        THE TROUBLE WITH JANIE—MIRACLE ON ILLINOIS ROUTE 95


This story is dedicated to my wife Janet on our 25 wedding anniversary. I have come to realize that without her I am like a ship at sea without a sail. She is my rock, my friend, and the love of my life. She always has a smile for everyone she meets, never quick to judge, and has been the best wife any man could ask for. I would hate to be faced with the decisions Sam Turner has to face in the following story.
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  Writing this story raised many questions in my mind. What would I do under similar circumstances? The choice might seem easy to some, but then again, they never had met Janie. We must only hope that God supplies us with wisdom in our times of trouble and gets us through it. We are all creatures of the flesh and have been that way since Eve ate the apple.  The biggest temptation of sin is that in most circumstances it is pleasurable, but always in the short term.

My Mother always said that God would explain everything to us when we meet him there face to face. We are all only a heartbeat away from eternity. Janet, may I forever spend it with you. If God should call me away before you I hope you will remember how much I love you and every now and then look up. I will be waiting for you. If you go first I will be along shortly.

Dan L. Martindale.

I Corinthians 15

In a moment, in the twin fling of an eye, at the lust trump: for the

trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we

shall be changed.
THE TROUBLE WITH JANIE

It’s really not important but my name is John. I will be jumping in from time to time to help Sam tell his story. I had known Sam Turner for what seemed like most of my life. I had known Janie for almost as long. Sam was never all that popular in school, always kind of a nerd but still not too much of one. I always liked to think he had a lot of potential I guess I thought we had a lot of potential. Sam and I had a lot in common in this regard. Sam changed when he got older, went to college and really kind of got popular with the girls. There always seemed to be something missing from Sam however. He never really seemed to click with anybody for real until he met Janie. Janie was like the missing piece of the puzzle in his life. I could tell you a lot of stories about these two, but that is not what is important now. Little did I know that for those of us left our lives were about to take a drastic turn for the worse. What follows is Sam’s story as he told it to me.

Shannon Simms was the prettiest girl in school. She was both stunningly attractive and unnerving at the same time. She made you want her. She made you want to be seen with her. What else can I say about her?

She was without a doubt my first love, even though she probably didn’t ever know it. I know she had no idea of the countless hours I thought about her or the effect she had on me. She was the definition of my obsession. It grew stronger when she started to pay attention to me. To my detriment I was painfully shy and awkward. I think this initially attracted her to me. I think I became a project to her. I can think of many times when I wanted to kiss her. I always thought she wanted me to. But I did not.  It was too risky. What if I was wrong and she didn’t want me? I would have been humiliated and I was sure the whole school would find out Many times I have thought about this. What if I had only taken a chance.. .what would have happened? I am sure that if she had thrown herself at me nature would have taken over. After all, she was drop dead gorgeous, probably the only woman who has really intimidated me to the bone. Anyway, she was not like that at all and nothing really happened between us. We saw each other occasionally while we were in college but in the end we went our separate ways. Many times she has crossed my mind however and I can’t help but wonder if she ever thinks of me.

I laid down the newspaper and looked out the window. The girl of my past dreams was coming home. A mutual friend of ours had told me a couple of years ago that her husband had been killed in a car accident. For some reason she was now coming back to Illinois from Utah. My first thought upon reading about her return in the newspaper (our home town newspaper regards such things as big news) was that we still shared some things in common. My wife Janie had died nearly two years ago from a long debilitating illness. I remember holding her that last day gently stroking her hair as our life together slowly passed away. “Don’t you forget me Sam”,  she said softly. As tears rolled down both our faces I could only whimper, “Never.” We had talked about the eventuality of this day many times since her diagnosis but you can never prepare for this.
My whole world was collapsing in my arms and there was nothing I could do about it. That day I went to hell. Only the love of Nikki pulled me out of the pit

“Sam, I can see Joshua! God it’s beautiful!” With a sigh and a beautiful smile on her face she died. Joshua was our 2 year old son, our firstborn, who had died of spinal meningitis. The boy I never really got to know was now in the comfort of his mom again and she was in the arms of God.

As the snow kissed the window softly Nikki yelled from the kitchen, “Dad, when is Grandma coming over? You need to check on the turkey. I think it is about done.”

“Be there in a minute honey.”

Nikki was the spitting image of her mom. At times it was almost like a ghost was in the house. Things she would say, how she would say them—it was uncanny. Nikki had so much of her Mom in her. She cared more about how others felt than she cared about herself. Not many kids are like this. Not many adults either. Even though I knew her heart was breaking from the loss of her mother she always seemed more concerned with how I was doing. In a way I think she was too sad to cry, afraid that to show a tear would somehow leave her vulnerable. The truth was she was broken on the inside. She missed her mom. So did I.  So did our pug Louie. 

When Janie passed away he always wanted to sleep with either me or Nikki.  Most times he would bring one of his stuffed animals to bed with him. I think he thought we needed them as much as he did. I used to tell Janie that I thought he might be a guardian angel of some type because he followed us wherever we went constantly.   When he passed away Nikki and I cried like babies.

It was cold on this gray Thanksgiving Day and I really didn’t feel all that thankful. Life had dealt me a suck hand and I was mad as hell about it. Many nights upon nights I have laid asleep praying about this but I feel that the heavens are rock and nothing I care to say is getting through to God. We did everything right. We loved each other like nobody I had ever known. But God took her and left us here alone. Occasionally I remember the Reverend Charlie Smith saying that we had to trust God. That he could see down the road further than we. I wondered who he was trying to convince—his congregation or himself Charlie lost his wife when she was in her early thirties from a brain tumor. I guess I’m really not mad at God, but don’t understand. Perhaps someday I wilt.

As I walked over to the counter to get another cup of coffee the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it Dad”, Nikki cried. I kind of dreaded Janie’s mom coming over, not because I didn’t like her, but because I really didn’t know what to say anymore. You can only live with self pity so long, and unless we talked about Janie who wasn’t coming back, there wasn’t a lot to talk about.

“Hey Nikki, give me some lovin,” said Jean as she walked through the door and met Nikki. “Happy Thanksgiving!”

“Hey Mom,” I said. “Did you have a good trip?”

“Yes I did Sam. Something sure smells good! Are you the cook Nikki?”

“Yes, but Dad helped. He’s spent more time looking out the window than cooking Grandma! Right Dad? Dad...?”

“I’m just thinking.”

Dinner was nice and the food was good. Nikki had done a good job. But the mood was anything but festive. I know when my sister died it was hard to get the family together and have a good time. Everyone tried to not talk about what everyone was thinking about It made things uncomfortable. Tense. Actually it pissed me off. After about a half hour of this I had had enough.

“Nikki can you run up to Casey’s and get some Tylenol? I’m really getting a headache.”

“Sure Dad. Let me grab my coat.” After the door slammed I spoke my mind.

“I can’t seem to get it out of my head that Janie is really gone. It still seems so unreal. Even after a year. I miss her so much. I can’t get her out of my head. I dream about all the time. I can even smell her sometimes.”

“The trouble with Janie is that she is not an easy person to forget. And Sam, nobody wants to,” Jean said with a crack in her voice. “I hope I’m always a member of your family, but Sam, you are not that old yet You’re not going to find your answers staring out the window. You have to get on with your life.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Just what I said. Janie wouldn’t want you to sit here in this big house grieving for her all the time. You have done that Sam. We all have. But she is not coming back Someday we will see her again. But right now we all have to live—including you.”

Rising to get another cup of coffee I fought back tears. I couldn’t talk. I felt like a little boy lost in a big store. And I felt like my mother had gone home without me. How can you replace that which is not replaceable, how can you live without the very air you breathe? From the first moment I laid eyes on Janie I had loved her. We were exact opposites, but together we had something that worked. We used to listen to a song together by Kenney Chesney. I used to sing it to her. “We sang

Bobbie Magee on the hood of my car, made a wish on every star in that clear September sky -One bottle of wine and two Dixie cups, three a.m. I fell in love, for the first time in my life. Oh that’s something, yeah that’s something-- that just don’t happen twice.” Losing Janie was beyond anything words can describe.

“Just what do you want me to do Jean?” I don’t feel like going out anymore. I’m not a teenager. I wouldn’t even know what to do on a date. Is that what you want me to do?”

“I want you to live again Sam, just like Janie would want. Like your daughter wants. Nikki is still grieving too but she needs her Dad right now more than she ever has. And she needs you to be happy. She needs to be happy. Think about it Sam. You don’t need my permission to be happy, but you might consider giving it to yourself.”

“What are you doing for Christmas this year Mom?”

“I don’t know about this year. I may give myself a vacation and go away for a week or so. These Illinois winters are starting to really get me down. Maybe I can go down to Florida. Or someplace else warm. I thought about asking Nikki to go with me. Would you have a problem with that?”

“That would be up to her, but I would want to spend some lime with her over the holidays. I’m sure we can work something out if she wants to go.”

“O.K. Sam, but think about what I said. I know Janie would have done anything for you and you for her. As God is my judge I know that you two will be together again someday but life is for the living Sam. You are still alive. I just want you to know that I would think no less of you if you decided to see somebody again. That’s all I am going to say Sam.”

“It’s very lonely around here. Sometimes I think I will go out of my mind. But what am I to do? I can’t bring her back but I can’t get her out of my head either. Sometimes I wish the memories would just leave so I wouldn’t miss her so much. But how can they leave when that’s all you have left? If I saw somebody again I know I would feel guilty. I would feel like I had betrayed her somehow. You see, my dreams of heaven are to be with Janie again. How would seeing somebody else change all of that, I mean—what if I actually got married again? I know that Jesus said in the bible that there is no marriage in heaven. That bothers me too. If all I am going to do is sit on a cloud and sing praises to God I’m not sure I want to go.”

“If you want me to answer that Sam I don’t know what to say. I can tell you this much though. It’s kind of like thinking about an atom. I have never seen one and surely I don’t understand how it works, but it works and exists just the same. You have to remember that what sounds impossible to us is routine for God. That’s why he’s God. The bible also says that with God all things are possible. I have to believe that God will pull it all together in the end in a way that we can’t possibly understand while we live on earth. We don’t know how he will do it but the bible tells us he surely will Nikki and I will be in heaven with you and Janie and those in our family who passed before us. I know it is not in God’s plan for you to be miserable and feel sorry for yourself the rest of your life.”

“Thank you Reverend Jean!”

“Don’t forget it! Ready to wash the dishes?”

“Well no, but let’s do it. When Nikki gets back we can talk about Florida.”

“Think she’ll want to come?”

“Yes but she’ll probably feel she has to stay here and keep an eye on me. I guess I’d really like her to go even though I’ll miss her. She needs to have some fun too. I know I not much fun around here sometimes. It would probably do me some good too. I’ve got to son a few things out”

Sam and Jean just kind of looked at each other not really knowing what to say. When Nikki finally came back from Casey’s she sensed something was up.

“You guys were talking about me? You don’t really have to send me away you know.

“Your grandma has a proposition for you. She wants to know if you want to go to Florida over Christmas. I told her we would talk about it.

“We’ll talk about it Dad. I don’t have to answer today do I?”

“Of course not honey,” said Jean. “I just thought it would be nice for us to spend some time together. Sam you could go too if you wanted.”

“I don’t think! would be all that good of company to be honest I think I’d rather stay here and fly to son a few things out”

“I think right now we should sort out dinner. I know I’m hungry and everything looks delicious!” said Nikki

Sam and Nikki had the best Thanksgiving they could. Nikki told Jean she would get back with heron the Florida thing. She really didn’t want to go however. She wanted to stay with her Dad. Sam gathered up the dishes and put them into the sink. His mind turned to happier times; times he had spent with Janie. Perhaps he should spend the entire day with her in his mind. Like he could really do anything else. When the dishes were done he sat down on the couch with Nikki. He told her that she didn’t have to stay with him all day but should get out and visit her friends. Nikki reluctantly agreed to leave for a while and Sam was alone. Nothing on TV but football. He hated football. Picking up the newspaper again he pondered the article about Shannon Simms coming back home. The paper said she should be back before Thanksgiving. He guessed she would be at her parents’ house now. Did he dare? What would they talk about after such a long time? Sam dismissed these thoughts with a sigh and went to the kitchen to pour another cup of coffee. And besides, even if be did talk to her what would he expect? What would she think? He would think about this before he ran off half cocked with God know what. He didn’t feel like making an ass of himself. He went to the couch and laid down with his coffee. He was going to do nothing now except relax. Tomorrow he would take a road trip.

Whenever Sam drove back home he was always struck by how much things had changed there but also how much they had stayed the same. The high school still stood as it had for many years, but the town didn’t seem the same. There weren’t any kids cruising the streets at night nor was there the sense that anybody was really having any fun around here anymore. Of course he didn’t expect to find things as they were, but the town just didn’t seem right. He guessed that was due to him getting older. Nothing ever stays the same, it always changes and you can’t go back. As he pulled onto Illinois 95 he remembered how much fun he and Janie had had here. Their first date, the prom, old friends, and family long since gone to the

graveyard. Mom and Dad. Grandpa and Grandma. His sister June. And last but not by any means the least, his beloved Janie. He would visit them all today as he had done many times before, but not yet. He had a stop he needed to make.

As he pulled into the drive he felt like a grapefruit was in the back of his throat. After so long what would he say? Probably nothing that made any sense. Probably make an ass of himself just like he had done with her before. Anyway he was going to do it. He walked up to the door and knocked softly. He was surprised to see and older lady come to the door.

“Hello,” Sam said quietly. “I was wondering if Shannon would be around. I am an old school friend of hers and I heard she was back home.”

“Shannon is not here right now and probably won’t be hack for a few hours. She went into town shopping. She’ll take her time I’m sure.”

“That’s OK, could you tell her that Sam Turner stopped by. We went to high school together. Here is my cell phone number. I would appreciate it if you would give it to her and tell her I would like to talk with her again.”

“I remember you Sam. It’s been a long time. I will give Shannon the message.”

“Much obliged.”

As Sam walked back to the car he thought about going to the cemetery. It was a peaceful place out in the country. Unlike many others it didn’t seem like a spooky place. Janie and! had gone there many limes when mom and dad died. Again when my grandparents died, and then when my sister June passed away. Janie wouldn’t be going with me this time. She was there waiting for me. Just a little bit further and I’d be there. Sam could see the cemetery from a distance. As he turned right on County 12 he was overwhelmed with both sadness and anticipation. He had been there many times before talking to them. Really talking to them. Were they listening? Sam couldn’t help but wonder about the mysteries of death.

Janie and I grew up in a small town of only about 300. There were almost as many dogs and cats as people. In fact it was little more than a farming community with a grocery store, post office, and a hardware store. It was one of those boring places that you can’t wait to get out of when you’re young and can’t wait to get back to when you really find what the world is all about. Like most small towns, the cemetery plays a central role. There are more poor souls there than anywhere else in town. They are places of extremes. There are the fine tombstones of the richly departed and the broken old and sometimes homemade markers of the poor, especially of those long departed with no family to take care of them and miss them anymore. Janie and I would often look at the old stones, look how old they were when they died, and wondered what kind of people they were. Though unspoken we both wondered where they would spend their eternity. The bible says not to judge but boy is that a tall order in a small town.

The cemetery was only a few miles away from where Shannon was staying with her parents. I wondered if my call would be answered or whether again I had made a fool of myself. As I turned off the main road into the white rock cemetery entrance the customary cows were looking toward the fence and seemed to be huddled together. My grandpa always said when cows gather together in groups it’s going to storm. I really don’t know why I come out here so often, but I really

have no place I’d rather be. How about that for a sad existence? I was the sole remaining member of my family. Family reunions were held here.

As I drove up the drive, I stopped when I got close to the graves. Yep, just like I remember them, peaceful looking but not anything at all like the lives that had been taken from me. Granite is cold to the touch. So is death. When I looked at my beautiful Janie in that box at the funeral home I couldn’t help but touch her and kiss her goodbye. Reverend Malone reminded me that she was gone. Absent from the body but present with the Lord. This comforting thought was with me still as I looked upon her grave. I remember in Edgar Lee Masters Spoon River Anthology about how the departed in the cemetery talked among themselves, much like the living. My Mom and Dad and Sister, did they talk about things long gone? Were they aware of what Nikki and I were going through now? If Jesus could raise Lazarus from the dead and bring him out of his tomb, how about showing me a miracle right now? What better way to show the world that you are the true God! No sooner had I thought that when another scripture came to mind—thou shall not tempt the Lord they God and put him to the test. I did not know how long I could go on like this. I said out loud, so loudly that it scared the cattle and they ran away, “Janie, I would gladly end my life right now if I could bring you back. God could do it right now if he wanted too.  Take me. Lord, it would be more than a fair trade. I have always been impulsive and quick tempered. I know Nikki would much rather have her Mom. Please God, I know you can do this. Take me. Take me.”
As I finished my  prayer, all was as it was. There was no miracle, no busting out of the ground. Nothing. “Janie, what do I do? It is so hard being without you. God give me a sign or something.” As I walked back to the Montero and got in my cell phone rang.

“Hello”

“Hello Sam. This is Shannon. I was shocked when Mom told me you called.”

“I saw in the Journal that you were coming back home for awhile. Sorry to hear what happened to your husband.”

“Thanks Sam. It has been years since I have seen you. I’m back at Mom’s house now. I’d like to see you sometime and talk over old limes.”

“I’d like that Shannon. I’m only about 10 miles away from your Mom’s house now. Could you stand some company or are you busy?”

“I’ll make the time. I’d really like to see you Sam.”

“See you in about a half hour. I’ve got a couple things to do first.”

“OK”

Sam flipped down the cell phone and walked to the grave again. “They say that life is for the living Janie. Why is that so hard for me to do? I love you so much.” Sam walked back to the Montero got in and drove away. He drove into Smithfield, where he and Janie had met. There was still nothing in the small village, but it had changed nonetheless. “Everything changes,” Sam said under his breath, He drove down to his boyhood home. The grape arbor his Dad had put up was still there. The concrete wall around the porch that lie had helped his Dad build was still standing, although much the worse for wear. As he turned around in the driveway, a young woman and a small child walked out the door and eyed him suspiciously. The old saying that you can’t go home again is so true. Everything changes. Nothing stays the same.

There was nothing left to do here today but go and see Shannon. Perhaps they would only talk over old times. Perhaps more. Rut he seriously needed to talk to someone again. He desperately wanted to be happy again. Otherwise he might as well cut his throat and end it all today. As he pulled out on Route 95 he was as scared and nervous as he recalled when he was a teenager going on a first date. Sam hadn’t smoked for years but he desperately wanted one now. As he drove down the road he could see the cemetery off in the distance. He couldn’t help but feel guilty about what he was about to do.

Sam pulled into the driveway got out of the Montero and went to the door. Before he could knock, Shannon’s Mom opened the door. He tried to talk but before he could get anything out she said, “Hello again Sam. Shannon has been expecting you. She will be out in a minute.”

“Sam? You haven’t changed much since the last time I saw you!” Shannon said as she grabbed her coat. “Mom, nothing personal, but I want to show Sam the house.”

“That’s OK honey. You guys have some catching up to do. Sam you take care of my girl. She’s still my baby!”

“I will Mrs. Simms. It was nice to see you again.”

“Please don’t call me that.  Mrs. Simms makes me feel so old!”

Sam smiled and Shannon was already out the door. “You driving or me?” she said. Sam said she could drive. As they got into her car he couldn’t help notice that she was still very pretty, still had that way about her that made him tense. She explained that when she came back to Illinois she had bought a house with some of her husband’s life insurance money and was only staying with her Mom temporarily.

“I should be moved in in about a week. I would like to show you the house and get your opinion. We have a lot of catching up to do. I understand from John that you were married and your wife died. I also suppose you heard that my husband died in a car accident That has been over tow years ago. Has it been real hard on you?’

“Harder than you can possibly imagine. Her name was Janie and I loved her dearly. I am not sure I will ever get over it. How about yourself?’

“Sam, I suppose I will sound like a total bitch saying this, but he was really nothing more than a habit, and a bad one at that I spent time in the hospital when he would come home from his drinking binges and decide I needed to learn some respect. He hurt me bad, screwed around on me constantly, and thanks to him I can’t have any children. He contacted a venereal disease from some street slut he met, gave it to me and it ended up scarring my tubes. So I guess in answer to your question, no I don’t miss him much. I am glad he’s gone. Oh, don’t get me wrong; when I met Terry I thought I loved him. He was dangerous. My parents hated him so of course I loved him. I thought I could turn him into somebody I wanted. I was one of those teases that liked to play games with guys. I enjoyed the chase, liked to have the upper hand, and made the most terrible decision of my life. With me nice guys did finish last, and it took years for me to learn the folly of that thinking.”

“Shannon, you probably know I had a huge crush on you all through high school and even into our college years. I was so shy that I couldn’t really ever tell you and when I finally did ask you out I sounded like a nerd.”

“I always knew you liked me Sam, but I tried so long to get you to really notice me—I mean really notice me that I lost interest in you. Do you remember that time I showed up at your parent’s house with Diana to see you. Well after Diana went home and we went for a ride out to the lake I wanted you to kiss me. I wanted you more than anything I ever wanted in my life up to that point. But you wouldn’t do anything except talk to me. I felt you wanted to, but you just didn’t do it. Why not?”

“Because I was scared to death. You made me nervous. I was afraid I would do the wrong thing and you would laugh at me. Or worse yet, tell you friends what a geek I really was.”

“Sam Turner, I hate to break this to you, but you could have had anything you wanted from me that night. I came to your house fully planning to do it with you. When you wouldn’t even kiss me it pissed me off and hurt me. I wasn’t used to guys treating me that way.”

“That’s nice to know after all these years!”

“I thought about making all the moves but I didn’t I guess I thought any guy who won’t take that strong a hint wasn’t worth it.”

“Shannon, I was worth it. I just wasn’t as experienced as you.”

“I was still a virgin Sam. I wanted you to take care of that problem for me.”

“And I wanted to be your boyfriend and take it slow. If that had happened, everything else would have happened. What it rally came down to Shannon was that I wasn’t enough of an asshole. You wanted me to act like a bad boy, and I wasn’t”

“I know you weren’t Sam, and I wish I knew then what I know now. I wish I had kissed you at the lake. I often wonder what would have happened.”

“Probably be two seventeen year old kids with a baby on the way.”

“Bite your tongue Sam Turner!” It won’t be long until we are at the house. Can you stay for dinner? I haven’t made a man dinner to a long time.”

“That sound nice, but I have to call my daughter Nikki and tell her I will be late.”

“Tell her you might be very late.”

Sam called Nikki and asked her if she would mind staying with her friend Stacy overnight because he might not be home until very late. Sam made the call to Stacy’s parents and asked. He told them he had some problems he had to take care of.  They told him it was OK.

“There is some beer in the fridge if you want it.  If you don’t mind I’m going to take a quick bath before I start dinner. You can do the same if you want. There’s another bathroom downstairs. It’s up to you.

“I guess I should clean up a little before dinner. I’ll have to put my same clothes back on though.”

“You’ll still feel better. Luckily I’ve moved some things over here from Mom’s.?

Sam and Shannon went to their separate bathrooms. Sam felt as nervous as a whore in church, to put it plainly like his grandfather used to say. He kept telling himself it was only dinner and a chance to talk to somebody. Maybe it was what he needed. He wondered what Shannon was thinking while she was taking her bath. What did she expect out of him if anything? He didn’t even know what he expected out of her. It was nice to talk to somebody however, somebody his own age, somebody he had known for a long time even if only a little. Sam didn’t take long in the bathroom because it all felt so awkward.

Shannon took longer in the tub. She was still curious about just why this man had come to see her. She knew that he had liked her in high school, but what did he want from her now? He probably wanted what most men in her life had wanted. But Sam was not like most men. He was still kind of shy. Still a little tentative when he talked. He still had that quiet quality that had made her want him years ago. What was going to happen here this time? She knew she still liked Sam But she also knew that he probably wasn’t going to try to do anything with her, especially since he had lost his wife a year ago. John had told her how much he had loved her. Shannon was tired of playing games with men. It had brought her so much misery. She decided than and there while laying in the tub that she would make the first move. She got out, got dressed and walked out into the living room. Sam was already out of the tub and sitting on the couch.

Shannon went over to the couch and sat next to Sam. “What are you in the mood for Sammy? I’ve been told I am a pretty good cook. I can make you anything you want as long as its frozen pizza. That’s all I have got in the house.”

“Hey, it’s the thought that counts right?” said Sam,

“Yes it is Sam. And I’ve been thinking it since I saw you today....” At that she jumped up and stood in front of Sam. “Would you like to come with me?”

This was less of a question than a demand, as she pulled Sam off the couch and they stood face to face. She reached up and grabbed his shoulders and pulled him closer and kissed his lips. “Sam I want you. Let’s be seventeen again at least just for tonight.”

Shannon led Sam to the bedroom, still full of boxes that had not been unpacked, a sheet less bed in front of them. Shannon removed her blouse and tugged at Sam’s belt. “Sam, just tonight, don’t think about right or wrong, or whether you should do this or not Just make love to me like I wanted you to years ago.” As Sam removed his pants it was obvious that Shannon had gotten his attention. There was no turning back from here.

As he entered her she gave out a slow whimper and for a while they were lost in each other, or at least lost in what they were doing. Sam had been with nobody since Janie’s death. Shannon could not say the same but at least at that moment it was what they needed. Shannon did not take long nor did Sam. It was like a damn had bunt from too much pressure. But that was not enough for Shannon. Minutes later she was on top of him and again he was deep within her.

“I sure could use a cigarette right now,” said Shannon. “But I don’t smoke.” Sam we always leaned in school that a man is at his sexual peek when he’s eighteen. From what I just felt, I think you would have killed me back then.” Sam smiled slightly and gave her a hug, but it was obvious something was not right.

“What’s the matter Sam, did I do something wrong?”

“No Shannon, you are a beautiful lady. But I’m not used to this. It hasn’t been that long since Janie died. But no, you were something else. Something I needed.”

Shannon gave him cold glance. “Something you needed? I would like to think I was someone you needed.”

“1 didn’t mean anything by it Shannon.”

“Of course you didn’t Sam. I just fucked your brains out.  I guess I shouldn’t expect the romance. Let’s cook that pizza.”

“Shannon you have to understand that I still love my wife. I know she is dead, but it is hard for me to give up somebody that was my heart and soul.”

“Life is for the living Sam. Which one are you. Are you dead or are you alive?”

“I really don’t know sometimes Shannon. Look, you are a beautiful woman. You always have been. I would have nearly sold my soul when I was seventeen for what we just did. You can’t believe how many times I dreamed of holding you in my arms, of kissing your lips, of laying you down and making love to you.”

“Then what’s the problem? Your wife is dead and she’s not coming back. Dead means dead Sam.”

“Don’t you believe in heaven Shannon? Don’t you believe that life extends beyond the grave? I certainly do, and I remember you used to go to church. I even went with you a couple of times.”

“Sam I used to believe that stuff just like you do. I don’t know how many times I prayed about my marriage, no matter how many times he beat the shit our of me. When he was fucking around on me I used to pray that he would grow out of it, that he would get it out of his system. I wondered what was wrong with me. God certainly didn’t answer any of my prayers. Do I believe in God? Sure I do. Do I believe that Jesus died for my sins and rose from the grave so that I might have eternal life? I’m not so sure. I wish I was as sure as you are. But I just don’t think he really cares that much day to day what happens to us.”

“ I can’t  believe that Shannon. Then has to be more than this. Give me some time. I would still like to see you again.”

“For what Sam” So you can get your nuts off again?”

“Hey that’s not fair. You came on to me.”

“That’s because I really wanted you Sam. I didn’t want anything to go wrong this time.”

“Then give me a little lime,” said Sam.

Shannon said nothing but went to the freezer and took out the pizza. “I hope you’re hungry. It’s the best Jack’s has to offer!”

After dinner they sat around and talked for hours. The mood had lightened up a little and they both reminisced about their lives since high school. Shannon said that she had to go back to Utah to tie up some loose ends but would be back before Christmas. “I want to see you again Sam. I’m leaving in three days. Can you come back?’

“Yes, but I  want to take it slow. This is hard for me. I hope you understand that”

“If that’s what it takes then yes I do. Your wife is dead and I still don’t see the big deal but if that’s what you need that’s what I'll give you.”

“Thanks Shannon.”

At that he kissed her softly on the lips and said goodbye. He would call her tomorrow he said. As he climbed into the Montero and pulled back on the main highway he was full of conflicting emotions. Did it feel good to be with someone again? Of course it did. Did he feel guilty about what he did with Shannon? That went without saying. Did he like Shannon? He had since he was a teenager. But her ideas about God and the cross bothered him. !f there is no hope after death, than you might as well do what you want with as many as you want. If there is no afterlife then such things as character, honesty, empathy, and love have no meaning. Sam himself had sinned tonight sleeping with Shannon. And he felt bad about it, like he had betrayed Janie. Sam believed in heaven and hell and hoped someday to be with Janie in that glorious existence. He did not want anything to jeopardize that. He also knew that he had used Shannon in a sinful way. !t was always sex that had attracted him to her, and that is what they had together. And really not that much else. It was dark but Sam still decided to drive back to the cemetery. As he pulled into the drive and parked by Janie’s grave he prayed this prayer:

Forgive me Lord for I have sinned.

I am so lonely, that is my only defense.
Why did you take Janie away from me?

Why did you take her out of this world when there are so many evil ones in it?
Have I done so much wrong that I deserve this?

I don’t understand Lord. Show me the way. For I believe that your Son Jesus Christ died on the cross and was resurrected on the third day so that I might Have forgiveness of my sins and a chance for eternal life. Please show me the way. Show me what I must do!
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Sam got out of the Montero and walked to the grave. Nearby were his mom and dad and his sister. Here someday he would also be laid to rest beside Janie. “Janie, I am so sorry. I would never do anything to hurt you, at least not on purpose. It is so hard.” As Sam began crying first softly and then uncontrollably, he noticed in the distance a small figure close to the ground running toward him. It was nearly transparent, yet brilliantly blue-white in color. What was coming after him? Sam walked back to the Montero, but almost instantly the apparition was at his feet.

“Hi Dad,” said the little creature. Sam felt a sudden pain in his chest and fell to the ground. The thing was looking at him with not unpleasant eyes, but eyes full of love and kindness. Sam felt a crushing pain in his chest and the little creature licked at his face and the pain was suddenly and totally gone. “You know who I am Dad. I am Louie; the one you said would not get to go to heaven. You said heaven is only for people. Let me tell you a secret....when you die and go to heaven, God supplies your every desire. When I died you and Nikki prayed for me and God heard you ask that I be given a heaven. Well Dad, Janie also prayed for me. She asked God that I  be allowed to come to her. God being a God of love allowed that to happen. God does have a heaven for animals, where they too are free from pain, neglect, hunger, and abuse. It is not the same heaven that Janie is in but when she asked God to allow me to see her it instantly came to pass. I am now a messenger from God who brings you good tidings and also a warning.”
“Dad the time is growing short.   Soon the evil one will lake over this world. The day of the Lord is coming like a thief in the night.  As scriptures say, “let me tell you a secret!  Not all shall die. But all shall be transformed, in the twinkling of an eye. Let not your heart be troubled, but be exceedingly glad, for your redemption draws nigh. And do not spend more time herein this place of desolation. Do not seek the living among the dead, lank is not here. Your mom and dad are not here.  Your sister is not here. Be of good courage. Janie has never left your side. She talks to the almighty night and day for you and Nikki and her mom and all of her family. Now I must go. There are others who need to hear my message from the Lord. Pray Dad that l am successful.”
Sam had never had such a fright in his life, but he knew he had seen something extraordinary that would forever change things. That God had chosen a beloved family pet to give such a message was beyond comprehension. Nut God was beyond comprehension wasn’t he? As Sam got up the little creature ran around a group of trees three or four times and vanished. “See you soon Dad!” and he was gone. Truly with God all things were possible. He would embrace Janie again. Sam looked toward the stars and cried, “Oh, thank you God!” lie again climbed back into the Montero and headed down Route 95. He thought about calling Nikki to tell her that he would be home earlier than expected, but he thought heifer of it. Instead he thought be could use some time alone at home to think about the miracle he bad just seen. It was a long drive home or at least it felt like it but he felt light as a feather, much like Ebenezer Scrooge after waking up hugging the bedpost grateful to have escaped the judgments of the spirits. He did not feel that he could continue to see Shannon anymore now that he knew what was coming. She was looking for a man, and any man would be stupid not to want her, but Sam was not just any man. He did not want to hurt her and he knew that was what would happen. Right now he knew he was happier and more excited than he had been since Janie’s death and he was hungry. Hungry for the word of God and hungry for a big fat tenderloin sandwich with a big boat of French fries. There was a little place about 2 miles from his house that stayed open late. He called his order in and said he would pick it up in about 20 minutes. He decided he would call Shannon tonight and tell her that he would not be able to see her tomorrow. He had much thinking to do and he knew that seeing her again would not help matters. Anyway, he called her up and she of course was surprised to hear from him so soon the same night. Sam told her that he would have to canal tomorrow and he probably wouldn’t see her again until after she got back from her business in Utah. She was not at all happy about it and had no trouble saying so. “It’s Janie again, isn’t it Sam?” He told her that he had many things on his mind and that he hoped she could just be patient. He didn’t want to but he felt he had to tell her the story of bow little Louie had appeared to him and told him the time of the Lord was near.

“Shannon I need you to do me a favor. Read 1 Corinthians 15 and the book of Revelation.” Re asked for her address in Utah and she gave it to him. He told her he would be sending a book called Left Behind by Tim Lahaye and Jerry Jenkins. It was imperative that she read it.

“Sam, I think you need some help. What you are talking about couldn’t have happened. Stress does many things to a person. I think you need to see somebody who can help you. I won’t give up on you Sam. I think we could have something really special together. But I will read your scripture and your book “I would be lying to you if I said I was happy about this though. Tonight was special to me Sam.”

“Please try to understand Shannon. Goodbye.” With that he hung up.

When Sam got home nobody was there just as he expected. He called Janie’s mom and told her that he had reconsidered going to Florida. He offered a counterproposal however. He told her that he wanted Nikki and the two of them to go to Hawaii over Christmas. Sam said he would pay all expenses. Jean whole heartedly agreed and the deal was done. Nikki would go whether she wanted to nor not. There were things to talk about. And what better place to talk about them than on the Island of Kauai? Sam bad one more thing to do though. He had to write his friend John a detailed letter explaining what had happened at what was going to come. He gave John Shannon’s Utah number just in case there were any questions or in they wanted to discuss his sanity or lack thereof. It took him nearly two hours to write this letter. When it was done he posted it and went to bed. Oh, the dreams Sam had that night.

When Nikki got home the next morning of course she was full of questions. Had her Dad seen somebody the night before? All Sam could say was that he had a nice time but he wasn’t going to rush into anything. He also told her about little Louie being a messenger of God. “Dad you know I am a believer just like Mom was. If you say it happened then I believe you. I’m not sure Grandma will however.”

“You wife have o help me convince her Nikki. We must be ready. My soul longs to be with your Mom again. And that are so many things I want to tell my Mom, Dad, and Sister. I want to know my son Joshua that I never really knew. And he never knew me. I intend to have a big party up there Nikki.
Nikki called Jean the next  day and further explained what had happened to her Dad. She was polite but not convinced. But she was a true believer and always knew that God messengers to each of us in different ways, according to our needs. We looked forward to our trip with great anticipation.

We left from Peoria on Dec. 23, our wedding anniversary. With a direct flight from Chicago to Honolulu it was not a bad trip. We played in the sun, ate like pigs, and truly felt more love for each other than we had ever known. The ten days went quickly and we soon had to go home. I sat down and wrote a quick letter to John again wondering if he had received my letter and to please call Shannon and ask if she had read what I sent her. I also called him from the airport to explain what I had done. American Airlines Flight 333 was now boarding at gate 7 and “we will soon to be off’, said Sam.

American Airlines Flight 333 never made it home. There were 232 passengers on board and 149 bodies were found. That day millions had disappeared into thin air leaving widespread panic throughout the world. The President had called an emergency meeting of Congress and the United Nations was in emergency session trying to figure out what happened. No other bodies were found from flight 333. In fact there were people missing all over the world that could not be found. Husbands looking frantically for their wives, wives hysterical over their missing husbands. Families with young Children gone. Some older children stayed. I called Shannon that very day and she answered the phone. I told her what had happened and that Sam and his family were missing. “I just read his letter and the Left Behind book. It looks like I’ve lost him again John. It looks like we’ve both been left behind John. From what I have read in the book we still have a chance for heaven, but the road will be hard and full of peril. Forensics says that none of the bodies belong to Sam or his family. It’s like they just disappeared.”

“God did everything he could to help us Shannon. They did disappear. They are now in heaven. But we were too smart and wouldn’t listen. Jesus stood at the door and knocked and we wouldn’t let him in.”

“Now we must look for the great evil one to come. Sam has found what he so desperately wanted. We are in for much trial and tribulation. The time of the Evil one and his False Prophet draws nigh. God help us all.”

REVELATION 12: Therefore rejoice, ye heavens, and ye that dwell in them. Woe to the inhabiters of the earth and of the sea! For the devil is come down unto you, having great wrath, because he knoweth that he hath but a short time.

