Chapter 1 

Cody, Wyoming, November 2009 
“Unto the Almighty, we commend the soul of our dear departed sister and commit her body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life through our Lord Jesus Christ at Whose coming in glorious majesty to judge the world.” 
Father Giuseppie Crocetti, reciting from the pages of a Bible once belonging to Pope Pius VIII, led the service in a last farewell. A harsh blast of Cody wind pushed snow against his face, forcing a stutter. He nodded to the family. 
Paul Bacca stepped forward with spade in hand and pitched a ceremonial load of earth atop the mahogany casket. 
His youngest, Abby, released a bouquet of tiger lilies and purple mums, a most cheerful contrast to the gray backdrop of winter’s vicious clutch. 
“May the angels lead you into paradise,” Father Crocetti continued, “and the martyrs receive you at your coming and bring you into the holy city Jerusalem. May the choirs of angels receive you, and may you, with Lazarus once poor, enjoy everlasting peace.” 
The crowd responded, “Amen.” 
Paul settled his chin on the spade handle. Tears traced around his salt and pepper Vandyke. Gone the woman who wiped his nose, patched his cuts, and supported his dreams. A woman exemplifying character, courage, and compassion, taken for eternity; a best friend and confidant, swept from the living sooner than imagined. 
Abby took the death the hardest, suffering her first close passing in fourteen years of life. 
Her grandfather died mere months following her birth. 
An apologetic groundskeeper relieved Paul of the spade.  
Monica, Paul’s wife of thirty years, eased into him and placed a gloved hand upon his shoulder. Her perfume tickled his nostrils with a delicate aroma of orange and jasmine. She pressed her lips to his cheek. The warmth of her breath proved a welcomed sensation. “You sure you’re up for the reception?” 
Paul redirected his attention to a mature, silver-barked, leafless cottonwood anchored behind his parents’ gravesite. It pleased him their plot would enjoy years of protection from future summer suns. 
A streak of crimson dashed across his sightline. A cardinal landed upon a single, stout branch. His mother loved all things cardinal, most notably the St. Louis baseball team. The bird ruffled its feathers, turned full frontal to show off its brilliant black, silky mask, then fluttered away. 
Monica whispered her husband’s name to regain his attention. 
“I’m sorry. Yes. May do us good to hear memories others have of her.” 
Two months prior, the family learned of the brain tumor. Whether too tired, stubborn, or ready to join the one love of her life, his mother declined treatment when physicians offered minimal chances she’d celebrate her next birthday. In her mind, not worth the agony and burden of fighting on. 
Paul suspected her desire to move on. She had lived a grand life, raised a fine family, and loved but one man. 
Despite the sting, he suspected his parents whole again. Their reunion forced a delimited smile, as their love proved one of a kind. He spent thirty years building a prestigious publishing company and had worked with more authors than what seemed totaled the population of 
Cody, where his parents’ farm nestled on some five hundred acres east of Yosemite National 
Park. He read more manuscripts than could fill the downtown Barnes & Noble of his beloved Denver yet had not recited a sequence of prose to date able to characterize the love his parents shared. Their strong faith in each other, honest living, and dedication to family had shaped the life he and his siblings enjoyed. 
Paul peered over his shoulder. His brother Kim, sisters Rachel, Heather, and their families huddled close, doling out final hugs. His son, Paul Jr., an accomplished editor home from New York, eased from behind to wrap his arms around his younger sister. 
Paul turned for a final glimpse of the grave before escorting his family to the first of five limousines idling nearby. 
Abby gazed through the tinted glass at the headstones along the front fence line as the convoy headed toward downtown. Paul marveled at the many ways she resembled her mother—soft complexion, green eyes, the way she laughed and cried. 
As the limo cleared a hedgerow where her grandparents’ plots appeared, Abby jutted forward. She grabbed her father’s wrist. 
“A soldier,” she said, pointing. “Daddy, look.” 
Paul turned as the limo accelerated. A grouping of evergreens cut off his view. “I don’t see anyone.” 
“A man... I mean a soldier. I saw a soldier standing over Grandma’s grave.” 
Monica peered around her husband’s frame. “A soldier?” 
“Yes. Tall, white hair, in uniform.” “You’re mistaken,” Paul said. 
“No, Daddy, I saw him by her grave, holding a white box.” 
Paul grabbed his daughter’s hand. “Sweetheart, I didn’t see anyone in uniform. You have Grandma’s gravesite mixed up.” 
“Didn’t Grandpa fight in the war?” 
“Yes, but I didn’t see anyone in uniform.” 
Abby pushed hard against her seatback, agitated. “I know what I saw.” “Many people visit graves,” Monica said. 
“Well, don’t blame me if Grandma spends the rest of eternity with a box buried on top of her.” 

 
Chapter 2 
The driver delivered Paul and his family to beneath a valet canopy. As his brother and sisters exited their limos, a hearty breeze pushed snow sideways. Abby joined a favorite cousin. 
Paul leaned against his seatback and crossed his arms. 
“What?” Monica asked. 
Paul shook his head. “Abby doesn’t exaggerate.” 
“Maybe a friend of your father who wanted a private moment.” 
“Perhaps, but, what if Abby’s right, and he intended to bury something with her?” 
“That’s ridiculous. Who’d do such a thing without asking?” 
“I suppose. Common courtesy would suggest you’d ask first.” 
“What do you want to do?” 
“Go back and see if there’s a box on top of her coffin.” 
“Does it really matter at this point? Anyway, I’m sure she’s mistaken. You said yourself, you saw no one in uniform.” Monica drew her hand against his cheek. “Shall we go in?” 
*** 
Paul received an instant, pleasing surge upon entering the hall, knowing his mother’s wish had played to perfection. She insisted on a celebration, not a sob-fest. From the looks of it, he thought they’d crashed a wedding reception. Smiles and laughter warmed his heart. 
An acoustic trio entertained with gentle renditions of the standards his parents so loved, reminding him of the two engaged in a deep embrace, dancing to the sounds of Sinatra, Martin, and Cole. 
Paul waded through the crowd, spotting familiar faces but recalling few names. Many dressed in their Sunday best, others in jeans or overalls. No matter, guests mentioned his mother with tender remembrance and affection. 
“Hello, Paul, it’s good to see you,” a red-haired woman said, taking hold of his forearm. “You don’t remember me, but your mother and I knitted together. I’m sorry for your loss. When they made her, they broke the mold. I loved her dearly.” 
“Thank you. That’s kind of you to say.” 
He turned and stumbled into another expectant guest. 
“Hello, Paul. I used to deliver milk to the ranch.” 
“Joe Hoffert, of course. It’s great to see you again. You’re looking well.” 
“I’ve slowed a bit but could make a delivery in a pinch if needed. I appreciated William’s faithful friendship. And your mother, well, I never knew a woman with more gumption. I’m sure you’re proud of her. Don’t know anyone who lived a purer life.” 
“We’re proud of them both, and they appreciated your friendship. Dad spoke of you often.” 
“Thank you. I can’t help wonder what plans you have for the ranch?” 
“We haven’t had time to discuss it.” 
“Would hate to see it sold off. It’s a staple in these parts.” 
“Yes, sir. We’ll work through this and figure out what’s best.” 
“I’m sure you’ll make the right decision in God’s good time. Good luck to you, son.” 
Paul hastened his escape. He released a deep exhale upon plopping down in a cushioned chair next to Monica. 
She slid a glass of iced tea in front of him. “Did you think this many people would show?” A lemon wedge worked loose and landed in his lap. 
“No,” he responded, wiping his pants. “I don’t think we have near enough food.” 
“Kim took care of it. He found a barbecue caterer close by.” 
Paul managed a quick sip of tea before a tap on his shoulder interrupted. He accepted a wireless microphone and fell in behind the funeral director. 
“Good afternoon. I’m Paul Bacca, the eldest of the Bacca children. Thank you for joining us. 
We did not expect so many and apologize we’ve run out of food. My brother ordered more. 
Hope you all enjoy Happy Meals.” A wave of laughter erupted. 
“We appreciate your prayers, friendship, and support. Mom and Dad loved this community and all of you.” Paul paused to a respectful round of applause. 
“Until the food arrives, please pass the mic around and share a story or two. I’m sure you can guess Mom and Dad didn’t tell us kids everything.” A second chorus of laughter ensued. 
Paul passed the mic to the first hand raised. 
“I remember when Abigail and William...” a woman began. 
Paul resettled in his chair. He stretched his legs and extended an arm around his wife’s shoulders. 
Near the conclusion to an amusing tale of his mother chasing an escaped Appaloosa on foot down Stampede Avenue, Monica alerted him to Abby. She worked toward them, weaving around tables at a frantic pace. 
When agitated, her steps shortened and arms locked at her side. She rushed in behind her father, dropped to a knee, and whispered into his ear. 

 
Chapter 3 
Paul scanned the front entrance. Abby swore the soldier she noticed at the gravesite had settled against the doorway leading into the reception hall, looking over the crowd like a hawk searching for prey. 
“He’s looking for somebody,” she insisted. 
Paul moved around the table to achieve a better angle. Abby followed on his heels. He spotted the soldier. 
“Daddy, look, the white box,” she said. 
“Okay, you stay here. I’ll take care of this.” He turned her by the shoulders. 
“Why can’t I go with you?” 
“No, you stay here with your mother.” 
“I saw him first.” 
“Do as your father says,” Monica ordered. 
Abby stomped toward her mother and plopped down on an empty chair. She folded her arms in angry protest. 
Paul edged along the wall. Near halfway, the man turned, and their eyes met. The soldier’s posture eased, and demeanor turned eager. A broad, toothy grin erupted. Paul slowed his approach, working through his memory. He knew this face. 
The man’s skin appeared as leather. Thin cheeks and dark eyes sunk deep into their sockets suggested he’d entered his eighth or ninth decade of life. He wore a brown Eisenhower dress jacket and olive-green collared shirt with tie tucked between the third and fourth buttons. Two silver oak leaves affixed to shoulder straps identified his rank as a lieutenant colonel. He boasted a Distinguished Service Cross, Purple Heart, Silver Star, and Bronze Star, all dangling from the flap of the left breast pocket, below a patchwork of service achievement medals. 
Paul’s gaze shifted several times to the box. The soldier’s right arm hung limp. I’ve seen this man before. 
“Paul,” the soldier said, drawing out the name as if the two had known each other for years. His smile widened. “I’d have recognized you anywhere.” 
“I’m sorry. Have we met?” 
“Not formally. The name’s Allan Jekel. I’m a friend of your parents. I’d shake your hand, 
but my right arm doesn’t work anymore.” 
Paul waved in dismissal, then laughed. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir. I knew I recognized your face. You’ve had several titles land on the New York Times best-sellers list.” 
“Back in the day,” he said. “Please, call me Allan.” 
Paul smiled. “I’d be hard pressed addressing such a decorated veteran by first name only.” 
“That, too, was a lifetime ago. I’ve not worn this uniform in years. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
“I didn’t see you among our guests.” 
“No, you didn’t. I pulled in as you folks exited.” 
“My daughter noticed you. Why did you wait until we left?” 
“I’m a stranger to all of you and wanted a moment alone with your mother. I didn’t want to make a spectacle.” 
“We’d have welcomed you.” 
“I appreciate that.” 
“I’m stunned my parents never mentioned the acquaintance. You’d think, since I’m in the publishing business, they’d at least have—” 
Allan interrupted, pointing to two cushioned benches placed opposite an open-pit fireplace. “Excuse me, son, do you mind if we sit? I’m able to stand at attention only so long these days.” 
“No, not at all.” 
Paul assisted the old warrior to the bench before settling opposite. Other than the useless limb, the man appeared healthy as a horse. 
Allan let the box to slip onto the bench. “I’ve known your parents for fifty years. Finest people who ever lived.” 
“You served with my father?” 
“You could say that.” 
“Dad shared so little of his war experience. When we asked about it, he didn’t want to talk about it. Over time, we let it go.” 
“William felt the war a heavy burden he needed to keep buried.” Allan removed his cap. “The war proved different for your father. Different from any soldier I served with. When he came home, he left it all behind. He had to. He didn’t want it clinging to his psyche for eternity. 
He wanted to live life without the memory of it all. I respected his desire to let it be.” 
“It puzzled us why he never received an invitation to a reunion, a letter from the war department, or entertained a buddy at the house,” Paul said. “Sometimes, I wonder if he took part in the war at all.” 
“You should count your blessings that he spared you his horrors. He suffered many.” 
 “I find it odd you seem to know me so well.” 
“I spoke with your parents at least once a month. What fine children they raised. You’re family to me, albeit from a distance. I’m most proud of you, Paul. You’ve carved a good life for yourself. You’ve done a remarkable job leading this family and built an amazing career. Your parents glowed with pride over your accomplishments because you earned them on your own.” Paul’s eyes turned wet. 
“I can appreciate your emotion,” Allan said. “It’s a great feeling knowing how proud a man has made his family.” 
Paul honed on the box.  
“I guess you’re wondering what I have here?” 
“You must consider it important. My daughter thought you intended to bury it with her grandmother.” 
“No, would never do something so impolite.” 
“That’s what my wife said.” 
“Your mother wanted you to have this. I present it as her final request.” 
“Her final request?” Allen nodded.  
Paul leaned forward to accept.  
“Go ahead,” Allan said. “It won’t open itself.” 
Paul’s body straightened. He’d opened countless boxes and envelopes containing similar contents, though more accustomed to printer-generated text on bright white stock, not typewritten copy on dingy yellow parchment. He read the manuscript title aloud. 
“A Debt of War, a Novel, by Jacqueline K. Astell.” Paul flipped through a couple pages. “Wait a minute, the poet?” 
“One in the same.” 
“I don’t understand. This belonged to my mother?” 
“Given to her by Astell herself.” 
“They were friends?” 
“More than somewhat.” 
“Another untold secret,” Paul mumbled. 
“For the same reason she never mentioned me. Your mother did not want to cross into your realm for fear of influencing your decisions. She wanted you to succeed on your own merit, in your own way. And you did.” 
Paul thumbed through half the stack. “Since when did Astell write novels?” 
“She didn’t. This was her lone attempt, and she never published it.” 
“Why not?” 
“I’m not sure.” 
Paul crossed his legs. “Are you familiar with her story?” 
“No, other than she lived in anonymity.” 
“Right. She disappeared after producing a renowned series of seasonal poems.” Paul scanned the manuscript with fascination. “Why now?” 
“Your mother mailed the manuscript several months ago and asked if I’d give my opinion. We discussed it two weeks ago, and....” Allan looked to the floor. “When we spoke, she mentioned little time remained. Said she’d wake at night and hear your father calling. Said it brought peace. I asked if I could visit, but she declined. She did not want anyone to see her in her condition. Before we said goodbye, I promised to hand-deliver this to you upon her death.” 
“Why after she passed?” 
“A final gift. Thought you might want to publish it.” 
“I can’t publish this.” 
“Don’t worry, she owns the rights, and passed them to you. You’ll find the documents in the safe behind the Rockwell in your father’s den.” 
“They must’ve trusted you without reserve. No one outside my siblings knows about that safe.” 
“For whatever reason, they trusted me, and I them.” 
“Can you offer a synopsis?” 
“I think it best you form your own opinion.” 
“Can you at least share your thoughts?” 
Allan slid to the edge of the bench, absorbing the warmth of the flame. “It’s the most 
remarkable story I’ve ever read. I dabbled in fiction a few times, but this outdistances by miles anything I produced.” 
“You think it’s publishable?” 
“I’d say so, but your mother wanted you to decide its fate. Said Astell worked on it for therapy, much like why Churchill laid bricks. It cleared her mind, eased her stress. Your mother described it as her favorite work of fiction. She meant this as a final, eternal connection between the two of you.” 
“I don’t know what to say. To have an original, unpublished copy of Astell’s lone novel, well... wow.” 
Paul glanced toward a large window. A white Bentley pulled up and parked under the valet canopy. The driver exited and assumed an attentive stance near the back-passenger door. 
“My ride,” Allan said. 
Paul flashed a teasing grin. 
“It’s the one asset I’ve purchased with royalty money. I love old cars but can’t drive. I have the best of both worlds.” 
Paul assisted Allan to his feet. Allan passed a business card. 
“I’m in town a few days on business. Call when you finish reading. We’ll talk.” 
“You’re not from these parts?” 
“No, born and raised in Alton, Illinois. I settled in Quantico, Virginia, following the war.” 
“You’ve traveled a fair distance.” 
“I’d travel any distance for your parents. Call me when you finish. I look forward to your reaction.” 
“I doubt I’ll have time to read this week. We have to tie up several loose ends.” 
“You’ll find the time. I see it in your eyes. You desire to know what your mother found so intriguing, and you’ll begin and won’t put the damn thing down until you finish.” Allan extended his hand. Paul accepted. 
“I fulfilled your mother’s last request. She wanted you to read this, so I’m asking you to read it as soon as possible.” 
“Can’t argue with a last request.” 
“I’m glad we met, son. You’re what I expected and just as your mother described. Don’t forget to call.” 
“I promise. I find it strange we never knew you but appreciate making your acquaintance.” “Likewise, son.” 
Allan grabbed for Paul’s arm. Paul delivered him to his driver. Allan slipped into the back seat, leaned forward, and saluted. Paul reciprocated. He stood at near attention until car and passenger disappeared. 
He returned to the ballroom with box in hand. Abby greeted him with a barrage of questions. Paul’s mind swirled as to how his mother had kept such secrets all these years. 
“My goodness,” Monica said. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
“I think I did.” He placed the box in front of her. “You’re not going to believe this.”
