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Chapter One

She poked her head from under the covers and checked the

clock: six a.m. She bolted to her feet, her heart snagging on
the fear that a visitor at this hour might signal Luke’s death. The panic
was not new; whenever she opened her eyes, the thought that her husband
might die slapped her. That awareness never got old.

“Aunt Delia,” her niece implored as Delia opened the door, “I've got to
talk to you.”

Delia’s stomach turned. “Ashley, what is it?” She clutched her terry
robe as she looked into the young face fraught with anxiety. “What's
wrong?” she asked, her heart settling down. Still, her lips quivered.

Ashley stepped back and stammered, “I know it’s early, and I'm so
sorry to get you out of bed.”

Delia reached out to her. “What is it?”

Ashley rushed through the doorway and fell into her aunt’s arms. “It’s
me.” Her voice began soft and low, and then exploded like the roar of a
wave crashing against the rocks. “It's me,” she wailed. “I'm pregnant.”

She spoke the words so quickly that at first Delia didn’t comprehend
them. “What?” she asked, steering Ashley to arm’s length. But the words
resonated in her head before her niece could repeat them. “Oh no,” she
whispered and took a quick breath. Not that she hadn’t worried about this
very thing happening. But why now, when Ashley had almost finished
her freshman year at Monmouth College?

“I know. I know.” Ashley buried her head on Delia’s shoulder and the
tears began to flow.

Delia Sommers awoke to the incessant ringing of the doorbell.
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Stunned, Delia’s mind skated from visions of Ashley’s young boyfriend
Jason and then back to another pregnant girl years before, but she said nothing
and held her sobbing niece close. She swallowed hard, but like an old wound
that aches on rainy days, the painful knot inside her bulged and began to
throb. She bit her lip; now was not the time to dredge up her own heartaches.
She stroked her niece’s back for long minutes until Ashley spoke again.

“I know. It’s awful,” she sniffed. “I'm freaked, and you're the only one
I can turn to. My dad’s diabetes is getting worse, and I can't talk to my
mom.” Her voice slid to a whisper. “And [ want an abortion.”

“How . .. how far along are you?”

“I don’t know. About a month and a half.”

Delia took as deep breath. “Settle down, honey” she said softly. “You've
got such a huge decision ahead of you, and you have time to think about
this.” She hesitated, praying to conceal the panic that burned inside her.
“What about Jason?”

“I haven't told him, and I don’t intend to. He doesn’t want to get
married.” Delia pulled back. “How do you know that? Did you ask him?”

“No. Buthe’s way too dependent on his father. He said he won't marry
until his father retires and he takes over the business” Her voice
crescendoed. “And that could be five years from now. And he’d be twenty-
six,” she wailed.

“You should tell him—*

“No,” Ashley blurted, “he’d marry me, but because he had to, and I
don’t want a husband that way. Not even Jason.”

Delia disengaged her niece from her shoulder and led her to the kitchen
counter while she put on a pot of coffee. Ashley muttered on about Jason,
her parents, the baby and an abortion. Delia listened but said very little. She
knew there was no use trying to talk a young woman of almost nineteen
out of—or into—an abortion; she’d have to come to that decision herself.

By the time Delia poured the coffee and sat beside her, Ashley’s words
had diminished to whimpers. Delia put her hand on Ashley’s. “I'm with
you all the way, sweetie, whatever you want to do. But right now, I think
you're too upset to make any rational decisions.” She took Ashley’s chin in
her hand. “But I do believe that you have an obligation to tell Jason.”

Ashley flinched.

“What’s wrong between you two?”

“Nothing.” Ashley turned her face away. “I just don’t want to tell him yet.”

Delia sighed. “It’s your decision, of course, and whatever you decide,
I'll .. ” Her voice cracked and she looked down, realizing she was turning
her opal ring. “I'll support you.”

Ashley nodded and reached over to hug Delia again as new tears formed
in her eyes. “Thanks, Aunt Dee” she said pushing away the untouched
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coffee. “I knew I could count on you, but how am I going to get through this
day? I've gotta go home and get ready for class and tonight I have to work.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Ash. We'll work this out.”

“Thanks, Aunt Dee. I love you.” With one last hug, Ashley was out the door.

As she watched her niece hurry down the steps and rush to her car,
Delia’s mind paced between the past and the present. Her heart felt heavy.
Ashley had bestowed more power on her and accredited her with more
wisdom than she deserved. While in the past she’d always felt confident to
advise her, this problem swallowed all the little ones they’d conquered
over the years. But thinking of Ashley’s independent nature and the
chutzpah she so often displayed, Delia’s mind lightened a little. And,
thankfully, Ashley’s ample body would keep its secret for awhile.

With her head spinning, Delia poured a mug of coffee and took it out
to the back patio. Determined not to dwell on Ashley’s problem or on
painful memories, she put her head back and inhaled the aroma of the
coffee mixing with lilacs in the clear morning air. It was an early spring
day on Long Beach Island, the kind of day that basks in the promise of
Easter daffodils and lures kids to dare the cold New Jersey ocean. She
wanted to see Luke, but it was too early to go to the hospital. Besides, the
sapphire sky and squawking sea gulls begged her to linger. Acquiescing,
she eased into an Adirondack chair, flung off her slippers, and raised her
feet to rest on a redwood coffee table Luke had built. They’d lived on Long
Beach Island in this Beach Haven house across from the ocean for twelve
years, and in those years they gradually restored the fixer-upper to its
original Victorian charm.

Throughout the yard, bold splashes of forsythia dominated. Later the
focus would shift to the rose bushes that hid the rickety fence belonging to
the obstinate back neighbors, the older couple who'd lived in their home for a
lifetime. Delia smiled, recalling Luke’s frustration when his negotiating skills
failed to convince them to let him replace the fence. Eventually, both she and
Luke admitted that the roses enhanced their yard more than any fence.

Delia lazed longer, pushing away thoughts of babies and crowding
her mind with precious memories of Luke. Almost twenty years had
passed since their first date. It had been a day in early November, a day
quite unlike this, when winter elbowed its way in and spread a premature
bleakness upon Southern New Jersey.

She’d met Luke in the Manahawkin branch of the Ocean County
Library where she worked after graduating high school. For awhile, this
tall handsome man had been a regular patron. From the very first time
she saw him, she was smitten by his rugged good looks and vulnerable
smile. She found herself wandering to wherever he was, hoping to assist
him, or dashing to the checkout counter if he’d come in to pick up a book
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he’d placed on hold. Several months after they became friendly, she
surprised herself when she offered to cook dinner for him. Certain that he
wanted to ask her out, she didn't feel pushy because even with all that
oozing masculinity, Luke seemed shy. So she’d invited him to her home on
Lafayette Avenue in Manahawkin where she lived with her sister, Marge,
Marge’s husband and their two daughters.

After dinner, she and Luke walked around Deer Park Lake, the park
of her youth where she’d often played Hide and Seek with friends. There
they sat on the cool sand and talked for an hour while the water lapped at
the beach and the terns, silhouetted against the steel gray sky, glided
above them. The chilly air bit her ears and the cold sand pinched up
through her mini skirt onto her legs. She removed the barrette, allowing
her long curly hair to cover her ears, and she wrapped her arms around
her shivering legs. She just didnt want to leave. There was something
about Luke’s quixotic smile that made her want to stay there with him.

The memory of his lips brushing across her cheek when he said
goodnight had made that evening indelible. She’d rushed upstairs to
record the moment in her diary, but mere words never did give competition
to the memory of his kiss.

Now as Delia stood on the polished brick patio that she and Luke had
lain last summer, she lifted a silent prayer that she’d gather hundreds more
memories in the years to come. She tightened the belt of her robe and
inched each foot back into a slipper. Pushing all negative thoughts from
the realm of possibility, she determined to concentrate on the good stuff:
Having Luke home with her.

*k%k

As Luke lay in the Philadelphia hospital bed waiting for Delia’s visit,
he pondered the decisions—good and bad—that he’d made in his forty-six
years. His thoughts wandered to his deceased first wife and son and
wondered what his life would be like if he had turned onto that busy
highway only a few seconds later. He rarely thought about his first family
anymore, but in this last month, with his inefficient heart threatening his
own mortality, he'd thought about them often, particularly his son Michael.
In these last few days, his little face had emerged as vividly as it had in
those first few months after the accident.

He contemplated his life now. He'd made a good life with Delia. A
great life, in fact. Great for him, that is. But thoughts about the past haunted
him. He'd been unfair to Delia. She had always wanted a child.

And now he had no opportunity to right that wrong. He was barely
hanging on to his own life. Even if the doctors found a new heart for him
and he survived, what right would he have to bring another child into this
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world? He glanced out the window to see an overflow of college students
thoughtlessly jaywalking as they continued boisterous conversations with
friends across the street. He pushed away the notion that one of those
young men might have been Michael. But thinking of him could only add
to the pain of this existence, the pain of continually being jabbed, pushed,
and pulled, and always encumbered by the paraphernalia that kept him
alive. His biggest fear now was not death but becoming a burden to Delia.

Delia. Thinking of her made his heart weigh heavily in his chest. He
loved that woman, but he'd failed her so many times. He'd met her when
the gouging loss of Maria and Michael was still raw in his gut. It had been
too soon to allow himself to love again, or to think of starting another
family, so he ran. Then, because he believed his mother’s wicked lies...
Luckily, he met Delia again and she married him. But again, he'd failed
her. While she hadn't talked of having a child for years now, he knew the
desire had never died.

Trying to shake thoughts of things he could no longer control, he
stared at the tubes that dripped drugs into his body, closed his eyes and
forced himself to breathe deeply.

It didn't work. He thought of what the hospital psychiatrist had said; it
was his fear of loving and losing again that kept him from wanting another
child. Sure, easy for a shrink to say. After all, wasn’t it his job to make
patients accept their weaknesses, to make them psychologically whole so
that their psyches could withstand the heart transplants that would save
their lives? Luke didn’t buy the psychiatrist’s rationalization; he knew his
motive for what it was: Cowardice.

He felt his face flush, unnerved that Delia might be forced to sacrifice
her life to care for him. Only his death could free her. And him. Shuddering,
he turned his head toward the sound of a bell in the distance and his eyes
sought out the cathedral. He stared at its spires that pierced the sky. The
thought of death prevailed.

He closed his eyes and didn’t hear Delia tiptoe into the room, but he knew
her presence so well that he sensed her nearness even before he felt her lips on
his forehead. When he looked up and gazed into her adoring eyes, his
depression disappeared like footprints erased by an ocean wave. Delia always
did that to him. He could brood like crazy when she wasn't near but whenever
she was, her tranquility overpowered his gloominess every time.

“How are you today, my darling?” she asked, her huge brown eyes
drinking him in.

“I'm doing great now that you're here.”

Delia was the most even-tempered woman he'd ever met, and her warmth
and generosity shimmered in her smile. While her face was beautiful, it was
her serenity that drew people to her. No wonder she was the most sought-
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after volunteer in the local hospital where she visited patients once a week.
The nurses told Luke that Delia’s empathetic soft-spoken manner encouraged
even their sickest patients to unburden their feelings to her.

This day, she looked so beautiful in her soft pink sweater that he couldn’t
take his eyes off her. Since he’d met her, the years had just passed over her,
not one of them leaving its mark. Who else did he know who could, at
thirty-eight, go without make-up and still have a face pretty enough to pull
her curly chestnut hair back and anchor it at her neck with a barrette? Who
else could throw on jeans and a sweater and look like a Vogue model?

He pulled her to him and kissed her, his lips lingering on hers.

“Whoa there, tiger.” She straightened.

Luke reached for her again but stopped when he heard a throat clear.

It was Dr. Anne Madden, Luke’s cardiologist. “I hope youre not going
to ask me to come back later.”

Luke’s “yes” bumped into Delia’s “no.”

“But it’s a good thing you spoke up,” Delia joshed, squeezing Luke’s
hand and stepping aside.

“You'll get to finish that later.” The doctor smiled at Delia. “After Luke
gets his new heart.”

Luke’s eyes shot to the door where the doctor stood. Her bangs bobbed
on the rims of her oversized glasses as she nodded approval. Before she
spoke again—probably only seconds, but seconds that seemed like minutes
to Luke—his mind wandered, strangely enough, to the doctor’s hair. Those
flaxen bangs, which were usually cut straight across, looked today as if one
of her kids had not only taken a scissors to them but had used a spoon as a
template. He stifled a laugh, not at her bangs, but at the joy, or maybe the
fear, he felt at the emotion he'd detected in Dr. Madden’s voice. His body
went limp and he replayed her words, “—after Luke gets his new heart.”

He raised his eyes to hers, “You, you don't mean .. .” As Delia’s hand
touched his shoulder, words dammed in his throat, and his eyes locked
with the doctor’s. She’d said those words before, a dozen times in the past
month, but passively. Much more passively.

Slowly Dr. Madden stepped farther into the room, her hands thrust
deep in the pockets of her lab coat. “I don't want you to get excited, Luke,”
she said, her voice low and thoughtful, “but we have a heart for you.”

“Oh, Dr. Madden,” Delia exclaimed. “Do you really—"

The doctor held up a hand, glanced quickly to Delia, and then back to
Luke. “It's an excellent match. We've determined that, but before you
accept it, you have a decision to make.” With one broad step, she loomed
over Luke and placed both hands on his. “This heart is not perfect. It’s
young and strong, but its donor had Hepatitis C. If you accept it, you'll be
taking a chance.”
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Delia gasped and turned her ring.

“How big a chance?” Luke asked, his heart pumping at full force.

“We don’t know. Usually, it takes twenty years for hepatitis to manifest,
but in this case, we don't know how soon it might appear—if at all.”

“And if it does?” Delia spoke each word deliberately.

“If it does, we have medicines to control it.”

“What if I don’t take this one?”

“I don't know, Luke. We've had a long dry spell. It could be tomorrow.
It could be a month—or two.”

“Tell me the truth, Doctor Madden,” Delia asked. “If Luke were your
husband, what would you do?”

The doctor didn’t blink. “I'd tell him to grab it.”

Luke felt his wife’s hand tighten and, without looking at her, he quickly
responded, “Then let’s go for it.”
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Chapter Two

Everything happened so quickly. Did Luke really want to take
this chance? Indecision gripped her. Maybe they should wait.

But Dr. Madden continued to talk and, over her own pounding heart,
Delia listened as the doctor further explained that within two hours Luke
would enter the operating room where the best doctors in the world would
begin to prepare him for this new heart. Her emotions ricocheted from
uncertainty to terror when Dr. Madden told them that technically the odds
for his survival were only eighty-five percent. Great odds for a football
pool, Delia thought, but not good enough for her husband’s life. She looked
into Luke’s upturned face.

He beamed at her, his smile full of hope, and she tried to ignore the
panic that gripped her stomach and twisted around inside her. “Luke,”
she reminded him, “Dr. Madden said, ‘maybe What if . . ” As she
floundered for words, she turned her gaze and peered at the doctor.

Dr. Madden looked Delia in the eye. “This is Luke’s decision. You have
only a few more minutes to talk it over, but when that telephone rings, I will
tell the surgical team that Luke either accepts or refuses this heart. After
that, both the surgeon and I will answer any questions you might have.”

Luke squeezed Delia’s hand. “I don’t need any more time. I'm ready
for this. More than ready.” He nuzzled his face against Delia’s hand.

“Oh, Luke,” Delia said, her words sliced by the muzzled ring of a
telephone. Maybe if she kept talking, the doctor would ignore the call and
Luke could stay right here where he was, right here where she could crawl
into his bed and count on his body eagerly turning toward hers. She

ﬁ t Luke’s optimistic response, Delia grabbed onto the bed rail.
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wanted to scream, “Don’t take the chance,” but she didn’t. She couldn’;
the lump in her stomach surged into her throat, blocking her words. She
ran her fingers through his dark unruly mane, concentrating on the few
wiry gray hairs she hadn’t noticed before, trying to block out the swish of
nylon that signaled the doctor’s movement toward the door after a nurse
motioned her to the phone.

At the door, Dr. Madden looked back to Luke. He nodded acceptance.

“It’s a miracle,” he said to Delia and tilted his head to look up at her.
“I'm certain of it. Twenty-two years ago today, two lives were taken from
me. This, my bride, cannot be a coincidence. It’s a sure sign that I'm going
to make it.”

Tears blurred his face, but not the blaze of confidence that lit his olive-
black eyes. “Oh, Luke,” Delia repeated and smoothed his hair before
placing her hand on his shoulder. “I know you're right.” Fear stopped her
heart, but she forced a smile. Besides, he always called her “my bride”
when things were going well.

Luke withdrew slightly and studied her. “Hey,” he said through
quivering lips that stretched up into a smile, “don’t tell me my little
Pollyanna has doubts.”

“None,” she replied with instant composure, “but now that the time is
here, I'm scared.”

“Me too, babe, but I want to get on with it. I'm tired of depending on
you, tired of doctors hovering over me.” He flung his arms out. “I'm tired
of living here, stuck between life and death. I want our life back, and this
is my chance to be a whole man again, to be your husband, not a patient.”

Behind Luke, Delia saw the surgeon rushing toward the room with
Dr. Madden and a nurse on his heels. “And I can’t wait to have you back
home,” she said, barely finishing before the doctors and nurses surrounded
the bed, offering congratulations and support.

*kh%k

For another hour, the weight of the news eluded Luke. He didn’t
understand why his mood had changed so quickly. He'd truly felt the
exuberance he had displayed to Delia, and the encouragement of the staff
and other patients kept his mood elevated. But now as he, Delia and Dr.
Madden sat quietly in his room discussing what was ahead of him, his
innards began to shake and once again he felt death hovering over him.

“Your first order is to remain calm,” the doctor again warned him. “You
know that any surge of adrenaline could bring on a heart attack. We must
watch your blood pressure. Your heart is very weak now and fluid has built up
in your lungs. If the pressure goes too high, your heart won't be able to handle
it” As she spoke, she put his arm in the automatic blood pressure machine.
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Luke took long slow breaths and watched the doctor stare at the
lowering mercury. He had to concentrate on his survival and really believe
that today was truly a lucky day.

“Good numbers,” the doctor reported, her body relaxing and her face lighting
up. “You're one cool dude, and you're going to come through this just fine.”

“l know it” Luke grinned up at Delia, who despite the tears that
threatened, managed a weak smile. “Let’s get on with it, Doc . . ” He
hesitated and then broke out in song, “Before the Next Teardrop Falls.”

Delia squeezed his hand and pressed her lips to his forehead. “When he
sings,” she said looking at the doctor, “he can convince me of anything.”

Dr. Madden smiled. “I'm going to leave you two alone.” She stood and
pushed up her glasses. Her voice caught. “I want you two to have some time
alone before your families start coming in.” She looked up at the surgeon
standing in the doorway and walked toward him. “But first, Dr. Albright has
to speak to you.” She hesitated. “Good luck,” she said and left the room.

Luke turned his attention to Dr. Albright. The doctor, a glum-faced
man who reminded him of Herman Munster, sat across from him and
Delia. A twitch caught in Luke’s stomach, and he pulled Delia down to sit
beside him.

“Relax,” the surgeon said matter-of-factly. “This operation is one-
hundred percent go. The donor, as you know, had Hepatitis C, but Dr.
Madden said she’d discussed the implications with you. Said that she
informed you that your heart is getting weaker by the day and that the
sooner we get you a new heart, the more fully you'll recover.”

Delia sat on the bed and slipped her arm around Luke’s waist.

The surgeon leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs.
“I've done over a hundred heart transplants in the past eight years, and
my only concern here is the fluid build-up. The operation itself is relatively
uncomplicated. First, we’ll connect you to a heart-lung machine and
remove your heart by making incisions in the atria, aorta, and pulmonary
arteries. Next, we connect the donor heart to these same sites.” He stopped
for a second and rocked back in the chair. Then, he turned his full attention
to Delia, almost as if Luke were not there.

Luke said a quick prayer that the doctor’s surgical skills were superior
to his social skills.

“The operation may take six to eight hours,” the doctor said to Delia in
a voice that grated like an electric drill. “He’ll have drainage tubes in for a
couple of days — as well a breathing tube, a catheter in the bladder, a
nasogastric tube in his stomach—"

“Whoa, Doc,” Luke said, the pressure in his chest making it difficult
for him to get his breath. “I'll have more tubes stuck in me than you find in
an entire science lab.”
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The hint of a grin crept into the doctor’s pasty face and he shifted his
gaze to Luke. “Guess you could say that, but we have to add one more—"

Noticing Delia’s grimace, Luke grunted and rolled his eyes, more for
its light effect than out of concern.

“We’ll insert a pacemaker wire in the event a pacemaker is ever
needed. And,” Dr. Albright added, staring into Luke’s eyes, “as you
probably know, your chances of survival are somewhere between eighty
and eighty-five percent.”

“Sounds like great odds considering that I'm going to be heartless for
awhile.” Luke felt Delia’s fingers dig into his side and he forced a belly
laugh. “I'm ready. When do we start?”

“The heart’s being flown in now. We'll give you about an hour with
your family, and then we’ll take you in and get you prepped. During that
time, we'll stay in constant contact with the team bringing in the heart and
be ready to put in your new heart the moment it arrives.”

“So, Doctor,” Luke asked, “how many patients have you lost?”

The doctor patted Luke’s knee. “Don’t worry. Personally, I have a
ninety-eight percent success rate.”

Luke laughed, winked at Delia and said to the doctor. “I hope that
you've already lost your two patients for this year.”

Neither Delia nor the doctor smiled.
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Chapter Three

operating room. She knew him so well and, although she

sensed some apprehension, his determination to survive
was so strong that she inhaled it. Loving him and living with him for
thirteen years, she could finish many of his sentences and anticipate most
of his moods. In the beginning, it had taken her awhile to understand
how the pain of losing his family had manifested itself, but once she got
his moods down pat, reading him was as easy as a pre-primer. Today his
resolve was crystal clear.

Even as he prepared to be “heartless,” Luke bolstered everyone’s
spirits. He told Ron, Marge’s husband, to plan a golf foursome in two
months. He teased Delia’s nieces, Jessica and Saige, about their boyfriends.
He even coaxed a smile from her youngest niece, Ashley. And although he
rarely had a pleasant word for his mother, Lizzie, he managed to smile at
her. She frowned.

Luke turned his eyes back to Delia. She held onto his hand until the
nurses wheeled him away from her. She watched the gurney until it
disappeared and she shuddered, thinking about Luke’s heart being taken
out of his body and a stranger’s heart taking its place. She had to forget it
or she'd go crazy. Instead, she would get through the long hours ahead by
hanging onto Luke’s smile and his tuneful persistence that, “My Heart has
a Mind of its Own,” a song she didn’t know, and one that he might have
contrived, but one that boosted her confidence.

Delia left the waiting room and went outside, the bricks hard beneath
her feet. She found herself in the courtyard where hot hazy rays of sunlight

Delia hung onto Luke’s arm until he disappeared into the
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showered down on her. Their warmth enveloped her and, relieved that no
one was around to distract her thoughts, she sat on the wooden bench and
slid her body down until her head rested on the back rail. As a social
volunteer at the local hospital, Delia had helped many families through
the long wait, never truly realizing how traumatic those waits could be.
Fortunately, most of those surgeries had ended happily, but none were as
risky as getting a new heart.

A new heart. The thought again staggered her imagination. Surely,
this power went beyond man’s skill. Maybe she needed to reach a higher
power. She closed her eyes and prayed. Please, God, don’t take Luke from me.
I cannot bear another loss.

Startled by the drop of an acorn, she opened her eyes and studied the
huge lopsided oak above her. Although the nearest branches looked up to
the sky from four feet above the ground, those on the opposite side dipped
low. Nonetheless, the tree remained a sturdy oak. Had it been planted
crookedly? Or had it once been tall and straight, then partially uprooted
by lightning or some other catastrophe?

A comparison struck her. That tree was like Luke, and like him, the
affliction stole none of its dignity.



Lorraine Rocco - 15

Chapter Four

hen Delia first met Luke, she was attracted by his unassuming
Wmanner, one that she'd found foreign in other good-looking
men she’d known. Whenever he came into the library, he
neither looked around nor lingered. He simply strode in, picked a best seller
from the shelf, checked it out and left. For months, she eyed this tall powerfully-
shouldered man whose library card identified him as Luke Sommers. Each
time she caught sight of him, her breath stopped for a second and then her
heart thumped in her chest. But the man was aloof. Although he didn’t wear a
wedding ring, he never appeared to notice her or any of the other women.

Once when she was on Long Beach Island having lunch in Terrace
Tavern, she looked toward the door and thought she saw him enter with a
woman. Her gasp collided with her swallow, and coke sputtered out across
the table. Without looking further in his direction, she excused herself and
darted to the ladies” room. When she returned, steeled with resolve to
ignore him, she became giddy when she realized the man was not Luke
Sommers. She chastised herself for behaving like a high school freshman
rather than a woman of almost nineteen. But those emotions served to
embolden her, and the next time he came into the library, she rushed to the
checkout desk, pretending to do paperwork until he was second in line.

“Sir,” she called to him, “I can sign out your book here.”

With no more than a glance, he switched lines and put the book on the
counter. Even her dripping “thank you” did not elicit a smile as he picked up
the book and left. She continued to watch for him and to finagle reasons to
check out his books. She began to think he’d never look at her, but when he
finally did, his dark unfathomable eyes and his faded smile intrigued her.



16 - Secrets of the Heart

Delia had intended the library to be only stopgap employment. She
had applied for a job as a teller at the local bank, but when the opportunity
came, she turned the job down, able to afford to only because she lived
with her sister and didn’t need much money. She had already fallen in love
with Luke Sommers and realized that if she were ever going to get to
know him, she had to keep her job at the library. It wasn't as if she could
plan on his coming in at regular intervals. She might see him once a week
or three days in a row. He might show up at nine in the morning or seven
at night, always bringing back one book and checking out another. She
studied his reading list: Jaws, All the President’s Men, and dozens of other
“men’s” books. The only exception was Love Story, a book he kept out for
more than two weeks.

Delia sensed a beginning of their relationship the first time Luke
walked into the library with his head up, his eyes scanning the room until
he saw her. He nodded and a smile tipped the corners of his mouth. She
wanted to run and fling her arms around his neck, but she simply returned
a demure smile and looked down at the file on the counter.

*kh%k

“That’s a high shelf for such a little girl,” Luke said to Delia one evening
a month later.

A smile ruffled her mouth, aware that only someone as tall as he might
consider her five feet, six inches small.

“Here,” he said, taking the books from her hand, “let me put those
away for you.” With ease, he reached up to the top shelf, replaced the book
and as dust flew down onto his face, he stepped back. “Guess I'm not the
only one who never comes to this section.” He pulled his mouth to one
side and swiped a cobweb off his cheek. “What'’s over here anyway?”

“Food.”

“Food?” He looked around.

“Books about food.”

“You mean people still cook?”

“Of course.” She stepped up to him and picked off the remaining speck
of dust from his face. “I do,” she stammered, surprised at her boldness.

“You do?” He raised an eyebrow. “For your . . . ah, family? Your husband?”

“No,” she said quickly, “for my sister, her husband, and their two little
girls. I live with them.” She thought she saw his face lighten. “Would, would
you like to come over some night for dinner? You could sample my cooking.”

“I sure would.”

Although Delia rarely cooked anything, she was far more excited than
nervous as they made a date for the following Wednesday.

Since her sister Marge was a stay-at-home-mom who loved to cook,
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Delia’s contribution to dinners had been limited to hamburgers and hot
dogs, but for that special occasion, she decided to make her sister’s
specialty, beef stroganoff. On Saturday, with Marge’s help, she did a
practice run of the entire dinner. As compliments flew from her family,
she was relieved that the main dish looked fancier than it was difficult.

When Wednesday finally arrived, Marge and Ron offered to take their
two daughters out to dinner. While Delia momentarily considered it, she
decided that having her sister’s family around might put both her and
Luke at ease.

*k%k

At precisely 615, the doorbell rang. Delia glanced in the mirror and
checked her hair. The kitchen humidity had made it curlier than ever. She
smoothed it down, wishing she had pulled it back into a ponytail; she
would have looked older.

Nervous, she took a deep breath and opened the door. Her mouth
dropped open. While she expected Luke, she had not anticipated the broad
smiling man, dressed in a tweed sports coat and grey turtleneck who
stood in the doorway holding a bunch of daisies.

“You are expecting me?” he asked.

“Yes, of course.”

“You look surprised.”

“And you look different.”

“I feel different . . . seeing you.” His eyes swept down the whole of her.
Then briefly meeting her eyes, he stepped inside. “I mean, I'm looking
forward to a hot meal for a change.” He grinned. “I trust you didn’t invite
me over on sandwich night.”

Delia laughed and took the daisies. His lips parted slightly and his
head inclined toward her, as if he wanted to say something—or maybe
even kiss her—but her two nieces bounded into the room. Delia smiled,
realizing that the girls were only following her instructions. Then as Luke
bent down to greet the girls, he took two packets of tissue paper from his
pocket and gave each of her nieces a single red rose bud.

Four-year-old Saige grabbed hers and ran away screaming with
delight. Jessica, six, reached up and planted a kiss on Luke’s cheek. His
eyes widened but his smile broadened and, as Jessica, too, dashed away,
he said to Delia, “They’re the two prettiest little girls I've ever seen.”

A moment later, Marge and Ron came into the hall to greet him, their
daughters hanging behind with roses in hand as they smiled up at Luke.
After the girls went off to watch “Sesame Street,” the two couples settled
in the living room. Delia and Marge served the men beer and chatted for
a few minutes, and then excused themselves for last-minute dinner
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preparations. As Delia went in and out of the dining room through the
swinging half-doors, she listened to the men talking as if they were old
friends. She noticed, too, that Luke seemed to be conscious of her presence
whenever she came near. It was merely a light turn of his head or a lean in
her direction, but a body language she understood.

There was not a single hitch with dinner; the peas and carrots were
perfect, the beef more tender than usual, and the sour cream added a
festive touch. At first, the conversation moved along as effortlessly as a
sailboat in perfect wind. The men discussed their jobs; she and Marge
talked about families. Marge, usually the quiet one in the family,
practically gave him their entire history, limning their parents’ love story,
and telling Luke how their father pined himself to death after their
mother died of a heart attack.

“Theirs was a loving marriage,” Marge told Luke. “I was born when
they’d been married just a year. They planned to have another child right
away, but it didn’t happen. Then, just before Mother turned forty—I was
almost twenty then—she started talking about adopting. Dad was cautious
and said that they should keep trying to have another, but Mom would
say, ‘Face it, Ted, you've got to accept the hand that God deals ya’
Somewhere after the fiftieth time she said, ‘the hand that God deals ya,
Dad insisted that if they adopted a girl, they’d name her ‘Delia.”

“You know how parents are,” Ron piped up. “Kids can make them do
goofy things.” He laughed.

So did Luke, but he shifted in his chair. “They must have been
wonderful,” he said. Though he didn’t look at Delia, he put down his fork
and placed his hand on the table next to hers.

“They were,” Delia responded and moved her arm so that it brushed his.

Jessica nudged Saige and whispered, “He’s going to hold her hand.”

Delia shot a disparaging look at the girls and, although she heard
Luke’s chuckle, she spoke quickly. “And your family, Luke?” she asked,
braving a glance at him. “Are they from Manahawkin?”

“No, we lived in Tuckerton. Mom still lives there,” he answered, his voice
strained. “I live over on LBI, and my dad’s in Georgia. My, ah, my parents
separated when [ was thirteen.” He reached for a second helping of noodles.

Delia sensed tension in his voice and tried to think of something to
veer away from family talk.

Luckily, Ron spoke up. “Long Beach Island, huh? Nice. We've lived
here in Manahawkin for twenty years, but someday we hope to move to
LBL” He stretched an oversized arm to the sideboard to get another roll.
“You live on the water?”

“Almost.” Luke laughed. “Close as I could afford to get to it anyway,”
he said and explained that he had a condo at the Fishery in Ship Bottom,
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but that his place overlooked a blacktop, not an ocean. Delia knew the
place, a classy gray building at the end of the causeway that was dotted
with a dozen small turquoise roofs jutting out here and there.

After dinner, the four of them remained at the table lingering over
coffee. Earlier, Delia had been taken up with worry about dinner, but now
she concentrated on Luke as the conversation flowed naturally from
houses to movies and to the schools. At the mention of school, Jessica ran
into the room to show Luke her artwork. Luke grabbed her up in his arms
and set her on his lap. She was so enthralled with his attention that when
he complimented her on the house she had drawn, she handed him a
crayon and begged him to help her finish it.

Delia studied Luke. On him, that gray turtleneck was hands-down
gorgeous. It emphasized a body without an ounce of fat and did something
to his black eyes that screamed authority. She'd been surprised when he told
them he was a claims examiner for occupational accidents, although it did
explain the random times he had come to the library. He always wore jeans,
and those jeans, plus the massive shoulders and lean body had caused her
to peg him as a construction worker. Now as he whispered in Jessica’s ear,
she watched his firm sensuous lips and wondered if he'd ever married. He
had to be in his late twenties and most men she knew married before that.
With those looks, it was hard to believe that he could have escaped.

Marge insisted on doing the dishes, and Delia suggested that she and
Luke walk down to the lake. Although it was cold outside, Luke had worn
no topcoat so she put on only a light jacket. As they crossed the wide front
porch and descended the steps, he took her hand.

“That’s a great family,” he said as Delia led him through down
Lafayette Avenue and across the street to the Lake Manahawkin. “It’s a
shame you lost both parents before you were grown.”

“Yes, but look how lucky I am to have my sister and the girls. Aren’t
they wonderful kids? Someday I hope to have at least two, maybe three
kids of my own.”

He said nothing,.

She looked up at him. He had a great nose, a bit large, a bit crooked, but
perfect for his rugged face. If he’d broken it playing football, it was a lucky
accident. Serendipity; that’s what it was. At the dinner table, she’d been
afraid to stare at him too long, afraid Jessica and Saige would say something
silly, but the girls had been good, except for the one slip. Even that wasn’t
too bad; Luke had laughed. He had a great laugh, too. Serendipity.

As they walked, Luke began to swing her arm as naturally as if they'd
done it for many years. “I didn't mean to leave the impression that I had a
bad childhood. I didn’t. Even though my dad left my mom and me, he
stayed around town until I graduated high school. Never missed a football
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game or a parent-teacher conference. Did all the things a good father
would do, but I guess I always resented that he didn't live with us.”

“But if he was a good father, you should be grateful he was near.” She
bit her tongue, telling him how he should feel.

By this time, they had reached the lake and their pace slowed as they
followed the overgrown path along its bank. The moon, a milky arc high
on the blackboard above them, threw down a thin beam, slicing through
the center of the quivering lake. Panting winds whistled through the
leaves and the terns kee-urred, but Delia concentrated on the warmth of
Luke’s hand holding hers—and not the urge to zip her jacket.

“Tell me more about your father,” she asked as she guided him to the
sidewalk because at that point, the path had become too dense.

“He’s a good man, but he said he’d fallen out of love with Mother and
couldn’t live with her. Couldn't take it anymore.” Luke kicked a branch from
the walk. “My mom’s a . . . a difficult woman, and very possessive. You'll see.”

Delia’s heart leapt. She felt his eyes on her, but she feared appearing
too anxious so she didn’t look at him or speak, and she was careful not to
move a finger for fear he’d think her bold. “Do you ever see him?”

“Sporadically now, though he spent lots of time with me a couple of
years ago when . ..” He readjusted her hand in his. “When I needed him, he
was there. For a week or so. He would have stayed longer if Mom’s jealousy
hadn’t gotten to him again. Thirteen years and she still doesn't give up.”

Thirteen years. That made Luke twenty-six. She wanted to ask him
why—if—he never married. Instead she asked, “Has you father remarried?”

“Nope.” He was silent for a minute, and then inquired about the lake.
Did they swim in it? Ice skate? Yes, she told him, they swam in it every
summer, and they used to ice skate all the time when she was younger.
She recounted stories about her father skating with her, building bonfires,
and cooking hotdogs on cold winter days.

When they left the sidewalk and stepped into the park, Luke took the
lead and headed toward the bench facing the water. As they sat, he pulled
her over to him. “Cold?”

She shook her head, not wanting to give any indication she
wanted to leave.

“Yes?” he teased. “You did say yes, didn’t you?”

She looked at him questioning]ly.

He looked into her eyes and put his arm around her shoulder. “You
didn’t give me the right answer, and I got this urge to keep you warm.

“Now that you mention it,” she said, snuggling into his chest,
“I'm freezing.”

“Good.” He kissed the top of her head and a different kind of shiver
ran through her.
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They lingered there for nearly an hour, talking mostly about the
library. About the books they’d read and the ones they wanted to read. She
felt the hard wood poking at her legs, but it wasn't until a sharper wind
whipped at their backs, that they reluctantly walked to the street.

It was nearly ten o’clock when they stood on the porch, entwined
hands at their sides, their bodies close. He bent down, kissed her cheek
and murmured, “Thanks for a great evening.” Then he tilted his head back
to look at her and began to sing. “But now, go away little girl.” He laughed,
sensing her confusion. “That’s a song, but of course, youre too young to
know it.” As a twinkle of amusement sprang out from behind the black
curtains in his eyes, he sang several lines of the lyrics.

When they parted minutes later, he squeezed her hand. She stood at
the door, the song’s words lazing in her mind.

“Go away little girl, go away little girl, before I beg you to stay . ..”
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Chapter Five

Luke’s pain snarled with intense hatred for the man who had

recklessly taken his family from him. He became as erratic as a
drunk who cried over coffee one minute and clamored for another shot
of whiskey the next. Only at night when he hurried past the nursery, then
climbed in bed and hugged Maria’s pillow, did he focus on his grief.

He tried to numb the pain by renting movies, but everything he saw on
the screen reminded him of her and their son Michael: The wedding scene
in “Father of the Bride,” the beach scene in “From Here to Eternity,” and the
glimpse of any baby blurred to become Michael. The times he tried to
tough it out, voices from the screen coalesced into a squeal of brakes and
Maria’s agonized scream. The sounds reverberated in his ears for hours.

“Give it time,” his father counseled. “Only time eases pain. That is, if
you let it. You must live through it, Luke Boy. Stop pushing it away.”

At his father’s suggestion, Luke turned to the Bible and began to read
Ecclesiastes: “To everything there is a season . . . a time to be born and a
time to die . . . a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a
time to dance . . . a time to love and a time to hate . . ”

A time to hate. He rented every war movie he could find and for an
entire year, pure hate kept him alive. It burned deeper every time he heard
Maria and Michael’s killer beg for mercy in the courtroom. Luke couldn’t
forget the truck that careened into them, then backed up, and sped off
with no mercy for his family. He couldn’t forget Maria’s misty-eyed father
leading his hysterical wife from the courtroom the first day, never to
return. Nor could he forget the charade that followed in court. The man’s

For months after the accident that killed his wife and infant son,
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defense attorney tried to get his client off with a “diminished-capacity
defense,” using the Breathalyzer test results that showed a blood alcohol
content of .23, more than double the legal limit. The lawyer claimed that
his client suffered from depression brought on by alcoholism.

“My client,” the lawyer said solemnly as he nodded toward the man
who sat with his head in his hands, “has such remorse that I'm afraid he’ll
take his own life.”

So let him, Luke’s insides bellowed. And his lawyer, too. They can
both drop dead.

“My client is also a victim,” the lawyer continued. “After all, he’d had
two prior DUISs, yet the State gave him no treatment.”

Luke vaulted up. “Victim, my ass,” he shouted, only to be pushed
down into his seat by the firm hands of his father.

Eventually, some justice did prevail. The jury didn’t buy the pleas and
found the man guilty of aggravated manslaughter and death by auto. He
was sentenced to twenty years in prison. Some justice: It took fourteen
months for the State to decide to lock up the man who killed his wife and
baby in fourteen seconds.

While Luke’s hatred for the man never abated, the relief of his
imprisonment finally freed him to mourn Maria and their infant son.

With the trial behind him, he turned away from movies. Since Maria
had been an avid reader and complained that Luke watched TV too often
and read too little, the library became his refuge. Love Story, Maria’s
favorite, was one of the books he read. He found it painful but finished it
out of obligation. After that, he tossed book after book aside until he
learned to read selectively. Even then, he’d approach each one cautiously,
hoping not to come upon a scene that would torture him with memories.

k%

Luke had met Maria in April of his sophomore year at Rowan University,
a time when he'd locked into the drug scene, still confused about his
family’s breakup. He hated his father for leaving but hated his mother more
for driving him away. Instead of English lit, the humanities and trig, he
studied the Kama Sutra, Karma and The Grateful Dead. He might have
trapped himself in that world of expanded consciousness if it weren’t for
Maria’s rescuing him from the screeching voice of a yellow crayon.

“A yellow what?” the feminine voice broke his hallucinated
concentration of “being” another Jimi Hendrix, an upside-down guitar
behind his back as he accompanied the singing crayon. “You hear what?”
The insistent voice softened only when Luke opened his bleary eyes and
tried to focus on the person who held his face in her hands. The voice
persevered, coaxing him out of his stupor. It stopped only after she'd
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stuffed him with food, combed his matted hair, and washed his face and
beard. He recognized this tall, blonde rescuer as the pretty and vivacious
Maria Parker, and he wondered why a nice girl would be at a house known
for its throbbing rock, loose sex, and LSD. She told him that she was there
only to lend moral support to a friend who had come to rescue her younger
brother. Maria said she recognized Luke from her comparative religion
class and, since she had to wait for her friend to sober up her brother, she
said, “I decided to play Florence Nightingale and save you.”

When Luke sobered, he asked Maria out. She refused, saying she
aspired to more than playing nursemaid. Luke found that he couldn’t stop
thinking of her and began to take note of where his present life would
take him. He gave up the bell-bottoms, the paisley shirts, and neurological
voyages and turned back to his studies.

Six months later Maria accepted his invitation to a movie, and a month
after graduation, they eloped to Elkton, Maryland. Luke didn't want a
wedding because he was afraid his mother would make a scene. No,
actually, he was certain she would. Although she had criticized every girl
he dated, her dislike of Maria was over the top. The two times they met,
she was extremely rude. She couldn’t even manage to be civil to the girl he
intended to marry. Luke began to understand why his father left her after
fifteen years of an acrimonious marriage.

Luke hoped his mother would warm to Maria once she became his
wife. But it didn't happen. Maria’s ego was brittle, and his mother’s snide
remarks made her cry. So during their brief marriage, Luke kept the two
women apart. Trying to be a decent son, he visited his mother every few
weeks, then only once a month because each visit ended in an argument,
mostly about Maria.

After Maria’s death, Luke ruminated more and more about his life
with Maria and the battle she had faced. Because the rest of her family was
stick-thin, it took him nearly a year of marriage to understand the enormity
of Maria’s struggle to conform. While her parents, brother, and two sisters
could eat everything in sight and gain no weight, Maria “ate carefully”—
her words—to maintain the one hundred and ten pounds she carried on
her five-foot, seven-inch frame. Although he knew she dieted, he never
suspected that she rigidly planned each morsel she put in her mouth.

Before they married, he did not recognize that Maria’s cold hands, her
constant dental problems, and her tendency to catch every illness that hit the
campus were signs of a disease. Instead, he blamed her poor health on the
long hours she studied to maintain a 3.7 grade average and on her hectic social
schedule. Whenever he'd see only eggs and bottled water in her apartment
refrigerator, he'd stock it with fruits and vegetables, assuming that she ate
what he supplied. Whenever they ate together, she’d have only a salad.
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“Maria,” he'd ask, “don’t you ever eat a whole meal?”

“Sure,” she’d laughingly reply, “but if you saw what I piled in at lunch,
you'd understand why I can’t eat another bite.”

Much later, he remembered that once after attending a banquet, she fled
to the bathroom. He was concerned that she’d brought up her dinner. “Oh,
no,” she explained, poking his ribs, “when you gotta go, you gotta go.”

He bought her excuses then, but the time came when he could no longer
ignore the skipped meals or her panic whenever the scale displeased her.
Nor could he dismiss the occasional vomiting, which she always denied.

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” she insisted when he begged her to
get help. “I want to stay attractive for you. If I let myself go, I'd probably be
a hundred and fifty pounds. You wouldn’t love me if I was fat.”

Luke tried to convince her that if she put on twenty pounds, she'd still
be considered thin and that he’d love her no matter what her weight, but his
words were useless. Hoping to convince her, he admired heavier women.

“So why did you marry me,” she’d wail then, “if you don't love me as 1
am?” Then she’'d sulk for days and accuse him of desiring other women.
He tried not to let the accusations bother him, but like an ingrown nail,
the longer he tried to ignore it, the more it irritated him.

Then Maria became pregnant. She was ecstatic, but Luke’s joy was
tempered by Maria’s inability to acknowledge her problem. At his urging,
she promised that she would eat to gain weight for their baby, but being
thin was so ingrained in her thoughts that she could not accept even the
first few pounds. Rather than feel compassion for her plight, he became
angry. Every time she played with her food, they fought. Every time she
ran to the bathroom, he followed her. And they fought.

Finally, Maria, down to one hundred and five pounds, miscarried.
Luke’s anger overpowered his grief. He wanted to leave, but he couldn’t
abandon her. He should have known better than to try to gain comfort
from his mother. Her constant “I told you so” remarks only compounded
his anger, and he cut his mother out of his life.

For weeks after the miscarriage, Maria lay in bed, crying and
berating herself. After awhile, he began to feel hope that losing a baby
was the motivation she needed to change. They sought counseling and
the psychologist, a former bulimic herself, convinced both Luke and
Maria that losing the baby had been a blessing. She convinced them that
if Maria had given birth, the baby would have been prone to life-
threatening problems or mental retardation and that Maria might have
faced serious health problems.

It took months of sessions, but Maria did change her lifestyle and,
after infusions of calcium supplements, correct eating, and prenatal
counseling, she became pregnant again.
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Although it was a difficult pregnancy for Maria, she did triumph over
her illness and delivered a healthy eight-pound son. The trip to North
Carolina’s Outer Banks was to be the beginning of their new life.

k%

It took nearly two years for Luke to accept the loss of his wife and son
but, as his father predicted, the pain did ease. When it did, he met Delia.
He'd been in the library dozens of times, oblivious to her presence if,
indeed, she’d been there. The first day that he noticed her, she sat on a stool
behind the counter, wearing a fleecy white turtleneck sweater. Wisps of
curly hair framed her face and a long ponytail fell over her shoulder and
rested on her chest, and he couldn’t help but notice the gentle sway of her
breasts. She smiled at him, and when their eyes met, a jolt of guilt shot
through him as a picture of Maria invaded his mind. Disconcerted, he'd
looked away. But not for long. Soon, he found himself talking to Delia,
dining with her, loving her and taking her to his bed.

Delia was so young, yet so different from the other women Luke had
known. Though not classic, her beauty had a radiance that loomed up
from her soul and emanated into her clear round face and enormous
chestnut eyes sparsely flecked with gold. The first time she spoke to him,
he saw beyond her words and imagined her face surrounded by the yellow
petals of a sunflower. He figured her to be seven or eight years younger
than he and a thousand experiences lighter. Yet, even in her obvious
innocence, she exuded an uncommon wisdom.

The sight of her humbled and excited him at the same time.
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Chapter Six

drinking coffee on the back deck of the Sea Shell, a beachfront
restaurant in Beach Haven.

It was their fourth date. And a glorious day it was, Delia thought as
she looked into Luke’s dark eyes. Although it was November, the bluster
of fall had retreated temporarily, making way for several warm record-
setting days to sneak in.

“There’s something I have to tell you.” He hesitated. “Something I
should have told you before.”

For a second, her heart stopped. He’s married? Separated? Divorced?
She crossed her fingers, toes and feet, but tried not to show her anxiety.

“Delia, forgive me,” he said, reaching across the table to take her hands in
his, “but I've kept something from you.” He stopped and cleared his throat.

“What is it?” She hoped he didn’t hear the panic in her voice.

“I was married and she . . . and they . . . died—"

“Oh, Luke, I'm so sorry.” Then confused, believing she must have
misheard him, she leaned across the table. “They?”

“My wife and son. They were killed in a car accident. Instantly, both of
them.” He'd begun speaking slowly, his somber eyes locked to hers, but
now he looked down at the table and his words came in a rush. “I was
driving, pulling out of a gas station when a truck hit us. They were both
killed and I had only minor injuries.”

For a few seconds, words stuck in Delia’s throat. “Oh, Luke, Luke,” she
said when they finally poured out, “that’s so awful. I never dreamed that
you'd been hurt like that. That you'd lost a wife, and . . . and a . . . a child”

l / Icare for you a lot” Luke said to Delia as they sat alone
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Without any forethought, she jumped from her chair and ran to his side,
wrapping her arms around him and hugging her head to his chest. “I'm so
sorry. I had no idea.” Suddenly a collage of his melancholy eyes flashed before
her, and she couldn't stop the compulsive sob that rolled out from her.

He stood and put his arm around her. “Please, don't cry. It’s okay. It's been
almost two years, and I've learned to deal with it. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She felt suddenly foolish that, instead of her comforting him, he found
it necessary to calm her. She bit her lip, quelling her tears as she glanced at
the inside dining room, relieved that no one looked out at them. She gazed
up at Luke. He gave her a pale smile and slipped some bills under his cup.
Hastily, they walked off the deck and down the ramp onto Centre Street.
When they were on the sidewalk, he drew her to him.

Delia relived the passion of that day and night a hundred times. Months
later, she worried that her tears had trapped him into kissing her. Trapped
him into taking her to his apartment, and to his bed. Whichever it was, she
spent little time worrying about it — then. For her, every day was May Day,
her joy more profuse than the opening of buds, her hopes elevated higher
than any Maypole as she and Luke spent every possible moment together.

In the first months of their intimacy, Delia measured every hour with
Luke’s presence. Time without him dragged; with him, it raced on. At first,
he spoke very little about his lost family. Then slowly, with her prodding,
he began to entrust his past to her. He and Maria, the beautiful Homecoming
Queen, had married right out of college. He spoke lovingly of her, but
sometimes, his emotion rang truer of loyalty than love. Delia couldn’t quite
get the picture. To her, Maria sounded selfish, concerned only about what
she wanted. Although Luke didn’t say he had hoped his son would have
his name, the brittle edge in his voice when he said that Maria named the
baby after her father expressed his disappointment louder than words.

As Luke told her about the accident, she vaguely remembered Marge
and Ron talking about it. She remembered now that it had been in all the
papers. Michael was almost three months when it happened, Luke told her
now. They were returning from a four-day vacation. The traffic was heavy
and Luke was anxious to get home to begin training for his new job as a
claims investigator for an insurance company. Because Michael was cranky,
Maria continually leaned over the back seat trying to soothe him. They had
been traveling north on Route 95 until Luke pulled off somewhere near
Laurel, Maryland, to get gas. When they stopped at the station, a mere fifty
miles from home, Maria got in the back seat to nurse their crying son.

Delia gathered that the only thing that saved Luke from a lifetime of
guilt was the solace of knowing that he hadn’t been negligent, that he had
moved back into the traffic only on a green light. Still, he blamed himself
that he should not have allowed Maria to get into the back seat. That he
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should have been more observant. That he should have seen the truck
barreling down the highway. That he should have suspected that it
wouldn’t—couldn’t—stop.

The impact of the speeding truck mangled, and then severed, the
car’s rear end.

It took a week for Delia to piece the story together, painful detail upon
detail, but after Luke shared it with her, she saw relief flood his beautiful
dark eyes. It surprised her that she didn't feel threatened by Luke’s feelings
for Maria. Instead, she marveled at her fortune to find a man who was capable
of such deep emotion. She wanted to be with this wonderful man forever.

They were sitting in his car when Luke added the last details. Delia
clung to him. “Oh, Luke,” she said, kissing his cheek. “Luke, my love, I'll
give you another son. A dozen sons—"

He stiffened. His jaw tightened. “No, babe. No kids. I don't want any
more kids. Ever.”
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