanging lower to the ground. She got dressed and went out to assess the damage. The old house remained through the storm. After withstanding Katrina, she may indeed have found a haven. She went outside and picked up the branches and stacked them up in the pile. She would have to drive into town to the hardware store and pick up sanding paper for the sander she just purchased and some other staples. She grabbed her purse and keys and got in her white Audi. Making her way through the tree strewn streets she found the hardware store. She had found the sandpaper and got painting supplies and picked out a perfect white color with just a shade of beige she thought would look more original to the home. She reached the register. “Did you find everything you need ma’am?” “Yes, thank you.” “Aren’t you Jimmy’s daughter?” “Yes, that is my daddy, or was my daddy.” She replied. “I heard you had come back home. You look just like him.” She smiled and finished paying for her supplies. There was a liquor store down the street. She battled with should she go and get what she felt she needed there? The liquid warmth and numbness that she craved. It was her vice. She turned through the narrow streets and pulled into the liquor store. She took a breath, then released it. She got out and walked in. She was surprised at the selection of wine and liquor the store had for a small town. She grabbed a bottle of Vodka and went to the register. The warm feeling of doubt flooded her. She was greeted with a warm smile by the cashier, so she smiled back and paid for her Vodka.

			Walking to the car she was eager to get home and start her projects for the weekend. Hours later, after sanding the stairs and the entry way she could see the beauty of the old oak stairs. There was just so much that needed to be done. She painted the walls of the kitchen. The area lit up and was like stepping back in time. She added her antique glass and china hutch, and she was amazed at what could be done in one day. She was encouraged by the progress and the thought she might really be able to bring this house back to life. She checked her phone; it was full of texts and a few missed calls. She had turned the music up to drown out the silence. She went to the kitchen and rummaged through the boxes trying to find a shot glass. She finally sat down on the floor and opened the bottle. She turned it up and she drank it. She took a few breaths and then she quickly drank some bottled water. She hated the burn, and she hated the taste, but it was like an old, trusted friend. She turned it up again and then she felt the warm numbness she craved come over her. It had been 2 years since David died and having her daddy die so suddenly shook her world. She was still trying to find her equilibrium. Landon, losing his father, had grown up after his passing. He was his father’s twin. Every time she looked at him, she saw David. David was always so proud of Landon. They had the same blue eyes and the same dimples. She sat there and took another sip. She thought of David and how much she deeply felt the loss. He was her partner and the other half of her. He was passionate and funny. “Why did you leave me?” she cried. She remembered the numbness of his passing and feeling as if she were going through the motions of being the surviving spouse. She remembered picking out his coffin. She took another sip and thought about the hymns sung at his funeral. She lingered with his ghost.

			


	

THE BECOMING

			S he stood eagerly at the gate awaiting his arrival. She was out of 
 college for the summer, and he was taking leave to fly to see her. She had not seen him since he left for Korea last year. The Air Force had made a man out of him. She squealed with excitement as she spotted him and ran and jumped into his arms. Their life had been spent by email and crazy hour phone calls and she could not believe he was home. She had 2 whole weeks with him, and she had so much she wanted to share with him. They walked out to her car and she just stood there staring at him. They were meeting his parents and grandparents at the restaurant. She could not stop looking at him as she drove. “Keep your eyes on the road Sam, it’s really me!” She laughed, “I’m just so happy you are back.” She turned her Honda into the parking lot of Los Ranchos and turned off the car. “You’re really here.” “Yes, Sam I’m here.” She leaned into his kiss. She just wanted to smell him. He smelled the way she remembered. She could stay in this moment forever she thought. “Ok, we have to go in and see everyone. Ready Sam?” she got out of the car and ran over to hold his hand. He laughed and grabbed her hand and squeezed tightly. Daniel greeted his mom with a huge hug and picked her up off the ground. She had tears flowing from her eyes unashamedly. He hugged his dad tightly. “Welcome home son.” His grandparents were there. Grandma Barbara and Grandpa Joe greeted him with hugs and a few stray tears. Their waiter came to the table and took their order. Daniel was drinking a beer with his father and grandfather telling them about life in Korea. Sam could not help but wish time would stand still. “Ready?” he said. “Yes”, she reached down for his hand and he took hers and looked at her. She smiled and they walked out. They went to her Honda and she took a deep breath. He smiled and told her, “I love you.” They drove home chatting about the things he had been doing and she shared her college life experience and her aspirations. She pulled up in his family’s driveway. It was late and he was jet lagged. “We have gumbo tomorrow night. Remember mom is expecting us.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead then he buried his head in her hair. “I love you” he said, “I love you more!” she replied. He kissed her goodnight and went into his parents’ home. She drove home in silence. She arrived back to her parents’ home and laid there thinking about what Daniel being back would mean. She only had 2 weeks. She was so happy but could not help but taste the bittersweet taste of him leaving in 2 weeks. She never wanted to let him go. Right before she fell asleep her phone buzzed. “1,4,3!” he texts her. His code for I love you. She never wanted to let him go.

			The next day she awakened with an eager mind. She was waiting for Daniel to come over and see her parents. He arrived in his old Ford. As he shut the door, she bounded off the porch and ran to him. He embraced her. “I missed you last night, I hated letting you go,” she said. He replied, “Me too, maybe one day I won’t have to say goodnight that way.” Her mother came out on the porch. She embraced him warmly. “So glad you are back, we pray for you every day.” Daniel replied, “Thank you ma’am.” Her father came out on the porch and shook his hand, “Welcome home” he said. They walked into the house and inhaled the scent of the pecan pie baking in the oven. “I have your favorite. Come have a piece, I made an extra one you can take home with you.” He smiled and sat down at the table. “Thank you.” He dug into the pie with zest. They talked for hours. He watched the news with her dad while she and mama cleaned up the kitchen. It was finally time to go. “Mom is expecting us, gumbo night.” “Thanks for the pie Mrs. Mary”, “Daniel, we love you like our own. See you again soon. Y’all have fun.” They hopped in his Ford. It was like stepping back in time, the hours they spent riding together before he left. A night of gumbo and cards against humanity with his family ensued. His brother Thomas and his girlfriend hung out with them; the family retired to the living room. Daniel’s mom grabbed the remote and called everyone in. There is an old grainy video of Daniel and she pressed play. A 1980s rendition of a noticeably young Daniel playing air guitar. “You Give Love A Bad Name” played as he sang and played air guitar. Samantha could not help but laugh. Finally, it was time to take her home. They rode in contented silence, holding hands as he took her back to her parents’ house. The night sky enveloped the truck, and the windows down stirred a breeze in her hair. “Tomorrow is just for us, ok?” he said. “yes, please.” She laughed. She wanted to have time to feel his soul and soak him up. She did not know when she would see him again, but she pushed that thought away, there was 2 weeks. She had him for 2 weeks. She pushed those thoughts aside. He kissed her softly and said goodnight. She did not want this moment to end so she stayed there a moment longer staring into his face. “1,4,3 Daniel Stanley.” He kissed her softly, “1,4,3 Samantha Morton”. She got out of the truck and watched him drive away in the darkness of the night. Mama had left the porch light on, but she was not ready to go in. She sat on the swing and thought about her life. The man she loved was here. She quietly said her prayers then she went upstairs to end the night. She fell asleep in his old t shirt and boxer shorts. They were tattered but she always wore them because they reminded her of him. She turned off the lights and drifted to sleep.

			She woke up to the sun shining in the window. She rushed to get dressed. She had overslept and Daniel would be here soon. It was a day upon the creek soaking up the sun and fishing. Daniel laughed at her awkward attempts of tying her hook, but her daddy had showed her how and she showed him proudly. They stood together in silence holding their poles but eyes for only each other. No words were needed. They took out the lunch she had prepared then fished and swam for hours. They sat beneath the warm sunshine for hours. The orange glow of the sun become shadowed by the clouds. Night was coming and the sky was growing darker. They walked to the bed of his truck and sat down on the tailgate. The wind picked up and the rain started. The thunder rolled through and then it all came pouring down and they were soaked down to the skin. They ran and jumped into the cab of his truck. He laughed and she could not help but laugh but something about the way he looked at her that night was different. “You know you are my forever.” He whispered to her, but the rain was pounding forcefully around them. She looked at him and took a deep breath. “This is what love feels like, right? Dad said it was only a matter of time.” He whispered in her ear. Lightening lit up the sky and they sat there. He leaned over and kissed her. She did not know what was pounding more, the Louisiana rain on the hood of his Ford or the heart in her chest. Together, down a dirt road. No one saw a thing. Rain continued to fall hard like the beats of a drum. Rhythmic in its angry pounding. The red clay roads grew muddier by the minute. It was just them down a red dirt road. All they had was each other. That was all they needed.

			The summer days came, and she found herself at the end. He would be leaving soon. She let out a tear. Daniel and Thomas wanted to go midnight bowling. They loaded into his Ford and went to Bowlarama. Beer buckets came out and the laughs and sarcastic competitive jokes poured all around. They bowled and laughed into the night. Daniel walked up to her. “Samantha, you didn’t drink you have to drive us home” Daniel handed her the keys. “Okay,” she said. Thomas was happily feeling no pain sitting in the backseat. She had never had to drive a manual transmission. “Daniel, I don’t know how,” she told him. He looked at her, “Sam, you can do it. We have to get my brother home.” She put on her seatbelt as he guided her into using the clutch and gearshift. It was kind of like driving a tractor, she thought. Jerky motions, but she started and was on the way. She made it to the first red light. Daniel guided her once it turned green and she studiously watched the road. A few revs of the engine but she made it to their home. “Thank you, Sam.” She kissed him and they walked inside. Thomas was guided to bed and tucked in. It was just them up in his house. The home he grew up in. “Someday, I’m going to take you to Belize.” He said to her. They cuddled on the couch. She looked into his eyes and she believed every word. His hands were in her hair. He kissed her deeply. It took her breath away. A tear came to her eye then her body released the tears she had been holding back. “Why are you crying, baby?” He asked her. “I don’t want you to leave” She replied. Samantha was softly sobbing into his chest, he whispered to her, “One day baby, one day.” He wiped away her tears and she inhaled the warm scent of him. She knew he was leaving. It was his duty. He held that before everything. She shook her head and laid there until she fell asleep in his arms.

			The next morning, they were awakened by the smell of coffee brewing and bacon frying. She walked into the kitchen,” Anything I can help you with?” she asked his mother. “Oh, honey no, just waiting on the biscuits.” She hugged Linda.” Thank you for getting my boys home safely.” She told her,” Anytime.” Samantha replied. Daniel walked into the room. He greeted his mother with a hug. He poured himself a cup of coffee and drank it black, tasting the rich chicory taste he had missed. Samantha wrinkled her nose. “What is on the agenda for today?” Linda asked. Daniel smiled and said, “New Orleans, we have a room in the French Quarter tonight.” Samantha gasped! “Daniel, you didn’t tell me.”

			“I know, I wanted to surprise you.” he replied. Samantha excitedly welcomed the trip away. She just had 2 more days with him. She prepared for their trip to New Orleans, and they made it to the hotel. The revelry could be heard outside in the street of the city below.

			“Samantha, what is taking so long? I’m sure you are fine.” Samantha opened the bathroom door and walked out. Daniel caught his breath. Samantha was breathtaking. They headed out to explore the city. They made it to Jackson Square at sunset. She stood by the great fountain in the square. She dipped her hands in the water. She looked at Daniel. He would always remember her standing there in her sundress with curls hanging down. Staring at the sunset “I wished we could stay here forever” she said. “You are not supposed to tell what you wish for Sam,” He laughed. They explored the city and ended up in an open-air bar with a live band. Zydeco music poured out into the street. They entered and grabbed a table. Listening to the music that was a familiar sound. They were singing some song she could not understand but she knew it was soulful. A slow rhythmic music with the accordion. She grasped his hand and said,” Come on.” Daniel followed her. She stood there with his arms around her dancing, He was awkwardly laughing and then followed along. He held her so tightly. She wanted to melt into his body and be with him forever. Swaying to the music, she looked at him. His eyes held a soul that told so much more. They were lost in the moment, she told him everything with the look she gave him. He held her tightly. She was comforted by the warmth of his arms and body pressed against her. He bent his head down and buried himself into her hair. They swayed along to the music until it stopped. When it was all over and the song stopped, and they stood there. He kissed her. The hours passed and the French Quarter was their playing field. Hurricanes and shots, the drinks were coming. Laughing and singing along to the music of the night in and out of the buildings they walked. They ended up by the River. Samantha took her shoes off and stood on the River Walk. She walked down on the grass and stopped. A summer breeze blew by and she was standing there. He walked down to her and scooped her up into his arms. She giggled and looked up at him. They sank into the grass. Time stood still and they sat together in the silence. “Let’s go” he said. She slipped her shoes on and stood up and took his hand. They quietly walked back to the hotel. The city continued to carry on but for Samantha and Daniel, time stopped.

			She stood there as he pulled his duffle bag out. She turned to him and buried her face into his chest. She could hear his heartbeat. His mom and dad stood there quietly. “When will I see you again?” she asked as he took a breath. “I am waiting on orders,” He replied. She knew what this meant. “Okay” she said. What else could she say? “I will call you when I make it there. “He promised her. She looked up at him and smiled. She did not feel it, but she could not let him see it. He kissed her tenderly. “1,4,3,” he said. “1,4,3,” she replied. She let him go and stood there. She had to let him go. He hugged his mother who collapsed in tears. His dad stood there with Linda. It was never easy letting her baby go. His dad hugged him tightly. “We love you son”. One last kiss, “It is not goodbye, it is see you next time.” He picked up his duffle bag and walked away, he stopped for one last wave goodbye. Into the airport he entered. She walked over to Linda with tears in her eyes and hugged her as she finally let her tears free. Korea would not last forever, but she did not know where he would be sent next. She got in her Honda and drove off. Sobs wracking her body.
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