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My
53rd birthday was right around the corner and my husband Phil had a
special dinner planned. He was actually going to cook the meal
himself! There would be a nice wine, flowers, soft music and
candlelight – such a romantic. Phil never missed a birthday,
anniversary or celebration of any kind. The kids would be driving
up from Boston to ‘surprise’ me and Amy apparently had a surprise
of her own. Yes, birthdays are special in our house.

Autumn in Maine is always spectacular. You
can smell the chill in the air, view brilliant colors on the trees
and almost smell the maple sugar running. The sky is bluer than at
any time of year and the harbor is filled with every type of
pleasure boat and fishing vessel. The Tall Ships even visit on
their annual tour. The sun shimmered on the water and cast silver
sparkles with each ripple. Phil finished painting the house a soft
white and it contrasted brilliantly against the lively colors of
fall. Life here is a picture postcard just like you see in the
brochures. It’s beautiful at any time of year.

I’d come into the house from planting
twenty-four mum plants when the phone rang. It was Phil telling me
he was leaving the office and would be home an hour later, as he
wanted to visit his folks at the nursing home, which he often did
after work. His parents were in assisted living there and we lived
in the family home to make certain it would stay in the family. But
after several hours Phil still hadn’t come home and I began to get
concerned.

At 8:15 PM, there was a knock at the front
door. Jared Findlay, our local chief of police was at the door. I
saw his vehicle through the living room window and called from the
kitchen to come on in. We’re small town America here and everyone
knows everyone else. Jared came in, hat in hand with a horrified
expression on his face I will never forget. I pointed to a chair
and had him sit down.

“Okay, why the long face my friend?” I asked,
setting a cup of his favorite hazelnut coffee on the table. “Did
Barker dig up the neighbor’s flower bed again?”

Chief Findlay struggled with his words and
said, “No Molly, that’s not it. There’s been an accident out on
Route 4 and Phil was hit head on by another driver. He’s in really
bad shape, Molly. The doctors said he may not make it through the
night.”

The news hit me as if someone had punched me
in the stomach with a bowling ball. I stared at Jared, not knowing
how to answer him, but I managed to blurt out something, I
think.

“Who was the other driver?” I asked sadly.
“What happened to him?”

Chief Findlay circled the rim of his cup with
his index finger and sobbed, “Sarah, my wife. First reports say
she’d been at a party, had too much “punch” and wouldn’t let anyone
drive her home. She knew better. She’s in the hospital now, not
critical, so she will survive. We need to get over to the hospital
now, Molly. We need to leave now.”

I took my jacket from the hook on the back
door, grabbed my purse and turned off kitchen light. When we got to
the police car, I noticed another officer behind the wheel. Stacy
Canfield would be our driver as Jared was too shaken to drive his
own squad. It took five minutes to get there, but it seemed as if
it was an all-day journey. I dreaded going in there because of what
I would find. We stepped out of the squad and walked through to the
Critical Care Unit nurses’ station.

“Hi Pauline, I’ve got Molly O’Brien here to
see her husband,” said Jared softly. “How’s he doing?”

Pauline simply shook her head negatively,
looked down then replied, “I took the liberty of calling Father
Dolan. He’s in with your husband now.”

I put my hand on Pauline’s shoulder and
walked into the cubicle. Father Dolan had just finished giving Phil
the Last Rites and walked over to greet me.

“Molly my girl, this isn’t the way I wanted
to see you today,” he said as he chocked back his tears. “I was
bringing a cake over for your birthday tomorrow. Phil is still
awake and talking but he’s fading fast. I think he’s just waiting
to see you.”

I think I managed a weak smile and walked
quietly to my husband’s bedside. He was wrapped in bandages around
the side of his head and IV’s were everywhere. I could hear a pump
thumping in the background and the lights were turned way down. I
bent over to kiss the good side of his head, when he opened his
eyes and smiled.

“Hi Honey,” he said weakly. “Sorry I can’t
make dinner tomorrow. I had it all planned out. Mom and Dad said
hello.”

“Don’t talk Phil, save your strength,” I
whispered. “You can make the dinner later. I’ll hold you to
it.”

Phil smiled again, but this time, it was if
he was looking past me at something or someone. It was an
anticipatory smile.

“Look at all the people,” Phil laughed. “They
have their hands out in welcome. Wow, it’s like a scene from
“Ghost” or something. I can see Aunt Fanny, Bob, Cousin Dorothea
and a lot of others. Am I dying now? Is Heaven opening up for
me?”

How can I answer such a question? Now I feel
like a blubbering idiot.

“I suppose it is, Honey,” I cried softly. “I
don’t know because you are the only one who can see them. Is
Blessed Mother with them?”

Phil squinted as if to search the crowd of
familiar faces then said quietly, “Yes, she’s here with her Son.
She’s reaching out for me. I think I should go now, don’t you?”

“Is she pretty, Phil?” I asked. “Is Jesus
handsome? I wish you didn’t have to leave me Phil. But I
understand.”



Phil began to talk with someone then looked
over to me and said, “Blessed Mother told me to explain she will
always be close by and be with you and those we love. She’s just
beautiful, so elegant and loving. She says to look for the white
roses. Jesus has a big smile on his face, so I guess things are
okay with the Big Guy. I feel lots of love Honey - lots and lots of
it. Please tell the kids I love them and I’m so proud of them. I’m
sorry about your birthday - maybe next year. I love you Molly –
always have, always will. You are my one true love.”

“I love you too, Phil,” I replied tenderly.
“Always have and always will. You are my one true love. I’ll pray
for you every day until we are reunited.”

As I kissed Phil on the
lips, I could feel the life in him fade away. A few seconds later
the machines made buzzing and bleeping sounds and my husband was
gone. It was one minute after Midnight – my
53rd birthday. I placed his hands together, stroked his cheek one
last time and turned to Father Dolan, who came over and made the
sign of the cross on Phil’s forehead. We stood for a moment in
prayer then let the nurses to do their work. Father and I walked to
a family waiting room and sat down.

“Are you okay, Molly?” he asked. “Was Mother
with him?”

I looked right at Father Dolan and asked,
“What just happened? Did my husband just die right in front of
me?”

Father put his arm around my shoulder and
tried to reassure me by saying, “Yes, Molly, he did and he’s gone.
But he did tell me a little earlier that a deer ran across the road
and because it was slick, the car on the opposite side swerved to
avoid a collision. It was an accident, pure and simple. It was no
one’s fault, it simply happened.”

“Did he tell a police officer about that?” I
asked. “Better to have it verified first before we can call it an
accident.”

“Yes, one of the patrol officers with us
heard Phil say it was the deer,” explained the priest. “Sarah was
not at fault.”

I sat on the sofa feeling numb. I didn’t know
if my feet worked. I felt hollow inside, as if there were no organs
functioning – just empty space. Somehow I managed one more
statement to Father Dolan.

“Phil told me Blessed Mother was there and
that she was beautiful,” I whispered through my tears. “Jesus had a
big grin on his face and there were family members waiting with
open arms for Phil. That’s at least some comfort right now.”

“Praise the Lord,” grinned Father. “What a
marvellous witness. Yes, yes, confirmation. How wonderful for
Phil.”

“Someone will have to tell Phil’s parents,” I
cried. “They are not going to understand this at all.”

“I’ll have Brother Declan handle that,”
replied Father Dolan. “He’s their chaplain at the assisted living
home and he’s had this duty many times. He will wait until morning,
since it will only make Mrs. O’Brien’s dementia worse if he woke
them up. Are your children coming up today for your birthday?”

“Yes, they’re scheduled to be here around
three this afternoon,” I answered. “Amy has a ‘surprise’ for us.
This should be interesting. Little do they know what awaits them
when they get home.”

“I’ll be there when they arrive then,”
acknowledged the priest. “Would you like someone to come over and
stay with you when you leave here?”

I had to think a minute then said, “No, I’m
fine for now. The neighbors will have heard the news reports by now
and will be over. I think I should see Sarah. She needs to hear
from me that this was an accident. I don’t want it weighing on her
conscience. Just get me home when we’re finished here.”

Father Pat helped me up off the sofa and we
asked the room number of our friend. We walked down the hall and
across the corridor to Sarah Findlay’s room. Jared was standing
outside with his head resting on the wall. He saw us coming and
broke down in tears.

“I just heard, I am so, so sorry Molly,”
sobbed Jared. “I can’t believe this has happened.”

“Phil told one of your officers it was an
accident,” said Father Dolan. “A deer ran out onto the highway and
Sarah swerved to avoid hitting it. There was no way out of the
collision since the road was so slick from the rain. Because it
hadn’t rained for so long, there was oil on the surface with the
rain and the conditions were rife for an accident.”

I plucked up my courage to go in to see
Sarah, so I walked quietly over to her bedside. Sarah had been
sleeping, but woke up when I came near.

“Oh Molly, I’m so sorry,” she cried. “I
didn’t see – I didn’t know. It was that deer. How is Phil? Will he
be okay?”

“Phil died a few minutes ago, Sarah,” I
explained. “But he did tell the officer with him it was an
accident. You aren’t to blame.”

Sarah cried even harder then began to wince
in pain. I told her I would let her rest, but not to beat herself
up over the accident. It simply wasn’t her fault. Father and I
walked out to the parking lot. The late night chill in the air
meant we would have snow soon. Phil loved the snow. He loved
everything about autumn and winter.

Our next-door neighbors had been at the house
and left food. There were gifts and cards on the front table and
some flowers in a pretty vase as well, apparently for my birthday.
My friend Monica was waiting for us when we came in and had coffee
brewed. She greeted me with a warm hug and gave Father Dolan one,
too.

“You must be wiped out Molly,” she sighed.
“I’ve made coffee and there is some cake here, too. I’m sure you
missed supper. How is Phil? We haven’t heard any more news.”

“Phil died from his injuries, Monica,” I
sobbed. “He wasn’t in any pain, thankfully. He knew us and could
see Heaven. That was a blessing. But it was simply an accident – an
ordinary, accident. There’s no one to blame.”

Father Dolan was nodding off to sleep, then
bounced awake and exclaimed, “Oh, best get some rest. I have first
morning Mass at 6:30 AM and it’s really late. I’ll be here around
three then. Good night my friends.”

Our priest left and we were alone with our
thoughts. I was so tired I wanted to sleep on the couch. Somehow I
couldn’t bear to sleep in our bed - the bed I shared with Phil for
the last thirty years. Monica brought down a pillow and a throw
then got me to lie down on the leather couch in the den. She turned
out the light and went back to the kitchen to make calls. I was
unconscious when my head hit the pillow.

The following morning I woke up instinctively
at 7:30 and looked in the downstairs bathroom mirror. I looked
horrible. I went upstairs, took a shower and put on fresh clothes.
I glanced at our bed. No one had slept in it the night before. It
seemed lonely. I heard someone in the kitchen and walked down to
see Monica still on duty, making breakfast.

“Morning,” I said sleepily. “What are you
still doing here?”

“Well you know me, I wanted to keep the
hoards away from you for at least a few hours,” she grinned. “Set
yourself down and have something to eat. You’ll need to keep up
your strength for today.”

“What just happened?” I asked. “Was I
dreaming all of this?”

Monica reacted the only way she could and
replied, “No. This was no dream. Phil is gone. And yes, it’s your
birthday. I won’t say it’s a happy one though. Now eat.”

I must admit I felt better after I’d eaten,
but I was still wandering around in a fog. Monica stayed for a few
more hours to answer the phone and the door. She wrote down the
calls and who had delivered flowers or gifts. I called the funeral
home and made the arrangements for Phil’s funeral on the following
Saturday – our wedding anniversary. It felt as if it couldn’t get
any worse.

Monica left and for a short while I was left
to my own devices. Within a few minutes of her departure, a
florists’ van came up and delivered a bouquet of white roses. I was
stunned.

“Who sent these?” I asked. “I don’t see a
card.”

The delivery driver looked on his sheet and
there was no name.

“Sorry Ma’am, it doesn’t say who sent these,”
was his reply. “Pretty though, aren’t they?”

“Yes, very beautiful,” I replied. “Thank you.
Oh wait, you’ll need a tip.”
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