
Chapter 1 

Jimmy 

 As I put the fourth quarter in the coffee machine, it made a rattling noise that sounded 

like it was about to give out. After six months, I’m still drinking this cheap coffee. Damn it, of 

all the stinking days, now you decide to break. I slammed my fist into the damn coffee machine. 

It shook roughly before sitting back in place. I put my head down, noticing the lady behind me 

walking away. The family sitting in the waiting room just stared at me. I didn’t care; I was tired. 

I felt sick to my stomach, and as I looked down the dim hallway I had just come down, I dreaded 

walking back—seeing her lying there helpless. Why God, why her? Six months she’s been here 

in pain, please God I can’t go through another night of seeing her like this. My eyes watered up. 

I thought, what am I doing? I’m still here at this damn machine just staring down the hall. 

  I stood up straight and looked right back at the family that was still staring at me. There 

was an elderly woman with two young men and a little girl, who couldn’t have been more than 

four. She was a cute little girl. They were of Asian descent; I wasn’t sure if it was their custom to 

stare, but I wasn’t in the mood, so I just stared right back. They probably thought that I broke 

that coffee maker. Well, little do they know, I’ve been fighting with that machine for the last six 

months. As I stared, the little girl smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but think about Sara—about 

how she will look with the same pig-tails this little girl has when she gets to that age. I couldn’t 

help it; I broke into a smile and nodded my head toward the little girl. She shied away and 

grabbed the old woman’s hand. 

  I turned my head and stared down the hall again before I continued to walk, shaking off 

the throb in my hand from punching that damn coffee machine. It felt good, the pain in my hand; 



maybe because it helped me think about something else for a minute or two. The closer I got to 

the room, the less I felt the pain in my hand. I stopped right in front of the door, looked up at the 

plaque marking room number 409 and heard the nurses across from me laughing. There was a 

nursing station with two nurses on duty tonight. I overheard one of them saying that she was off 

at 10:30 and still had time to meet her boyfriend at this bar downtown, Titos Bar & Grill. She 

said, “I’m going to make the best of what’s left of this Saturday.”  

 Saturday… I thought, I didn’t even know it was Saturday. I put my hand on the door and 

managed a smile as I remembered one night when Brooke and I got hammered there. She loved 

their guacamole and chips. I remember teasing her that she was going to turn green from eating 

all that guacamole. Saturday. Damn, that means tomorrow is Sunday. I forgot to call Carroll and 

tell her that I’ll be there at 8:00 am to pick up Sara. I slowly pushed the door open; there she 

laid, quiet and peaceful. My heart dropped as I saw her flinch in pain. I ran to her side, noticing 

that it took all of her strength to turn and look at me. She managed a smile; I couldn’t help but 

break into a half-hearted smile too. I knew she was in pain, but Brooke has always been a strong 

woman. Knowing her, she probably didn’t think I could take seeing her in pain; so she held it in 

and made it seem like she was fine. My eyes began to water again. She just looked at me 

lovingly, as she always did. A tear slid down my cheek, getting caught in two weeks of facial 

hair that was taking on the appearance of a beard. I didn’t care how I looked; I stared at her, 

trying not to break down completely as she slowly lifted her frail arm to wipe my cheek. Then, 

she slowly slid two fingers down my face, resting them on my chin, and gave me a smile as I put 

my two fingers on her chin and smiled. She softly rubbed her hand against the facial hair I had 

grown and made that face she makes when she’s displeased. 



  One winter, we spent some time up in Montana with her grandparents, Frank and 

Katheryn. They are the most loving people you could ever meet. Frank had a full-on beard; he 

looked like he was one of the uncles on that TV show Duck Dynasty. Her cousins all had a bit of 

scruff too. We stayed up in Montana for five weeks; it was beautiful. I didn’t shave for the first 

three weeks; I kind of started to like the look and wanted to try something new. Brooke 

completely hated it and gave me the same look she was giving me now, saying, “You can keep 

the beard, if I can cut my hair.” She knew I would never let her cut that beautiful, dirty-blonde 

hair of hers. I loved the way it flowed over her shoulders. I would always come from behind, 

hold her by the waist, and nestle my nose in her hair. I was in Heaven. So of course, I had to 

shave. 

  As I stared at her now, even though all her hair was gone from the chemo, I looked into 

those deep, beautiful green eyes and thought, she is still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid 

eyes on. I took her hands from the hair on my face, brought them to my lips, and softly kissed her 

palms.  

 “I’ll shave first thing in the morning,” I smiled. Suddenly, she pulled her hand away 

quickly to cover her mouth as she began coughing profusely—her body trembled from the pain. I 

held her as her body jerked; it would jerk so bad that I sometimes thought it would break her 

back. As I held her, the last cough splattered blood through her hands and ended up on my right 

shoulder. I held her, praying for it to stop; these attacks were becoming more and more frequent. 

Finally, her body relaxed. I laid her back as gently as possible. She just laid there with her eyes 

closed, squinting from the pain. I tried my best not to scream to the Heavens, why is this 

happening! Why her? I took two quick steps to the sink, grabbed a towel, soaked it with warm 



water, rung it out, and walked back over to her. I began to clean the blood off her hands and 

wiped her face ever so gently. She laid very still.  

 I whispered, “Do you want me to change you?” She slowly nodded her head, and I began 

to do what I’d become accustomed to over the past months. It became like a dance we had 

perfected; she would slowly lift her arms, holding them straight out in front of her body, while I 

gently unbuttoned the top button of her nightgown from behind her neck. I lifted the gown softly, 

sliding it off her arms, and threw it in the basket in the corner of the room. I wet another towel 

with warm water and went to her, softly wiping her neck, arms, and chest. I could see the scars 

left from the operation. I remember how hard it was for her to come to terms with losing her 

breasts. They thought they had caught it in time; we were optimistic, but the lab results showed 

otherwise. They said it had spread to other parts of her body. Then, they started the 

chemotherapy. After months of testing and watching her waste away, I sometimes wondered if it 

would have been better to just take her home without the chemo. She seemed stronger and not 

really that sick back then. Now, after months of chemo and watching her go through the daily 

trauma of it—all for nothing—they stopped and said it didn’t take. I remember wanting to punch 

the doctor in the mouth. I kept shouting at him, “It didn’t take! It didn’t take! You put my wife 

through hell for what? You said it would help, but it didn’t take! YOU BAST—” I was holding 

Brooke’s hand when he came in to tell us the status of her lab results. When she heard what I 

was about to say next, she squeezed my hand so I held my tongue. I just put my head down. I 

could see Carroll outside the door holding Sara. She started to cry as she overheard our 

conversation. Brooke and Carroll had become close over the years; so close that they called each 

other ‘Sis’. I used to make jokes telling Brooke, “She’s my little sister, not yours.” 



  I continued to wipe her with the warm towel and looked at her as I cleaned. She began to 

relax. I sighed as I threw the towel in the basket, which was starting to fill up. I could hear those 

damn nurses laughing and talking. Why don’t they do their job and empty this basket? I was 

about to go say something to them when I saw Brooke trembling. She was getting cold—that’s 

another thing about this place, they always kept it so cold. Damn this hospital! I grabbed another 

gown, she slowly lifted her arms, but never opened her eyes. I smiled, thinking about this dance 

we’ve perfected. As I snapped the button behind her neck, I covered her with a blanket and 

kissed her forehead. I told her that I’d be right back. She nodded, and I walked out the room. I 

walked over to the nurses’ station. One of them said, “How can we help you Mr. Connelly?” I 

tried not to seem upset, but I could tell they knew I wasn’t in the best of moods. All of the nurses 

here kind of kept out of my way; you could say that I haven’t exactly been the friendliest guy 

here. Especially that time I came back after taking care of some things, and found one of the 

nurses cleaning Brooke after one of her attacks. She was half off the bed, uncomfortable, and the 

nurse was scrubbing and jabbing at the blood on her arm. I stormed in, walked straight to the 

nurse, yanked the towel out of her hand, and told her, “What the hell are you doing?”  

 She calmly responded, “Well, cleaning your wife, Mr. Connelly.”  

 Brooke just looked at me and said, “Calm down Joey.”  

 I stared at the nurse and said, “I’ll finish up here. You can leave.” That’s when I promised 

Brooke that I would be the only one to clean her.  

 “That’s impossible. What about Sara… work. You can’t be here all the time.”  

 “Watch me,” I said and she stood quietly. She knew I was upset, but I could also tell she 

was most comfortable with me cleaning and changing her. 



 “Do you mind emptying the basket with the gowns and towels? It’s pretty full. Also, can 

I get some more gowns for the room?” I asked the two nurses currently manning the station. 

They nodded and went to the room. I walked over to the bathroom out in the hall and stood in 

front of the mirror. As I took off the bloody shirt, I stared at myself and didn’t realize how thin 

I’d become. I used to fill in this flannel shirt; I couldn’t even remember the last time I had eaten. 

Now the flannel shirt just hung off me. I ran hot water over the stain on the shirt and dabbed soap 

on it. I scrubbed and scrubbed so hard and so fast that I didn’t realize I was putting a hole in the 

shirt. I stopped, out of breath, and looked in the mirror again, staring at what seemed like another 

person. How am I going to get through this? I slowly crumpled to the floor, leaned against the 

door, and wept like baby. 

 I sat in the chair watching her sleep, thinking of the times we laid in the same bed. I truly 

missed those days. As the blanket rose up and down with each breath she took, I watched and 

started to dose off, reminding myself that I needed to pick up Sara from Carroll’s tomorrow. I 

woke up a bit startled hearing a commotion outside the room. It sounded like it was coming from 

next door, Jimmy’s room. Jimmy was this sweet, twelve-year-old boy who had leukemia. He’d 

been Brooke’s next door neighbor for the last three months, room number 408. I looked at my 

watch, it was 6:15 in the morning. What the heck is going on? All I could hear was the nurses 

scrambling and a bunch of beeps and sirens. Then I heard Joanne’s voice screaming, “NO, NO, 

NOT MY BABY!” It echoed throughout the hospital. By then, I was wide awake and realized 

what was happening. I jumped up and looked over at Brooke. She had her eyes closed, but was 

awake; I could tell because she had one hand over her mouth and the other over her heart and 

tears were rolling down her cheeks. I just stood there; I didn’t know what to do.  



 We had gotten to know the Andersons pretty well. They were a middle-aged couple in 

their fifties—both divorced and met, of all places, at a hockey game. Joanne was already 

divorced when they met, but Jim wasn’t. They fell in love and decided it was never too late to 

take a second shot at true love. Well, that’s what they said. They must have told us the hockey 

game story a hundred times. Jim was visiting his brother, Mark, and went to a hockey game 

where he met Joanne. As Jim tells us, after that he never looked back. They got married a few 

months later, once Jim’s divorce was finalized, and bought a house here in Seattle. Within a year, 

she was pregnant at forty-one years old. She told Brooke and I that Jimmy was a miracle baby 

because she had been married for fifteen years before and never had children. She said they had 

tried, but it never happened. I walked over to Brooke, took her hand from her heart, and held it. 

She looked up at me and knew what I was thinking as I watched the lines bleep on her heart 

monitor. We knew Jimmy was on borrowed time, especially these last few weeks. He had gotten 

to the point where he could barely speak—and this kid was a chatter box when he first got here. 

We just looked at each other, an unspoken truth filled the room—like we both knew that she too 

was on borrowed time. 

**** 

 Jim had two daughters from his previous marriage—which Brooke and I had the pleasure 

of meeting, Mary and Rose. Mary was a twenty-year-old college student, who worked part time 

at Starbucks. She was a sweetheart, very bubbly and talkative and seemed fine with Joanne. 

Rose, on the other hand, was three years younger than Mary, and you could tell that she harbored 

feelings of resentment toward Joanne; but they both lit up with joy when they were around 

Jimmy.  



 The first time I met Jimmy, he was racing around the hall in a wheelchair while the 

nurses were trying to catch him. Chasing him down the hall, they yelled, “Little Mr. Anderson, 

please stop horse-playing! You’re in no shape to be horsing around!” As I walked down the hall 

from the elevator, amused by the spirit this kid had, I could hear him yelling back, “Catch me if 

you can!” Then, he was headed my way and would have run me over if I hadn’t caught the wheel 

with my shoe.  

 “Whoa there cowboy,” I said while the nurses caught up and grabbed the handles on the 

chair. He looked up at me with freckled cheeks and a huge grin on his face.  

 “What’s up?” he giggled.  

 “What’s up?” I asked back. “Well, let’s start with your name cowboy.”  

 “Jimmy,” he replied, breathing heavily from all of the activity that just took place.  

 I extended my hand to him, “Joe. Nice to meet you Jimmy.” He took my hand and shook 

it, then the nurses turned him around and rolled him back to his room. Later that evening, Brooke 

and I met the Anderson’s as a whole, and boy were they a talkative bunch. That’s when they told 

us that Jimmy was there for treatment of acute leukemia. It turns out that he had it when he was 

ten, and they were able to treat it with chemotherapy. He had been in remission until recently. 

They discovered that it came back in the lab results of his last check-up. They sounded so 

positive—the way they spoke—almost routine. Joanne waved her hand without a concern in the 

world when she said, “We will get through these treatments and have him home in two to three 

months, tops. Just in time for his birthday and summer camp.” 



  Jimmy’s eyes lit up when Joanne mentioned summer camp; he almost jumped out of his 

wheelchair. He shouted excitedly, “Yeah that’s right! It’s coming up in July, my birthday and 

summer camp. I can’t wait to hang out with Ricky and Bobby. We’re going to shoot bow and 

arrows and scare the girls at night in their dorm!” Joanne cut in immediately, “You will do no 

such thing young man.” Jimmy just grinned at her. She couldn’t help but smile lovingly at him as 

she patted his arm.  

 Joanne and Brooke started a conversation about church. I knew Brooke was going to 

bring it up sooner or later. She just loved helping out at the church and talking to people she felt 

needed God in their lives. I use to tell her, “You scared them off, you Jesus freak!” It was a 

nickname she did not care for. Joanne seemed to be open to the conversation; some people would 

just look at her funny or change the subject. Brooke wasn’t pushy about it, she just had an 

unbreakable faith. This was when Jim started with the man talk. “So tell me Joe, what is it that 

you do for a living?”  

 I smiled and replied, “Well, it’s a long story Jim.” He smiled and raised his hand to 

gesture around us like, ‘what else is there to do’. So, I told him that I had gone to college with 

the goal of becoming an architect. I was in my third year when I lost both my parents in a terrible 

car accident. His eyes saddened and he began to apologize. Joanne also overheard and did the 

same. I nodded my head and thanked them. It was always weird; it happened so long ago, and 

yet whenever it comes up in a conversation, people start apologizing like it just happened last 

week. Brooke smiled at me and blew me a kiss; she probably knew what I was thinking. I’ve said 

this once or twice to her over the years.  



 To break the short silence, I continued telling him about my job, “You see, my dad was a 

general contractor. He owned and ran a contracting business. When him and Mom died, I really 

didn’t know what to do with the business. I also have a younger sister, Carroll. I actually wanted 

to sell the business, but Carroll refused and said that Dad loved to build things. She said, ‘Joey 

don’t you remember when Dad took us to that building on Kitsap Way that was mid-build?’ Our 

father had gently unrolled the blueprints like they held some kind of secret, and we both looked 

at them confused by the complexity. She was nine and I was thirteen at the time. We just stared 

at the blueprints with all the lines and numbers and penciled-in notes in Dad’s hand writing. He 

then looked at both of us and said, ‘My children, there is nothing more gratifying in the world 

than taking an empty piece of land that someone has given up on, and giving it purpose—to build 

something that means something for someone else; a home for a family, a school where children 

can learn. There are so many possibilities, and it all starts with this’. He bent over and picked up 

a hammer and a nail. He said, ‘God blessed these hands with a talent for building.’ Then, gave us 

the biggest smile. With tears in her eyes, my sister insisted that we not sell.”  

 I smiled at Jim, crossed my arms across my chest, and concluded, “So, here I am, a 

general contractor. I dropped out of college and took over my dad’s business—well me and my 

sis, Carroll. Although, sometimes it seems like she runs it all.” I broke out laughing and he 

joined in. From then on, we had get-togethers in either Jimmy’s room or Brooke’s. Sometimes, 

they would ask if we could keep an eye on Jimmy if they had to run out and take care of some 

stuff, or if Jim had to call his partners. Turns out that Jim was a successful guy; he was a part 

owner of five companies that made golf balls—they were spread out across the United States, 

including some sales in Europe. But, since Jimmy had gotten sick, he had ‘semi-retired’ and let 

his partners run the day-to-day business, with a few phone calls here and there.  



 Jimmy definitely was one-of-a-kind. When his parents weren’t around, he would ask me 

all kinds of questions—like: when was the first time I kissed a girl, how did I think the Seahawks 

were going to do this year. He told me that his dad takes him to a game every year; he even 

talked about Brooke and I going with him and his dad one day. He always wanted me to go to his 

room to play doubles on his X-Box; his favorite game was Medal of Honor, and when he won, 

he would throw his hands up and shout, “What, What! That’s right, this is Jimmy’s house!” I 

would just laugh and agree that he was the man. He would break into this huge grin that made his 

freckles look bigger.  

 One day, he went crazy when he caught me parking my 1969, cherry red Chevy Cheval 

in the parking lot. Jimmy begged his mom to let him take a ride in my car. I said I didn’t mind, 

but she would say, “No, you can’t leave the hospital. You could get sick or catch something. We 

can’t take that chance.” Jimmy would just make a pouty face and look at his dad for help. Jim 

would put his hands up in surrender and say, “I love you son, but that’s one fight I would lose.” 

 It turns out that, this time, the acute leukemia had gotten further into Jimmy’s body. They 

were considering removing his spleen. Jim and Joanne jumped at it, “If it saves Jimmy,” they 

said bluntly, “do it.” When the doctors came back and said that it was beyond that, it was 

devastating news.  

 “You’re not the best! We need the best. Get a specialist in here now!” Jim screamed. 

Joanne didn’t stop him either; she held her husband’s arm and stared at the doctor with disdain. 

All the doctor said was, “I wish there was something I could do to change this sir, but there isn’t. 

If you want, I can get you another doctor.”  



 “Well what the hell are you waiting for?” Jim spat. The doctor sighed and walked away. 

The conversation took place right outside Jimmy’s room, so Brooke and I overheard the whole 

thing. This came eight days after our own bad news about Brooke’s chemo not working. After 

that, Jim and Joanne were less talkative and would wave and say a quick ‘hello’ solemnly as they 

passed Brooke’s room. Jimmy would still pop over when his parents went to do something or 

grab a bite. Jimmy would ask Brooke about the book she was always reading. She told him that it 

was the Bible. He tilted his head and asked, “What’s it about?” Brooke smiled and began to tell 

him about God—how he created the Earth, Noah’s ark, Moses, and God’s beloved son, Jesus, 

who came to save us. All of these stories peaked his interest to the point that he would pop up 

every chance he got to hear more about this incredible man, Jesus, and how he healed people; 

and how, if you believed and had faith in him, when you left this world you would go to Heaven 

and be with him for eternity with no more pain or tears. Jimmy smiled at this news; Jimmy knew 

what death was. He was twelve and knew that he was dying, but hearing of Heaven made Jimmy 

feel better.   

 This didn’t fare well with the other Andersons, however. Jimmy told Jim and Joanne, 

when they were crying by his bedside, “Don’t cry Mom and Dad. When I die, Jesus will come 

take me to Heaven, and I won’t be in pain anymore.” They knew immediately where he had 

heard this. Jim walked in to Brooke’s room upset. I stood up when I saw the expression on his 

face.  

 “Who the hell do you think you are filling my son’s head with these ideas? He’s our son; 

don’t go selling him a dream that doesn’t exist.” I was about to tell Jim to get the hell out of 

Brooke’s room when she grabbed my wrist. I turned to look at her and she just smiled at me 

before replying to Jim, “I’m sorry you feel that way Jim. I really don’t want to upset you or 



Joanne, and I certainly mean no harm to Jimmy. I know your family has received horrible news; 

how do you think he feels, knowing he’s going to die? Even if you don’t believe… let’s say 

you’re right, it’s just a dream that doesn’t exist, but if it makes him feel better, if he’s less afraid 

knowing that there is a place called Heaven and there is a man named Jesus who will be there to 

take care of him, then what’s the harm. This comforts him; wouldn’t you rather him have these 

thoughts than those of not knowing what’s next?” Jim unclenched his fist, put his head down, 

and allowed the tears to roll down his cheeks. I walked over to him, put my hand on his shoulder, 

and gave a reassuring squeeze in a gesture of understanding his anger. He lifted his head 

suddenly and shrugged off my hand from his shoulder, “If there is a God, or this Jesus, then why 

are they letting this happen to my boy?” Before Brooke could reply, he stormed out of the room.  

 Brooke held her Bible close to her chest, looked up towards the ceiling, and said, “God I 

know you’re there. Please help the Andersons through this. I don’t understand why this is 

happening or why you choose to take lives that have not lived long enough. I… I…” She just 

closed her eyes, not knowing what to say. I sat next to her bed and held her hand.  

 “Brooke, don’t worry about it. You were just trying to make Jimmy feel better,” I 

offered. She slowly turned her head to meet my eyes. Then, she threw a curve ball at me.  

 “How’s your faith these days Joey?” I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to upset her; 

she was already in a fragile state. How could I tell her that I didn’t want to hear about God right 

now—that I was upset with him too. I was familiar with God and the Bible long before I met 

Brooke; we always said grace and thanked God at the dinner table while I was growing up. I 

wouldn’t say my family were devout Christians or anything like that, but I got more involved 



because of Brooke. Even then, Brooke would have to egg me on here and there to get me more 

involved with the church.  

 But right now, how do I tell her that I don’t feel God here, and I haven’t for a long time? 

Maybe Jim was right. Maybe it was just a dream. Why else would He be doing this to little 

Jimmy or my beautiful wife—taking her away from Sara and I? When our little girl was born, 

Brooke said, “God had given her to us.” So now, how does that translate to Him taking Brooke 

away? Why would God do that, why? I sat there pondering these things in my head; Brooke 

noticed how long it took me to answer.  

 “Joey,” she said breaking into my thoughts and looking at me a little worried. 

 “Of course my faith is strong. I pray every day.” She relaxed and smiled. I hated lying to 

her, but I didn’t want to tell her how I really felt. 

 The last time I spoke to Jimmy, he was sitting next to me in my red 1969 Chevy. Jim and 

Joanne finally came to talk to Brooke and I after ‘the incident’—not about what was said; it 

never came up, so we didn’t bother to mention it either. Jimmy still wanted to ride in my car. So, 

they came next door to ask. I guess they just wanted to give Jimmy some excitement since he 

had seemed so drained lately. I agreed immediately. Joanne and Jim stood there watching closely 

as I strapped Jimmy into the passenger seat. I jumped in the driver’s seat and Jimmy looked at 

me with that famous grin plastered to his face.  

 “You ready cowboy?” I asked.  

 “Fire it up Joe!” 



  When I turned the ignition, the Chevy’s engine came to life. VVRROOM, VVRROOM. 

Jimmy’s eyes lit up. As I put it into gear, Joanne yelled over the hum of the engine, “Not too fast 

Joe!” I smiled and nodded to her as she looked at Jimmy and I with an expression of worry on 

her face. I drove off the hospital’s parking lot, made a right, and hit the highway. We were ten 

minutes on the road when I turned to see Jimmy’s expression; he had his eyes closed and his 

right arm out the window with his fingers spread wide open. Holding his arm as steady as he 

could, the wind kept pushing his hand back. He looked free as a bird just sitting there with his 

eyes closed and a smile on his face. It was like all the months in the hospital, the chemo, the 

pain, had all just melted away. I smiled and stared down the road. It was just Jimmy and I; no 

words were spoken, just the wind in our hair and the hum of the engine. It was almost like we 

were flying—both of us away from the hospital, leaving all the tears and the pain back there. I 

drank in that moment with Jimmy.  

 I was headed back to the hospital when Jimmy decided to say something, “Joe, you mind 

stopping somewhere before we get back to the hospital?” 

 "Jimmy you know we’ve been gone now for forty minutes. Your parents probably 

already put out a missing persons’ report on you, and I’ll have the police on me at any moment.”  

 He smiled, “Just for a sec…” So, I pulled over, turned off the car, and asked him what 

was up. He just stared out the window as the cars passed by. Then, he knocked the wind right out 

me, “Joe is everything Brooke told me true? Will I go to Heaven? I won’t be afraid when I die if 

Jesus takes me to live with him in Heaven.” Jimmy watched me closely; the kid trusted me, and I 

knew he looked up to me. How do I break his heart and tell him that I’m not speaking to God at 



the moment? That I’m upset with Him, if there is a Him. I looked at Jimmy’s face as he started to 

look frightened by my slow response.  

 “Of course Jimmy. God is everywhere. Heaven is right here; it’s so close you can almost 

touch it. My uncle Carl is there.”  

 He looked at me inquisitively, and then asked another out-of-the-box question, “When 

your uncle Carl died, how exactly does it happen? How did he get to Heaven?” The kid really 

had me stumbling to choose the next words out of my mouth carefully. Suddenly, my memory 

hit me; when my dad’s brother, Uncle Carl, died in the Marines in a training exercise, I was 

seven years old at the time. I stood next to my dad, holding his hand, and flinched every time 

they fired their weapons in the twenty-one-gun salute at the funeral. I asked my dad the same 

question. ‘Where did Uncle Carl go?’ My dad replied, “To Heaven son.”  

 As I watched them lower his coffin into the ground, I looked at my dad and said, 

“Heaven is in the ground?” My dad looked at me and broke into a half-smile.  

 He kneeled down next to me, put his hands on my shoulders, and said, “No son, Heaven 

is all around us. It’s in our hearts and our soul.”  

 Then, I threw a curve ball at my dad, “What’s a soul?”  

 He gave me a huge smile and told me, “A soul is who we are. It’s what makes us… 

well… us.” My dad looked around and saw some bushes nearby. He stood up, held my hand, and 

walked me over to the bushes and plants. He looked intently and pointed at a caterpillar and 

some cocoons hanging off a few of the small branches. “Joey, you see that caterpillar? It’s living 

its life, and it’s a brief one. It eats, sleeps, and lives; then, it’s time for a change. So, it wraps 



itself up in a cocoon, and when the time comes, it emerges as a butterfly—to live a new life 

where it soars above everything, looking beautiful and flying gracefully through the sky. This is 

the same thing that happened to your Uncle Carl. His life has ended here on Earth, in the body 

that’s being lowered into the ground. But, just like the caterpillar, that body was Uncle Carl’s 

cocoon. His soul is the same as the butterfly—when it leaves the cocoon, only the soul is left to 

fly to Heaven to live there with God and the angels.” 

  I told Jimmy the same thing. He seemed satisfied with that answer, so I fired up the 

engine. I was surprised I even remembered that story. My dad always had a way of explaining 

things; it had me thinking about all my issues with faith and what was happening to Brooke. 

When I pulled up to the hospital, I told Jimmy, “Don’t tell your parents about our conversation.”  

 He smiled, “I know. It’ll be our secret.” Before he stepped out of the car, he looked back 

at me and said, “See you later caterpillar; this butterfly is out.” Seeing the huge grin on his 

freckled face, Joanne asked, “What are you talking about? Did you see a butterfly?” She looked 

around as she was helping him out of the car. Jimmy and I laughed out loud. Jim came around 

and shook my hand, “Thanks Joe.” Before he turned to walk away, he looked at me and added, 

“I’m sorry about what I said to you and Brooke. If there is a God, I hope he takes care of my 

boy.” I shook his hand and nodded.  

**** 

 That was the last time I spoke to Jimmy. He slipped into a coma two days ago, and now 

he’s gone. It breaks my heart standing here hearing them next door. I can literally hear their 

hearts breaking with each sob. I wiped Brooke’s tears away from her cheek. She pointed at my 

eyes, and I realized a few tear drops had made their escape down my cheek as well. I wiped them 



furiously with the back of my hand. We didn’t say anything—just stood there in silence, holding 

hands and listening to Jim and Joanne beg for Jimmy to come back. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


