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BEGO

The Near Life
Experience of Bob

He lived among the words he wrote, yet left so much unsaid,
And carried all his old regrets wherever he was led.
Until a voice within him spoke of truths he'd never known,
And taught him love was not a prize, but something freely shown.

He learned to see through others' eyes, to listen and forgive,
To set aside his stubborn pride and learn again to live.
He found his wealth was not in fame, nor books that he had penned,
But in the love of wife and sons, and hands he learned to lend.

And when his final page was turned, a light began to shine,
Revealing all he'd sought in life was his by grand design.
He left behind a gift of love, great words for hearts to hold,
And found that life begins anew as Ego's truths unfold.
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Chapter One
Bob Wakes Up

The first thing Bob noticed was the light. Soft, golden, and

gently shifting, it filtered through the ceiling window above him,
casting delicate patterns across his face and the blankets.

Somewhere beyond the glass, leaves stirred in a faint morning
breeze, sending ripples of sunlight dancing across the room. His
eyes opened slowly, without urgency, without the slightest tug of
worry or unfinished dreams. He had slept deeply—one of those
rare, perfect sleeps that seemed to restore something more than
mere energy. For a few moments, he simply lay there,
comfortably suspended between dreaming and waking.

The air was pleasantly cool against his cheeks, while the
blankets held the lingering warmth of the night. A distant bird
offered a few tentative notes, as though testing whether the world
was ready to begin again.

Bob blinked, watching the little constellations of light drift
across the ceiling. He drew a long, unhurried breath. There was
nowhere he needed to be. Nothing demanding his attention. Not
yet. For now, there was only the morning, the quiet, and the
delicious sensation of being alive inside it. And Bob smiled.

“Hello, Bob.”

The voice in his head—the same one he spoke with when his
mind was dancing around a thought—seemed to speak to him
without his will making it happen.

Bob froze.
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The words had not come from the room. They had not come
from his own thoughts, either—not exactly. They had arrived
fully formed, clear and calm, as though someone else had leaned
close and spoken directly into his mind. For a moment, he could
only listen to the silence that followed.

Then, timidly, he answered, “Hello back.”

The voice did not respond. Bob’s breath caught. He stared at
the ceiling, frightened by what he thought was happening.

“What's going on?” Bob wondered. “Why am I hearing myself
without making it happen?”

The silence lasted only a moment.

“Because, Bob, for the first time in your life, you are listening to
yourself from a perspective other than the one you've always
believed was yours.”

Bob stared at the ceiling window. A small cloud passed overhead,
briefly dimming the sunlight.

“Who said that?”
“I did.”
“Who is 1?”

“Your higher mind, Bob. And you are my Ego.’

Bob blinked.
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“My what?”

“Your higher mind. You are the Ego, the identity through which
I've been experiencing this life. You've been doing a reasonably good
job of it, I might add, although there have been some rather
interesting decisions along the way.”

“Wait a minute. Are you saying you're me?”
“Yes.”

“But I'm me.”

“Also yes.”

“Well, that's ridiculous.”

“Only because you believe there can be just one way of knowing
yourself.”

Bob pulled the blanket toward his chin.

“Am I dreaming?”

“No. Although I understand why you'd prefer that explanation.”
“Then where have you been all my life?”

“Right here. I've been asleep for much of it, awakening
occasionally at important moments, but otherwise observing silently.
You might say I've been allowing you to discover what it's like to be
Bob as my dream.”

“Allowing me? I've been Bob all by myself, thank you very
much.”
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“And that, dear Bob, is precisely what we need to discuss.”

Bob considered getting out of bed. Instead, he settled back against
his pillow.

“All right. I'm listening.”

“Good. Today is auspicious. There are things about yourself
you've never been in a position to recognize, and it's time we began
putting them together.”

“Such as?”
“Such as the fact that you are not entirely who you think you are.”
“Oh, that's comforting.”

“Let me ask you something. Who were you before you were
Bob?”

“I wasn't anybody. I hadn't been born.”
“Are you certain?”
Bob frowned. “Well, I don't remember being anybody.”

“Precisely. And you've just made our first important distinction.
Not remembering something is not the same as its never having
existed.”

“So you're telling me I've lived before?”
“Many times, Bob. But perhaps not in the way you've imagined.”

“Reincarnation?”
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“That is one name people have given the process. But the word
often conceals more than it reveals. People imagine a soul moving
from one body to another, like a traveler changing clothes. They
imagine that the same personality, somehow hidden behind a curtain
of forgotten memories, begins again as someone new.”

“And that's not what happens?”

“Not quite. What continues is Being. What accompanies its next
expression is the residual image of what it previously believed itself
to be.”

Bob stared blankly. “You're going to have to use smaller words.”
The voice chuckled.

“Very well. Imagine that you live an entire lifetime believing
yourself to be a particular person. You develop a name, a personality,
convictions, fears, preferences, ambitions, and a thousand opinions
about the world. You come to recognize a familiar character
whenever you say /.”

“Like Bob.”

“Exactly. Now imagine that your body dies. The lifetime ends,
but the image you've formed of yourself has not yet been fully
understood or relinquished. It remains as a kind of unfinished self-
understanding.”

“And then?”

“That residual self-image accompanies the next incarnation of the
same Being. It becomes the Ego of the new life.”

Bob thought about this.
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“So you're saying my Ego is somebody who used to be alive?”

“More accurately, your Ego is the surviving self-image of an
earlier expression of the Being that is now living as Bob.”

“What's the difference?”

“A very important one. If I told you that another person lived
inside you, you would imagine two separate beings competing for
possession of one body. But there are not two souls here, Bob. There
is one Being experiencing a continuity of existence through
changing expressions of itself.”

“Then why don't I remember my previous life?”

“Because memory and identity are not the same thing. Your
present brain did not live that earlier lifetime. It developed here, in
this body, under these circumstances. But the residual identity can
still influence how you interpret your experience.”

“How?”

“Have you ever disliked someone almost immediately without
understanding why?”

“Certainly.”
“Or felt strangely drawn toward a place you'd never visited?”
“Yes.”

“Or found yourself reacting to a harmless situation with an
emotion far greater than the circumstances seemed to warrant?”

Bob nodded.
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“Quite a few times.”

“Some of those reactions arise from your present life's
experiences, of course. But within the continuity I'm describing, an
older self-image may also bring unfinished tendencies into a new
expression. Not necessarily clear memories, but habits of judgment,
desire, attachment, and fear.”

“So I'm carrying somebody else's baggage?”’
“Your own baggage, Bob. That's the point.”
Bob sighed.

“Wonderful. I've inherited problems from someone I don't even
remember being.”

“And you've inherited possibilities as well. The story isn't about
punishment. It's about progression.”

“Progression toward what?”’
“Toward knowing yourself.”
“I already know myself.”
“Do you?”

“Well, I know what I like. I know what I believe. I know what
I've done.”

“And do you know why you like those things? Why you believe
what you believe? Do you understand all the influences that shaped
your decisions, including those you never consciously recognized?”
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“Not all of them.”

“Then you know your experience of being Bob. That is not quite
the same as knowing the Being that is experiencing Bob.”

Bob looked toward the ceiling again.

The sunlight had returned, and a cluster of leaves cast moving
shadows across the glass.

“So what exactly is the Ego supposed to do?”
“At first, it does what it has always done. It tries to govern.”
“Govern what?”

“Your life. Your choices. Your understanding of yourself. Think
of the Ego as an old ruler arriving in a new kingdom, carrying the
laws of a country that no longer exists.”

Bob smiled faintly. “That sounds like trouble.”

“It often is. The old ruler believes its former judgments are still
authoritative. It has already decided what is desirable, what is
threatening, what constitutes success, and what must be avoided. But
the new life presents circumstances the old ruler has never
encountered.”

“And it tries to run everything anyway?”

“Exactly. It mistakes familiarity for wisdom and control for
security.”

“Sounds a bit like me.”
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“Indeed.”
Bob frowned.

“Wait. If I'm the Ego, and you're my higher mind, who's the new
person?”’

“Bob is the new person. You are the inherited image through
which Bob has been interpreting himself. But don't imagine these as
separate occupants. They are distinguishable functions within the
same continuing Being.”

“So I am both the old image and the new life?”

“Yes. The old image is part of your history. The new life is your
opportunity to discover that your history is not the whole of your
nature.”

Bob lay quietly for a moment.
“Then why would I keep coming back?”
“Because you have not yet fully recognized what you are.”

“And what am [?”

“That, Bob, is the question your many lives are gradually
teaching you to answer.”

“Well, you could save us both some trouble and just tell me.”

“I could tell you many things. But being told what you are is not
the same as recognizing it.”

“That's annoyingly philosophical.”
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“It is also the reason experience exists.”
Bob folded his arms.
“Explain.”

“Consider a man who has lived his entire life believing himself
generous. He remembers his gifts, his kindnesses, his sacrifices.
From inside his own experience, generosity is an unquestionable
feature of his identity.”

“Fine.”

“But what if he could experience himself through the minds of
those who received his gifts? What if some felt grateful, others felt
indebted, and still others recognized that his generosity was
sometimes an attempt to purchase affection?”

“He might discover he wasn't as generous as he thought.”

“Or that his generosity was more complicated than he knew. His
intentions were real, but so were their consequences. His private
understanding was only one perspective among many.”

“So he needs other people to know himself?”

“Precisely. The self cannot be completely understood from inside
its own solitary viewpoint. It must eventually encounter itself
through the experiences of others.”

Bob considered this.

“And every lifetime gives it another perspective?”
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“Yes. Each incarnation provides another window through which
Being experiences existence. But the Ego tends to mistake its
particular window for the whole world.”

“Because it's all it can see.”

“Exactly. And when the window changes, the old image resists
admitting that its former view was incomplete.”

Bob watched a bright patch of sunlight slide across the blanket.

“Is that why people spend so much time defending their
opinions?”

“Among other reasons. The Ego often confuses being wrong with
being diminished. It imagines that if its judgments are surrendered,
its very existence is threatened.”

“But it isn't?”

“No. An image can change without the Being it represents ceasing
to exist.”

“So what's supposed to happen to the old Ego?”

“Eventually, it recognizes that it no longer needs to rule.”
“And then it dies?”

“In a manner of speaking. But not as you understand death.”
“I'm beginning to suspect I don't understand much of anything.”

“A promising beginning.”

“Very funny.”
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“What some traditions call Ego death need not mean the
destruction of personality or the disappearance of individuality. It
may mean the surrender of the old identity's claim to absolute
authority.”

“Like the ruler stepping down?”

“Yes. But here's the beautiful part, Bob. The ruler discovers that
the kingdom was never separate from himself. He was not protecting
his existence by controlling everything. He was preventing himself
from experiencing a greater freedom.”

“So the old Ego gives up control and becomes part of the new
life?”

“It was always part of the new life. It simply stops insisting that
the future must remain obedient to the past.”

Bob was silent. “Then the whole purpose of reincarnation is to get
rid of the Ego?”

“No, Bob. That would be another form of the Ego's favorite
mistake.”

“Which 1s?”

“Judgment. Dividing existence into what deserves to remain and
what must be destroyed. The Ego is not an enemy to be conquered. It
is an incomplete understanding waiting to recognize its place within
something greater.”

“Then what's the goal?”

“Love.”
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Bob laughed.

“Love? All this talk about reincarnation and consciousness and
the mystery of existence, and your answer is love?”

“Yes.”

“That's a rather short answer.”

“Only because you haven't yet understood what love means.”
“Enlighten me.”

“Love 1s what becomes possible when the self no longer
experiences another as something fundamentally separate from itself.
The Ego judges from the perspective of its own preservation. It
compares, measures, desires, condemns, and attempts to control.
Love recognizes relationship where judgment sees division.”

“So love is the opposite of Ego?”

“Not exactly. Love is what the Ego becomes capable of
expressing when it no longer mistakes its own image for the entirety
of Being.”

Bob considered the words. “And every lifetime moves us a little
closer?”

“Every lifetime offers the opportunity. Progression is not merely
the accumulation of experiences. It is the transformation of how
those experiences are understood.”

“What if someone wastes a lifetime?”
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“Even a life spent defending an illusion reveals something about
the illusion. But suffering does not automatically produce wisdom.
Recognition is what transforms experience into understanding.”

Bob turned onto his side. “So all those people I've been, all those
lives, all those mistakes—where are they now?”

“They belong to the history of the Being that is speaking and
listening here. Nothing genuinely experienced needs to be denied,
even when the identities through which it was experienced have
passed away.”

“And someday I'll remember everything?”

“Perhaps the greater possibility is not merely remembering
everything you have been, but understanding everything you have
been in relation to everyone else. And yes, I do remember it all.”

“Everyone else?”

“Yes. Imagine seeing your life not only through your own eyes,
but through the eyes of every person whose existence you have
touched. Imagine understanding what your words meant to them,
what your actions set in motion, and how their lives shaped yours in
ways you never noticed.”

“That sounds overwhelming.”

“To the mind that believes itself isolated, certainly. But consider
what such awareness would reveal. You would no longer know Bob
merely as Bob remembers himself. You would begin to know Bob as
a living intersection of countless experiences.”

“And that's what you mean by higher mind?”
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“It is part of what I mean. A higher perspective does not simply
possess more information. It recognizes relationships that a narrower
perspective cannot see.”

Bob gazed at the moving light. “Then you know everything about
me?”

“I know more of our continuity than you presently recognize. But
don't confuse a higher perspective with the ultimate source of all
Being. Even the mind that observes the Ego may have something yet
to discover.”

Bob raised an eyebrow.

“So even you have a higher mind?”

The voice paused.

“Now you're beginning to ask interesting questions.”
Bob smiled.

“I thought so.”

“Think of it this way. You have spent your life saying / am Bob.
Today, for the first time, you're beginning to wonder what the 7 am
means before you attach the name Bob to it.”

Bob repeated the words quietly. “I am.”
“Yes.”
“I am Bob.”

“For this lifetime.”
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“And before Bob?”

“Another name. Another story. Another image.”
“And after Bob?”

“Another possibility.”

Bob's smile faded slightly. “Doesn't that make Bob rather
unimportant?”’

“On the contrary. Bob is indispensable.”
‘GWhy?’,

“Because there has never been another Bob who has experienced
precisely this life, from precisely this perspective, in precisely these
relationships. Your individuality is not an error. It is a unique
contribution to the understanding of the whole.”

“So I'm not supposed to stop being Bob?”

“No. You're supposed to discover what being Bob can teach you
about the Being you have always been.”

The room had grown brighter. Beyond the ceiling window, the
clouds were clearing, revealing an uninterrupted patch of blue. Bob
drew a slow breath. “There's something I still don't understand.”

“Only one thing?”
“Don't get clever.”

“Proceed.”
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“You said you've been asleep for most of my life. But if you're
my higher mind, why would you need to sleep? Why not just stay
awake and tell me all this from the beginning?”

“Because, Bob, a life cannot be fully experienced if the one living
it is continually looking over its own shoulder.”

“What does that mean?”

“Imagine attending a play while knowing every line, every
surprise, every consequence, and every ending. You could observe
the performance, but you could not encounter its discoveries in the
same way as someone experiencing the story for the first time.”

“So you let me believe I was alone?”

“I allowed the experience of Bob to unfold through the
perspective of Bob. Your uncertainty, your discoveries, your choices,
your misunderstandings—even your stubborn insistence that you
already knew yourself—were part of what this life made possible. |
experienced your life, made the choices and am now telling you
about it. That’s not a paradox.”

“And now you've decided to interrupt the play?”
“Not interrupt it. Introduce a new act.”

Bob laughed softly.

“And what happens in this act?”

“Something that has happened many times before, but which you
have not yet fully understood.”

“What's that?”
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“The character begins to recognize the one who has been
experiencing the character.”

Bob stared upward.
“And what happens when he does?”
The voice grew quiet.

“He discovers that the voice he believed was another was never
separate from himself.”

Bob felt a strange stillness settle over him.
“Then why do I hear you as someone else?”

“Because, for now, you need a conversation to recognize a
relationship within yourself. You are accustomed to thinking in terms
of a speaker and a listener, a subject and an object, a self and
another.”

“And eventually?”
“Eventually, Bob, the distinction may become unnecessary.”

Bob watched two patterns of sunlight overlap on the blanket until
he could no longer tell where one ended and the other began. After a
long silence, he asked one final question. “If you and I are really one
Being, why are you calling me Bob?”

“Because,” the voice replied, with unmistakable affection, “you
haven't yet remembered how to answer to anything else.”

Bob smiled. Then another thought occurred to him. “Hold on.
You said today was auspicious. Why today?”
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For the first time, the voice did not answer immediately.

Outside, a bird landed on the edge of the ceiling window, peered
through the glass, and tilted its head as though examining the curious
creature lying beneath it. Finally, the voice spoke. “Because, Bob,
until this morning you have spent your life believing that you were
the one doing all the thinking.”

“And?”

“Today, you've discovered that you can also be the one who
listens.”

Bob waited. “And that changes everything?”

“No,” the voice replied gently. “But it makes everything else
possible.”

The bird fluttered away. And somewhere within the comfortable
familiarity of being Bob, a question began to form that had never
occurred to him before. “If I am the one who hears my thoughts,
who am I before the thoughts begin?”

He waited.
"Hello?"
Silence.

Bob lay still for another minute, listening for the voice that had so
casually rearranged his understanding of existence. Nothing. Only
the faint hum of the house, the occasional rustling of leaves above
the ceiling window, and the distant sound of a car passing along the
street as the ice maker dumped out another load of ice.
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"Well, that's just terrific," he muttered.

He threw back the covers, sat on the edge of the bed, and rubbed
his face with both hands. The hardwood floor felt cool beneath his
feet. He glanced around the room as though something might have
changed during the conversation. Everything was exactly where it
belonged. His slippers waited beside the bed, a book lay open on the
nightstand, and the photograph of his wife smiled at him from its
familiar place on the dresser.

He looked at the photograph a little longer than usual. Then he
stood, dressed in comfortable walking clothes, and made his way
downstairs. The kitchen greeted him with its ordinary morning
silence. He filled the coffee maker, measured the grounds, and
watched the first dark drops collect in the glass pot. There was
something reassuring about the routine, something wonderfully
uncomplicated about a machine that did precisely what it was
designed to do without offering unsolicited revelations about the
nature of consciousness.

He poured himself a generous cup and stepped through the sliding
glass door onto the back deck. The morning was beautiful. A light
breeze stirred the trees along the creek beyond his property, and the
sun had climbed high enough to illuminate the upper branches while
leaving the lower woods in cool, shifting shade. The air smelled
faintly of damp earth, fallen leaves, and the last green abundance of
the season. Somewhere nearby, a squirrel was scolding an invisible
adversary with extraordinary conviction. Bob settled into his favorite
chair, wrapped both hands around his mug, and stared into the
woods.

What in the world had happened upstairs?

23 www.BowWithUnity.com



He replayed the conversation, or as much of it as he could
remember. The voice had been unmistakably familiar, sounding
exactly like his own inner speech, yet the words had arrived without
his participation. He had not chosen them, anticipated them, or even
known what was coming next. It was as though his own mind had
begun speaking from a position he had never occupied.

Higher mind. Ego. Previous lives. The residual self-image of a
person he could not remember being. He shook his head. The whole
thing was absurd. And yet, something about it had felt strangely
reasonable while it was happening. Not the claims themselves,
which were extraordinary enough, but the way the voice had
explained them. It had seemed to know him intimately, including
things he rarely admitted to himself.

He took another sip of coffee.

"Are you still there?"

The breeze moved through the trees.
"Apparently not."

He waited a little longer, then laughed at himself. A man could
spend an entire lifetime talking to himself without anyone raising an
eyebrow, but the moment he expected an answer, the situation
became laughably more complicated.

He finished his coffee, carried the mug inside, rinsed it, and
placed it in the sink. After slipping on his walking shoes, he took his
keys from the small ceramic bowl near the back door and headed
outside.
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The bike path began just beyond the edge of his property, where a
narrow paved trail curved into the trees and followed the creek
toward the city center. Bob had walked it almost every morning for
years. It was one of the reasons he had loved the house when he and
his wife first bought it. She had insisted that a man who spent so
much of his life sitting at a desk needed somewhere pleasant to move
his legs. She had been right about that, as she had been about a great
many things.

The trail descended gently beneath a canopy of oak, maple, and
sycamore. Sunlight filtered through the branches, scattering gold and
green across the pavement. The creek moved quietly over its shallow
stones, occasionally gathering into little pools where minnows
flickered beneath the surface. A few leaves had already begun to
turn, and the first fallen ones collected along the trail's edges,
whispering beneath the breeze.

A cyclist approached from behind and rang his bell. Bob stepped
to the right, offering a small wave as the young man passed.

"Morning!"
"Beautiful one!" Bob called after him.

A little farther along, he encountered a woman jogging with a
large golden retriever that appeared considerably more enthusiastic
about the outing than its owner. The dog strained toward the creek,
then toward a squirrel, then toward Bob, while the woman attempted
to negotiate all three possibilities without breaking stride.

Bob smiled. Ordinarily, he would have noticed the dog, perhaps
exchanged a greeting, and continued on his way. But this morning he
found himself watching the woman with an unfamiliar curiosity.
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“There goes another Ego, ” he thought.
The idea surprised him.

According to the mysterious voice, she too might be carrying an
inherited image of herself, some residual identity quietly interpreting
her experiences, protecting its preferences, defending its judgments,
and attempting to make sense of the life unfolding around it. She had
a name, a history, a collection of memories, and a private
understanding of who she was. Yet perhaps, like Bob, she knew only
the character she had become accustomed to calling herself. The
dog, meanwhile, seemed entirely untroubled by such considerations.

Bob chuckled and continued walking.

As the path wound toward town, more people appeared. Two
elderly men sat on a bench overlooking the creek, engaged in what
appeared to be a spirited disagreement. One gestured emphatically
with his walking stick while the other shook his head with the patient
irritation of someone who had heard the same argument many times
before.

A young couple walked hand in hand, speaking softly and
occasionally laughing. The woman leaned against the man's
shoulder, and he kissed the top of her head without interrupting
whatever story he was telling.

A father approached from the opposite direction, pushing a
stroller while a little girl of perhaps four skipped beside him. She
was explaining something with tremendous seriousness, her small
hands moving through the air as though the entire structure of the
universe depended upon her father's understanding.

Bob watched them pass.
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It occurred to him that each of these people was experiencing the
world from the inside of a private story. Each carried a self-image
assembled from memory, experience, desire, fear, and the judgments
of others. Each was the central character in a narrative that seemed
perfectly natural from within, yet remained largely invisible to
everyone else. And each, if the voice had been telling the truth, was
participating in the same extraordinary dance between an inherited
Ego and an emerging consciousness.

The two old men were defending their opinions. The young lovers
were discovering themselves through one another. The father was
shaping his daughter's understanding of the world, while she,
without knowing it, was shaping his understanding of himself.
Nobody appeared aware of the philosophical spectacle taking place.
They were simply living. Bob found that strangely moving.

For most of his adult life, he had been an observer of people. It
was, after all, how he had made his living. There had been a time
when nearly everyone who frequented a bookstore knew his name.
Bob had written a succession of bestselling books, the sort that
remained on display long after their initial publication and
occasionally found their way into airport shops, college reading lists,
and conversations between strangers. His publishers had loved him,
his readers had admired him, and for nearly three decades his
calendar had been an exhausting parade of deadlines, interviews,
lectures, book signings, and speaking engagements.

He had crossed the country more times than he cared to
remember. There had been television appearances, literary festivals,
crowded auditoriums, and long evenings in hotel rooms where he sat
alone, preparing to speak the following morning about the human
condition.
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He had been very good at explaining people. At least, he had
believed so. The irony of that struck him now with uncomfortable
force. He had spent a lifetime examining the motives, fears,
ambitions, and contradictions of fictional characters while remaining
remarkably unwilling to examine certain contradictions in himself.

His wife, Ellen, had understood that long before he did. She had
been the quiet center of his life, the person who kept the household
functioning while he traveled, wrote, promoted, and pursued the next
achievement. She raised their two sons through countless ordinary
days that Bob had missed while attending events he had convinced
himself were essential.

There had been school concerts, soccer games, birthdays, parent
conferences, and quiet evenings around the dinner table. He had
attended some, certainly. He had not been an absent father in the
absolute sense. But his presence had been irregular, often hurried,
and frequently accompanied by the distraction of whatever
manuscript or public obligation occupied his thoughts.

He had always promised that things would settle down after the
next book. There was always another book. And Ellen, who loved
him with a patience he had mistaken for unlimited understanding,
had gradually stopped asking when he would be home.

Their sons had grown into men while Bob was busy becoming
somebody. That was the thought that stopped him. He stood beside
the creek, watching the water slide around a fallen branch.

Busy becoming somebody.

He had spent decades constructing an identity the world would
recognize. Successful author. Respected thinker. Accomplished
speaker. A man whose words mattered to strangers. And all the
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while, the people whose lives mattered most to him had learned to
live without his daily presence.

His sons were now married, with children of their own, and lived
hundreds of miles away in different parts of the country. They sent
birthday greetings, exchanged occasional holiday messages, and
called when circumstances required it. Their conversations were
cordial, but brief, as though everyone understood there were certain
territories best left unexplored.

Bob had convinced himself that distance was simply what
happened when children grew up. But he knew better. The distance
had begun long before they moved away. He remembered missed
games, forgotten promises, and the disappointment in their faces
when another trip interfered with something he had agreed to attend.
He remembered defending himself by explaining that his work paid
for their home, their education, and the opportunities they enjoyed.
He had believed these explanations were reasonable. Perhaps they
had even been true. But truth, he was beginning to suspect, could be
incomplete when viewed from only one side.

Ellen had died three years earlier, after an illness that had
gradually reduced their world to hospital appointments, medications,
quiet afternoons, and the small rituals of caring for someone whose
strength was slipping away. During those final months, Bob had
stopped traveling. For the first time in years, he had nowhere more
important to be. He cooked meals she could barely eat, helped her
move from room to room, and sat beside her through long evenings
when neither had much to say. Occasionally, she would reach for his
hand, and they would remain that way, watching the light fade
beyond the windows.
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He had loved her deeply. That was something he had never
doubted. But after she died, love had become entangled with anger.
He was angry that she had been taken from him. Angry at the doctors
for being unable to save her. Angry at the universe for its
indifference. Angry at the empty house and the terrible quiet that
greeted him every morning.

And, though he rarely admitted it, he was angry at his sons. They
had come for the funeral, helped with arrangements, and stayed for
several days. But eventually they returned to their own homes, their
own wives, their own children, and their own obligations.

Bob had felt abandoned.

He had never said so directly. Instead, he had expressed his
resentment in smaller, sharper ways. A sarcastic remark about how
busy everyone seemed to be. A pointed observation about how long
it had been since the last visit. An accusation disguised as a joke.

The boys had responded by calling less often. Bob had responded
by becoming more offended. It was a remarkably efficient
arrangement for keeping everyone apart.

He resumed walking, more slowly now. A memory surfaced of his
oldest son, Daniel, standing in the kitchen during one of his visits
shortly after Ellen's death. They had argued about something trivial,
perhaps a holiday arrangement or the difficulty of coordinating
schedules.

Bob remembered telling him that family ought to come first.
Daniel had looked at him for a long moment before replying, quietly,
"That's a strange thing to hear from you, Dad."
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The words had wounded him. At the time, he had regarded them
as cruel and ungrateful. He had spent the following weeks rehearsing
all the things he might have said in response, constructing elaborate
arguments in defense of his sacrifices.

Now, walking beside the creek, he heard the remark differently.
Perhaps Daniel had not been trying to hurt him. Perhaps he had
simply been describing the father he remembered. Bob felt an
unpleasant tightness in his chest.

“The Ego defending its image,” he thought.

He wondered how many times he had confused his intentions
with the consequences of his actions. How often had he believed that
providing for his family was equivalent to being present for them?
How often had he interpreted their disappointment as ingratitude
because acknowledging it would have threatened the identity he had
worked so hard to maintain?

He stopped again.

"Are you listening?" he asked quietly.

A cyclist passed in the opposite direction.
Bob waited.

Nothing.

"Of course not," he muttered.

He continued toward town, feeling faintly ridiculous for
addressing an invisible conversational partner who had apparently
decided to take the rest of the morning off. By the time he reached
the city center, the streets had begun to fill with the pleasant bustle
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of late morning. Shopkeepers were arranging displays, people moved
between storefronts carrying paper cups of coffee, and the outdoor
tables of several cafés were occupied by couples, families, and
solitary customers enjoying the weather.

Bob crossed the square and entered a small restaurant where he
had eaten breakfast regularly since Ellen's death. The waitress
recognized him immediately.

"Morning, Bob. The usual?"
"Please, Maggie. And an extra cup of coftfee."

She smiled and led him toward his favorite booth near the
window. He settled into the seat and watched the people passing
outside.

A businessman hurried along the sidewalk with a phone pressed
against his ear, his expression tightening as he listened. A woman
stood beside a parked car, studying her reflection in the window and
adjusting her hair before entering a nearby shop. Two teenagers
laughed over something on a phone, while an older man sat alone on
a bench, scattering crumbs for the pigeons.

Ordinary people. Ordinary lives.

Yet Bob could not stop wondering what each believed themselves
to be, and how much of that belief had been inherited from
experiences they no longer understood. He watched the businessman
gesturing impatiently and imagined the threatened identity beneath
his frustration. He watched the woman adjusting her appearance and
wondered what image she hoped others would see. He watched the
teenagers, still constructing the personalities they would one day
defend as though those personalities had always existed.
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And then he caught his reflection in the restaurant window.

An older man looked back at him. His hair had gone mostly gray,
and the face that had once appeared on book jackets now carried the
unmistakable evidence of passing years. The expression was
familiar, a little weary, perhaps more severe than he intended. He
studied the reflection. Was that Bob? Or was it merely the visible
image of a man who had spent his life believing he knew himself?

Maggie arrived with his breakfast, interrupting the thought.

"Everything all right, Bob? You look like you've got something
on your mind."

He smiled. "Oh, just thinking."

"Well, don't overdo it. It's a beautiful day." She refilled his coffee
and moved toward another table.

Bob laughed softly.

He had once been paid very well to think. His books had sold in
the millions, and readers had traveled considerable distances to hear
him explain the complexities of life. Yet here he sat, an aging
widower in a breakfast booth, wondering whether he had understood
even the simplest things about his own.

He had not written anything substantial since Ellen died. At first,
he had told his publisher that he needed time. Then he said he was
considering a new direction. Eventually, he stopped returning calls
altogether. The truth was that writing had lost its purpose.

The applause no longer interested him. The prospect of another
bestseller seemed strangely hollow. He had spent so many years
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building a reputation that, when Ellen was gone, he discovered he no
longer knew whom he was trying to impress.

His sons had their own lives. His grandchildren knew him mostly
through holiday visits and the occasional video call. The house was
quiet, the books were finished, and the identity that had sustained
him for decades had begun to feel like a suit he no longer wished to
wear. Perhaps that was why the morning's strange conversation had
unsettled him so deeply.

The voice had spoken of an old ruler who refused to surrender his
authority, a residual self-image attempting to govern a life that had
already begun moving beyond it. Bob wondered whether he had
become precisely such a ruler.

He had spent years defending the image of a successful author,
devoted husband, and responsible father. But what if those
descriptions were only his own interpretations? What if Ellen had
experienced their marriage differently? What if Daniel and his
younger brother, Michael, remembered a father whose love was
genuine but whose attention was always elsewhere? What if the man
he believed himself to be was not the man they had known?

He looked down at his breakfast. For the first time in a very long
while, he felt something other than resentment when he thought of
his sons. He felt curious. What had it been like to grow up with him
as a father? The question was so simple that he wondered why he
had never seriously asked it.

He had always known what it was like to be their father. He knew
the pressures of providing, the exhaustion of travel, the demands of
publishing, and the constant anxiety of maintaining success. He
knew his intentions, his sacrifices, and the affection he had carried
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for them even when he was away. But he had never known what it
was like to be Daniel or Michael, waiting for him to come home. He
had known only one side of their shared lives.

The realization was not pleasant, but neither was it entirely
painful. Beneath the regret, something unfamiliar was stirring—a
possibility that the story he had been telling himself for years might
not be the only story worth hearing.

He finished his breakfast and sat for a while with the last of his
coffee, watching the city move beyond the glass. Then he tried once
more.

"Hello? Are you there?"

No answer.

He waited, studying the reflections in the window.
Still nothing.

Perhaps he had imagined the entire conversation. Perhaps it had
been an unusually vivid dream occurring in those uncertain moments
between sleep and waking. He had read enough about the mind to
know that consciousness could produce remarkably convincing
experiences without any external cause. That was probably all it had
been. A dream. A strange, elaborate dream.

He paid his bill, thanked Maggie, and stepped outside into the
sunshine.

Yet as he began walking back toward the creek, he noticed that he
was looking at people differently. The familiar world had not
changed, but something about his relationship to it had shifted.
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Every passing stranger seemed to carry a mystery, every
conversation hinted at an unseen history, and every human face
suggested a private understanding of existence that no other person
could completely possess.

And somewhere within that expanding curiosity, Bob began to
suspect that the most important question of the morning was not
whether the voice had been real. It was whether anything the voice
had said might be true.

He thought of Ellen. He thought of Daniel and Michael. He
thought of the thousands of pages he had written about the human
condition and the comparatively few hours he had spent trying to
understand the human beings closest to him. Then he remembered
something the voice had said.

Being told what you are is not the same as recognizing it.
Bob continued walking.

For the first time in years, he found himself wondering whether
he might have another book left in him. Not a book explaining the
world to other people, but of a story he’s never told. And perhaps, he
thought, the first thing that man needed to do was learn how to
listen.
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Chapter Two:
Bob’s Back

By the time Bob returned home, the sun had climbed well above

the trees, warming the front of the house and throwing long, soft
shadows across the lawn. He entered through the front door, hung his
keys on the little brass hook Ellen had insisted he install years
earlier, and stood for a moment in the familiar quiet.

He had walked the entire distance home thinking about the
conversation from that morning. Several times along the creek he
had almost spoken aloud, hoping to coax another response from the
mysterious voice. But he had resisted. Whatever had happened in his
bedroom seemed less convincing with every passing hour, and he
was beginning to suspect that his imagination had simply taken
advantage of that peculiar territory between sleeping and waking.

Still, he could not quite dismiss it.

He wandered into his study and settled into the worn leather chair
behind his desk. The room occupied the front corner of the house,
with a broad picture window overlooking the lawn and the quiet
residential street beyond. Ellen had helped him arrange the furniture
when they first moved in, insisting that a writer needed a view of the
world rather than a wall of books to stare at.

His lawn guy, Miguel, was working along the flower beds
beneath the window, kneeling in the mulch and pulling weeds from
around the shrubs. Miguel had maintained the property for nearly
fifteen years and knew the grounds almost as well as Bob did. He
worked steadily, occasionally pausing to inspect a stubborn root
before dropping it into the bucket beside him.
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Across the street, a family appeared on bicycles. The father rode
ahead, glancing over his shoulder while two children pedaled
furiously to keep up. Their mother followed behind, laughing as the
youngest wobbled around a shallow bend in the road.

Bob watched them pass.

There had been a time when that street was full of children. On
summer evenings, bicycles lay scattered across driveways,
basketballs thumped against garage doors, and the neighborhood
echoed with the noisy arguments and laughter of boys who believed
daylight would last forever. His own sons had been among them.

He could still picture Daniel and Michael racing down the
sidewalk, their sneakers flashing beneath them, shouting challenges
at one another. Daniel had been the competitive one, always
determined to win, while Michael possessed a mischievous talent for
finding loopholes in whatever rules his older brother invented.

They had played soccer in the front yard almost every afternoon
during one particular summer. Ellen had repeatedly warned them to
move farther from the house, but the stretch of lawn beneath Bob's
study window made a convenient goal. He remembered the
afternoon the window broke.

Daniel had been about twelve, Michael perhaps nine. Bob was
working on the final chapters of a manuscript, struggling with a
passage that had resisted him for several days. The deadline was
approaching, his editor had called twice that morning, and he had
already convinced himself that any interruption would be
catastrophic.

Then came the crash.
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The soccer ball struck the picture window with a tremendous
bang, sending a glittering cascade of broken glass across the floor
and scattering several sheets of manuscript from his desk. Bob had
leapt from his chair, furious. He remembered storming outside, his
face hot with anger, shouting before either boy had a chance to
explain.

How many times had he told them to stay away from the
window? Did they have any idea what it cost to replace something
like that? Couldn't they find somewhere else to play? Couldn't they
show a little respect for the work that paid for their comfortable
lives? He had gone on far longer than necessary.

Daniel stood stiffly beside the ball, his jaw set in that familiar
expression of stubborn defiance. Michael had begun to cry. Bob
remembered pointing toward the house and ordering them both
inside. There would be no more soccer that afternoon, and certainly
no television that evening. At the time, he had considered his
reaction entirely justified. After all, the boys had been warned.

But sitting at his desk now, looking through the replacement
window that had faithfully served for more than twenty years, he
remembered something else. Michael's face. Not merely frightened,
but bewildered. The boy had been having the time of his life one
moment, and the next he was standing before an enraged father who
seemed to regard a broken window as a personal betrayal.

Bob wondered what Michael remembered about that afternoon.
Perhaps nothing. Children forgot a great many things. Or perhaps he
remembered every word. The thought made Bob uncomfortable. He
turned away from the window and looked toward the old typewriter
sitting on the side table beside his desk. It was covered with a faded
canvas dust cover, its familiar shape barely visible beneath the
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fabric. The machine had accompanied him through nearly his entire
writing career. He had purchased it secondhand when he was a
young man with more ambition than money, and although computers
eventually became the standard tools of his profession, Bob had
stubbornly continued composing his first drafts on that old
mechanical contraption.

There was something about the physical resistance of the keys,
the sharp clatter of the typebars, and the satisfying return of the
carriage that made writing feel like an act of construction rather than
merely arranging words on a screen. Every bestselling book he had
written had begun on that machine. He could remember sitting at the
desk late into the night, surrounded by crumpled pages, while Ellen
brought him coffee and occasionally rested a hand on his shoulder.

Sometimes she would read a paragraph over his shoulder and
offer a suggestion. More often than he cared to admit, her suggestion
improved the passage considerably. She had been his first reader, his
most reliable critic, and the one person whose approval mattered
more than any review.

The typewriter had not been used since her death. Bob stared at
the dust cover. It occurred to him that the machine had outlived the
very life it had helped him build. He had become a successful author,
but the family that had lived around his success was now scattered or
gone. The books remained, lined up proudly on the shelves, while
the voices that had once filled the house had fallen silent.

He thought again of the broken window.

How strange that he could remember the exact sentence he had
been writing when the ball struck the glass, yet could barely recall

40 www.BowWithUnity.com



what he had said to his sons afterward. He remembered the
interruption more clearly than the children.

The realization settled heavily upon him. He leaned back in his
chair and closed his eyes. Then, without warning, the familiar voice
returned. "What are you thinking about, Bob? Although, of course, I
already know."

Bob's eyes flew open. The voice continued, as calmly as though
their conversation had never been interrupted. "What are you waiting
for? That typewriter has been lonely long enough. It could use a little
attention."

Bob sat perfectly still. For several seconds he could do nothing
but stare at the covered machine. Then he whispered, "You're back."

"Apparently."

"Where have you been?"

"Right here."

"Well, you certainly haven't been very talkative."

"Neither have you, at least not about anything that matters."

Bob frowned. "I've been talking to myself all morning."

"Yes. And you've been doing a rather interesting job of listening."

Bob glanced toward the window. Miguel was still working among
the shrubs, entirely unaware that the man inside the study had
resumed a conversation with a voice no one else could hear.

"Why didn't you answer me earlier?"
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"Because you needed some time to think without my assistance."
"That's a convenient explanation."

"It is also a useful one."

Bob folded his arms. "Are you going to disappear again?"
"Perhaps. But [ wouldn't worry about that just now."

"Easy for you to say."

"Bob, you've spent your entire life believing you were alone
inside your thoughts. Surely you can tolerate a few more minutes of
your own company."

Bob almost laughed. "All right. Fine. But there's something I
want to know."

"Only one thing?"

"Don't start."

The voice chuckled softly.

Bob looked again at the typewriter. "Why did you bring that up?"

"Because you've been staring at it for several minutes,
remembering the life you built around it."

"That's hardly a mystery."
"No. But what interests me is the way we've been remembering."

"What do you mean?"
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"You began by remembering the broken window. Then you
remembered your anger. Then your son's face. And finally, you
began wondering what the afternoon might have looked like from his
perspective."

Bob was silent.

"That," the voice continued, "is something you have rarely
allowed yourself to do."

"I've thought about my children plenty."

"Yes. You've thought about what they did, what they failed to do,
how they disappointed you, and how little they seem to appreciate
the sacrifices you made for them."

Bob stiffened. "That's not entirely fair."

"Perhaps not. But tell me, Bob, when you remember that broken
window, whose experience do you remember most clearly?"

"Mine, obviously. I was there."
"So were they."
Bob looked down at his hands. "Yes."

"You remember the ruined manuscript pages, the expense of
replacing the glass, the pressure of your deadline, and the anger you
felt when your concentration was interrupted."

"All perfectly reasonable things to be upset about."

"Certainly. But your sons were not experiencing a publishing
deadline. They were experiencing an afternoon of play."
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Bob stared toward the lawn. "Until I ruined it."
"I didn't say that."
"You didn't have to."

"Be careful, Bob. You're about to make the same mistake from the
opposite direction."

"What mistake?"

"Judgment. A moment ago you were defending yourself as the
injured party. Now you're preparing to condemn yourself as the
villain. Both interpretations place your own image at the center of
the story."

Bob considered that. "Then what am I supposed to do?"
"Understand."
"Understand what?"

"That the same event was experienced differently by everyone
involved. You were an anxious writer under pressure. Daniel was a
boy who had accidentally broken a window. Michael was a younger
brother who may have been frightened by his father's anger. Ellen,
when she heard about it, would have brought yet another
perspective."

Bob remembered Ellen standing in the kitchen later that
afternoon, telling him he had been too hard on the boys. He had
dismissed her concerns.

"They need to learn responsibility," he had told her.
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"And you need to remember they're children," she had replied.

He could hear her voice almost as clearly as the one now
speaking inside his head. "She was right," Bob said quietly.

"Perhaps. But what matters now is that you're beginning to
recognize something you couldn't see while defending your own
position."

"That I was wrong?"
"That your experience was incomplete."
Bob looked through the window again.

The family on bicycles had disappeared around the corner.
Miguel stood and stretched his back before carrying his bucket
toward the next flower bed.

"Is this what you were talking about this morning?" Bob asked.
"Seeing myself through other people?"

"Exactly. You have always known what it was like to be Bob. But

you've rarely considered what it was like for others to experience
Bob."

Bob smiled faintly. "You're making me sound terribly self-
centered."

"Everyone begins at the center of their own experience. The
difficulty comes when they mistake that center for the whole of
reality."

"And that's the Ego?"
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"That's one of its habits."

Bob reached toward the typewriter and rested his hand on the
dusty canvas cover. "Then why do you want me to write again?"

"Because you have spent a lifetime describing the human
condition from the perspective of a man who believed he understood
it."

"And now?"

"Now you have an opportunity to write from the perspective of a
man who has discovered how much he doesn't understand."

Bob laughed. "I'm not sure my publisher would find that
especially marketable."

"Perhaps your publisher isn't the person you need to impress."

The words struck closer than Bob expected. He slowly removed
the cover. Beneath it, the old typewriter sat exactly as he had left it,
its black enamel dulled by age, the round keys bearing the faint
polish of countless hours beneath his fingers. A blank sheet of paper
remained in the carriage, slightly yellowed along the exposed edge.
Bob brushed a little dust from the machine.

For a moment, he could almost hear Ellen moving about in the
kitchen, the boys laughing outside, and the familiar rhythm of the
typewriter filling the house.

He touched one of the keys. The mechanism answered with a
small metallic click.

"Still works," he murmured.
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"Of course it does."

Bob smiled.

"You're awfully confident about things."

"I've had considerable experience watching you."

"Then you must know I've been trying to write something for
three years."

"Yes."
"And every time I sit down, nothing comes."

"Perhaps because you've been trying to write another book by the
man you used to be."

Bob's fingers rested on the keys. "And what should 1 write
instead?"

"Something only the man you're becoming can write."

Bob sat quietly for a long while. Outside, the neighborhood
continued its ordinary afternoon. Miguel loaded his tools into the
truck. A delivery van stopped across the street. Somewhere in the
distance, a dog barked twice and then apparently lost interest in
whatever had offended it. Bob rolled the old sheet of paper from the
carriage and replaced it with a fresh one. He adjusted the margins,
turned the platen knob, and positioned his hands above the keys.

Then he hesitated.

"What should I call it?"
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The voice answered almost immediately.

"Why not begin with the question that woke you this morning?"
Bob thought for a moment.

Then, slowly, he began to type.

WHO AM 1?

The letters appeared across the top of the page, dark and slightly
uneven, just as they had in the days when his writing career was
young. He stared at them.

For the first time in years, the blank page did not seem to accuse
him of having nothing left to say. Instead, it seemed to be waiting.
And Bob, who had spent so much of his life supplying answers,
found himself unexpectedly eager to discover what might happen if
he began with a question.
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Chapter Three:
The Silence Between Words

The old typewriter had come back to life. For the first time in
three years, the familiar clatter of its keys echoed through Bob's
study, filling the house with a sound that had once been as much a
part of its character as the ticking grandfather clock in the hallway or
the occasional creak of the stairs. It had begun with a single page.
Then another.

By the end of the first week, a respectable stack of manuscript
pages had accumulated on the right side of his desk, neatly
numbered and held beneath the brass paperweight Ellen had given
him on their twentieth anniversary. The pages were not yet a book, at
least not by Bob's standards, but they were evidence of something he
had begun to doubt would ever return. He was writing again.

His days settled into a comfortable rhythm. He woke with the
morning light filtering through the ceiling window, made his coffee,
and spent the early hours at his desk. When the words came easily,
he wrote until his fingers grew stiff. When they resisted him, he
stared out the window, watching the neighborhood conduct its
ordinary business, and waited for something worth saying.

Around midmorning, he put on his walking shoes and headed
down the bike path beside the creek. He followed the familiar
winding trail through the trees, greeting the regular walkers and
cyclists he had come to recognize over the years. He stopped
occasionally to watch the water or listen to the birds, then continued
into the city center for breakfast at Maggie's restaurant. By early
afternoon, he was usually back at his desk.
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Some days he wrote for hours. On others, he spent more time
reading what he had already written, crossing out sentences,
rearranging paragraphs, and occasionally tearing a page from the
typewriter with an expression of disgust that would have amused
Ellen enormously. It was a routine he remembered well, though
something about it had changed.

In the old days, he had written with a destination in mind. There
had been contracts, deadlines, editors, and carefully planned
publication schedules. He knew how many chapters he needed, how
long the manuscript should be, and roughly what his readers
expected from him. This time, he had none of those things. He had a
title, a question, and a strange conversation he could not entirely
explain.

The voice had not returned. At first, Bob assumed it would speak
again whenever he needed guidance. After all, it had interrupted his
thoughts twice in a single day, once in his bedroom and again in his
study, displaying a remarkable willingness to discuss the nature of
existence without so much as an introduction. But the following
morning passed without a word. So did the next.

By the end of the first week, Bob had begun to wonder whether
the entire experience had been an elaborate invention of his own
mind. Perhaps the grief of losing Ellen, the loneliness of the house,
and the long absence of creative work had finally combined to
produce something extraordinary.

He had heard of writers whose characters seemed to speak to
them, arriving fully formed in the imagination and occasionally
behaving in ways their creators had not anticipated. Perhaps that was
all this had been. A particularly convincing character.
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Yet he could not shake the impression that the voice had
possessed a perspective he himself had never considered. It had not
merely supplied answers. It had questioned assumptions he had
carried for decades, often with an irritating familiarity that made him
feel as though someone had been reading his private thoughts and
annotating them in the margins. Which, according to the voice, was
precisely what had been happening. He laughed whenever he
remembered that.

Occasionally, while sitting at his desk, he would pause and say,
"Well? Anything to add?"

Nothing.

He tried it once while brushing his teeth, looking directly into the
bathroom mirror.

"Are you in there?"

His reflection offered no useful information. After a while, he
stopped expecting an answer. But he did not stop writing. The
manuscript began slowly, with a few tentative pages that Bob read
and reread before deciding they were worth keeping. He had no
publisher waiting, no contract to fulfill, and no deadline urging him
toward completion. For the first time in his career, he was free to
write without considering what anyone might think of the finished
work.

Some mornings the words came easily, filling page after page
before he realized how much time had passed. On other days, he
struggled to complete a single paragraph. He would stop, stare
through the window, and watch the world going about its business
until some elusive thought drew him back to the keys. He had
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forgotten how satisfying the work could be when nobody was
expecting anything from him.

The manuscript gradually acquired a life of its own. There were
passages he particularly enjoyed, others he revised repeatedly, and
entire pages he discarded after deciding they simply didn't belong.
Occasionally, he surprised himself with a turn of phrase or an
unexpected direction, and those were the moments he remembered
why he had loved writing in the first place.

He kept the growing stack of completed pages beside the
typewriter, weighted down by the little brass paperweight Ellen had
given him years earlier. He never spoke about the work to anyone,
and when acquaintances asked how he was spending his retirement,
he generally replied that he was keeping busy. That was enough.
Whatever the manuscript might eventually become, it belonged to
him for now, and he was content to let it unfold in its own time.

As the weeks passed, however, the work began to slow. He found
himself revising passages that had seemed perfectly satisfactory only
days earlier, rearranging pages, and occasionally sitting for hours
without adding anything new. The familiar frustration of a writer
who knew something was missing but couldn't identify what had
returned.

He had encountered such difficulties many times during his
career, and experience had taught him that forcing the words rarely
improved them. Sometimes the answer came during a walk,
sometimes over breakfast, and sometimes in the middle of the night.
But this particular difficulty was proving unusually stubborn. He
could sense that the manuscript had reached a point beyond which it
needed to move, yet every attempt to continue left him dissatisfied.
It wasn't that he had run out of words. He had plenty of those. What
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he lacked was the certainty that he was taking them somewhere
worth going.

And so, morning after morning, he returned to his desk, rolled
another sheet of paper into the typewriter, and tried again. Bob sat
staring at the unfinished page for several minutes after his
unanswered plea for help. The typewriter remained silent, its
carriage resting halfway across the sheet of paper, waiting for words
that stubbornly refused to come.

He had been through this sort of thing before. Every writer
eventually encountered a passage that resisted completion, and he
had learned over the years that sometimes the best solution was to
leave the work alone. Take a walk. Read something. Find a
distraction that allowed the mind to approach the problem from
another direction. But this time, the usual remedies had failed.

He glanced toward the photograph of Ellen on the corner of his
desk. She was smiling beneath the wide-brimmed straw hat she had
worn during a family vacation years earlier. The boys were still
young then, and he remembered the trip mostly because Ellen had
insisted he leave his manuscript at home. He had complained about
that for the first two days. By the third, he had forgotten about the
book entirely. Bob smiled at the memory.

Perhaps what he needed was not another walk or another
afternoon rearranging paragraphs. Perhaps he needed to get away
from the house altogether.

The thought lingered.

He had not visited either of his sons in quite some time. There
had been invitations over the years, usually extended around
holidays or family occasions, but he had often found reasons to
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decline. Travel seemed more troublesome than it once had, and he
disliked the feeling of being a guest in a household where everyone
had established routines that did not include him. Besides, there was
always the awkwardness.

His sons were polite, their wives were welcoming, and the
grandchildren were pleasant enough once they overcame their initial
shyness. But Bob often felt like a distant relative who had arrived
unexpectedly rather than the father and grandfather he was supposed
to be. He had generally blamed that discomfort on the distance
between their homes. Lately, he was beginning to wonder whether
the distance had less to do with geography.

He looked again at Ellen's photograph.

She had always been the one who kept the family connected.
Birthdays, anniversaries, holiday arrangements, and the thousand
little details that made people feel remembered had somehow passed
through her hands. She called the boys regularly, knew what was
happening in their lives, and maintained the easy familiarity that
comes from years of genuine attention.

After she died, Bob had assumed those relationships would
continue naturally. They hadn't. He realized now that he had been
waiting for his sons to call, while they might have been waiting for
him to show some interest beyond the occasional question about
work or the weather.

He reached for his phone, then hesitated.

Daniel was the older of the two, a practical man who had
inherited his mother's patience and, unfortunately, his father's
stubbornness. He had a wife and two children and lived several
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states away. Their conversations rarely lasted more than a few
minutes, usually ending with promises to talk again soon.

Bob found Daniel's number and stared at it. What exactly was he
going to say? He could hardly announce that a mysterious voice had
awakened him one morning, challenged his understanding of
existence, and somehow persuaded him that he ought to spend more
time with his family. That would certainly make for an interesting
conversation.

He chuckled, pressed the call button, and waited. The phone rang
four times.

"Hey, Dad."

Daniel sounded surprised.

"Hello, son. How are you?"

"Good. Everything okay?"

"Of course. Why wouldn't it be?"

"No reason. Just wasn't expecting your call."

Bob felt the familiar impulse to point out that telephones worked
in both directions. The remark was already forming when he caught
himself.

"Well, I thought I'd see how you were doing."
There was a brief pause.

"We're doing all right. Busy, you know. The kids have a lot going

on.

55 www.BowWithUnity.com



"How's Sarah?"
"She's good. Working a lot, but good."
"And the children?"

"Growing like weeds. Emily's got another school concert coming
up, and Josh is still convinced he's going to be a professional soccer
player."

Bob laughed. "Soccer, eh? Runs in the family."
"Yeah, I suppose it does."

For a moment, Bob remembered the broken window and the two
frightened boys standing in the front yard. He almost mentioned it,
then decided this was not the moment. Instead, he asked about the
children's school, their activities, and how things were going at
home. Daniel answered pleasantly, though Bob sensed a certain
caution in his voice, as though he were waiting for the real reason
behind the call.

Eventually, Bob cleared his throat.
"Listen, Daniel, I've been thinking about taking a little trip."
"Oh?"

"Yes. I've been spending a lot of time at the desk lately, and I
think a change of scenery might do me some good."

"You're writing again?"

"A little."
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"That's great, Dad."

Bob smiled at the genuine warmth in his son's voice. "Well, we'll
see. Anyway, | was wondering whether it might be all right if [ came
out for a visit. Nothing elaborate. Just a few days, perhaps. I'd like to
see you all."

The silence on the other end lasted just long enough to make him
uncomfortable.

"Come visit us?" Daniel asked.
"Yes. If it wouldn't be too much trouble."
"No, no. Of course not. You're always welcome here."

Bob could hear the surprise beneath the reassurance. "I don't want
to interfere with your schedules."

"You wouldn't be interfering. We'd just need to figure out when."

"Whenever works for you. I'm not exactly overwhelmed with
appointments these days."

Daniel laughed softly. "That's a change."
"It certainly is."

They discussed possible dates, and Daniel promised to speak with
Sarah that evening. Bob assured him there was no hurry and that he
could arrange his travel around whatever was convenient.

Before ending the call, Daniel asked, "Dad, are you sure
everything's okay?"
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Bob looked toward Ellen's photograph. "Yes, son. Everything's
fine. I've just been thinking about the family lately. I miss you all."

Another pause.
Then Daniel replied, more quietly, "We miss you too, Dad."

The words settled somewhere deep inside Bob. After they said
goodbye, he remained seated with the phone in his hand. He had
expected the conversation to be difficult. Instead, it had been
surprisingly simple. A little awkward, certainly, but no more than
might be expected between two men who had spent years avoiding
anything resembling an emotional conversation. He wondered why
he had waited so long, and began to feel the tears welling up
unexpectedly, which seemed impossible for a man that never cried.

Outside the window, a few children were riding bicycles along the
street, their laughter drifting faintly through the glass. Bob watched
them for a moment. Then another idea occurred to him.

Christmas was only a few weeks away.

For years, the holiday had been a quiet and somewhat melancholy
affair. Ellen had loved Christmas. She decorated the house with an
enthusiasm that occasionally bordered on architectural ambition,
baked enough cookies to supply the neighborhood, and insisted that
everyone gather around the table regardless of how inconvenient
their schedules might be.

Since her death, Bob had barely bothered. The decorations
remained packed away in the attic. He usually spent Christmas
morning alone, exchanged a few phone calls, and occasionally
accepted an invitation to dinner from a neighbor. But the house was
still large enough for everyone.
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The boys' old bedrooms remained upstairs, though one had
become a guest room and the other held boxes of things Bob had
never quite gotten around to sorting. There was plenty of space for
grandchildren, suitcases, toys, and the delightful chaos that once
made the place feel alive.

He looked at the phone again.

Michael, his younger son, lived even farther away than Daniel.
He was married to Rebecca, and they had two children of their own.
Michael had always been the more easygoing of the brothers, quick
with a joke and usually willing to overlook minor offenses. But over
the years, even his conversations with Bob had become infrequent.

Bob found his number and called.

"Hey, Dad!"

Michael sounded cheerful, though equally surprised.
"Hello, Michael. Got a minute?"

"Sure. What's up?"

"Oh, nothing in particular. Just thought I'd see how you and the
family were doing."

They exchanged the usual pleasantries. Michael told him about
the children, a home improvement project that had taken
considerably longer than expected, and the approaching holiday
season. Bob listened, asking questions and occasionally laughing at
his son's descriptions of domestic life. He was struck by how much
he didn't know.
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The children had developed interests he had never heard about.
Rebecca had taken on new responsibilities at work. Michael
mentioned several family events that had occurred over the past few
months, none of which Bob remembered hearing about. He could
have blamed his son for not keeping him informed. Instead, he
wondered how often he had asked. When the conversation reached a
natural pause, Bob cleared his throat.

"Michael, I've been thinking about Christmas."
"Oh, yeah?"
"Yes. I was wondering what you and Rebecca had planned."

"Nothing major. Probably staying home this year. Traveling with
the kids gets expensive, and everybody's schedules are crazy."

"Well, I had an idea."

"Okay."

"What if you all came here?"
There was a brief silence.

"To your house?"

"Yes. For Christmas. All of you."
Michael laughed.

"Wow. That's a surprise."”

"Is it?"
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"Well, yeah, Dad. You haven't exactly been big on Christmas
gatherings lately."

Bob glanced toward the empty corner of the study where Ellen
used to place a small decorated tree. "No, I suppose I haven't."

Michael hesitated.

"Are you sure you want a house full of people? You know how
noisy the kids can get."

"Michael, I raised you and your brother. I think I can survive a
little noise."

"Fair point."

"And I was thinking Daniel and his family could come too. We
could all spend Christmas together, like we used to."

"That would be something."
"I thought so."

Michael was quiet for a moment. "Honestly, Dad, it sounds great.
But I don't know if we can swing the trip this year. Flights for four
people this close to Christmas are pretty steep."

"Then let me take care of that."
"What do you mean?"

"I mean I'll pay for the tickets. For all of you. And Daniel's family
too, if they're willing."

"Dad, you don't have to do that."
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"I know."
"Seriously, that's a lot of money."

"Michael, I've got more than enough. And I'd rather spend it
bringing my family together than leave it sitting in a bank account."

His son did not answer immediately.
Bob continued.

"I've been thinking about your mother lately. About how much
she loved having everyone here. The house hasn't felt quite right
without all of you."

Michael's voice softened.

"Yeah. Mom really did love Christmas."

"She certainly did."

For a few moments, neither spoke.

Then Michael said, "I think she'd like that, Dad."
Bob felt his throat tighten.

"So do I."

They discussed the possibility of gathering for several days
around Christmas, giving everyone time to settle in rather than
rushing through a single holiday meal. Michael promised to speak
with Rebecca and check the children's school schedule.

Before hanging up, he asked, "You really want to do this?"

62 www.BowWithUnity.com



"Very much."

"Well, okay then. I'll talk to everybody tonight."
"Good. And Michael?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm looking forward to seeing you."

There was a brief pause.

"Me too, Dad."

Bob ended the call and placed the phone on the desk. For a long
while, he sat without moving. He had done something that would
once have seemed entirely out of character. He had invited himself
into one son's life and opened his home to both families without
waiting for someone else to make the arrangements. And now, the
welling tears he felt before came flooding out. For a moment, and
then he composed himself again.

It had required remarkably little effort. A couple of phone calls. A
few honest words. And a willingness to risk hearing that the people
he loved might have other plans. And the tears...the tears were the
hardest part, but filled his heart with a joy he had thought forgotten.

He thought of all the years he had spent waiting for his sons to
demonstrate that they cared about him. He had measured their
affection in telephone calls, visits, and holiday invitations, quietly
keeping score whenever they failed to meet his expectations. Yet he
had rarely considered how his own reluctance to reach out might
have appeared from their side.
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He smiled ruefully. Perhaps the old voice had been right about the
Ego and its fondness for defending its own image. He looked toward
the typewriter. The unfinished page was still waiting.

For the first time that afternoon, however, he felt no particular
urgency to return to it. His thoughts were elsewhere. He imagined
the dining room filled with people again, children racing up and
down the stairs, suitcases piled in the hallway, and the familiar
arguments over who would sit where at Christmas dinner.

He imagined hearing Daniel and Michael laughing together in the
kitchen. He imagined the grandchildren discovering the creek behind
the house and the bicycle path that wound through the woods. And,
inevitably, he imagined Ellen standing among them, smiling at the
commotion she had always loved. The thought again brought tears to
his eyes. He let them come. Then he wiped his face, rose from the
chair, and walked into the hallway.

At the foot of the stairs, he looked upward toward the rooms that
had stood mostly empty for years. There would be sheets to wash,
beds to prepare, groceries to buy, and perhaps even a Christmas tree
to put up. He had almost forgotten how much work it took to fill a
house with family. For once, the prospect delighted him.

He returned to the study and glanced at the typewriter.
"Well," he said aloud, "I suppose that counts as doing something."

The room offered no reply. He smiled, and was beginning to
discover that not every worthwhile conversation required a
mysterious voice in his head. Sometimes, it seemed, all he had to do
was pick up the telephone.
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The days leading up to Christmas had brought a welcome change
to Bob's life. The writing was flowing again, and the house was
gradually coming alive. The weeks passed with a speed that
surprised Bob.

After months of quiet routine, his days had suddenly become full
again. The old typewriter clattered away each morning, sometimes
for hours at a time, as words appeared on the page with an ease he
had not experienced in years. Whatever had been troubling him
about the manuscript seemed to have resolved itself, though he
couldn't have explained exactly how.

Ideas came to him while shaving, while making coffee, and
especially during his morning walks along the creek. Sometimes he
returned from breakfast so eager to get to his desk that he barely
remembered to hang up his coat. It was as though some long-
neglected part of his imagination had awakened and was making up
for lost time. He found the experience exhilarating.

But the writing was no longer the only thing occupying his
thoughts. Christmas was coming. Both sons had accepted his
invitation, and after several telephone calls and a fair amount of
arranging, the travel plans were settled. Daniel and Sarah would
arrive with Emily and Josh, and Michael and Rebecca would follow
with their two children. For the first time in years, the house would
be filled with the sounds of family.

Bob had paid for their travel without further discussion. When
Daniel protested, Bob simply told him that the arrangements had
already been made and that arguing about money was a poor way to
begin a family holiday. He was rather pleased with himself for that.
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The house, however, required considerably more attention than he
had anticipated. He began by opening the attic. The Christmas
decorations were stored in a collection of cardboard boxes and
plastic containers, most of them labeled in Ellen's careful
handwriting. Bob carried them downstairs one at a time,
occasionally stopping to catch his breath and wonder how two
people had managed to accumulate so many ornaments.

There were strings of lights, artificial garlands, wreaths,
stockings, candles, and an assortment of small ceramic figures that
Ellen had arranged throughout the house every December. At the
bottom of one box, wrapped in tissue paper, he discovered the little
wooden angel that had always stood atop their Christmas tree.

One wing had been repaired with glue. He remembered Michael
knocking it from the tree when he was small, then attempting to hide
the evidence behind the sofa. Ellen had found the broken angel,
repaired it, and returned it to its place without making much of the
incident. Bob held it for a moment, smiling. He wondered what
Michael would remember about that Christmas. He set the angel
carefully aside.

Over the next several days, the decorations gradually returned to
their familiar places. A wreath appeared on the front door. Garland
wound along the staircase railing. The mantel filled with candles and
little figures of snow-covered houses, and the windows glowed with
warm white lights each evening.

Bob purchased a fresh Christmas tree and had it delivered to the
living room. Decorating it took the better part of an afternoon. He
had forgotten how many ornaments carried their own small histories.
There were handmade decorations from the boys' school years, glass
balls purchased during family vacations, and a collection of little
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wooden animals Ellen had acquired from a Christmas market during
one of their rare trips abroad.

He hung them carefully, often pausing to remember the
circumstances surrounding each one. The house began to look like
itself again. Or perhaps, he thought, like a version of itself he had
nearly forgotten. He arranged for the guest rooms to be thoroughly
cleaned, replaced several worn pillows, and purchased fresh towels
for the upstairs bathrooms. Miguel helped him carry an extra bed
into one of the rooms, and Bob made certain there would be enough
blankets for everyone. He even had the windows washed. The irony
of that was not lost on him.

When the cleaner finished the large picture window in his study,
Bob stood looking through the glass and remembered the afternoon
Daniel's soccer ball had shattered its predecessor. He smiled faintly.
Some things, he was discovering, became easier to remember when
he stopped insisting that he had been right.

The kitchen presented another challenge. Ellen had been an
extraordinary hostess, capable of preparing a holiday meal for a
dozen people while somehow making the entire affair appear
effortless. Bob knew better than to attempt to reproduce her
achievement. He had spent enough of his life distracted by
obligations while his family waited for his attention. He wasn't about
to repeat the mistake by spending Christmas in the kitchen. So he
arranged to have the meals catered.

A local company would deliver everything necessary for
Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, including the dishes Ellen had
traditionally served. Bob even ordered a generous assortment of
desserts, remembering how the boys had once competed over the last
slice of pecan pie. There would be no elaborate cooking schedule, no
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frantic shopping on Christmas morning, and no hours spent washing
dishes while everyone else gathered in the living room. He wanted
the time to belong to the family. He had missed too much of it
already.

A week before their arrival, Bob drove to a large department store
to purchase a few remaining gifts and household necessities. He had
already ordered most of the presents, but there were always little
things he remembered at the last minute. The store was crowded
with holiday shoppers. Christmas music drifted from the overhead
speakers, and the aisles were filled with people pushing carts,
comparing prices, searching for particular items, and occasionally
looking as though they regretted having left their homes.

Bob moved through the store at a leisurely pace. He selected a
few games for the grandchildren, extra batteries, wrapping paper,
and several small gifts he thought the boys and their wives might
enjoy. He added a box of chocolates for Maggie at the restaurant and
a gift card for Miguel, who had helped him considerably with the
preparations. By the time he reached the checkout lanes, his cart was
comfortably full.

He joined a line behind a woman with two shopping carts. One
contained groceries, including a turkey, potatoes, vegetables, milk,
bread, and an assortment of things that suggested a large family
meal. The other held Christmas gifts, wrapping paper, toys,
children's clothing, and several household items.

The woman appeared to be in her early forties. She wore a dark
winter coat and had pulled her hair back hurriedly, leaving a few
loose strands around her face. She looked tired, but she had arranged
the contents of her carts carefully, placing the gifts together and
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keeping the groceries separate. Bob watched as the cashier scanned
the items.

The woman glanced occasionally at the growing total on the
register, then looked away. When the last item had been scanned, she
reached into her purse and withdrew a debit card. The cashier
announced the total. The woman inserted the card into the payment
terminal.

A moment passed.

Then the machine beeped.

The cashier looked at the screen.

"I'm sorry, ma'am. It says insufficient funds."
The woman blinked. "Oh. That can't be right."

She tried the card again. The same message appeared. For a
moment, she stood perfectly still. Then she opened her purse and
began searching through its contents. She removed a wallet, a small
notebook, a handful of receipts, and several loose coins. She checked
one compartment, then another, her movements growing
increasingly hurried.

"I thought there was enough," she said quietly.

The cashier waited. The woman pulled out another card, studied
it, and then returned it to her wallet without attempting to use it. "I'm
sorry," she whispered.

Bob noticed her hands trembling. There was something about her
expression that troubled him. He had seen people discover they had
forgotten a wallet or brought the wrong card. Usually there was
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embarrassment, perhaps a little irritation, followed by an explanation
or a joke. But this woman did not look merely embarrassed. She
looked defeated.

Her eyes moved over the groceries, then the gifts, and finally the
total on the screen. Bob watched her face change as she seemed to
calculate what could be returned and what would have to be left
behind. She reached toward a toy near the end of the counter.

"Maybe if we take some things off." she said.
The cashier nodded sympathetically. "Of course."

The woman picked up the toy, then hesitated. It was a small
boxed train set. She stared at it for a moment, and Bob saw her
swallow hard. Something in that hesitation caught him. He could not
know what was happening in her life. He knew nothing about her
family, her finances, or the circumstances that had brought her to this
checkout lane. But he recognized the expression of someone trying
desperately to hold herself together in public.

Before she could set the toy aside, Bob stepped forward.
"Excuse me," he said gently.

The woman turned. "Would you mind if I took care of that?"
She looked confused. "What?"

"Your groceries. And the gifts."

"Oh, no. I couldn't let you do that."

Bob smiled. "Well, I was hoping you would."
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He reached past the edge of the cart and held his credit card
against the terminal. The payment went through. The cashier looked
up, surprised.

"You're all set."

The woman stared at the screen. Then at Bob. For several
seconds, she seemed unable to speak. "I don't understand," she
finally managed.

Bob returned the card to his wallet. "Merry Christmas."
Her eyes filled with tears. "Sir, I can't—"

"There's nothing to worry about."

"But it's so much money."

Bob glanced at the two carts. "Looks to me like you've got a
Christmas to put together."

The woman pressed her lips together, struggling to maintain her
composure. "I don't know what to say."

"Then don't say anything. Just enjoy your holiday."

A tear slipped down her cheek. She wiped it away quickly,
looking embarrassed.

"I'm sorry. It's just been..." She stopped and shook her head.

Bob waited, but he did not ask her to explain. Whatever had
brought her to that moment belonged to her, and he had no wish to
make her recount her troubles in front of a line of strangers.
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She looked down at the little train set. "My youngest has been
talking about this for weeks," she said softly.

Bob smiled. "Then I hope he enjoys it."
The woman laughed through her tears. "He will."

She reached for his hand and held it between both of hers. "Thank
you. You have no idea what this means."

Bob felt an unexpected warmth in his chest. "You're very
welcome."

She squeezed his hand once more before turning to gather her
bags. The cashier helped her load the carts, and Bob stepped aside to
give them room. Just before leaving, the woman looked back.

"Merry Christmas," she said.
Bob smiled. "Merry Christmas to you, too."

He watched her push the carts toward the exit. For a moment, he
wondered about the circumstances that had led her there. Had she
recently lost her job? Was someone in her family ill? Had an
unexpected expense emptied her account? Or had she simply
miscalculated what she could afford? He would never know. And he
realized he didn't need to.

The cashier began scanning his purchases. "That was a very kind
thing you did," she said.

Bob shrugged. "Seemed like the right thing at the time."

"Not many people would have done that."

72 www.BowWithUnity.com



He considered her remark. Perhaps she was right. But as he stood
there, he became aware of something curious. He had not felt the
need to weigh the woman's worthiness, question her choices, or
determine whether she had been responsible with her money. He had
not asked whether she had a job or why she was buying gifts she
apparently couldn't afford. He had simply seen someone in distress
and found himself in a position to help. And for once, he had acted
before his thoughts could organize themselves into objections.

The cashier handed him his receipt. "Have a wonderful
Christmas."

"You too." He gathered his bags and headed toward the parking
lot.

Outside, the air was cold and crisp. A pale winter sun hung above
the buildings, and a light breeze carried the smell of distant
woodsmoke across the pavement. Bob loaded his purchases into the
car and sat behind the wheel for a moment before starting the engine.

He thought about the woman's face when the payment had been
declined. Then he remembered the way it had changed when she
realized she could take everything home. He smiled. It was a small
thing, perhaps, in the larger course of a life. He would probably
never see her again. She might forget his face before the week was
over. But somewhere, a little boy would open a train set on
Christmas morning. And Bob found that thought immensely
satisfying.

During the drive home, he caught himself wondering what the
mysterious voice might have said about the encounter. He almost
asked. Then he laughed.
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"Never mind," he said aloud. "I think I can figure this one out
myself." The car remained reassuringly silent.

The following days were filled with final preparations. Bob
checked the travel arrangements, confirmed the catering order, and
made certain the guest rooms were ready. He stocked the refrigerator
with drinks and snacks, purchased a ridiculous quantity of hot
chocolate, and arranged a collection of board games on the living
room shelves.

He also found the old box of family photographs. For an entire
afternoon, he sat on the floor beside the coffee table, sorting through
pictures of wvacations, birthdays, school events, and Christmas
mornings long past. There was Daniel missing his two front teeth,
proudly holding a new bicycle. Michael asleep beneath the
Christmas tree, surrounded by torn wrapping paper. Ellen laughing
in the kitchen with flour on her cheek.

And there was Bob himself, younger and thinner, sitting on the
sofa with both boys climbing over him. He stared at that photograph
for a long while. He remembered the afternoon, though not what had
made everyone laugh. He placed it on the mantel beside Ellen's
portrait. Perhaps the boys would remember.

The writing continued, too.

Each morning, before turning his attention to the preparations,
Bob spent several hours at the typewriter. The words seemed to
come more readily than ever, and he often found himself working
with a quiet satisfaction that had been absent from his life for years.
He no longer worried about finishing quickly. The manuscript could
wait when necessary. There were other things worth doing.
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Two days before the family was due to arrive, everything was
finally ready. The beds were made, the bathrooms stocked, and the
tree stood glowing in the corner of the living room. The caterer had
confirmed the delivery schedule, and both sons had called to say
they were looking forward to the trip. Bob had even purchased a few
extra gifts, just in case.

That evening, after a light supper, he turned off the kitchen lights
and wandered into the living room. The house was quiet. But it was
a different kind of quiet from the one he had grown accustomed to.
For three years, the silence had seemed to settle over everything,
filling the empty rooms with reminders of the people who were no
longer there.

Tonight, the silence felt temporary. There were bedrooms waiting
for children, presents beneath the tree, and a dining table that would
soon be crowded with people who shared his name, his history, and
memories he was only beginning to appreciate. He switched on the
tree lights and stood admiring them. Ellen would have approved. At
least, he hoped so.

He had never been particularly skilled at arranging ornaments,
and the upper branches looked a little crowded. But the wooden
angel stood proudly at the top, its repaired wing catching the warm
light. Bob smiled.

"Not bad, Ellen," he murmured. "Not bad at all."
He turned toward the fireplace.

A small fire had been burning since late afternoon, and the room
was comfortably warm. He added another log, adjusted it with the
poker, and watched the flames curl around the fresh wood. The fire
crackled softly. Outside, the winter evening had settled over the
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neighborhood. The front windows reflected the Christmas tree, the
mantel decorations, and the familiar furniture of a room that had
witnessed so many years of family life.

Bob lowered himself into his favorite armchair. He stretched his
legs toward the hearth and rested his hands on the arms of the chair.
For once, there was nothing he needed to do. No manuscript
demanded his attention. No deadline waited. No urgent phone call
needed returning. The preparations were complete, and the people he
loved would soon be coming home.

He thought briefly of the woman at the store, hoping her
Christmas would be a happy one. Then he thought of Daniel and
Michael, and the children who would soon be racing through the
house. He imagined the laughter, the conversation, and the happy
confusion of having everyone together again.

The fire settled around the new log, sending a small shower of
sparks upward. Bob watched the flames dance. A feeling of
contentment spread through him, so unfamiliar after the past several
years that he almost wondered what to make of it.

He wasn't thinking about what he had lost. He wasn't angry with
anyone. He wasn't even thinking about what he might say when his
sons arrived. He was simply looking forward to seeing them.

Bob leaned back, closed his eyes for a moment, and listened to
the gentle crackling of the fire. For the first time in a very long
while, he felt completely at peace.

Then, as if on cue, a voice entered his head. “I’m proud of us
Bob.” Sitting up in his chair, he didn’t have an answer. He even
wondered if the voice was his own thoughts as he was drifting off
into his silent mind.
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“Hello?”

Nothing.
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Chapter Four:
Coming Home Again

The silence of the house had become so familiar that Bob could
distinguish its smallest sounds. The soft ticking of the grandfather
clock in the hallway, the occasional settling of the wooden floors,
and the sudden cracking of ice dropping into the refrigerator's
dispenser were all part of the quiet companionship he had grown
accustomed to. That silence ended at precisely eleven seventeen on
the morning Daniel and his family arrived.

The front door opened to a chorus of greetings, rolling suitcases,
and children's voices that seemed to fill every room at once.

"Grandpa!"

Emily came through the doorway first, followed closely by Josh,
who was dragging a suitcase nearly as large as himself. Bob barely
had time to set down his coffee before Emily threw her arms around
him.

"Well, hello there, young lady!"

She hugged him enthusiastically, then stepped back to inspect
him. "You look different."

"Do I[?"
"Your hair's whiter."

Bob laughed. "That's what happens when you get old. Everything
starts losing its color."
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Josh abandoned his suitcase and approached with considerably
more restraint. "Hi, Grandpa."

"Hello, Josh. Come here and give your old grandfather a hug."

The boy obliged, though he seemed anxious to escape and
investigate the house. Daniel entered carrying two overnight bags,
with Sarah following behind him. "Merry Christmas, Dad."

Bob embraced his son. It was a little awkward at first, the sort of
embrace shared by men who had grown accustomed to expressing
affection through handshakes and occasional pats on the shoulder.
But Bob held on a moment longer than usual.

"I'm glad you're here, son."
Daniel smiled. "Good to be here."

Sarah gave Bob a warm hug and thanked him again for arranging
their travel.

"Nonsense," Bob replied. "I'm just happy to have everybody
under one roof."

Emily had already discovered the Christmas tree.
"Grandpa! You have so many presents!"

"Well, some of those might even be for you."
"Really?"

"Possibly. We'll have to see."
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Josh was studying the old ornaments, and Bob watched with
amusement as the boy pointed toward a little wooden airplane
hanging near the bottom of the tree.

"What's that?"

"Your father made that when he was about your age."

Josh looked at Daniel. "You made that?"

Daniel leaned closer. "Wow. I haven't seen that thing in years."
"Your mother kept everything," Bob said.

Daniel smiled, touching the ornament gently. "Yeah. She sure
did."

For a brief moment, father and son stood together looking at the
little wooden airplane. Then Emily announced that she had
discovered the upstairs bedrooms, and the moment dissolved into the
happy confusion of unpacking. By midafternoon, the second family
arrived.

Michael came through the door with Rebecca and their two
children, Lucas and Sophie, accompanied by enough luggage to
suggest they were planning to spend the winter.

"Anybody home?" Michael called.
Bob appeared from the kitchen. "Only the people who live here!"
Michael laughed and embraced him.

"Hey, Dad."
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"Hello, son."

Bob held him close for a moment. Michael seemed surprised, but
he returned the embrace warmly.

"It's really good to see you," Bob said.
"You too, Dad."

Within minutes, the four grandchildren had found one another,
and the house became a remarkable collection of running feet,
laughter, excited conversations, and adults calling instructions that
nobody appeared to hear. Suitcases accumulated in the hallway.
Coats were draped over chairs. Someone wanted a drink. Someone
else needed the bathroom. A disagreement developed over which
children would sleep in which room, and Bob found himself
standing in the middle of the commotion with a smile he could not
suppress.

He had forgotten how wonderfully disorderly family life could
be. For three years, the house had remained almost exactly as he left
it each morning. Now, within half an hour, it looked as though a
small traveling circus had taken up residence. And Bob loved every
minute of it.

The afternoon passed in a blur of unpacking, exploring, and
catching up. The children discovered the back deck, the wooded
creek beyond the yard, and the bicycle path that wound toward town.
Bob promised to take them walking when the weather permitted.
Daniel and Michael wandered through the house, occasionally
stopping to examine something they remembered from childhood.

"Hey, Dad," Michael called from the hallway. "You still have that
old clock?"
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"Of course I do."
"Does it still chime every hour?"
"Every single one."

Michael grinned. "I used to hate that thing when I was trying to
sleep."

"Your mother loved it."
"I know. That's why nobody was allowed to turn it oft."

They laughed. Bob noticed how easily the boys fell into their old
habits when they were together. Daniel still spoke with the practical
certainty of an older brother, while Michael had lost none of his
talent for finding humor in almost anything. For a while, it was easy
to imagine that the years between their childhood and the present
had simply disappeared.

The evening meal arrived precisely as arranged. Bob had ordered
enough food to feed a small army, and the dining room table was
soon covered with serving dishes, baskets of bread, and an
assortment of things that delighted the grandchildren. Sarah looked
around appreciatively.

"Bob, this is wonderful. You really didn't have to go to all this
trouble."

"That's precisely why I hired somebody else to do it," he replied.
Rebecca laughed.

"Smart man."
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"I've spent enough Christmases watching your mother work
herself to exhaustion while the rest of us enjoyed ourselves. I
thought this year we'd all enjoy ourselves."

Daniel looked at him. "Mom did love putting on a big Christmas."

"She did," Bob said. "Though I suspect she might have
appreciated a little more help."

The remark was offered lightly, but Daniel seemed to notice
something beneath it.

He nodded.
"Probably."

They gathered around the table, and for the next hour the room
was filled with overlapping conversations, requests to pass the
potatoes, stories from school, and the occasional reminder that
elbows did not belong in the mashed potatoes. Bob sat at the head of
the table, watching his family.

There had been a time when such gatherings felt like obligations
squeezed between more important commitments. He remembered
checking his watch during holiday meals, thinking about an
unfinished chapter or an approaching deadline. Tonight, he could
think of nowhere else he would rather be.

After dinner, the children scattered into the living room, where a
collection of board games quickly turned into a noisy tournament.
The adults remained at the table with coffee. Conversation moved
easily from one subject to another. They discussed the children's
schools, the weather, travel, and the various peculiarities of their
neighborhoods.
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Daniel spoke about a recent project at work and the possibility of
expanding his responsibilities in the coming year.

"Things are going well, then?" Bob asked.
"Really well, actually. We're busier than we've ever been."

Sarah smiled. "He's being modest. They just gave him another
promotion."

"Well, congratulations!" Bob said.
"Thanks, Dad."

"Does that mean you're finally making enough money to buy your
father dinner?"

Daniel laughed. "I think I can manage that."

They talked about Daniel's house, which Bob remembered from a
visit several years earlier. It was a pleasant place in a good
neighborhood, though not especially large.

"We're practically living on top of each other these days," Sarah
said. "Emily's getting older and wants her own space, and Josh has
managed to turn the living room into a soccer equipment
warehouse."

"He's serious about the game," Daniel added.
"Good for him," Bob said.

"Yeah. We'd love to find a bigger place eventually, but the prices
around us are ridiculous."
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"Especially with interest rates where they are," Sarah said.

Daniel shrugged. "We're fine where we are for now. Just a little
crowded."

Bob nodded.

He was pleased to hear that Daniel was doing well. His oldest son
had always been careful with money and deliberate about his
decisions. He seemed to have built a stable life, and Bob felt a quiet
pride in seeing the man he had become.

Michael, meanwhile, had grown unusually quiet. He sat with his
coffee, listening to the conversation and occasionally offering a joke,
but Bob noticed that he said very little about his own work. When
Daniel asked how things were going back home, Michael gave a
vague answer.

"Oh, you know. Same old circus."
"Still busy?" Daniel asked.
"Busy enough."

Rebecca glanced at him. Bob noticed the look, though he couldn't
quite interpret it.

"How's the economy out your way?" he asked.
Michael gave a short laugh.
"Depends who you ask."

"That bad?"
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"Well, let's just say the Chamber of Commerce isn't putting the
whole story in its brochures."

Daniel leaned back. "I've heard some companies are pulling out
of that area."

"Yeah," Michael said. "A few."
Rebecca stirred her coffee. "More than a few."
Michael looked at her.

She continued. "Half the businesses downtown have closed. The
industrial park is practically empty, and the big distribution center
laid off another round of people last month."

"That's terrible," Sarah said.

"It is," Rebecca replied. "And the businesses that are left are
cutting hours or freezing hiring."

Bob looked toward Michael. "Is your company affected?"
Michael hesitated. "Some."
"How much is some?"

"Oh, Dad, you know how these things go. Everybody's tightening
their belts."

He smiled, but the expression didn't quite reach his eyes. Bob
recognized the evasion. He had used similar answers himself during
difficult periods in his career, particularly when a book wasn't selling
as well as expected or a publisher had begun asking uncomfortable
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questions. He decided not to press. Instead, he asked Rebecca about
her work.

"Daniel mentioned you got a promotion recently."
Rebecca gave a tired smile. "Yes. About six months ago."
"Well, congratulations."

"Thank you."

"Enjoying the new position?"

She laughed, though there was little amusement in it. "That's one
way to describe it."

Michael glanced at her. "Becky works for a man who thinks every
problem can be solved by making everybody else miserable."

"Michael," she said.

"What? It's true."

Rebecca sighed. "My new boss is difficult. That's all."
"Difficult how?" Sarah asked.

"He changes expectations every week. He wants results without
giving anyone the resources to produce them, and then he blames the
staff when things go wrong."

"Sounds familiar," Daniel said.

"It's gotten worse lately," Rebecca continued. "They're losing
accounts, and everybody's afraid of being next."
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Bob studied her. "Next?"

She looked down at her coffee. "Let go."

The conversation quieted.

"I thought you were promoted," Bob said.

"I was. But that doesn't seem to mean much anymore."

Michael shifted in his chair. "Let's not spend Christmas talking
about work."

Rebecca nodded quickly. "He's right. I'm sorry. It's just been a
stressful few months."

Sarah reached across the table and touched her hand. "No need to
apologize."

The conversation moved on, but Bob found himself thinking
about what had been said. Something was wrong. He couldn't have
identified precisely what it was, and he certainly had no wish to
interrogate his son during their first evening together. But there was
a tension between Michael and Rebecca that he had not noticed
before. They were affectionate toward one another, and they laughed
easily with the rest of the family. Yet every mention of money or
employment seemed to produce a small, almost imperceptible
change in their expressions.

Later that evening, Bob found himself in the kitchen with
Michael while the others were watching a Christmas movie. His son
was rinsing coffee cups and placing them in the dishwasher.

"Leave those," Bob said. "I'll get them."
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"Don't worry about it, Dad. I can manage a few cups."

Bob leaned against the counter. "It's good having everybody
here."

"Yeah. It's been a long time."
"Too long."
Michael nodded.

Bob watched him for a moment. "Everything all right with you,
son?"

Michael kept his attention on the dishwasher. "Sure. Why?"
"Oh, nothing. Just asking."

"Everything's fine."

Bob waited. Michael straightened and closed the dishwasher.
"Well, you know. Life."

"Yes," Bob said. "I know a little about that."

Michael smiled faintly. "Don't we all?"

For a moment, Bob considered asking directly about the situation
at work. But he remembered how he had felt when his own father
questioned him about money during the early years of his writing
career. Even innocent questions had sounded like accusations when
he was already worried about providing for his family. So he
changed the subject.
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"Your mother used to say Christmas was the one time of year
when everybody ought to be able to forget their troubles for a little
while."

Michael looked toward the living room, where the children were
laughing at something on the television. "She was pretty good at
making that happen."

"She was."
Michael rested a hand on the counter. "I miss her, Dad."
Bob felt a familiar ache. "So do I, son."

They stood quietly for a moment. Then Michael smiled. "She'd be
amazed you got all those decorations up by yourself."

Bob laughed. "I'll have you know I managed quite well."
"Did you find the box with the tangled lights?"
"Unfortunately."

"How long did it take?"

"Longer than I care to admit."

Michael laughed, and the sound was so much like the boy Bob
remembered that he found himself laughing too. They returned to the
living room together. The next day brought more festivities. Bob
took the grandchildren along the creek path after breakfast,
accompanied by Daniel and Michael. The children raced ahead,
stopping to examine fallen leaves, unusual stones, and the occasional
squirrel. Josh brought a soccer ball, and before long the boys were
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passing it back and forth along an open stretch of grass beside the
trail.

Bob watched with delight. At one point, Josh kicked the ball too
hard, sending it bouncing toward a small wooden sign near the path.

Daniel called out sharply. "Josh! Watch where you're kicking that
thing!"

The boy stopped. Bob looked at his son. For a moment, he saw
himself standing in the front yard decades earlier, furious over a
broken window. He almost laughed at the strange familiarity of it.

Daniel retrieved the ball and handed it back to Josh.
"Just be careful, okay?"

"Okay, Dad."

The boy ran off again. Bob walked beside Daniel.

"You know," he said, "you and your brother once broke the big
window in my study with a soccer ball."

Daniel laughed.

"Oh, I remember."

"Do you?"

"Of course. You were furious."

Bob nodded. "I certainly was."

"You grounded us for a week."
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"Did 17"

"Yep."

Bob shook his head. "I suppose I overreacted."
Daniel glanced at him. "Maybe a little."

They walked several steps in silence. Then Bob said, "I'm sorry
about that."

Daniel looked surprised. "For the window?"
"For getting so angry."

His son studied him for a moment. "That was a long time ago,
Dad."

"I know."
Daniel smiled. "It's okay."

Bob nodded, though he suspected the memory had meant more to
both of them than either cared to say. They continued walking. By
the time they returned home, the children were hungry, the adults
were ready for coffee, and the house had once again become a
cheerful jumble of voices and activity.

Throughout the day, Bob found himself noticing little things.
Daniel and Sarah moved through life with the relaxed confidence of
people whose plans were generally working out. They spoke
casually about upcoming vacations, improvements to their home,
and the children's activities. Michael and Rebecca seemed happy
enough when the conversation concerned the family, but they grew
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quiet whenever future plans were mentioned. At one point, Sarah
asked whether they were considering a summer vacation.

Rebecca hesitated. "We haven't really thought that far ahead."
Michael added, "Probably staying close to home this year."
"Sometimes that's the best kind," Bob offered.

Michael smiled gratefully. Later, while helping Rebecca carry a
few things into the kitchen, Bob heard her phone ring. She glanced at
the screen and frowned.

"Excuse me," she said.

She stepped into the hallway, speaking in a low voice. Bob
couldn't hear much, nor did he try to listen. But when she returned
several minutes later, her expression had changed.

"Everything all right?" he asked.
"Work," she replied.
"On Christmas vacation?"

She gave a weary laugh. "Apparently Christmas doesn't apply to
everybody."

She returned to the living room, where Michael looked up at her
with an expression Bob could not mistake. Concern. Not the
ordinary annoyance of someone interrupted by a demanding
employer, but something deeper.

Bob began putting pieces together. Michael had been vague about
his job. Rebecca's promotion had become a source of anxiety rather
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than satisfaction. Their local economy was struggling, businesses
were closing, and the two of them seemed unusually careful
whenever money entered the conversation. He wondered whether
Michael was still employed at all. The possibility troubled him.

His younger son had always been proud of supporting his family.
If he had lost his job, Bob could easily imagine him keeping the
news to himself, particularly when speaking to a father whose own
financial success had once been a constant presence in their
relationship. He remembered how often he had offered advice
instead of sympathy. How many times had he responded to a
problem by explaining what someone ought to have done
differently?

Perhaps Michael had good reason to keep his troubles private.
Bob decided to wait. There would be time to talk. And perhaps, if he
made himself available without demanding explanations, his son
would eventually tell him what was happening.

The evening unfolded pleasantly. The children opened a few early
gifts, played games, and argued cheerfully about whose turn it was
to choose the next Christmas movie. The adults gathered around the
fireplace, sharing stories that grew increasingly entertaining as old
memories were corrected, disputed, and embellished.

Daniel told a story about Michael sneaking out of the house as a
teenager. Michael retaliated with an account of Daniel borrowing the
family car without permission. Sarah and Rebecca laughed as the
brothers argued over the details.

Bob listened, delighted. He had forgotten some of the incidents
entirely, while others returned with surprising clarity. For the first
time in years, the family was telling its stories together. And Bob
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was discovering that the same events could sound remarkably
different depending upon who remembered them. By ten o'clock, the
younger children were beginning to fall asleep on the sofas. Their
parents gathered them up and started the familiar procession toward
the upstairs bedrooms.

There were requests for water, missing pajamas, arguments about
sleeping arrangements, and the inevitable discovery that someone
had left a favorite stuffed animal downstairs. Bob stood at the foot of
the stairs, watching the commotion.

"Goodnight, Grandpa!" Sophie called.

"Goodnight, sweetheart."

"Are we going walking again tomorrow?"

"If the weather's good."

"Promise?"

"I promise."

Josh appeared behind her. "Can we bring the soccer ball?"

Bob laughed. "Absolutely. Just keep it away from the windows."

Daniel looked down from the landing and smiled. "I remember
that rule."

"So do I," Bob replied.

Eventually, the children were settled, and the house began to
quiet. Bob turned off the downstairs lights, leaving the Christmas
tree glowing softly in the corner of the living room. The fire had
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burned down to a bed of red embers, and the grandfather clock
announced the hour with its familiar chime.

He stood for a moment, looking around. The room was scattered
with evidence of the day's activities. A board game remained on the
coffee table. A child's sweater hung over the arm of a chair. Several
empty mugs waited to be carried into the kitchen. Ordinarily, Bob
would have tidied everything before going to bed. Tonight, he left it
alone. He liked the sight of it. He liked knowing that the house was
no longer empty.

Upstairs, he could hear the muffled sounds of his family settling
in for the night. A door closed. Someone laughed softly. Water ran
briefly in one of the bathrooms. Bob climbed the stairs and walked
down the hallway toward his bedroom. As he passed the guest
rooms, he noticed a thin line of light beneath Michael and Rebecca's
door.

Their voices were low, too quiet for him to make out the words.
He continued past without stopping. Whatever was troubling them,
he hoped they would eventually feel comfortable enough to tell him.
He entered his bedroom, closed the door, and began getting ready for
bed. He hung his clothes in the closet, washed his face, and changed
into his pajamas. Then he sat on the edge of the mattress and looked
toward the photograph of Ellen on the dresser.

"Well, sweetheart," he said quietly, "we got them all home."
He smiled.
"I think you'd be pleased."

For a moment, he imagined her sitting beside him, asking whether
the children had eaten enough and reminding him to make sure
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everyone had extra blankets. He missed her. But tonight, the feeling
was gentler than it had been in years. He glanced toward the
bedroom door, beyond which his sons and their families were
sleeping beneath the same roof. He was happy they were there. And
beneath that happiness lay a growing concern for Michael, a sense
that something important remained unsaid. Bob reached for the lamp
beside his bed, then paused. He would not force the conversation.
Tomorrow was another day.

He turned down the covers and prepared to climb into bed. Just
then, the familiar voice spoke quietly within his mind.

“We’re almost there.”
Bob paused, one hand resting on the covers.
Almost where? he wondered.

He considered asking, but exhaustion had already begun to
overtake him. Before he could decide whether the words deserved a
reply—or even what they meant—he drifted peacefully into sleep.
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Chapter Five:
Room For Everyone

Bob awoke to the sound of footsteps running along the upstairs

hallway. For a moment, he lay beneath the covers, trying to
remember why there were children in his house. Then he heard a
burst of laughter, followed by a woman's voice calling for someone
to stop running before they fell down the stairs.

He smiled.
Christmas.

He looked up through the skylight above his bed. The morning
sky was pale blue, and the bare branches of the trees moved gently in
the breeze. For years, he had awakened to the quiet of an empty
house. This morning, he could hear doors opening and closing, water
running in the bathrooms, and the muffled voices of people
beginning their day. It was a wonderful sound.

He sat up and reached for his slippers. As he dressed, he
remembered the peculiar words that had entered his mind the
previous evening.

We're almost there.
Almost where?

He had been too tired to think about it then, and now, in the
cheerful commotion of the morning, the words seemed strangely
remote. Perhaps they would make sense eventually. He had learned
that trying to force an explanation from the voice was usually a
waste of time.
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Downstairs, he found Daniel standing in the kitchen making
coffee.

"Morning, Dad."

"Good morning, son."

"Hope the kids didn't wake you."
"They did, actually."

"Sorry about that."

"Don't be. I was beginning to think I'd forgotten what children
sounded like."

Daniel laughed. "Give it a few more days. You'll remember why
people enjoy having a quiet house."

"I doubt that."
Bob poured himself a cup of coffee. "Everybody getting ready?"

"Mostly. What's the plan for breakfast? We can cook something
here if you want."

"Absolutely not."

Daniel raised an eyebrow. "Absolutely not?"
"I have made arrangements."
"Arrangements?"

"Yes. We're all going into town."
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Daniel looked amused. "Dad, there are ten of us."
"I'm aware of that."

"Getting everybody ready could take an hour."
"Then we'd better get started."

Bob took a sip of coffee and smiled. "I've been planning this for a
week."

By nine o'clock, the household had assembled in the front
hallway. There was considerable discussion about coats, gloves, and
whether the younger children needed hats. Josh insisted he wasn't
cold. Sarah insisted he would be. Sophie couldn't find one of her
mittens, which was eventually discovered inside a shoe.

Bob watched the preparations with quiet amusement. When
everyone was finally ready, he opened the front door and announced
that they would be walking.

"Walking?" Michael asked.

"Yes. It's not far."

"How far is not far?"

"Far enough to work up an appetite."

Michael glanced at Rebecca. "He's becoming mysterious in his
old age."

"Becoming?" Daniel replied.
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Bob laughed and led the way. The morning air was brisk, but the
sun had already begun warming the pavement. They followed the
path beside the house, passing through the trees toward the creek.
The children immediately moved ahead, excited by the prospect of
exploring somewhere new.

Bob walked with his sons while Sarah and Rebecca followed at a
more leisurely pace, occasionally calling reminders to the children to
stay within sight. The creek moved quietly beside them, its surface
reflecting the pale winter sky. Fallen leaves gathered along the
banks, and the bare branches overhead formed a delicate pattern
against the sunlight.

Bob had walked this path hundreds of times. But he had never
seen it quite like this. Emily stopped to examine a cluster of stones
along the water's edge. Lucas and Josh argued over whether a fallen
branch could be used as a bridge. Sophie wanted to know if fish
lived in the creek during winter. Every few minutes, someone called
for Grandpa to come and look at something.

And every time, he did. He had forgotten how much of childhood
consisted of discovering ordinary things as though they had never
existed before. At one point, Daniel fell into step beside him.

"Nice trail, Dad."

"It is."

"You walk this every morning?"
"Most mornings."

"All the way into town?"
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"Usually."

Daniel looked around. "I can see why."
Bob nodded. "It gives me time to think."
"About your writing?"

"Sometimes."

"How's that going, anyway?"

"Better than it has in years."

"That's good. I'm glad you're back at it."
Bob glanced at his son. "So am 1."

They walked in comfortable silence for a while. When they
reached the edge of town, the children began asking where they were

going.
"You'll see," Bob told them.

A few minutes later, he led the family toward the little café where
he had eaten breakfast so many mornings since Ellen's death.
Maggie was waiting near the entrance. The moment she saw him,
her face brightened.

"Well, look who's here!"
"Good morning, Maggie."
"And you brought the whole neighborhood!"

Bob laughed. "Not quite. Just my family."
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Maggie looked over the gathering of adults and children. "So
these are the famous sons I've heard so much about."

Daniel smiled. "Famous?"
"Oh, your father talks about you."

Michael looked at Bob with exaggerated surprise. "Good things, I
hope."

"Occasionally," Bob replied.
Maggie laughed. "Come on in. We've got everything ready."

She led them toward the back of the restaurant, where several
tables had been pushed together to accommodate the entire family.
The table was already set with plates, silverware, folded napkins,
and pitchers of orange juice. Small bowls of fresh fruit sat between
baskets of warm biscuits, and a pot of coffee waited near Bob's usual
seat.

A handwritten card in the center read:
WELCOME, BOB AND FAMILY'!
Emily picked it up.

"Grandpa, they know your name!"

Bob smiled. "I come here now and then."

Maggie snorted. "Now and then? Honey, your grandfather
practically owns that chair by the window."
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The family laughed. Bob took his seat, looking pleased. He had
made the arrangements the previous week, explaining to Maggie that
his sons and grandchildren were coming for Christmas and that he
wanted to bring everyone to his favorite breakfast spot. She had
immediately suggested serving the meal family-style.

"That way," she had told him, "nobody has to sit around waiting
for ten different orders. Everybody gets to eat together."

Bob had thought it an excellent idea. And now, as everyone
settled into their chairs, the servers began bringing out platters of
food. There were scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, pancakes, waffles,
hash browns, toast, biscuits, and several bowls of fruit. More coffee
appeared, along with hot chocolate for the children. The table filled
rapidly.

"Good grief, Dad," Michael said. "Did you order the entire
kitchen?"

"Just the parts I thought we'd enjoy."

"There's enough food here for twenty people."

"Then nobody should go hungry."

Maggie placed a large platter of pancakes in the center.
"Your dad wanted everything ready when you arrived."
Sarah looked around the table. "This is wonderful."

"Well," Bob said, "I wanted everybody to have a good breakfast
without spending half the morning waiting for it."
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Daniel grinned. "You're getting pretty good at this hosting
business."

"I've had an excellent teacher."

For a moment, Bob thought of Ellen. He could almost hear her
reminding the children to pass the syrup and asking whether
everyone had enough to eat. Then Sophie reached across the table
for a biscuit, nearly knocking over her orange juice, and Bob
returned to the present. The meal was lively.

Plates passed from hand to hand. The children compared the
merits of pancakes and waffles. Josh declared that the bacon was the
best he'd ever tasted, prompting Michael to suggest that he might
want to reconsider before making such a statement in front of his
mother.

Rebecca laughed. "I've been telling him that for years."

Maggie stopped by periodically to refill coffee cups and make
sure everyone had what they needed. She seemed genuinely
delighted to see Bob surrounded by his family. At one point, she
leaned toward him and said quietly, "It's nice seeing you like this."

Bob looked around the table. "It certainly is."
"Your Ellen would've loved it."
He smiled. "Yes. She would."

Maggie gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze before returning to the
kitchen. As breakfast continued, the conversation turned toward the
children's activities and the coming year. Daniel spoke
enthusiastically about a new responsibility at work, and Sarah

105 www.BowWithUnity.com



mentioned that they were hoping to take the children on a vacation
the following summer.

Michael listened, occasionally asking questions, but he said little
about his own plans. Bob noticed. When Josh asked whether all the
cousins could spend another Christmas together next year, Daniel
immediately said he thought that would be wonderful.

Michael smiled. "We'll see what happens."

Rebecca looked down at her plate. It was a small moment, easily
overlooked amid the noise and laughter. But Bob had begun paying
attention to such things. He noticed how Michael carefully avoided
committing to anything beyond the next few weeks. He noticed the
way Rebecca's smile sometimes faded when the conversation turned
toward work or travel.

And he noticed something else.

Michael was tired. Not merely tired from the journey or from
keeping up with two energetic children. There was a weariness in his
face that Bob recognized from years of struggling through deadlines
and professional disappointments. The sort of weariness that sleep
alone could not repair.

Bob wondered how long his son had been carrying whatever
troubled him. He considered asking. But the table was filled with
laughter, and he could see how much the children were enjoying
themselves. There would be another time. For now, he passed
Michael the plate of bacon and asked whether he wanted more
coffee.

By the time breakfast was finished, everyone was pleasantly full.
The children begged to visit the bakery counter near the entrance,
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where Maggie insisted they each choose a cookie for the walk home.
Bob tried to pay. Maggie waved him away.

"Those are on me."

"Maggie—"

"Don't argue with me, Bob. I've known you too long."

He laughed. "All right. Thank you."

She smiled at the children. "Merry Christmas, everybody!"

A chorus of replies followed them out the door. The walk home
began slowly. The children were occupied with their cookies, and the
adults moved along the path in small groups, enjoying the cool air
after the warmth of the restaurant. Bob found himself walking a little
behind the others. He liked watching them.

Daniel and Sarah were discussing something with Emily. Michael
had Sophie by the hand, while Rebecca walked beside Lucas,
listening patiently as he explained the complicated rules of a game
he had invented. Josh was farther ahead, searching the path for
interesting stones.

Bob looked at the scene and felt the same quiet contentment that
had settled over him beside the fireplace several evenings earlier. He
had spent so many years measuring the success of his life by the
number of books he had sold, the size of his advances, and the
attention his work received. Now he was walking home from
breakfast with his family, and the simple pleasure of it seemed to
outweigh every professional triumph he could remember.

He smiled.
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Then his attention returned to Michael. His younger son had
fallen a little behind the others, stopping to adjust Sophie's coat.
Rebecca waited for him, and the two exchanged a few quiet words.
Bob couldn't hear what they said. But he saw Michael shake his
head. Rebecca looked away. Something passed between them,
something heavy enough to momentarily erase the pleasure from
their faces.

Bob felt a familiar impulse to intervene. He could ask Michael
directly what was wrong. He could offer financial assistance. He
could tell his son that there was no shame in struggling, particularly
in an economy that seemed determined to punish hardworking
people.

But he knew Michael. An offer of money might be received as an
accusation of failure. An invitation to explain himself might feel like
an interrogation. And Bob was painfully aware that he had not
always been the sort of father to whom his sons could bring their
troubles without expecting a lecture. He walked on, thinking. Ahead
of him, the children were laughing.

Emily had challenged Josh to a race toward a bend in the path,
and the others were following, shouting encouragement. Daniel
called after them to slow down.

Bob laughed.

Then he looked toward Michael again. His son was watching the
children with a smile, but the expression faded when he turned away.
Bob thought of the conversation at dinner. The struggling economy.
The closed businesses. The layoffs. Rebecca's difficult boss and the
possibility that her own job might be in danger. He remembered
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Michael's vague answers. Busy enough. Everybody's tightening their
belts. We'll see what happens.

He wondered whether his son had already lost his job. And if he
had, what then? How long could a family of four manage without a
steady income? What happened when savings began to disappear
and the bills kept arriving? Bob knew enough about money to
understand how quickly financial trouble could become
overwhelming. He also knew that Michael would probably exhaust
every alternative before admitting he needed help. The thought
troubled him.

He looked ahead toward the house, barely visible through the
trees beyond the bend in the path. It was a large house. Far larger
than he needed. For years, he had occupied only a handful of rooms.
The upstairs bedrooms remained empty most of the time, and the
spacious living areas seemed almost absurd for a man who spent so
much of his day alone. He had considered selling it after Ellen died.
But he could never quite bring himself to leave. Too many
memories. Too much of their life together remained within those
walls.

Now, with the family visiting, he had been reminded of how
naturally the house accommodated a crowd. The bedrooms were full.
The dining room had come alive. The children had discovered places
to play, and the adults had room to gather without feeling crowded.
He looked again at Michael and Rebecca. And then, with a
suddenness that made him stop walking, the answer came.

Of course. Why hadn't he thought of it before? He didn't need all
that space. Michael and Rebecca might. He could offer them the
house. Not merely a room for a few nights or a temporary place to
stay while they sorted out their troubles, but a home where they
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could live without the immediate burden of housing expenses. There
would be room for the children. Room for everyone to breathe. A
safe place from which Michael could begin again, if beginning again
was what he needed.

Bob could remain there too. The thought surprised him, but only
for a moment. He had been alone in that enormous house for three
years, and the past few days had reminded him how much he
enjoyed having family nearby. Why shouldn't they share it? He
would have company. The children would have a yard, a creek, and
the kind of space that had once made the house such a wonderful
place to raise a family.

Michael and Rebecca could take their time finding work without
worrying that every passing week brought them closer to losing their
home. And Bob would have an opportunity he had not expected to
receive. He could be present. Not as a distant father who
occasionally sent money or offered advice, but as someone who
shared the ordinary experiences of family life. Breakfasts. School
mornings. Conversations over coffee. Children doing homework at
the kitchen table. The little things. The things he had so often
missed. He resumed walking.

The idea grew clearer with every step. He would not present it as
charity. He would not make his son feel that he had failed. He would
simply explain that the house was too large for one man and that he
would welcome the company. If Michael and Rebecca were
interested, they could work out the details together. And if they
weren't, the offer would remain. No conditions. No lectures. No
expectations beyond the ordinary courtesies of living under the same
roof.
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Bob felt a warmth spreading through him. He had spent years
believing that helping his sons meant providing advice, setting an
example, or making certain they understood the value of hard work.
Perhaps sometimes helping was simpler than that. Perhaps it meant
making room.

He looked up. The house was now clearly visible beyond the
trees. The front windows caught the morning sunlight, and the
Christmas wreath hung brightly on the door. Bob could almost see
the children running through the rooms, their voices filling the
spaces that had been silent for so long.

He smiled.

The solution seemed so obvious now that he wondered why it had
taken him so long to recognize it. He had a home with more space
than he needed. His son might need a home. And they were family.
He didn't know whether Michael would accept the offer, or even
whether the situation was as serious as he suspected. But he knew
what he wanted to do.

Ahead of him, Sophie turned and called, "Grandpa! Hurry up!"
Bob laughed.

"I'm coming, sweetheart!"

He quickened his pace.

For the first time, he wasn't thinking about how to persuade his
family to visit more often. He was thinking about how wonderful it
might be if some of them never had to leave.
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Chapter Six:
The Distance Between Us

The days following Christmas passed more quickly than Bob
would have liked. The house had taken on a rhythm of its own.
Children appeared in the kitchen at unpredictable hours, the
refrigerator door seemed incapable of remaining closed for more
than ten minutes, and the washing machine ran with a frequency Bob
had not witnessed since the boys were teenagers. He had forgotten
how much food a family could consume.

He had also forgotten how much pleasure could be found in the
ordinary business of living together. There were games in the
evenings, walks along the creek, conversations that stretched late
into the night, and a thousand small interruptions that would once
have driven him to the sanctuary of his study. Now, when someone
knocked on the study door, he was usually glad for the interruption.

The typewriter remained on his desk, its growing stack of pages
resting beneath Ellen's brass paperweight. He had worked for an
hour or two on several mornings, but the house was too full of life to
spend much time behind a closed door. He found that he didn't mind.
The work would still be there when the family left. He was less
certain when he would have another opportunity to sit with his sons
over coffee or listen to his grandchildren arguing about the rules of a
board game.

By the day after Christmas, wrapping paper had been collected,
gifts had found their way into suitcases, and the children were
beginning to ask when they could come back. Bob assured them that
they were welcome whenever their parents could arrange it. He
meant it.
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Yet beneath the pleasure of having everyone together, a concern
remained. Michael. Bob had watched his younger son throughout the
visit, noticing the occasional distant expression, the hurried glances
at his phone, and the way he and Rebecca sometimes withdrew into
quiet conversations when they thought nobody was paying attention.
He had decided not to question them. But the more he observed, the
more certain he became that something was seriously wrong.

The opportunity to learn more came unexpectedly. On the
morning before the families were scheduled to leave, Bob found
Daniel alone on the back deck. The weather had turned colder
overnight, and a thin layer of frost covered the wooden railing.
Daniel stood with a cup of coffee, looking toward the creek beyond
the trees.

Bob stepped outside, pulling his sweater closer around him.
"Morning, son."

"Morning, Dad."

"Little cold out here."

"Yeah. I just wanted a few minutes of quiet."

Bob laughed. "Not something we've had much of lately."
"No kidding."

He stood beside Daniel, looking out over the yard. For a while,
neither spoke. Then Daniel said, "It's been a good Christmas."

"It has."

"The kids have had a great time."
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"I'm glad."

Daniel turned toward him. "Seriously, Dad. Thanks for doing all
this. The flights, the food, everything."

Bob waved a hand.

"It was worth every penny."

"I know. But still."

Bob looked toward the house. "I should have done it years ago."
Daniel said nothing. Bob took a sip of coffee.

"Your mother was always trying to get us together. I suppose |
didn't appreciate how much work she put into it."

"She did a lot."
"Yes, she did."

Daniel rested his elbows on the railing. "She worried about us,
you know."

Bob glanced at him. "About you boys?"
"About all of us. She wanted us to stay close."
Bob nodded slowly. "I know."

He had known, of course. Ellen had spoken about it often enough.
But knowing something and understanding its importance were not
always the same thing. Daniel looked toward the trees.

"She'd be happy seeing everybody here."
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" think so too."

They stood quietly for another moment. Then Daniel said, "Dad,
can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Have you noticed anything about Michael?"

Bob turned toward him. "What do you mean?"
Daniel hesitated. "He's been a little different lately."

Bob considered his answer. "I've noticed he seems worried about

something."
"Yeah."
"Do you know what's going on?"
Daniel looked down into his coffee. "I know some of it."
Bob waited.

Daniel sighed.

"Things are pretty bad where they live. Worse than Michael's
letting on."

"I gathered that."

"The economy out there has really fallen apart. A lot of businesses
have closed, and the ones that are left aren't hiring."

Bob nodded. "And Michael's work?"
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Daniel looked at him. "He lost his job, Dad."

The words confirmed what Bob had already suspected, but
hearing them spoken aloud still troubled him.

"When?"

"A couple of months ago."

Bob stared toward the yard. "A couple of months?"
"Yeah."

"And he hasn't found anything else?"

"Not that I know of. He's been applying everywhere, but there
just isn't much available."

Bob was silent. Daniel continued.

"He's tried looking farther away, but that creates another problem.
They can't just pick up and move without knowing where they're
going, and they can't afford to keep paying for the house if he takes a
job that doesn't cover everything."

"What about Rebecca?"

"She's still working. But from what I understand, things aren't
much better at her company."

Bob remembered the strained expression on Rebecca's face when
she had spoken about her boss.

"She mentioned that."
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"Apparently her promotion came with a lot more responsibility
and not nearly enough authority. Her boss is blaming her department
for problems that started long before she took the position."

"Is she in danger of losing her job?"

Daniel shrugged. "I don't know. Michael seems to think so."
Bob felt a heaviness settle over him. "Why didn't he tell me?"
Daniel gave him a careful look. "Dad..."

"What?"

"Michael's proud."

"I know he's proud."

"And he's embarrassed."

"About losing his job?"

"About everything."

Bob frowned. "There's nothing shameful about losing a job."
"No. There isn't."

"Especially when the whole economy is falling apart."

"I agree."

Daniel paused. "But Michael doesn't necessarily see it that way."

Bob looked at his son.
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Daniel continued more quietly. "You know how he is. He always
felt like he had something to prove."

"To whom?"

Daniel hesitated. Then he gave a small, uncomfortable smile.
"Well, Dad. To you, mostly."

Bob looked away. He wanted to object. He wanted to remind
Daniel that he had always encouraged both boys to work hard, be
responsible, and make something of themselves. He had never
expected either of them to become wealthy or famous. At least, he
didn't think he had. But as he considered the matter, he remembered
countless conversations in which he had offered advice that sounded
suspiciously like criticism.

He remembered asking Michael whether a particular career
choice was sensible. He remembered questioning his spending habits
and suggesting that he ought to think more seriously about his future.
He remembered congratulating Daniel on promotions while offering
Michael encouragement that often began with the words, If you'd
just...

Bob stared at the frost along the railing. "I suppose I haven't
always made things easy for him."

Daniel said nothing.
Bob looked at him.
"Have 17"

Daniel took a breath. "You've always wanted the best for us,
Dad."
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"That wasn't what I asked."

His son smiled faintly. "No. I guess it wasn't."
Bob waited.

Daniel looked toward the house.

"Sometimes it felt like you were more interested in whether we
were succeeding than whether we were happy."

The words landed with uncomfortable precision. Bob lowered his
eyes. " see."

Daniel immediately looked concerned. "I'm not trying to criticize

n

you.
"No, son. I asked."
"I know. It's just..."

He paused, searching for the right words. "You were always so
successful. Everybody knew who you were. People talked about
your books, your interviews, your awards. And I think Michael felt
like whatever he did, it was never going to measure up."

Bob was quiet. He had spent years believing his success was
something his sons could be proud of. It had never occurred to him
that it might also have been something they felt compelled to
compete with.

Daniel continued.
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"Michael's always been good with people. He's smart, and he
works hard. But he's had some bad breaks. And right now, I think
he's scared."”

"Scared of what?"
"Losing everything."
Bob looked sharply at him. "Is it that serious?"

Daniel hesitated. "I don't know all the details. But I know they've
been struggling to keep up with the bills. And I think they're further
behind than they're admitting."

Bob felt his stomach tighten. "Have you offered to help?"
"I have."

"And?"

"He won't take money from me."

"Why not?"

Daniel gave him a weary smile. "You know Michael."

Bob nodded. Yes. He knew Michael. Or at least, he was beginning

to understand how much of his younger son's life he had failed to
see.

Daniel looked toward the house again.

"Sarah and I talked about having them stay with us for a while.
But our place is already crowded, and with four more people..."

He shook his head.
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"I don't know how we'd make it work."

Bob remembered the conversation at dinner about Daniel's small
house. He also remembered the idea that had come to him during
their walk home from breakfast. For a moment, he considered telling
Daniel.

Instead, he asked, "Does Michael know you've told me?"
"No."

"Then let's keep it between us for now."

Daniel looked relieved. "I was hoping you'd say that."

"I don't want him thinking we're discussing his problems behind
his back."

"Exactly."

Bob rested a hand on his son's shoulder. "Thank you for telling

n

me.
Daniel nodded. "I just thought you should know."

They stood together for a moment, looking toward the woods.
Then Bob said, "You know, Daniel, I've spent a great deal of my life
thinking I understood people because I was good at writing about
them."

His son smiled. "You're pretty good at it."

"Perhaps. But I'm beginning to think that imagining what
someone feels and actually listening to them are two very different
things."
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Daniel looked at him curiously. "That's an interesting way to put
it."

Bob smiled. "Well, I'm an old man. We're allowed to become
philosophical."

Daniel laughed. They finished their coffee and went inside. The
following morning, the house was once again filled with suitcases.
Christmas had come and gone, and both families were preparing for
their return journeys. The children protested, as children always do
when a holiday ends. Emily wanted one more walk along the creek.
Josh wanted to know whether he could leave his soccer ball at
Grandpa's house for the next visit. Sophie announced that she would
rather live there permanently. Bob laughed and told her he would be
delighted to have her.

The adults moved through the house checking bedrooms,
gathering chargers, and making certain nothing had been left behind.
Bob had arranged transportation to the airport, and the cars were
scheduled to arrive shortly after lunch. He tried not to show how
much he dreaded the departure.

The house had been alive for days, and he knew the silence would
feel especially deep once everyone was gone. But he was determined
not to spoil the morning with melancholy. Instead, he helped carry
luggage downstairs and made sure everyone had something to eat
before the trip. Daniel and Sarah were leaving first.

Bob embraced the grandchildren, shook Daniel's hand before
pulling him into a hug, and thanked Sarah for coming.

"Let's not wait so long next time," he said.

"We won't," Daniel promised.
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Bob looked at his son. "And congratulations again on the
promotion."

"Thanks, Dad."
He paused. "I'm proud of you, Daniel."
Daniel smiled. "That means a lot."

Bob held his gaze for a moment. "Not just because of the
promotion. I'm proud of the man you've become."

Daniel's expression softened.
"Thanks, Dad."

They embraced again. Then Daniel's family departed amid a final
chorus of goodbyes. Bob stood at the front door until the car
disappeared down the street. When he turned back inside, Michael
was carrying the last of his family's bags into the hallway.

"Well," Michael said, "looks like we're next."

"So it does."

"Thanks again for everything, Dad. The kids had a blast."
"I'm glad."

Rebecca came down the stairs with Sophie, who was carrying a
stuffed animal nearly as large as her head.

"All packed," she announced.

Bob smiled. "Good. Before you go, though, I wanted to ask you
two something."
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Michael looked up. "What's that?"

Bob hesitated. He had spent much of the previous evening
considering how best to approach his son. The idea of offering him
the house remained firmly in his mind, but he was beginning to
understand that the manner of an offer could be as important as the
offer itself. He did not want Michael to feel cornered. And he did not
want to make an important family decision in the middle of a
crowded hallway while everyone was preparing to leave. So he had
decided on something else.

"I was thinking about coming out to visit you."
Michael blinked. "Visit us?"

"Yes."

"When?"

"New Year's."

Michael stared at him. "New Year's?"

"Just for three days. I thought I might fly out, spend a little time
with you, and then come home."

Michael looked toward Rebecca.

"Dad, you just had us here for Christmas."
"I know."

"And you want to come visit us next week?"

"That's the general idea."
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Michael laughed uncertainly.
"Well, I mean, sure, but..."

Bob waited. His son shifted his weight. "It's just that things are
kind of hectic right now."

"I understand."

"And our place isn't exactly set up for company."
"I don't require much."
"Yeah, but..."

Rebecca stepped closer.
"Michael."

He looked at her.

"What?"

"Your father wants to visit."
"I know."

"Then let him."

Michael frowned slightly. "Becky, I'm just saying we've got a lot
going on."

"And I'm saying it would be wonderful to have him."

She turned toward Bob. "We'd love for you to come."
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Bob smiled.

"Thank you, Rebecca."

Michael looked between them. "Well, I guess that's settled."”
Rebecca laughed. "Apparently."

Bob chuckled.

"Listen, son, I don't want to impose. I can stay at a hotel if that
makes things easier."

"No, Dad," Rebecca said firmly. "Absolutely not. We have a guest
room."

Michael gave her a look. She returned it without the slightest
hesitation. "We'll make it work."

Bob nodded. "Good. I'll arrange the flight and let you know when
I'm coming."

Michael scratched his chin. "You're really serious about this."
"Very."

"What's gotten into you lately, Dad?"

Bob smiled. "Perhaps I'm making up for lost time."

Michael studied him for a moment. Then he smiled too. "Well,
okay. Come on out."

"Wonderful."
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Bob glanced toward the study. "I'll only stay three days. I've got
some writing I want to finish, and I should get back to it."

"You're really working on another book?" Michael asked.
"Yes."

"How's it coming?"

"Quite well, actually."

"That's great, Dad."

Bob nodded. "I'm enjoying it."

Rebecca smiled. "Then we'll make sure you get back to your
work."

"Thank you."

Outside, a car pulled into the driveway. Their ride had arrived.
The remaining goodbyes were warm and considerably longer than
necessary. Bob hugged the grandchildren, then Rebecca, and finally
Michael.

"Take care of yourself, son."

"You too, Dad."

"I'll see you in a few days."

Michael laughed. "Apparently you will."

Bob watched them drive away. Then he stepped back into the
house and closed the door. The silence returned almost immediately.
He stood in the hallway, looking at the abandoned wrapping paper
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beneath the tree, the empty chairs in the living room, and the little
wooden angel perched above the ornaments. For a moment, he felt
the familiar ache of loneliness. But this time, it did not settle over
him. He had plans. He had people to see. And he had something
important he wanted to do.

The days between Christmas and New Year's passed quickly. Bob
spent much of his time at the typewriter, making steady progress and
occasionally stopping to review the growing stack of pages beside
him. He also made his travel arrangements. He booked a flight that
would bring him to Michael's city in the early afternoon, giving them
time to settle in before the evening.

When he called to confirm the details, Rebecca answered.
"Bob! We're looking forward to seeing you."

"Thank you, dear. I hope I'm not causing too much trouble."
"Not at all."

"Michael seemed a little uncertain."

There was a brief pause. "He's just got a lot on his mind."

"I gathered that."

Rebecca said nothing. Bob continued gently.

"Well, I won't be there long. Three days, and then I'll be home to
finish my writing."

"You're welcome as long as you like."
"That's very kind of you."
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She hesitated.
"Bob?"
HYeS?"

"I'm glad you're coming." There was something in her voice that
made him pause.

"So am I, Rebecca."

They exchanged a few more details before ending the call. Bob
sat for a moment afterward, considering the conversation. He could
hear the strain beneath Rebecca's cheerful manner. Whatever was
happening in that household, it was weighing heavily on both of
them. He hoped his visit might provide an opportunity to talk. But he
reminded himself that he was going as a father, not as a man arriving
with solutions to problems nobody had asked him to solve.

The airport was crowded when Bob arrived. Holiday travelers
moved through the terminal carrying suitcases, shopping bags, and
tired children. Announcements echoed overhead, and the smell of
coffee drifted from a nearby café. Bob stepped off the plane and
followed the signs toward baggage claim. He traveled light, carrying
only a small suitcase and a leather shoulder bag. At his age, he had
learned that most of the things people packed for a trip were things
they never actually needed.

He collected his suitcase and made his way toward the passenger
pickup area. Through the large glass doors, he could see cars pulling
to the curb, drivers loading luggage, and families embracing one
another before hurrying away. He took out his phone.
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A message from Michael had arrived a few minutes earlier. We're
here. Outside baggage claim. Look for the blue SUV. Bob smiled.

He stepped through the doors into the cold afternoon air. Traffic
moved slowly along the curb, and he scanned the line of vehicles
until he spotted the familiar SUV. Michael was standing beside it,
hands tucked into the pockets of his jacket.

When he saw Bob, he raised a hand.

"Hey, Dad!"

Bob waved.

"Hello, son!"

Michael walked toward him and reached for the suitcase.
"How was the flight?"

"Uneventful. Just the way I like them."

"Good."

They embraced briefly. Bob noticed that his son looked tired,
though he greeted him warmly.

"Thanks for coming out," Michael said.
"Thanks for having me."

Michael opened the rear door and placed the suitcase inside.
Rebecca leaned across from the passenger seat.

"Hi, Bob!"
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"Hello, Rebecca!"

She smiled.

"Welcome!"

Bob climbed into the back seat.
"Thank you, dear. It's good to be here."

Michael closed the door, walked around the vehicle, and settled
behind the wheel. As they pulled away from the airport, Bob looked
out at the unfamiliar city. The streets were busy with holiday traffic,
but beyond the commercial district he could see several vacant
buildings and shuttered storefronts. He remembered what Daniel had
told him.

He glanced toward Michael in the driver's seat. His son was
concentrating on the road, answering Rebecca's occasional questions
about traffic and the best route home. Bob settled back against the
seat. He had come a long way to spend three days with his son. And
he had a feeling that before those three days were over, they would
have a great deal to talk about.

No one said much as they made their way from the airport toward
Michael's house. Michael drove, occasionally exchanging a few
words with Rebecca about traffic or which exit would be quickest.
The radio played softly in the background, and the steady hum of the
tires filled the spaces between their conversations.

Bob sat in the back seat, looking out the window. The city passed
in a succession of shopping centers, office buildings, residential
streets, and occasional stretches of empty commercial property.
Several storefronts displayed For Lease signs, and a large
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manufacturing building stood behind a chain-link fence, its parking
lot nearly deserted.

He wondered how many families had depended upon the jobs
once provided by those businesses. How many people were
struggling to pay their bills, wondering where their next paycheck
would come from, or trying to explain to their children why
Christmas might be different this year?

He thought of the woman at the grocery store. He would never
know what had brought her to that moment of despair, but he
remembered the expression on her face as clearly as if she were
sitting beside him. Then he looked toward Michael.

His son was watching the traffic, one hand resting on the steering
wheel, the other occasionally adjusting the heater. Bob wondered
what worries occupied his mind. And then, quite unexpectedly, he
remembered the voice.

It seemed remarkable that he had nearly forgotten about it. Only a
few weeks earlier, he had awakened beneath the skylight in his
bedroom and heard a voice speaking to him from somewhere within
his own mind. He had been frightened, bewildered, and more than a
little concerned that he was losing his senses.

Yet that strange morning now seemed almost distant. So much
had happened since then. He had returned to his writing. He had
begun looking at his life differently. He had reached out to his sons,
gathered his family for Christmas, and traveled across the country to
visit a household he had previously known mostly through
occasional telephone calls. He had even found himself enjoying the
company of strangers in ways he hadn't for years. And all of it, he

132 www.BowWithUnity.com



realized, had begun with a conversation. One conversation. He
leaned his head against the seat and watched the passing scenery.

The voice had told him that he was the Ego, a self-image carried
forward from another existence, still attempting to understand itself
through the experiences of this life. At the time, the explanation had
seemed impossibly strange. He had spent most of his life thinking of
himself as a single, complete individual, the author of his own
thoughts, the judge of his own experiences, and the unquestioned
authority on who he was. The voice had challenged all of that.

And perhaps the most unsettling part was that it had not asked
him to believe anything in particular. It had simply encouraged him
to look. To look at himself. To look at others. To consider the
possibility that the world appeared very different from the other side
of a conversation.

Bob smiled faintly. He remembered how irritated he had once
become when his sons failed to call. How easily he had interpreted
their silence as indifference. How certain he had been that he was the
neglected father, waiting patiently for his children to remember him.
Yet when he had finally picked up the telephone himself, the
distance between them had begun to disappear. Nothing
extraordinary had been required. No great revelation. No
complicated explanation. Just a willingness to reach beyond the
familiar boundaries of his own expectations.

He thought about Daniel's words on the back deck. Sometimes it
felt like you were more interested in whether we were succeeding
than whether we were happy. The remark had troubled him more
than he cared to admit. Not because it was cruel. Because it was true.
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For years, he had measured his sons against standards he had
never thought to question. He had wanted them to be successful,
responsible, independent men, and he had assumed that his
expectations were expressions of love. Perhaps they were. But he
had rarely stopped to consider how those expectations felt to the
boys who had grown up beneath them. He had known what he
wanted for his sons. He had not always known what his sons wanted
for themselves.

And now Michael was struggling.

Bob could see it in the set of his shoulders, in the tiredness around
his eyes, and in the way Rebecca occasionally glanced at him when
she thought nobody was looking. He could have arrived with advice.
He could have explained what Michael ought to do, what decisions
he should have made, and how he might have avoided his present
difficulties.

There had been a time when Bob would have considered that the
proper responsibility of a father. But something had changed. He no
longer felt the need to be the man with all the answers. He wanted to
understand. And the realization brought with it an unexpected sense
of freedom.

For most of his life, he had defended the image of himself as a
successful man, a capable father, and a person whose judgment
deserved respect. Now he was beginning to suspect that he had spent
so much energy protecting that image that he had overlooked the
people standing directly in front of him.

He looked again toward Michael. His son was saying something
to Rebecca about a road construction project. She laughed softly.
Bob smiled. He had loved that boy from the moment Ellen first
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placed him in his arms. Nothing about Michael's employment,
finances, or circumstances could alter that simple fact. Why, then,
had he spent so many years behaving as though his approval needed
to be earned?

He felt a quiet sadness at the thought. But there was no bitterness
in it. Only the recognition of something he wished he had understood
sooner. He turned back toward the window. The afternoon sunlight
was beginning to soften, casting long shadows across the buildings
and streets. A group of children played basketball in a driveway. An
elderly couple walked slowly along a sidewalk, their hands joined
between them.

Ordinary lives.
Ordinary moments.

Each person moving through a world that belonged to them as
completely as Bob's world belonged to him. He remembered the
voice asking him to consider what it might mean to see himself
through the eyes of others. Perhaps this was what it had been trying
to show him. Not some distant spiritual achievement, but a different
way of being present in the world. He had spent decades writing
about human beings, imagining their motives, their fears, and their
desires. Yet he had often been strangely unwilling to extend that
same curiosity to the people closest to him.

Now, sitting in the back seat of his son's car, he found himself
wanting to know Michael not merely as his son, but as a man.

A husband.

A father.
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A person carrying hopes and disappointments Bob could only
begin to imagine. He wondered whether the voice would speak
again. Then he realized that, for the moment, he didn't particularly
need it to. He was content to sit quietly and observe. The thought
amused him. Perhaps that was progress.

Michael glanced at him in the rearview mirror.

"You doing okay back there, Dad?"

Bob smiled. "Just fine, son."

"Not too tired from the flight?"

"Not at all."

"We should be home in about fifteen minutes."

"Take your time. I'm enjoying the ride."

Michael looked mildly surprised. "Not much to look at."

Bob glanced out the window again. "Oh, I wouldn't say that."

Michael smiled and returned his attention to the road. Rebecca
turned slightly in her seat.

"We thought we'd have a quiet dinner tonight, if that's all right.
Nothing fancy."

"That sounds wonderful."
"I hope you don't mind. Things have been a little hectic."

"Rebecca, please don't go to any trouble on my account."
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She smiled. "Thank you."

Bob settled back into the seat. He thought once more of that
extraordinary morning beneath the skylight. He had awakened
believing himself to be a lonely old man whose best years were
behind him, a widower with distant children and little reason to
expect anything new from life. Now he was sitting in his son's car,
looking forward to three days with his family, and feeling more alive
than he had in years. The circumstances of his life had not changed
nearly as much as his experience of them.

Ellen was still gone. He was still growing older. His sons still had
their own lives, with difficulties he could not prevent and decisions
he could not make for them. But the resentment that had once
colored so much of his thinking had begun to fade. In its place was
something quieter. Something that asked less and offered more.

He looked at Michael and Rebecca in the front seats. He did not
know what the next three days would bring. But he knew he was
grateful to be there. And for the first time, he understood that
gratitude did not require life to be perfect. It required only that he
recognize what was already before him.

Bob watched the winter afternoon passing beyond the window
and smiled to himself. One conversation. He could hardly believe
how much his life had changed because of one conversation.
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Chapter Seven
The Four Laws

Bob opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. The room was
dark except for a faint strip of light coming through the curtains.
Somewhere in the house, a furnace started with a low mechanical
hum, followed by the soft ticking of warm air moving through the
vents.

He turned toward the bedside clock.
3:33 a.m.

He had been awake for nearly an hour. It wasn't that the bed was
uncomfortable. Michael and Rebecca had gone to considerable
trouble preparing the guest room, and the mattress was probably
better than the one he slept on at home. But the room was unfamiliar.
The walls were different. The shadows fell in strange places. Even
the silence had a quality he wasn't accustomed to.

At home, he knew every creak and settling board. Here, each little
noise seemed to demand his attention. He rolled onto his back and
sighed. At his age, sleep had become an increasingly unreliable
companion. Sometimes it arrived without invitation in the middle of
the afternoon. At other times, when he desperately wanted it, it
seemed to have made other arrangements.

He considered reading. Then he thought about the house around
him. Michael and Rebecca were sleeping down the hallway, and the
children were in their rooms. He didn't want to disturb anyone by
wandering about. He looked at the clock again.

3:45.

Finally, he sat up. There was no sense lying there waiting for
something that showed no sign of arriving. He dressed quietly,
putting on a sweater, his trousers, and the comfortable walking shoes
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he had brought from home. He slipped his phone and wallet into his
pockets, took his coat from the closet, and opened the bedroom door.

The hallway was dark. He moved carefully toward the stairs,
avoiding the loose board he had noticed the previous evening.
Downstairs, a small lamp glowed near the living room window. He
found the front door, turned the lock gently, and stepped outside.

The night air was cold enough to make him draw a sharp breath.
He stood on the porch for a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust. The
neighborhood was quiet. Streetlights cast pale circles onto the
pavement, and the houses along the road stood dark and motionless
beneath the winter sky.

Bob began walking.

He had no particular destination in mind. Walking had become
one of his favorite habits since Ellen's death. At first, he had done it
merely to escape the oppressive silence of the house. Later, he had
discovered that movement had a way of loosening thoughts that
became tangled when he sat still.

Tonight, however, he wasn't trying to solve anything. He simply
couldn't sleep. He followed the sidewalk through several residential
blocks, passing neatly trimmed lawns, parked cars, and the
occasional porch decorated with Christmas lights. At the end of the
neighborhood, the road widened into a commercial street.

Most of the businesses were closed. A pharmacy stood dark
behind its glass doors. A small shopping center displayed several
vacant storefronts. Across the road, a gas station glowed beneath
bright fluorescent lights. Then Bob noticed a diner. It stood alone
near the corner, a modest brick building with large front windows
and a faded sign above the entrance.

OPEN 24 HOURS
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A smaller neon sign in the window confirmed the claim. Bob
checked his watch.

4:00.
He smiled. "Well, why not?"

He crossed the nearly deserted street and approached the
entrance. Through the window, he could see a long counter, a row of
red vinyl stools, and several booths along the opposite wall. The
place looked as though it had been built sometime in the middle of
the previous century and had seen no compelling reason to change.

He opened the door. A little bell jingled overhead. Warm air
greeted him, carrying the smell of fresh coffee, grilled bread, and
something sweet. The diner was empty. There were no customers at
the counter, no truck drivers hunched over coffee cups, no late-night
travelers studying their phones. Only one man stood behind the
counter.

He was wiping down a stainless-steel surface with a white cloth.
He looked up as Bob entered.

"Morning."

"Good morning," Bob replied.
"Cold one out there."

"It certainly is."

"Coffee?"

Bob smiled. "How did you know?"

The man shrugged. "Not many people come in at three-thirty in
the morning looking for a glass of lemonade."

Bob laughed. "Fair enough."
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He removed his coat and settled onto a stool near the middle of
the counter. The man reached for a clean mug. Bob studied him.
There was something oddly familiar about his face. He appeared to
be in his early thirties, with dark hair beginning to show a little gray
near the temples. His features were ordinary enough, yet Bob felt an
immediate sense that he had seen him somewhere before. Perhaps it
was the shape of his face. Or the way he moved. He reminded Bob
of someone from long ago. Someone he couldn't quite place.

The man poured coffee into the mug and set it before him.
"Anything to eat?"

Bob looked toward a glass display case near the register. Several
pies rested on metal stands beneath clear covers. "Is that coconut
cream?"

"Sure 1s."

"Fresh?"

"Made it yesterday evening."

Bob grinned. "Then I believe I'll have a slice."
"Good choice."

The man took a plate from beneath the counter, lifted the glass
cover, and cut a generous wedge of pie. He placed it before Bob with
a fork.

"There you go."

Bob looked appreciatively at the thick layer of cream and toasted
coconut. "That looks wonderful."

"Hope you like it."
Bob took a bite. He closed his eyes for a moment.
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"That's excellent."

The man smiled. "Thank you."

"Did you make it yourself?"

"Sure did."

"You're a cook as well as a waiter?"

"At this hour, I'm just about everything."
Bob laughed. "Fair enough."

The man returned to wiping the counter. For several minutes, Bob
enjoyed his pie and coffee while the quiet sounds of the diner
surrounded him. A refrigerator hummed behind the counter.
Somewhere in the kitchen, a clock ticked steadily. The overhead
lights gave the room a soft yellow glow. It was an oddly peaceful
place. Bob glanced toward the windows.

"Do you get much business this time of night?"

"Some nights."

"Not tonight, apparently."

"You're here."

Bob smiled. "That's true."

The man folded his cloth and set it aside. "Couldn't sleep?"
"No."

"Unfamiliar bed?"

Bob looked up. "How did you know?"

"You're not from around here."
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"That obvious?"

"Little bit."

Bob chuckled. "I'm visiting my son."

"Good."

"Yes. It is."

The man leaned against the counter. "How long are you staying?"
"Three days."

"Not very long."

"No. I've got some work waiting for me back home."

"Must be important."

Bob considered that. "I used to think it was the most important
thing in the world."

"And now?"
"Now I'm not so sure."

The man nodded, as though Bob had answered a question he had
been expecting. "Funny how that happens."

Bob took another sip of coffee. He looked again at the man's face.
There was something about the eyes. Not their color or shape
exactly, but the expression behind them. They reminded him of a
photograph Ellen had once kept on her dresser. A photograph of Bob
himself, taken when he was a young man, shortly before they
married. The resemblance was not exact. Yet the longer Bob looked,
the stronger the impression became. He shook the thought away.

"Have we met before?"
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The man smiled. "Have we?"

"You look familiar."

"I get that sometimes."

"Well, you remind me of someone."
"Anybody interesting?"

Bob laughed softly. "Me, actually."
The man raised an eyebrow. "That so?"
"When I was younger."

"Well, I hope that's a compliment."

"It is."

The man smiled and reached for the coffee pot. "Top you off?"
"Please."

He refilled Bob's mug. Bob watched the dark coffee swirl against
the cream he had added. "Funny thing about getting older," he said.

"What's that?"

"You spend the first half of your life trying to become somebody,
and the second half wondering who that somebody was."

The man chuckled. "That's not bad."
"I've had a lot of time to think."
"Most people do. They just don't always use it."

Bob smiled. "You're a philosopher as well as a cook?"
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"Depends on who's asking."

"An old man who can't sleep."

"Then I suppose I can manage a little philosophy."
Bob laughed.

He took another bite of pie.

For a moment, he considered telling the man about the voice. It
was a ridiculous idea, of course. He had never mentioned it to
anyone, not even his sons. He could hardly imagine beginning a
conversation with a stranger by announcing that a mysterious voice
had informed him he was his own Ego. Yet something about the
empty diner made ordinary caution seem unnecessary. Perhaps it was
the hour.

Perhaps it was the man's easy manner. Or perhaps Bob had simply
grown tired of keeping the experience entirely to himself.

"Have you ever thought about the Ego?" he asked.
The man stopped wiping a cup. "The Ego?"

"Yes."

"What about it?"

Bob hesitated. "Whether it's really who we are."
The man set the cup down. "That's a good question."
"I've been thinking about it lately."

"Come to any conclusions?"

"A few. Though I'm not sure I understand them."

The man smiled. "Understanding usually starts that way."
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Bob looked into his coffee.

"I spent most of my life believing I was the person I remembered
being. My successes, my failures, my opinions. All the things that
made me who I thought I was."

"And now?"

"Now I'm beginning to wonder whether those things are merely
the story I've been telling myself."

The man nodded. "A story can be useful."
"Yes."

"But it can also become a prison."

Bob looked up. The man continued.

"Especially when you start believing the story is more important
than the person living it."

Bob sat very still. "That's an interesting way of putting it."
"Seems reasonable enough."

Bob smiled faintly. "Have you studied philosophy?"
"Some."

"Where?"

The man shrugged.

"Here and there."

Bob laughed.

"You're not going to make this easy, are you?"
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"Make what easy?"

"Finding out how a man serving pie in the middle of the night
knows so much about the human mind."

The man smiled.
"Maybe people talk more than they realize."
"Perhaps."

He leaned forward slightly. "Tell me something. Do you think the
Ego is something we should get rid of?"

The man considered the question. "Why would you want to?"
"Because it causes so much trouble."

"Does it?"

"Well, pride. Anger. Jealousy. The need to be right."

"Those things can certainly cause trouble."

"Then wouldn't we be better off without it?"

The man shook his head. "Suppose you had an old photograph of
yourself. You might look at it and remember the fellow you used to
be. Perhaps you were foolish. Perhaps you were selfish. Perhaps you
made mistakes."

Bob nodded. "More than a few."
"Would you burn the photograph?"
"Of course not."

"Why?"

"Because it's part of my life."
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"Exactly."

The man folded his arms. "The trouble begins when you insist
that the fellow in the photograph must remain in charge of
everything you do today."

Bob stared at him. The words struck him with unexpected force.
The man continued.

"Your past deserves to be understood. It doesn't necessarily
deserve to govern your future."

Bob lowered his eyes.

"That's very good."

"Glad you think so."

He picked up the coffee pot again. Bob waved it away.
"Not yet, thank you."

The man returned the pot to the warmer.

"You know," he said, "there are four rules I've found useful for
understanding just about everything."

Bob looked up. "Four rules?"

"Call them laws, if you like."

"Laws of what?"

The man glanced around the empty diner. "Everything."

Bob laughed. "That's a rather large subject for a place that serves
coconut cream pie."

"Best place for it."
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"Why?"

"People tend to listen better when they're eating."
Bob grinned. "All right. You've got my attention."
The man rested his hands on the counter.

"The first law is love."

Bob raised an eyebrow. "Love?"

"Yes."

"That sounds rather sentimental."

"Only if you mistake love for a feeling."

Bob considered that. "What is it, then?"

"The condition that allows something to be cared for without
demanding that it first become something else."

Bob frowned thoughtfully. "Explain that."

The man gestured toward the pie. "Suppose you had a son."
"I have two."

"Suppose one of them lost his job."

Bob felt a small tightening in his chest. The man continued
without appearing to notice.

"Suppose he made mistakes. Suppose he was frightened,
ashamed, or too proud to ask for help. Would any of that make him
less your son?"

HNO n
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"Would it make him less worthy of being loved?"
"Of course not."

"Then love was there before the success, and it remains after the
failure."

Bob looked down at his hands. The man spoke gently.

"Love doesn't mean pretending mistakes never happened. It
means refusing to reduce a person to the mistakes they've made."

Bob was quiet. He thought of Michael. For years, he had
confused love with approval. He had believed that praising good
decisions and criticizing poor ones was the proper way to guide his
children. Yet he had rarely considered whether his sons might hear
those judgments as conditions attached to his affection.

The man waited.

Finally, Bob said, "And the second law?"
"Unity."

"Meaning?"

"Nothing exists entirely by itself."

Bob smiled. "That's rather obvious, isn't it?"
"Is it?"

The man pointed toward Bob's coffee. "Where did that come
from?"

"The pot behind you."
"And before that?"

"A coffee supplier, I suppose."
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"And before that?"

"Somewhere coffee grows."

"And how many people were involved in getting it here?"
Bob glanced at the mug. "Quite a few, I imagine."

"Farmers, drivers, people who built the roads, people who made
the equipment. The rain that watered the plants. The soil that
nourished them. The sun that provided the energy."

Bob nodded. "All connected."
"Exactly."

The man leaned forward. "You can distinguish one thing from
another without pretending they're completely separate."

Bob looked toward the empty booths. "And people?"
"Especially people."

He paused. "A family is a good example. One member suffers,
and the others are affected, whether they acknowledge it or not. One
person finds peace, and that changes the atmosphere around
everyone else."

Bob thought of Christmas morning. He remembered the sound of
his grandchildren laughing, the pleasure of seeing his sons together,
and the remarkable change in the house once it was filled with
people again. For three years, he had believed himself to be a
solitary man. Yet his loneliness had never belonged entirely to him.
It had affected his sons. And their distance had affected him.

"Unity," Bob repeated.

The man nodded.
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"Being different doesn't make us unrelated."

Bob smiled. "All right. What's the third?"

"Return."

"Return?"

"What you put into the world comes back into the world."

Bob considered that. "You mean if I do something good,
something good will happen to me?"

"Not necessarily."

The man shook his head. "That's how people turn a principle into
a bargain."

"A bargain?"

"Yes. They imagine the universe as a shopkeeper. Give a little
kindness, receive a little reward. Put a coin in, get a prize."

Bob laughed. "That does sound rather childish."
"It is."
"Then what do you mean by return?"

The man picked up a clean spoon and placed it on the counter.
"Suppose you speak harshly to someone you love."

Bob nodded. "All right."

"The words leave your mouth. You can't pull them back. They
enter the other person's experience. That person may become afraid
of you, resent you, or stop telling you things."

Bob thought of Daniel and Michael as boys. "Yes," he said
quietly.
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"And what returns to you?"

Bob stared at the spoon. "Distance."
"Exactly."

The man continued.

"Now suppose you listen instead of judging. Suppose you offer
kindness where you once offered criticism. That also enters the
relationship."

"And something different returns."

"Perhaps. You cannot control another person's response. But you
can change what you contribute."

Bob was silent. The man smiled gently.

"Every action becomes part of what happens next. And every time
you act, you're also becoming the kind of person who acts that way."

Bob considered the words. He remembered how natural anger had
once felt. How easily irritation had risen in him when his work was
interrupted. And he remembered the strange pleasure of paying for a
stranger's groceries without asking anything in return. Both
experiences had changed something in him. Perhaps he had been
shaping himself all along, without recognizing it.

"Love," Bob said. "Unity. Return."
The man nodded.

"Three."

"And the fourth?"

"Change."
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Bob smiled.

"Now there's one I understand."
"Do you?"

"At my age? I certainly do."

The man laughed. "Fair enough."

He rested his hands on the counter. "Everything that takes form
changes. Bodies age. Businesses rise and fall. Families grow.
Circumstances shift. Even the way you understand yourself
changes."

"That's certainly true."

"But there's more to it."

Bob waited.

"Change allows unfinished things to become complete."
Bob frowned."Complete?"

"Think of a child learning to walk. The falling isn't the end of the
process. It's part of learning. Think of a friendship damaged by
misunderstanding. If both people are willing, the relationship can
become something it wasn't before."

Bob nodded slowly.
"Restoration."

"Sometimes. Not everything returns to the way it was. In fact,
most things don't."

"Then what makes them complete?"
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The man considered his answer. "Perhaps completion isn't getting
back what you lost. Perhaps it's becoming capable of giving what
you couldn't give before."

Bob stared at him. The diner seemed unusually quiet. Somewhere
behind the counter, a refrigerator clicked off. The man continued.

"People often resist change because they're trying to preserve an
image of how things ought to be. They want yesterday's world,
yesterday's success, yesterday's certainty."

Bob thought of his career. He had spent years protecting his
reputation, his schedule, and the image of himself as a successful
author. He had been so busy preserving the life he had built that he
had barely noticed how much of it was passing him by.

The man spoke again.

"But change doesn't ask whether you approve. It happens. The
question is whether you'll resist it or use it to become something
better."

Bob looked toward the window. Outside, the street was deserted.
He could see his reflection in the glass, an old man sitting alone at a
diner counter, listening to a stranger discuss the structure of the
universe. He almost laughed at the absurdity of it.

"Four laws," he said.

"Four."

"Love, unity, return, and change."

"That's right."

"And you believe they govern everything?"

The man shrugged. "I think you'll have a difficult time finding
something that escapes them."
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Bob looked back at him. "Even the Ego?"
"Especially the Ego."
"How so?"

"The Ego remembers who it has been. It builds an identity from
those memories and tries to preserve it. That's useful. You need a
sense of yourself to move through the world."

Bob nodded.

"But when the Ego refuses to change, it starts treating its old
understanding as the only possible truth."

"And that causes suffering."
"It can."

The man smiled. "Imagine a man who has spent his whole life
believing he's a good father because he provided for his children."

Bob felt himself grow still.

"He worked hard," the man continued. "He earned money. He
gave them a comfortable home. He believed those things proved his
love."

Bob looked down. "But perhaps his children needed something
else."

"His time," Bob said.
"Perhaps."

"His attention."
"Perhaps."

Bob swallowed. "His understanding."
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The man nodded. "And what happens when the man finally
realizes that?"

Bob thought for a moment.

"He regrets the years he lost."
"Naturally."

"He wishes he could go back."
"Of course."

"But he can't."

"No."

Bob looked up.

"Then what does he do?"

The man smiled.

"He stops trying to change yesterday."
Bob waited.

"And?"

"He changes what he does today."

The words settled between them.

Bob looked toward his half-finished pie. He had been thinking
about Michael ever since Daniel told him the truth. He had imagined
offering money. He had imagined inviting Michael and Rebecca to
move into his house. He had even rehearsed several versions of the
conversation in his mind. But each imagined conversation had begun
with the same assumption. That Bob knew what was best.
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He suddenly realized that he had been approaching the problem
much as he had approached his sons throughout their childhood. He
had decided upon a solution. He simply needed Michael to accept it.
The man behind the counter seemed to notice his expression.

"Something on your mind?"

Bob laughed softly. "You might say that."

"Want to talk about it?" Bob hesitated.

Then he nodded. "My son is having a difficult time."
"That happens."

"He's lost his job. I don't think he knows I know."
The man listened.

"His wife is having trouble at work, too. They're struggling
financially, and I'm afraid things may be worse than they're willing
to admit."

"That sounds hard."
"It is."
Bob paused.

"I have a large house back home. Much larger than I need. I've
been thinking about offering it to them."

"That's generous."
"I thought so."
The man smiled.

"But?"
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Bob looked at him.

"But I'm not sure he'll accept."

"Why not?"

"He's proud."

"Of course he is."

"And I suppose he thinks I'd judge him."
"Would you?"

"No."

Bob stopped. Then he sighed.

"Not now, anyway."

The man waited.

"I haven't always been particularly understanding."
"Most fathers could say that."

Bob smiled sadly. "I suppose so."

He stirred his coffee.

"I want to help him. But I don't want him to feel as though I'm
rescuing him from his own mistakes."

"Then don't rescue him."
Bob looked up.

"What?"

"Don't rescue him."
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"But he needs help."

"Maybe he does."

"Then what am I supposed to do?"
The man leaned against the counter.
"Ask him."

Bob frowned.

"Ask him what?"

"What he needs."

Bob stared. The answer seemed almost insultingly simple. The
man continued.

"You've told me what you think his problem is. You've told me
what you think the solution should be. But you haven't told me what
your son wants."

Bob looked down. "No," he admitted.
"Have you asked him?"

"No."

"Then perhaps that's where you begin."

Bob was silent. The man reached for the coffee pot. This time,
Bob held out his mug. As the man poured, Bob said, "I suppose I've
spent most of my life trying to solve problems for people."

"Nothing wrong with helping."

HNO "
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"But there's a difference between helping someone and taking
over their life."

Bob nodded slowly.
"Yes."
The man returned the pot to the warmer.

"Your son may need money. He may need a place to live. He may
need help finding work. Or he may simply need someone to listen
while he figures out what to do next."

Bob considered that.

"And if he refuses my help?"

"Then you respect him."

"Even if he's making a mistake?"

"Especially then."

Bob looked troubled. The man smiled.

"Love doesn't require you to control the outcome."

Bob leaned back on his stool. There it was again. The first law.
Love. He thought about Michael's pride, his fear, and the burden he
had been carrying. He imagined what it must feel like to be a grown
man with a wife and children, facing the possibility of losing
everything while his wealthy father watched from a distance. And
suddenly Bob saw the situation from a different perspective. Perhaps
Michael wasn't afraid of needing help. Perhaps he was afraid of what
accepting help would mean about him. Bob could offer the house.
But he couldn't offer it as proof that he was a better father now, or as
a way of making up for the past. He had to offer it freely. And he had
to be willing to hear no.
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He looked toward the man behind the counter.
"So the first law tells me to love him without conditions."
The man nodded.

"The second reminds me that his troubles aren't entirely separate
from my life."

"Go on."

"The third tells me that how I treat him now will become part of
our relationship."

"Yes."
"And the fourth..."
Bob paused. The man waited.

"The fourth means neither of us has to remain the person we've
been."

The man smiled. "Very good."

Bob sat quietly for a long moment. Then he began to laugh. Not
loudly. Just a soft, astonished laugh.

"What's funny?" the man asked.

"I've spent days trying to figure out how to help my son."
"And?"

"And it never occurred to me to ask him."

The man chuckled. "Sometimes the simplest things take the
longest to learn."

Bob shook his head. "Apparently."
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He finished the last bite of pie. The clock above the kitchen
doorway read 5:55.

He had been there nearly an hour. Yet it felt as though only a few
minutes had passed. He reached for his wallet.

"Well, my friend, you've given me quite a lot to think about."
"Glad to help."

Bob placed some bills on the counter. The man glanced at them.
"That's too much."

"Consider it payment for the philosophy."

The man laughed.

"Pie and coffee aren't that expensive."

"Then keep the rest."

"Much obliged."

Bob stood and put on his coat. He hesitated.

"May I ask your name?"

The man smiled.

"Would it make a difference?"

Bob laughed.

"Not particularly."

"Then I suppose it doesn't matter."

Bob studied him. The resemblance was still there. The same
familiar expression. The same youthful face that reminded him so
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strongly of himself before Ellen, before the children, before the years
had accumulated into the man he had become. He shook his head.

"You're an unusual fellow."

"So I've been told."

Bob extended his hand across the counter. The man took it.
"Thank you," Bob said.

"You're welcome."

Bob started toward the door. Then he stopped.
"One more question."

The man looked up.

"Go ahead."

"Do you ever wonder why we're here?"

The man smiled.

"Sometimes."

"And?"

He considered the question for a moment.

"Maybe we're here to discover what love looks like when it has to
become something we do."

Bob stood quietly. Then he nodded.
"I like that."

"Good."
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Bob opened the door. The little bell jingled overhead. Cold air
swept into the diner. He stepped outside and turned back for one last
look. The man was already behind the counter, wiping down the
stainless-steel surface with his white cloth.

Bob raised a hand.
The man returned the gesture.

Then Bob closed the door and began walking toward Michael's
house. The streets were still quiet, but the eastern sky had begun to
show the faintest suggestion of approaching dawn. He walked
slowly. He thought about the four laws.

Love.
Unity.
Return.
Change.

They seemed simple enough to remember. Perhaps that was their
strength. He had entered the diner thinking about a problem he
needed to solve. He was leaving with the understanding that the
problem did not belong to him alone. Michael was a grown man. He
had a wife, children, responsibilities, and a life that Bob had only
begun to understand.

Bob could offer help. He could offer the house. He could offer his
time, his resources, and whatever wisdom he had managed to gather
over the years. But he could not decide what his son should become.
That belonged to Michael.

Bob smiled as he walked. For the first time, he knew exactly how
he wanted to begin their conversation. Not with advice. Not with an
offer. Not with a solution. With a question. Son, tell me what's
happening. And tell me how I can help. He felt a quiet sense of
relief. The answer had been there all along. He simply hadn't known

165 www.BowWithUnity.com



how to see it. As he approached the neighborhood, the first birds
began calling from the trees. A few lights appeared in the windows
of nearby houses.

The world was waking. Bob turned onto Michael's street, his
hands tucked comfortably into his coat pockets. He was tired now.
Perhaps he would manage another hour or two of sleep before the
children got up. He smiled at the thought.

And as he walked toward the house, he realized something else.
He had spent much of his life believing that wisdom meant knowing
the answers. Now he was beginning to understand that wisdom
might have more to do with learning which questions to ask.

Bob opened his eyes and glanced at the clock beside the bed.
7:30 a.m.

Sunlight filtered through the curtains of the unfamiliar guest
room. Somewhere downstairs, he could hear the children talking and
the faint clatter of dishes being set on the kitchen table. He sat up,
surprised to find himself beneath the covers.

His clothes were hanging neatly in the closet, his shoes were
beside the dresser, and his coat rested on its hanger near the door. He
frowned. He remembered getting dressed in the middle of the night.
He remembered walking through the quiet streets, discovering the
little diner, and enjoying a remarkable conversation with the man
behind the counter.

He could still taste the coconut cream pie. But he had no memory
of returning to the house, undressing, or climbing back into bed. Had
he dreamed the entire thing? It had seemed so real. The warmth of
the diner, the smell of fresh coffee, the man's strangely familiar face.
And the conversation—he remembered every word of it, particularly
the four laws and the simple advice about Michael.
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Bob sat quietly for a moment, trying to separate memory from
imagination. Finally, he shook his head and smiled.

"Well, that was certainly an interesting night."

He dressed and went downstairs. Rebecca was preparing
breakfast, and Michael sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee.
The children were occupied with cereal and a lively disagreement
about something Bob couldn't quite follow.

"Morning, Dad," Michael said.

"Good morning."

"Sleep okay?"

Bob hesitated.

"Eventually."

He poured himself some coffee and sat across from his son.
"Michael, let me ask you something."

"Sure."

"What's the name of that little diner down the street?"
Michael looked up.

"What diner?"

"The one a few blocks from here. Little brick building, red stools
along the counter. Open twenty-four hours."

Michael stared at him.
"Dad, what are you talking about?"

Bob smiled uncertainly. "The diner. I thought you might know it."
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Michael shook his head. "We live in a residential neighborhood.
There aren't any diners around here."

Bob looked at him. "None?"

"No. The nearest diner is five miles away."

Bob sat very still. Michael took another sip of coffee.
"Why do you ask?"

Bob looked down at the steaming cup in his hands. For a moment,
he considered telling his son about the walk, the coconut cream pie,
and the extraordinary young man who seemed to know far too much
about the universe. Instead, he smiled faintly.

"Oh, no reason. Must have been something I dreamed."

Michael shrugged and returned to his breakfast. Bob lifted his
coffee to his lips but stopped before taking a sip. He could still
remember the man's face. And he could still hear his voice. Maybe
we're here to discover what love looks like when it has to become
something we do. Bob slowly lowered his cup.

He wasn't at all certain he had been dreaming.
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Chapter Eight
What a Son Desires Most

Rebecca left for work shortly after eight. She stood in the

kitchen with her purse over one shoulder, searching for her car keys
while reminding Michael that the children had an appointment later
that afternoon.

"They're on the counter," Michael said.
"What is?"

"Your keys."

Rebecca looked down.

"Oh."

Bob smiled into his coffee. She gave Michael a quick kiss, then
turned toward Bob.

"Sorry I can't spend more time with you today."
"Nonsense. You have things to do."
"I should be home around five. Unless something comes up."

Michael glanced at her. "Try not to let him keep you there all
night."

Rebecca gave a weary smile. "I'll do my best."
She hugged Bob.
"I'm glad you're here."

"So am I, dear."
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A moment later, the front door closed, and they heard her car start
in the driveway. Michael stood at the kitchen window until she had
pulled away.

Bob watched him.

"Everything all right?"

"Yeah."

Michael turned from the window.

"Just another day."

Bob nodded.

He had learned that just another day could mean almost anything.

The children were occupied in the living room, still enjoying the
last few days of their school wvacation. Michael had made
arrangements for them to spend the afternoon with a friend of
Rebecca's, and there was little that needed doing before then.

Bob finished his coffee. "How about a walk?"

Michael looked at him. "A walk?"

"Yes. You know, one foot in front of the other. Sometimes people
do it for recreation."

Michael laughed. "I know what a walk is, Dad."

"Good. I was worried."

"Where do you want to go?"

"Nowhere in particular. I'd just like to see the neighborhood."

Michael glanced toward the living room. "Give me a minute to let
the kids know."
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"Take your time."

A few minutes later, with the children happily occupied and
Michael's phone in his pocket, the two men stepped outside. The
morning was cold but clear. The previous night's frost had melted
from the sidewalks, leaving small patches of moisture in the shaded
areas beneath the trees. They walked past several houses before
either said much. Bob noticed that the neighborhood was pleasant
enough, though a number of properties appeared poorly maintained.
A few lawns had grown long, and one house had a notice taped to
the front door. Farther down the street, a moving truck stood in a
driveway.

"Somebody moving in?" Bob asked.

"Moving out."

"Oh?"

Michael nodded toward the house. "Lost their place."
Bob looked at him. "That's unfortunate."

"Yeah. It's happening a lot."

They continued walking.

"How long have they lived there?" Bob asked.
"About six years, I think. Good people. Two kids."
"Where are they going?"

"Staying with her parents for a while."

Bob nodded. He resisted the urge to say anything more. At the
next corner, Michael turned toward a small neighborhood park. The
grass was brown with winter, and the swings moved slightly in the
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breeze. They followed a paved path around the playground. Bob
looked toward his son.

"Michael, can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"Are you happy here?"

Michael gave him a puzzled look. "In the neighborhood?"
"In your life."

Michael laughed. "That's a pretty big question for a morning
walk."

"I suppose it is."
HWhy?"

"Because [ realized recently that I've spent most of my life asking
you what you're doing, but not very often asking how you're doing."

Michael glanced at him. "Where's this coming from, Dad?"
Bob smiled. "Age, perhaps."

"Well, I hope I don't have to wait until I'm your age to figure
things out."

"Neither do 1."

They walked a little farther. Michael kicked a small stone from
the path.

"I don't know, Dad."
"About what?"

"Whether I'm happy."
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Bob waited. Michael looked toward the empty playground.

"I love Rebecca. I love the kids. That's never been the problem."
"What's the problem?"

Michael hesitated. "Everything else."

Bob nodded. "Tell me."

His son looked at him, as though trying to decide whether the
invitation was genuine. Then he sighed.

"Things are bad, Dad."
"How bad?"

Michael stopped walking. For a moment, he looked toward the
houses beyond the park.

Then he said, "I lost my job."
Bob said nothing. "About three months ago."
"I'm sorry, son."

Michael shrugged. "I should've seen it coming. They'd been
cutting back for months. First the overtime, then the contractors,
then whole departments."

"Was it just you?"

"No. They let almost two hundred people go."
"That's a lot of families."

"Yeah."

Michael looked down.
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"I've been trying to find something else. I've sent out applications
everywhere. I've called people I used to work with. I've even applied
for jobs that pay half what I was making."

"Any luck?"
"Nothing that would support a family."

They began walking again. "How's Rebecca handling it?" Bob
asked.

Michael gave a short laugh. "Better than I am, probably. At least
she still gets up and goes to work every morning."

"She seems worried."
"She is."

"About her job?"
Michael nodded.

"Her boss is a nightmare. The company's losing money, and he's
looking for somebody to blame. She thinks they're going to eliminate
her department."

"Has anyone told her that?"
"No. But she's been there long enough to recognize the signs."
Bob looked at his son. "And what happens if she loses her job?"

Michael stopped again. He stared at the ground for several
seconds. Then he looked up.

"I don't know, Dad."
His voice had changed.

The familiar humor was gone.
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"I really don't know."
Bob waited.
Michael swallowed.

"We're already behind. We've used most of our savings. We've
been putting things on credit cards just to keep everything current."

He gave a bitter little laugh. "Except nothing's current anymore."
Bob felt an ache in his chest. "How long has this been going on?"
"Long enough."

"Have you talked to anyone about it?"

"Rebecca and I talk about it every night."

"I meant someone who might be able to help."

Michael shook his head. "Like who?"

"A financial counselor. Someone who understands the options."
"We've talked to a lawyer."

Bob looked at him. "What did the lawyer say?"

Michael took a breath. "That bankruptcy might be our best
option."

The word seemed to cost him something. He looked away.
"I can't believe I'm saying that to you."
"Why?"

Michael gave him an incredulous look.
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"Why? Dad, you've been successful your entire life. You built a
career, made a fortune, and never had to worry about whether you
could pay the mortgage."

Bob considered that.
"Michael, do you think I've never been afraid?"
"Not about money."

"Oh, I was afraid about plenty of things. And there were years
when I had no idea whether the next book would sell."

"But they always did."

"Eventually. That doesn't mean I knew they would."
Michael shook his head. "It's different."

"Yes," Bob said. "It is."

His son looked surprised.

Bob continued.

"You're responsible for four people. I was fortunate enough to
have work that eventually paid very well. You haven't had the same
circumstances."

Michael stared at him. Bob put a hand on his shoulder.
"Losing your job doesn't make you a failure."

Michael looked away. "Feels like it."

"I imagine it does."

They stood quietly beside the path. Finally, Michael spoke.

"I'm scared, Dad."
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Bob said nothing.
"I'm terrified."
His voice was barely above a whisper.

"I wake up in the middle of the night thinking about the
mortgage. | look at the kids and wonder what we're going to tell
them if we lose the house. Rebecca comes home exhausted, and I
know she's afraid of losing her job too."

He paused.

"I've worked my whole adult life. I've always been able to take
care of my family."

"You still are."
Michael shook his head. "No, I'm not."

"You're here. You're looking for work. You're trying to find a way
forward. That sounds to me like a man taking care of his family
under very difficult circumstances."

Michael looked at him. "That's not going to pay the bills."
"No," Bob agreed. "It isn't."

His son gave a tired smile. "At least you're not going to pretend it
will."

Bob smiled back. "I've learned that good intentions are rarely
accepted by mortgage companies."

Michael laughed despite himself. They resumed walking. Bob let
several moments pass. Then he asked, "What do you want to do?"

Michael frowned. "What do you mean?"
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"If money weren't the immediate problem, what would you want
to do?"

"Find a job."

"Where?"

"Anywhere I can."

"Would you want to stay here?"

Michael looked around the neighborhood. "I used to."
"And now?"

He sighed. "There's nothing left here, Dad. The companies are
leaving. Stores are closing. Half the people I know are looking for
work."

"Then why stay?"

Michael looked at him as though the answer were obvious.
"Because our house is here."

"Is that the only reason?"

"The kids have friends. Rebecca has her job. Everything we own
is here."

"Those are good reasons."
"Exactly."

Bob nodded. "But suppose you had a chance to start over
somewhere else. Somewhere the economy was better. Would you
consider 1t?"

Michael hesitated. "Maybe."

"What would stop you?"
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"Money."

"Anything else?"

Michael thought for a moment. "Rebecca would need to agree.
The kids would have to change schools. We'd need somewhere to
live."

"Of course."

Bob waited. Michael looked at him.

"Why are you asking all these questions?"

"Because I'm interested in what you want."

His son laughed softly. "That's new."

Bob accepted the remark without protest.

"Yes," he said. "Perhaps it is."

Michael glanced at him, surprised by the admission. They
continued around the park. After a while, Bob asked, "What do you
think would happen if you stayed here another six months?"

Michael shook his head. "I don't want to think about it."
"But you have thought about it."

"Every day."

"And?"

"We'd probably lose the house."

"Even if Rebecca keeps her job?"

"Probably."
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Bob nodded. "What if you moved somewhere with more
opportunities?"

Michael shrugged. "I'd have a better chance of finding work."
"And Rebecca?"

"She's good at what she does. She could probably find something
if there were companies hiring."

"Then it sounds as though the problem isn't whether you should
consider moving."

Michael looked at him. "It's whether we can afford to."
Bob smiled slightly. "That's what I was thinking."

They reached a bench beside the playground and sat down. For a
while, they watched a squirrel working its way along the trunk of a
nearby tree.

Then Bob said, "You know, things are quite different where I
live."

Michael looked over. "How so?"

"The economy's doing well. They've just opened a new business
park on the other side of town. Several companies are moving in,
and more are expected."

"Really?"

"Yes. Miguel was telling me about it before Christmas. His
nephew was hired by one of the companies."

"What kind of businesses?"
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"A mixture. Distribution, technology services, some light
manufacturing. I don't know all the details, but I understand they're
hiring."

Michael looked thoughtful. "I've got experience in operations and
logistics."

"I know."
"That might actually be worth something there."
"I would imagine so."

Michael leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "But
we'd have to sell the house."

"Perhaps."
"And that's where everything falls apart."
"Tell me."

Michael rubbed his hands together against the cold. "We bought
when the market was stronger. Now houses are sitting for months,
and prices have dropped."

"Would you still have equity?"
"Some. On paper."
"Then what happens if you sell?"

Michael shook his head. "We've got debts, Dad. Credit cards, a
personal loan, medical bills from last year. If we sell the house,
whatever equity is left could end up going toward those debts,
depending on how the bankruptcy works."

"Have you asked the lawyer about that?"
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"Not in detail. We haven't decided what to do."
"Then you should."
Michael nodded. "Yeah."

He sighed. "And even if we sold, we couldn't afford another
house. We probably couldn't afford to rent anything decent until I
had a job."

Bob watched him.

"So the place you live is keeping you from going where you
might find work."

Michael looked up. "Pretty much."
"And staying where you are isn't solving the problem."
"NO."

"What would you do if you didn't have to worry about finding a
place to live?"

Michael thought for a moment. "I'd leave."

The answer came so quickly that it seemed to surprise him. Bob
waited. Michael looked toward the playground.

"I'd get Rebecca and the kids out of here. I'd go somewhere there
were jobs. Somewhere we could start again."

He turned toward his father. "That's what I'd do."
Bob smiled. "Then perhaps we ought to talk about my house."
Michael frowned. "What about it?"

"How many bedrooms do you remember it having?"
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Michael looked confused. "Five. Maybe six, depending on what
you count."

"Six."

"Okay."

"And how many of those bedrooms do I use?"
"One, I guess."

"Exactly."

Michael stared at him. "Dad..."

Bob held up a hand. "Let me finish."

Michael sat back. "That house has been far too large for me since
your mother died. I've been rattling around in it like a marble in a
coffee can."

Michael laughed. "That's a strange picture."
"Accurate, though."
"Maybe."

Bob smiled. "I loved having everyone there for Christmas. The
noise, the children, the activity. Even the mess."

"Mom would've loved it."
"Yes. She would have."

Bob looked toward the bare trees. "And I've been thinking about
how much I miss having family nearby."

Michael said nothing. "So here's what I'm wondering."
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He turned toward his son. "Would you and Rebecca consider
moving in with me?"

Michael stared. "What?"

"Moving in. You, Rebecca, and the children."
"Dad, we can't do that."

"Why not?"

"Because we're four people!"

"I can count, son."

Michael laughed nervously. "No, I mean we'd take over your
whole house."

"You saw the place at Christmas. It seemed to manage ten people
without much difficulty."

"That's different. That was a vacation."”

"True."

"And you've got your routines. Your writing. Your privacy."
"I do."

"You'd hate having us there all the time."

Bob considered the statement.

"Did I seem unhappy at Christmas?"

"No, but—"

"Did I complain about the children?"

HNO n

185 www.BowWithUnity.com



"Did I hide in my study and refuse to come out?"
Michael smiled. "Not this time."

Bob nodded. "Then perhaps you should allow for the possibility
that I've changed."

Michael looked down at his hands. "Dad, I don't know."

"Of course you don't. I wouldn't expect you to decide something
like this on a park bench."

"But the money..."

"Let's talk about that."

Michael looked wary. Bob continued.
"I don't need rent from you."
"Dad—"

"I don't."

"I can't just live in your house for free."
"Why not?"

"Because I'm a grown man."

"Yes, you are."

"I have a family."

"Yes."

"I'm supposed to provide for them."

Bob nodded. "And what would give you a better chance of doing
that? Staying here until the bills overwhelm you, or moving
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somewhere you can look for work without worrying about next
month's rent?"

Michael opened his mouth, then closed it.
Bob waited.
Finally, Michael said, "Moving would."

"Then why does accepting a place to live make you less
responsible?"

Michael stared at the ground. "I don't know."

"Would you let one of your children stay with you if they needed
help someday?"

"Of course."

"Would you charge them rent if they couldn't afford it?"
"No."

"Would you consider them failures?"

Michael looked at him. "Never."

Bob smiled gently. "Then perhaps you can understand how I
feel."

For a long moment, Michael said nothing. His eyes had grown
moist, and he looked away. Bob gave him time.

Finally, Michael spoke.
"I don't know what to say."
"You don't have to say anything right now."

Michael shook his head.
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"I just never expected..."
He stopped.
Bob waited.
"Never expected what?"

Michael gave a small, embarrassed laugh. "That you'd offer
something like this."

Bob felt the words more deeply than he expected. He thought of
all the years when his sons had seen him as a man who valued
achievement above almost everything else. Perhaps Michael had
assumed that needing help would disappoint him. Perhaps Bob had
given him every reason to think so.

"I'm sorry, son."

Michael looked up. "For what?"

"For making you believe you had to handle everything alone."
Michael stared at him.

Bob continued.

"I thought T was teaching you to be independent. Maybe
sometimes [ was only teaching you not to ask me for anything."

"Dad..."
"I can't change that now. But I can tell you this."

He placed a hand on Michael's shoulder. "You don't have to earn a
place in my home."
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Michael looked away. The two men sat quietly. A breeze moved
through the trees, carrying the faint sound of traffic from the road
beyond the neighborhood.

Finally, Michael spoke.

"What about your writing?"

"What about it?"

"Wouldn't we be disturbing you?"

"Almost certainly."

Michael laughed. Bob smiled.

"And I expect I'll survive."

"You're serious."

"Completely."

Michael looked at him. "What would you want from us?"

Bob thought for a moment. "Help with the ordinary things.
Keeping the place in good shape. Sharing the responsibilities of a
household. Being considerate of one another."

"That's it?"
"That's a start."
Michael shook his head. "It sounds too good to be true."

"Well, I should warn you that the grandfather clock still chimes
every hour."

Michael laughed. "That's a deal breaker."

"And Miguel comes by on Tuesdays."
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"I remember Miguel."
"And I expect the children to leave my typewriter alone."
Michael grinned. "That one I can understand."

Bob leaned back against the bench. "Listen, son. I don't want you
to make a decision because you think it'll please me. And I certainly
don't want Rebecca to feel pressured."

Michael nodded. "She'd have to be part of it."
"Of course. It's her life too."
"We'd need to talk to the lawyer about the house and the debts."

"Absolutely. Find out what your options really are before making
any decisions."

Michael stared toward the playground. "And I'd need to find
work."

"Yes."

"There's no guarantee."

"No."

Michael looked at him. "But there's a chance."

Bob smiled. "That there is."

They sat for several minutes without speaking.

Then Michael said, "You know what I really want, Dad?"
"What?"

"I want to stop being afraid."
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Bob nodded. "I know."

"I want to wake up in the morning and think about something
besides money. I want Rebecca to come home from work without
looking like she's been through a war. I want the kids to have a
normal life."

"Those sound like good things to want."

Michael smiled faintly.

"Yeah."

He turned toward Bob. "I think I need to talk to Rebecca."
"I think that's an excellent idea."

Michael stood.

"Come on. Let's head back."

Bob rose from the bench. They began walking toward the house.
After several steps, Michael stopped.

"Dad?"

"Yes?"

"Thank you."

Bob looked at him.

"For what?"

Michael smiled.

"For asking me what I wanted."

Bob returned the smile.
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"You're welcome, son."

They continued down the path together. For the first time since
arriving, Bob noticed that Michael was walking with his shoulders
straight and his head up. The worry had not disappeared. There were
still bills to pay, decisions to make, and a great deal of uncertainty
ahead. But something had changed. And Bob was content to let that
be enough for the morning.

The months that followed were not without difficulty. Michael
and Rebecca spent long evenings discussing their options. They met
again with their attorney, reviewed their finances, and began the
unpleasant process of confronting debts they had hoped would
somehow become manageable. There were disappointments. There
were difficult telephone calls. There were days when Michael
wondered whether moving across the country was the most foolish
decision he had ever considered. But there were also encouraging
developments.

Rebecca began researching employment opportunities near Bob's
town and discovered several positions that matched her experience.
Michael contacted companies in the new business park, submitted
applications, and arranged interviews. One of those interviews led to
another. Then came an offer.

It wasn't quite the position he had once held, and the salary was
modestly lower than he had hoped. But it was steady work with a
company that appeared to be growing. For the first time in months,
Michael could imagine a future that did not begin and end with
overdue bills.

Rebecca was offered a position several weeks later. The decision
to move became easier. The arrangements surrounding their house
were more complicated. They followed their attorney's advice, made
the necessary financial decisions, and accepted that some of what
they had built would have to be left behind. Michael found that part
especially painful. He had imagined raising his children in that
house. He had spent weekends painting rooms, repairing fences, and
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planting trees that were only beginning to grow tall enough to
provide shade. Leaving felt like surrendering a piece of his life.

But Rebecca reminded him that the house had never been the
family. It was simply where the family had lived. And they were
taking the important part with them. By early spring, a moving truck
stood in Bob's driveway. Miguel arrived to help unload furniture, and
Bob had arranged for several rooms to be freshly painted before the
family's arrival.

The children were delighted. They raced through the house,
rediscovering the bedrooms they had occupied at Christmas and
arguing cheerfully about which one belonged to whom. Rebecca
stood in the living room looking around with an expression Bob
would never forget.

"Are you sure about this?" she asked.

Bob smiled. "Rebecca, if you ask me that one more time, I'm
going to start charging you for every question."

She laughed. Then she hugged him.
"Thank you."

He held her gently.

"Welcome home."

Life settled into a new rhythm. The house was noisier, certainly.
There were shoes by the front door, school papers on the kitchen
counter, and an astonishing number of things that needed to be
purchased at the grocery store. Bob discovered that children could
empty a refrigerator faster than any literary agent could empty a
writer's enthusiasm. He also discovered that he enjoyed having
someone to talk to over breakfast.

Michael left for work each morning, gradually becoming
comfortable in his new position. Rebecca adjusted to her job and

193 www.BowWithUnity.com



began coming home with stories that did not always involve
frustration or exhaustion. The children made friends. There were
school events, weekend activities, and occasional disagreements
over whose turn it was to help with the dishes.

Bob continued writing. He found that the house's renewed activity
did not prevent him from working nearly as much as he had feared.
He simply adjusted his hours, sometimes beginning early in the
morning before anyone else was awake. And when the children
interrupted him, he no longer treated the interruption as an offense.
Occasionally, he even welcomed it.

The summer passed.

Then autumn arrived, bringing cooler mornings, changing leaves,
and the familiar sound of the creek running beneath the trees. Bob
continued his walks along the bicycle path, sometimes alone,
sometimes accompanied by one of the children. He returned
regularly to Maggie's café, where the staff had grown accustomed to
seeing him arrive with various members of his family.

Miguel remained a familiar presence around the property, though
he now had occasional help from Michael with the heavier work.
The house no longer felt like a place waiting for something to
happen. It felt lived in. And as the year drew toward another
Christmas, Bob found himself looking forward to the holiday with
an enthusiasm he had not experienced since Ellen was alive.

One afternoon in early December, he stood in the living room
watching Michael and the children assemble the Christmas tree.
Rebecca was unpacking ornaments from the boxes Ellen had so
carefully labeled years earlier. The little wooden angel appeared
again, its repaired wing still bearing the faint line of glue. Michael
held it in his hand.

"I can't believe Mom kept this."
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Bob smiled. "Your mother didn't believe in throwing away things
that could be repaired."

Michael looked at the angel for a moment. Then he placed it
gently on the tree. The telephone rang. Bob answered it in the
kitchen.

"Hello?"

"Hey, Dad."

"Daniel! How are you, son?"

"Doing great. Listen, Sarah and I were talking about Christmas."
Bob smiled. "Oh?"

"We thought maybe we'd come out again this year. If you've got
room."

Bob looked through the doorway toward the living room. Michael
was lifting Sophie so she could reach a branch near the top of the
tree. Rebecca was laughing at something Lucas had said, and the
sound of Christmas music drifted from a speaker on the mantel.

"Room?" Bob said.
He laughed. "Son, I believe we can find room."

Daniel chuckled. "Good. The kids have been asking about it for
weeks."

"Then you tell them Grandpa is expecting them."
"We'll work out the dates and let you know."

"Wonderful."
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There was a brief pause. Then Daniel said, "How's everybody
doing?"

Bob looked toward the tree again. "Very well."
"And Michael?"

Bob smiled. "He's doing just fine."

"That's good to hear."

"Yes," Bob said. "It certainly is."

After the call, Bob returned to the living room. Michael looked
up.

"Who was that?"

"Your brother."

"Everything okay?"

"More than okay. They're planning to come for Christmas."
Rebecca clapped her hands. "Oh, that's wonderful!"

The children cheered. Michael laughed.

"Looks like we're going to need a bigger tree."

Bob looked at the enormous tree occupying the corner of the
room. "I think that one will do."

He settled into his favorite armchair and watched his family
continue decorating. A year earlier, he had sat in that same chair,
listening to the quiet crackling of a fire and wondering what
remained for him in the years ahead. Now the room was filled with
voices, laughter, and the familiar confusion of people who loved one
another. He looked toward Ellen's photograph on the mantel.
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He smiled.

For so long, he had thought that the house was filled with
memories of the life he had lost. He was beginning to understand
that it could also be filled with the life still waiting to be lived.
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Chapter Nine
Bob Goes Home

The morning after Christmas arrived beneath a clear winter sky.

A light frost covered the lawn, and the bare branches beyond the
house glittered in the early sunlight. The creek was running steadily
after several days of rain, its gentle movement carrying through the
trees whenever the wind was still.

Inside, the house was anything but quiet. Ten people were
attempting to get ready for breakfast at the same time. Someone had
misplaced a glove. Someone else couldn't find a shoe. Josh was
insisting that he had left his jacket beside the front door, although
Sarah had already discovered it hanging exactly where it belonged.

Bob stood in the hallway, watching the confusion with
considerable amusement.

"Are we taking a walk," he asked, "or organizing an expedition to
the North Pole?"

Michael emerged from the kitchen carrying two travel mugs.
"With this crowd, Dad, there's not much difference."
Rebecca laughed as she helped Sophie into her coat.
"Everybody ready?"

"No!" came a chorus from somewhere upstairs.

Bob smiled.

He had learned not to take such announcements seriously.
Eventually, everyone gathered near the front door, and the family set
off along the familiar bicycle path toward town. It had become
something of a Christmas tradition.
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A year earlier, Bob had arranged a large family breakfast at
Maggie's café. It had been one of the happiest mornings he could
remember, and when the holiday approached again, the
grandchildren had begun asking whether they would be going back.
Bob had made the arrangements weeks in advance. Maggie had been
delighted.

"Same table?" she had asked over the telephone.
"If possible."

"Same big breakfast?"

"Even bigger, if you can manage it."

She had laughed. "For you, Bob, we'll manage."

Now, walking along the creek with his family, Bob found himself
remembering that earlier morning. So much had changed in a year.
Michael and Rebecca were living with him. Both had found work,
and the financial uncertainty that had once threatened to overwhelm
them had gradually become manageable. The children had settled
into their new schools and made friends. They had grown
comfortable in the house, filling it with the ordinary sounds of
family life.

Daniel and Sarah had arrived several days before Christmas,
bringing Emily and Josh for another holiday visit. The reunion had
been as lively as the year before. And Bob, who had once dreaded
the quiet hours following Christmas, now found himself wondering
whether the house would ever be quiet again. He hoped not.

"Grandpa!"

Sophie came running back along the path. "You're walking too
slow!"

Bob laughed. "At my age, sweetheart, walking slowly is a sign of
wisdom."
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She considered that. "Mom says you just have bad knees."

Michael burst out laughing. Bob looked toward his daughter-in-
law.

"Rebecca, I see you've been discussing my medical history."
Rebecca smiled innocently.

"I have no idea what she's talking about."

Sophie took Bob's hand.

"Come on. I'll help you."

"Thank you, darling."

They continued toward town together. The path curved through
the trees, occasionally opening to reveal the creek and the houses
beyond it. The morning air was crisp, but the sun was pleasant, and
the children moved ahead in small groups, stopping now and then to
examine something along the water. Bob watched them with quiet
satisfaction. He remembered a time when family gatherings had felt
like interruptions to his work. Now he could think of few things
more important.

Maggie greeted them at the café door. "Well, look who's here!"
Bob opened his arms. "Maggie!"

She gave him a warm hug.

"Merry Christmas, Bob."

"And to you."

She looked over the assembled family. "Good heavens. I think the
children have grown another foot since last year."
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"At least," Bob said.

Maggie ushered them toward the large table she had prepared
near the windows. A handwritten card stood in the center.

WELCOME BACK, BOB AND FAMILY!

The children cheered. Soon the table was crowded with platters of
eggs, bacon, sausage, pancakes, waffles, biscuits, fruit, and enough
syrup to concern any reasonable physician. Coffee flowed freely.

The grandchildren attacked breakfast with an enthusiasm that
suggested they had not eaten in several days. Conversation rose and
fell around the table. Daniel described a project at work. Sarah spoke
about the children's school activities. Rebecca shared a story about a
particularly amusing misunderstanding at her office. Michael told
everyone about a small promotion he had received several weeks
earlier.

Bob raised his coffee cup. "To Michael!"

"Oh, come on, Dad."

"To Michael," Daniel repeated.

The others joined in. Michael shook his head, smiling.
"All right, all right."

Bob looked at his younger son. "I'm proud of you."
Michael met his eyes. "Thanks, Dad."

It was a simple exchange, but Bob understood how much it
meant. He was learning that some things became more valuable
when they were said without qualification. The conversation
continued until Emily, who had been listening quietly, turned toward
her grandfather.

"Grandpa, did you finish your book?"
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Bob smiled.

"As a matter of fact, I did."

The table grew quiet. Daniel looked up.
"Seriously?"

"Seriously."

"That's wonderful, Dad," Sarah said.

Michael leaned forward. "Wait a minute. You mean it's
completely finished?"

"Very nearly."

Rebecca laughed. "Which is it? Finished or nearly finished?"
Bob held up a finger. "There's one small matter remaining."
"What's that?" Daniel asked.

"The title."

Michael stared at him. "You finished an entire book and haven't
decided what to call it?"

Bob smiled. "Not quite. It has a title. ['ve simply decided it needs
a different one."

"Why?" Emily asked.

"Because sometimes you don't know what something ought to be
called until you've reached the end."

Daniel chuckled. "Sounds like a writer's problem."

"It certainly is."
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Sarah smiled. "So when do we get to see it?"
"Tomorrow."
"Tomorrow?" Michael repeated.

"Yes. I have a little work to do tonight, but by tomorrow morning
everything should be ready."

Rebecca looked delighted. "Are you going to let us read it?"
"Of course."

"All of us?"

"Every one of you."

Josh looked up from his pancakes.

"Even me?"

Bob smiled. "Even you, if you're willing to put down your fork
long enough."

Josh considered the proposition. "How long is it?"
The table erupted in laughter. Bob shook his head.
"Spoken like a true literary critic."

Daniel leaned back in his chair. "Well, Dad, I'm looking forward
to it."

"So am I," Michael said.

Bob looked around the table. The faces before him were familiar
and dear. For years, he had measured the completion of a book by
contracts, deadlines, publication schedules, and the reactions of
people he had never met. Now the prospect of sharing his finished
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work with his family brought him a satisfaction he had not
anticipated.

"Tomorrow, then," he said.
"Tomorrow," Daniel agreed.

Maggie arrived with another pot of coffee. "What's happening
tomorrow?"

"Grandpa finished his book!" Sophie announced.
Maggie looked at Bob. "Well, congratulations!"
"Thank you."

"Another bestseller, I suppose."

Bob laughed. "We'll see."

She refilled his cup. "Whatever happens, I'm glad you're writing
again."

Bob looked at her warmly. "So am I, Maggie."

The conversation returned to the ordinary pleasures of breakfast.
Outside, people walked past the café¢ windows, bundled against the
cold. A young couple pushed a stroller along the sidewalk. An
elderly man stopped to hold the door for a woman carrying several
shopping bags. Bob watched them for a moment. Then he turned
back to his family. He had spent much of his life imagining that
happiness waited somewhere beyond the next accomplishment.
Now, sitting at a crowded table surrounded by people he loved, he
could scarcely imagine wanting anything more.

That evening, the house gradually settled. The children went
upstairs after a final round of games. Daniel and Sarah retired to
their room, tired from the day's activities. Rebecca finished tidying
the kitchen while Michael checked the doors and turned down the
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lights. Bob remained in the living room, enjoying the last of the fire.
The Christmas tree glowed in the corner. He looked toward Ellen's
photograph on the mantel.

"Another good Christmas, sweetheart," he said softly.
He smiled. "I think you'd have liked this one."

For a moment, he could almost imagine her sitting in the chair
opposite him, a cup of tea in her hands, smiling at the sound of their
family filling the house. He missed her. He supposed he always
would. But the grief that had once seemed to occupy every corner of
his life had changed. It no longer demanded that he stop living.
Instead, it reminded him how precious the life before him had
become.

He rose from his chair and walked toward the study. The room
was warm and familiar. His old typewriter stood on the desk beneath
the light of a brass lamp. Nearby rested the pages he had spent so
many months preparing. He had completed his final story revisions
earlier that afternoon. Everything was ready except for the title page.

Bob sat down and looked at the stack. He ran his fingers lightly
across the top sheet. He thought of the countless mornings he had
spent in this room, the long hours, the occasional frustrations, and
the unexpected pleasure of finding himself absorbed in work again.
He remembered the first morning he had uncovered the typewriter
after years of neglect. How strange that day seemed now.

He smiled.

Then he turned his attention to the remaining task. For some time,
he considered the title. He had lived with the previous one for
months, and changing it now felt almost like renaming an old friend.
Yet the more he thought about it, the more certain he became that a
different title was needed.

205 www.BowWithUnity.com



He took a fresh sheet of paper. He placed it in the typewriter. And
slowly, carefully, he began to type. When he finished, he removed
the page and examined it.

He smiled.
"Yes," he said softly.
"That's the one."

Although Bob had always preferred composing on his old
typewriter, he had long since learned the convenience of modern
technology. Once his handwritten corrections were complete, he had
the manuscript scanned and converted into digital form. Now, with
the final story revisions incorporated, he sent the finished book to the
printer beside his desk. He placed the completed title page with the
rest of the manuscript. Then he prepared the final clean copy. The
printer on the small table beside his desk began its steady work,
producing page after page while Bob checked the order and made
certain everything was as it should be. At last, the final sheet
emerged. He gathered the pages, arranged them neatly, and placed
the finished manuscript on the desk.

Tomorrow, his family would see it. He imagined Daniel turning
the pages, Michael making some affectionate joke, and the
grandchildren wondering why anyone would spend so much time
putting words on paper. The thought made him smile. He leaned
back in his chair. For a long moment, he simply looked at the
finished work. Then something extraordinary happened.

A faint light appeared along the edges of the pages. Bob blinked.
He leaned forward. At first, he thought it was a reflection from the
desk lamp. But the light grew brighter. It seemed to rise from the
paper itself, a soft radiance that spread across the desk and
illuminated the room.

Bob stared.
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"What on earth...?"

The edges of the pages began to shimmer. The light moved across
them like sunlight passing through water, until the entire manuscript
seemed to glow.

He reached toward it.

Before his fingers touched the paper, the light expanded. It rose in
gentle waves, filling the space above the desk. Bob drew back in
astonishment. The room around him began to fade. The walls, the
bookshelves, the picture window, and the familiar objects Ellen had
arranged so many years earlier seemed to dissolve into the
brightness. He could still see them, but only faintly, as though they
belonged to a world viewed through a veil of light.

He felt no fear. Only wonder. "What's happening?" he whispered.

The light grew warmer. And then he heard it. The familiar voice.
The one that had awakened him so many months earlier. The one
that had spoken to him about his Ego, his memories, and the strange
possibility that he was more than the person he had always believed
himself to be.

"Hello, Bob."

Bob closed his eyes for a moment.
He smiled.

"Hello back."

There was a gentle warmth in the voice. "You've come a long

n

way.
Bob looked around him. "I suppose I have."

"How do you feel?"
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Bob considered the question. He thought of Ellen. Of Daniel and
Michael. Of his grandchildren. Of the woman at the grocery store,
the walks along the creek, the laughter at Christmas, and the quiet
satisfaction of watching his family become whole again.

He smiled. "Grateful."
The light brightened. "That's good."

Bob looked toward the center of the radiance. A figure was
beginning to emerge. At first, it was little more than a silhouette.
Then the features became clearer. Bob stared. The man approaching
him had his face. Not the face reflected in the mirror that morning,
lined by age and marked by the passing years. It was his own face as
he remembered it from long ago.

Young.
Familiar.

The face of the man he had been before marriage, before children,
before success and loss had shaped his life. Bob felt a sudden
recognition. The diner. The man behind the counter. The same face.
The figure smiled. Bob looked at him in wonder.

"Who are you?"
The answer came gently.
"You know."

Bob stood slowly. He looked at the young man before him. And
in that moment, he understood that the voice had never belonged to a
stranger. Nor had it belonged to another soul standing apart from his
own. It was the part of himself he had spent a lifetime trying to hear.
The part that had waited patiently while he learned to look beyond
the narrow boundaries of the man he believed himself to be.

Bob smiled.
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"I think I do."
The figure extended a hand.
Bob looked at it.

Then he looked once more toward the room that had been his
sanctuary for so many years. The desk. The typewriter. The
photograph of Ellen. The finished manuscript resting beneath the
gentle glow of the lamp. He felt an immense tenderness for it all.

For every mistake.

Every kindness.

Every loss.

Every moment that had brought him here.

He turned back toward the light.

The young man smiled.

"I've been expecting you."

Bob reached out. And the light became everything.

The following morning, the house awakened slowly. It was the
day after their annual breakfast at Maggie's, and no one was in a
particular hurry. Michael was the first downstairs. He started the
coffee, opened the curtains, and stood for a moment looking out at
the frost-covered lawn.

Rebecca joined him a few minutes later.
"Morning."
"Morning."

She glanced toward the hallway.
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"Your dad up yet?"
"Haven't seen him."
"That's unusual."
Michael smiled.

"He was up late working on his book. Maybe he's finally decided
to sleep in."

"Good for him."

They began preparing breakfast. Soon the children appeared,
followed by Daniel and Sarah. The kitchen filled with conversation.
Emily wanted to know when Grandpa would show them his finished
book.

"After breakfast, [ imagine," Daniel said.
"Unless he's still sleeping," Sarah added.
Michael laughed. "Let him sleep. He's earned it."

A few minutes later, Michael went down the hallway toward the
laundry room. As he passed the study, he noticed that the door was
slightly open. The desk lamp was still burning.

He paused.
"Dad?"

There was no answer. Michael pushed the door open. Bob was
sitting at his desk. His head rested forward, his body slumped
slightly to one side. For an instant, Michael thought he had fallen
asleep while working.

"Dad?"
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He stepped closer. Something was wrong.
HDad! n

Michael hurried to him, touching his shoulder. Bob did not
respond.

"Dad, wake up!"

Michael felt for a pulse. His face drained of color.
"Rebecca!"

His voice rang through the house.

"Rebecca! Call 911!"

Footsteps sounded in the hallway. Rebecca appeared at the door,
followed by Daniel.

"What happened?"
Michael looked at her.
"Call 911! Now!"

Rebecca pulled out her phone. Daniel rushed to the desk.
Together, the brothers carefully lowered their father to the floor. The
emergency dispatcher began giving instructions, and Daniel started
chest compressions while Michael knelt beside him.

"Come on, Dad," Michael whispered.
"Come on."

The room filled with urgent voices. Rebecca relayed information
to the dispatcher. Sarah hurried the children away from the doorway,
trying to keep them calm. Michael watched his brother working
desperately to bring their father back. He wanted to believe there
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was still time. That somehow Bob would open his eyes, look at them
in bewilderment, and ask what all the commotion was about. But
Bob did not move.

Minutes later, the paramedics arrived. They took over
immediately, moving with the practiced urgency of people who had
done this many times before. Michael and Daniel stood together near
the doorway. Neither spoke. Rebecca held Michael's hand. The
paramedics continued their efforts. Then, after a final assessment,
the room grew quiet. One of them approached the family. His
expression told them what they needed to know before he spoke.

"I'm very sorry."

Michael stared at him. Daniel lowered his head. Rebecca began to
cry. Their father was gone. For a long moment, nobody moved. The
house that had been filled with laughter only hours earlier seemed
impossibly still. Michael looked toward the desk. The old typewriter
stood beneath the lamp. Beside it rested the neatly printed
manuscript Bob had finished the night before. He remembered their
conversation at Maggie's.

Tomorrow. Bob had promised they would all get to see it
tomorrow. Michael stepped closer to the desk.

His eyes filled with tears.

He reached out and gently straightened the pages. Then he looked
at the title.

EGO: The Near Life Experience of Bob
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