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Re:  the novel’s Christian faith content

The two main characters bring an uplifting faith content to the novel, and the ending reinforces this.
     Ginny faces a dark future with her MD that has been made all the more poignant by her hopeless love for Tom.  She seeks God’s help to give her strength and acceptance of His will.  As the lonely years go by, she prays that her life may at least have some meaning.
       Tom, on the other hand, does not have her faith, and distances himself from the Lord, but his love for Ginny eventually brings him closer to God and he prays for Divine intervention in finding her.

        Even Ginny’s wicked half brother repents and tries to make things better for Ginney in the end, though his drunken driving kills an innocent couple, and Ginny is devastated.

         I have sought to develop an inspirational love story of two admirable characters separated and coping with extreme adversity yet sustained by faith in God.  Permeating the plot is the question:  Does God have a purpose for our individual lives?  

artle

Prologue


I sit in this quiet place.  They sometimes bring a few of us here on nice afternoons when they’re not too busy, and I can savor the outdoors after the confines of my prison.  Today I cherish a soft breeze against my cheek.  I watch a family of ducks making a V across the marshy waters of the pond toward the willows on the far side.  I close my eyes to better appreciate the sounds of birds trying to drown out the hum of traffic on the busy avenue beyond the willows.  It takes little to pleasure me these days.  And here it is easy to dream, of what might have been.


I sometimes wonder if my life would not be better if I could escape these memories, and the deep regrets they leave.  But then another part of my mind tries to persuade me that life is richer because of them.  All I know for sure is that they bring tears and I struggle to wipe them away before anyone can see them, and fake a smile and pretend that I am well adjusted and content with my life.


My reverie is interrupted by the antics of a squirrel scampering near my chair and threatening to leap onto my lap.  I mouth a “No” at the little critter—I never should have given him a cracker last time I was here.  But the mistake was made, and it is irreversible, just as was that mighty mistake of so long ago.  


A few years after I came here, about five years it must be now, I’d hoped to do some writing.  My mind teemed with ideas that my frail body could hardly keep up with.  The staff had set up a word processor that I could work with a sling for those fingers that could still move a little.  I’d thought I might be able to pursue my dream of writing a novel.  I’d even sent a letter to the superintendent at Antietam asking for some information, and he’d responded quickly and most helpfully.


But shortly after, the computer had to be assigned full time to the office, and there was nothing else I could use for writing.  They were most apologetic and tried to make amends by fixing a contraption so I could read books and turn pages.  They really are kind to me.  Not like the other places.

              I rouse myself, and look around.  The attendants are moving the wheelchairs back to the building.  It must be feeding time, and here is Phoebe.  I tell her, “I miss you, Phoebe, when you’re not here on weekends.”


“I kind of miss you too, Joan.”


“But you have your own life to live.”


The girl smiles shyly.   “Yes, but I like to feel needed.”


 “You’re right.  This can be life’s greatest satisfaction.  But sometimes there’s no way we can feel needed.”  I try to look cheerful, even though my heart is aching.  


“Gee, Joan, you’re so different from the other people here.”


 “Phoebe, don’t let age and present circumstances prejudice you.  I’m sure many of these people have done good things in their lives.”


 I sigh after Phoebe leaves.  I long to make a difference, as I had those many years ago with the Ginny Airlift.  But now I’m terribly constrained.  Maybe if I can just be a good influence on Phoebe, maybe this is all God wants from me.  I’d once hoped He might have bigger things in store for me.   


 Now thoughts of the Ginny Airlift rouse a plethora of memories—the bitter frustration, then the great triumph and reality of making a significant contribution.  But  the triumph was so short lived.  Only a few months later when I was weak and helpless, venal people had insisted that I change my name from Virginia to Joan, thus guaranteeing that I could never be found.  Stupid!  Stupid!  How could I have ever yielded to that demand?  Shouldn’t I have been able to resist somehow?  Then just a few months later came the cruelest blow of all that will haunt me forever.



This evening in my prison of a room I seem chained to the past, the wonderful and the terrible.  I shiver and feel close to Tom, as though he is almost within reach.  For a moment the truly wild idea teases me: suppose he were to find me, and wants me to go with him.  I had fled so as not to impose myself on him twenty years ago.  Is the situation any different today?  I can’t think it is.  But such conjecture has no more substance than the passing clouds. 

Chapter 1


Of late, Tom Prentice had been tormented by a recurring dream, a dream of a great loss and of his pathetic ineptitude.  He was walking in a blizzard to Ginny’s apartment when he suddenly saw her being dragged to an ambulance by white-coated figures while she was feebly struggling and crying for help.  He tried to rush to her but his feet somehow seemed mired in ice and snow, and all he could do was helplessly watch her terror-stricken face framed in the rear window as it faded into the storm. He would awake sweating in twisted sheets feeling an almost unbearable sense of loss and guilt.  What brought such dreams now, when these memories should have been purged long ago?


Tom was a senior professor well regarded by his peers, perhaps because he was self-effacing.  Despite years of lecturing, he did not consider himself a good talker.  “I’m better at writing than talking,” he always said.  But students appreciated his dry wit and felt his genuine empathy.


He wore tweed sport coats with leather patches on the elbows (“My bony elbows don’t wear them out so fast”) and turtlenecks (“to escape neckties”).  His was a runner’s body, tall and lean, and he had long been a runner though in the last few years he’d found hiking in deep woods more satisfying.  The quiet solitude brought him tranquillity that running on streets and sidewalks never did.  In the year since the divorce he had grown a beard and now it was streaked with gray.


On this October morning he sat in the faculty lounge trying to review lecture notes for his first class, but the aftermath of the dream still lingered.  The typed material was not registering, and he finally got up and wandered down the hall to the coffee machine for still another cup.  As he carried it back to the lounge, he scolded himself.  Any more coffee and he’d be climbing the walls of his classroom. 


He had barely sat back down when Eunice, the department secretary, rushed in.   “Professor Prentice, there’s an urgent call for you, from Washington, D.C.!”  He frowned and felt his pulse speed up. A call from Washington sounded more ominous or momentous than a call from Cleveland or Cincinnati.   Eunice kept urging him to hurry but he tried to maintain a facade of calmness.  Eunice speculated, “Do you think they’re going to offer you an administrative post?  Or maybe ask you to speak to some congressional committee?”


He shook his head and frowned.  “Maybe the IRS is calling about my last tax return.”


It was his sister Shirley. “Tom, I just heard that Dr. Eastin passed away, and the funeral is ten tomorrow.  I know you two used to be close and thought you’d want to come.”


“Yes, I sure do.  Thanks, Sis, for catching this.  I’d really feel bad to miss his funeral.”


“You must stay with us while you’re here,” she said, and he gladly accepted.


His old dean, Roy Eastin, had been his mentor and was with him during that great bittersweet period, the one that still tormented.  He had retired soon after Tom left George Washington University for Ohio State, and as the years passed they’d kept in touch at Christmas.


On the plane to Washington he thought of all that had taken place since he’d seen Shirley last year.  He’d gotten divorced for one thing.  Nancy had found somebody “more exciting,” she said.  And a lot richer, he thought, feeling jealous of the wealthy entrepreneur she’d married.  In many ways Tom was relieved at Nancy’s parting, but still couldn’t escape the nagging feeling that he was somehow less a man.  They’d

 married the year after Ginny disappeared, and had twins. But it was a rather loveless marriage.  Perhaps if he had made a more serious commitment, things would have worked out.  Or maybe not.  But the ghost of Ginny haunted him then, and apparently still did today.


At National Airport, Tom rented a car for the drive to Shirley’s under a menacing sky.  Just as he reached the Beltway, heavy rain pounded the car, and lightning was continuous.  He leaned forward squinting as the wipers tried to make headway against the spray thrown up by cars and trucks dimly looming ahead.  A tractor-trailer roared past on his left, and he somehow managed to avoid swerving into it as the road with invisible lanes suddenly veered.  The windows were steaming up despite the defogger, and he barely saw his exit in time and had to brake heavily, steeling himself for a collision that never came.  The rain slackened a little as he reached Shirley and Jesse’s comfortable house in a middle-class Maryland suburb, and pulled into the driveway.


He sat trying to calm his nerves, but Shirley quickly opened the door and came down with an umbrella.  “Tom, how good to see you, but the rain gods must have it in for you.”


“I guess I’ve been spoiled, away from the big city.”


“I can’t imagine Ohio is any paragon of rain-free driving.”  She ushered him in, took his things, and they embraced.  “Sit down little brother, and be comfortable.  Can I get you something to drink?  Coffee maybe?  I have some perking.”


“Coffee would be great.”


She joined him.  “I hardly knew you with that beard.”  She chuckled a little.  “I’m not sure whether it makes you look more distinguished, or just older.”


“I’ve been told it makes me look like a homeless bum, but there are worse things.”


She studied him, trying to look stern.  “Well, I guess maybe it does make you look rather bummy.  I’m surprised they let you on the plane.  Of course, you could trim it better, not have it so long and straggly.  Then you wouldn’t look so much like a terrorist.”  She smiled.  “By the way, you’re staying for dinner with us, aren’t you?”


“I hoped your invitation included dinner.”


They conversed comfortably, and he felt this a place of refuge.  Now he noticed his dear sister was a little plumper than last time, and also had some gray hair.   He would always cherish her support and her husband Jesse’s suggestions that had proven such a godsend to him and Ginny.


Shirley put her hand on his arm.  “How are the twins taking the divorce?”


“Not too well.  They tell me they don’t really like Winthrop, despite all his money.  But they may just be saying that so I won’t feel so bad.  And they’re almost grown up with their own lives ahead of them.”


“Did I hear right that he has his own computer firm?”


“Yes.  Nancy thought I wasn’t aggressive enough, that I could have done better than simply being a professor.  And Win can certainly offer her the good life.”


“It must be lonely for you,” she mused.  “Are you seeing anybody now?”


“No.  I guess I’m burned out as far as romance goes.”  He tried to smile.  “That’s why I haven’t trimmed the beard.  I wanted to turn off my nubile students.”  Shirley made a face at him.  “I’ve even learned to cook, sort of.”


“Do you ever think of Ginny?”


 He took a deep breath, and tried to compose himself as thoughts of Ginny tumbled like the white waters of a rapid.  “Yes,” he admitted.  “More than I should.  Especially now that Nancy’s gone.  But it’s so futile.”  Such a sensitive nerve Shirley had touched.


“I remember you trying to find her in Hagerstown, after she disappeared.  But you never were able to, were you?”   


“No. Both Dean Eastin and I tried. But I should’ve tried sooner.   If only I had. . .”


“How long has it been?”


“Twenty-two years.  I’m surprised how well I remember her, after all this time.  But I’ve pictures to remind me.”  All efforts to keep this discussion light had withered.  Why couldn’t he escape these ancient memories of love and loss?  But they were interwoven with what it had been like to be young and to feel Ginny against him, the fragrance of her body and breath, and the wonderful promise life held then, despite the distant menace.


“Do you think there’s a chance you could find her now, maybe with a private investigator?”


“I don’t know.  Sometimes I think there might be.  Twenty years ago she didn’t want to be found.  And she sure can’t have any fond memories of me.  But maybe she feels different now . . .if she’s still alive that is.”


“She was about your age, wasn’t she?”


“A few years younger.  But she probably aged early.  At best, she’s got to be badly crippled.”


They sipped their coffee.  He knew he had become introspective to a fault, and tried to fight it.  He sought to change the subject.  “The house seems quiet without the kids.” 


“We have an empty nest, same as you.”


The silence lengthened.


“Would you like to find her?” Shirley broke the silence.


He tried to hold back thoughts of what might have been. “I’m not sure.  Maybe

she’s best left in my mind as she was before the end, when she was so beautiful, and we were so happy, so in love.”


“But you’ll always wonder, won’t you?”


He considered this question, but the answer was obvious.  “I’m afraid so.”  He couldn’t meet Shirley’s eyes.



Jesse soon arrived from his commute.  He was a happy fat man, attributable to Shirley’s good cooking, now balding but still with no gray hair.  Tom was grateful for the change in conversation as Jesse rambled on about his job with the Department of Agriculture, and the concerns of bureaucrats and their budgets.  Then out of the blue he asked about Ginny, and Tom realized they must have been talking about her after Shirley phoned him.  Was his enduring love so obvious?


Later in the evening, Jesse challenged him to a game of pool and then proceeded to trounce him.  “You’re too good for me, Jesse.”


“A good host shouldn’t beat his guest,” Jesse tried to feign remorse.  “You’re just 

exhausted from a long plane ride, all of 300 miles, and too weak to cope with superior skill.”


“Que se ra, se ra—whatever will be, will be,” Tom said, surprising himself with the words of an old song going back to his youth.


Jesse grinned.  “I think you’re getting sentimental in your old age.”


“This city brings back memories . . . some not very good, I’m afraid.”


Jesse clapped him on the shoulder.  “Don’t dwell on the past, Tom, though I know Shirley keeps worrying it.”


Jesse had already left when Tom came downstairs the next morning.  Shirley waited with coffee and a full breakfast and he couldn’t help saying, “What a wonderful wife you are.”


She pooh-poohed that, and his compliment fell to the floor.  He didn’t even know how to give a decent compliment anymore, and he must have grimaced, for Shirley looked at him with some concern.  He tried to be upbeat and winked at her.  “Still, Sis, I envy Jesse, very much.”

 
She shook her head.  “Tom, I feel for you. Your life’s not complete, not really satisfying, is it?”


“I guess it isn’t.”  He realized he couldn’t hide that from his perceptive sister.


“I wonder if you don’t need to find Ginny, to complete the closure if nothing else.  What do you think?”


He sipped his coffee, hardly knowing what to say.  He hadn’t considered his emptiness of spirit quite this way—the need for closure.  Shirley was staring at him.  Finally he managed to say, “You may be right.”


At the funeral later in the morning, Tom was glad to see a good turnout, for this gentle and compassionate man deserved plenty of mourners.  But he knew few of these people after all the years.


As the ceremony finished at the cemetery, he noticed a tall, dignified man eyeing him.  The man approached and asked, “Might you be Thomas Prentice?”


Tom admitted he was and the stranger introduced himself as John Buchanan of some law firm and said, “You are mentioned in Dr.Eastin’s will.  You should stop in our offices to take care of the paperwork.  Can you do it tomorrow?”


“What?”


“Yes.  He has a bequest for you.  It is in the nature of five figures.”


Tom stared at him.  “What about his family?  He can’t have been that wealthy.”


“No, the doctor was not wealthy, but he invested well.  The widow is his only close relative still living, and she will be well provided for.”


Still hardly believing, Tom arranged to meet Buchanan the next afternoon.  As the man started to leave, Tom thought of something and rushed to catch him before he got to his car.  “Mr. Buchanan, would you tell me if anyone else has been given a bequest?”


He frowned.  “Sir, that is confidential.”


Tom persisted, having a vague premonition.  “Could you at least tell me if a woman from his faculty is included in the will?”


Reluctantly, Buchanan admitted, “Yes a woman is.”


“Could her name be Virginia Russo?”


The lawyer stared at him. “Yes.  I believe she’s handicapped, with whereabouts unknown.  So we have not been able to inform her yet.”


Tom felt lightheaded, almost as in a dream.  The compassion of Dean Eastin had reached beyond the grave.  “Perhaps you can tell me where to find Miss Russo,” Buchanan was saying.


Tom shook his head.  “I don’t know, but I would truly like to know.”


The lawyer raised his eyebrows, as though to question further.  But he didn’t.  “Well, we need to make a reasonable effort to locate her.  But if we cannot, her bequest will go to a charity.  Good day, sir.”  With that, he turned to go.


The next afternoon, in a dark-paneled conference room, Buchanan informed Tom that he was to get $30,000 from the estate and Miss Russo would receive somewhat more, if she could be found.


As Tom contemplated this news, he knew now that he had to find her, however long it took, or how much it cost, and not for himself alone, though God knows he sorely needed to, to find the closure Shirley had spoken of.  The money would improve the quality of her life, but more than that he needed to find her so she could know of Dean Eastin’s deep affection, and find comfort from that, as he knew she would.  He wondered now if his dreams had been premonitory.


He left Buchanan’s office about four o’clock.  Since the rush hour traffic was starting, before facing the commute he felt drawn to stroll the Mall as Ginny and he used to.  He wandered the Mall from Lincoln’s Memorial past the spear of the Washington Monument, alongside the great museums, almost to the gates of the Capitol, and then back.  He was barely aware of the hum of traffic and felt somehow suspended beyond the tangible and mundane.  As he walked these once familiar paths, he felt almost as if Ginny’s spirit was perched on his shoulder.  Finding a bench overlooking the reflecting pool just below the Lincoln Memorial, he sat down and gazed into the water, water that had once reflected his younger face, and beside it, pale and striking, had been Ginny’s.
