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To Andrea, Alyssa, and Ryan: 

Your love and support fuels me to chase 

my dreams. 
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ow well do you know the people you love? That 
might seem like a rhetorical question that would fol-
low with an obvious answer. I mean, if we love 

someone, then of course we know them. But, is that always the 
truth? 

How well we know someone, goes far beyond being able to 
rattle off their favorite food, color, song, or preferred vacation 
destination. Truly understanding someone is a connection to that 
person’s soul. It’s the ability to feel their emotions and touch 
their spirit. 

There is no better time than now, to put all daily distractions 
aside and invest in the people we value and care about. Break 
through their surface. Discover the wonder that lives inside the 
ones we hold close to our hearts, for tomorrow we may not have 
the chance to.

Preface

H
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The opportunity to say goodbye is a gift. 

August 9, 2017, 12:00 p.m. •  New York City 

ello, Sir. How’s it going today? Welcome to Max’s 
Deli. How many are in your party?” The hostess 
greets Jason. He sets his backpack on the ground next 

to him and glances at her name badge. “I’m doing well. Thanks, 
Chelsea. A table for two, please.” Jason looks around with anx-
ious intent. “Is it cool if I grab that empty booth over there, by 
the window? The one near the jukebox.” The sound of chatter 
can be heard in every direction. 

“Hang on, let me check. We have been swamped today. To be 
honest, you’re lucky that we have any tables available right 
now.” The hostess snatches her clipboard from the podium and 
runs her finger down the seating chart. She frowns. “I’m so sor-
ry. We’re getting ready to seat the party that arrived right before 
you in that booth. How about the one right behind it?” 

Jason sighs and clasps his fingers behind his head. “That spe-
cific booth is really important. There’s no way you can help me 
out?” 

Chelsea holds up her finger signaling that she will be right 
back. She dashes over to a middle-aged man and woman stand-

H
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ing next to the front door. She has a brief huddle with them and 
then returns with a thumbs up. “You’re all set. They said you can 
have that booth. No problem.” 

Jason exhales with relief. “Thank you so much for doing that. 
I really appreciate it.” He picks up his backpack and places one 
of the straps over his shoulder. Chelsea grabs two long, rec-
tangular menus. “My pleasure. Follow me, please.” They weave 
between the cluster of crowded tables and busy servers storming 
in and out of the kitchen doors. 

“My God. It’s like crossing 42nd and Broadway in this 
place,” Jason mumbles to himself. He narrowly dodges a busboy 
sprinting by who is carrying a bin full of dirty plates and drink-
ing glasses. After trekking through what feels like a game of 
Frogger, Jason and Chelsea reach the booth. “OK!  We made it.” 
She chuckles and places the menus on the table. “So, I’m curi-
ous, why is this particular table so important to you?” She pauses 
and tilts her head. “I hope you don’t mind me asking.” 

Jason places his backpack onto the seat. He stares at the 
jukebox as an array of emotions rush through his mind. In an 
attempt to hide his unease, Jason keeps his response brief. “A lot 
of special memories were made sitting here.” 

“Fair enough.” Chelsea responds. “Well, enjoy your lunch, 
sir. Your waitress will be over shortly. This crowd should settle 
down in the next 30 minutes or so.” Jason sits down, unzips his 
backpack, and replies, “Thanks. Oh, by the way, I appreciate 
what you did before. It means a lot to me.” The hostess waves 
goodbye and dashes away. Sliding his laptop out of his bag, Ja-
son places it on the table and flips up the screen. He pulls his cell 
phone out of his pocket and sets it next to his computer. Just as 
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his fingers touch the keyboard, he sees someone out of the corner 
of his eye. 

“How are you doing, honey?” My name is Kathy. I’ll be tak-
ing care of you today. Have you been here before? Our sand-
wiches are the thickest in the city. It will take you two days to 
finish one.” Her smile lights up the room. 

Jason turns toward her and chuckles. “Oh, yes…I know. I’ve 
been here before. This place is a family favorite, especially for 
my father.” 

She pulls out a notepad from her apron pocket and grabs the 
pen from behind her ear. “What can I get you today? We have the 
soup and half a sandwich special. Our matzoh balls are superb. 
They’re the size of bowling balls.” Kathy pretends to roll a strike 
and grins. 

Jason opens the menu to review the options. “You know 
what, that sounds awesome. My grandmother, Rhoda, used to 
make the best matzoh balls. I could really go for that today.” He 
closes the menu. “I’ll also take a hot corned beef sandwich with 
spicy mustard on the side. Can I also have extra coleslaw and 
pickles, please?” 

“Of course, you can. You know, my husband loved our 
corned beef. It was his favorite. Do you want anything to drink 
other than water?” She scribbles the order onto her pad. Jason 
checks the time on his phone. “Oh, I almost forgot something 
very important. Can I have a can of cold Dr. Brown’s Cel-Ray 
soda with a tall empty glass? The can needs to be nice and frost-
ed.” 

Kathy is puzzled by the detailed request. She places her pen 
and pad into her apron pocket. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I 
think I can make that happen. I’ll be back in a jiffy.” 
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“Before you leave, you said that your husband loved the 
corned beef here. Does that mean he doesn’t anymore?” Jason 
scratches the side of his head. Exhaling and hesitant to respond, 
Kathy musters enough courage to give the back story. “He strug-
gled with depression for decades and was a functioning alco-
holic. About three years before he was supposed to retire, the 
telecommunications company he worked for eliminated his posi-
tion. He lost out on his pension, but even more devastating than 
that, he lost his purpose in life. Our son hired him to work part-
time at his auto-repair shop. Unfortunately, that didn’t last very 
long. They fought like cats and dogs.” She takes off her glasses 
and uses her sleeve to wipe away the tears welling in her eyes. 
“Without getting into the details, I came home one day after 
working a double-shift and found him. He had taken his own 
life.” 

Jason’s mouth drops open and his posture stiffens. “Oh my 
God. I am so sorry. I can’t imagine what you have had to deal 
with. That’s horrific to hear.” 

Kathy sighs. “It’s not easy. I’m just thankful I have four 
beautiful grandchildren. I spend as much time as I can with them 
when I’m not working. They are a blessing and I don’t know 
what I would do without those kids. When my mind stays busy, I 
can get through the day.” 

Nodding his head, Jason sympathizes. “I totally understand. 
I’m still struggling with the loss of someone very special to me, 
years later. It doesn’t feel like it ever gets easier, but I try and 
find ways to cope. For me, writing about the tough times I’ve 
been through helps ease the pain. I guess you could say it’s my 
outlet and therapy method.” 
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“That’s fantastic that you found a way to express your pain in 
a productive way. It’s important for people to do that. My hus-
band and I were married for 41 years. Like every couple, we had 
our good days and bad. In the end I know we did the best we 
could. That’s all anyone could ask for.” Kathy puts her glasses 
back on. “I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t ruin your lunch with my sob 
story.” 

Jason answers, “Of course not. I’m glad you felt comfortable 
telling me everything you did. It reminds me that I’m not the 
only person dealing with the agony of loss. Sometimes I feel like 
I’m stranded on an island by myself. My wife does her best to be 
there for me, but it’s hard. Unless you have experienced the 
death of a loved one, it’s difficult to understand the devastation.” 

“You’re absolutely right, honey. You know, I never asked: 
what’s your name?” Kathy relaxes. Extending his hand in a 
friendly manner, he replies, “My name is Jason…Jason Shapiro. 
I’m glad we met today.” 

“I am, too. I’m sorry, but you get a hug.” The two embrace 
and chuckle by the forward expression between strangers. “Let 
me go put your order in. I’ll get a rush on this for you.” Kathy 
darts away. 

Jason notices a text message on his phone as he powers up 
his laptop. It’s from his wife and it reads, Are you ok? He writes 
back, So far so good. I’ll text you a little bit later. I love you. A 
heart emoji appears as Andrea’s sole response. Jason tears into a 
pack of crackers on the table. From the front pocket of his back-
pack, he takes out his earphones and plugs them into his phone. 
He rubs his chin as he contemplates a title for his book. He stares 
at the computer screen and taps his fingers on the table. Seeking 
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inspiration, Jason places the buds into his ears and selects a mon-
tage of instrumental piano songs. He increases the volume of the 
music. After several minutes of daydreaming, he gathers his 
thoughts and begins to type. His fingers dance atop the keys as a 
fury of emotions circulate through his mind. Text shoots onto the 
screen, creating sentences layered with love and appreciation. 
Words continue to pour out as the beginning of a story takes life. 
The combination of calming melodies from the piano and the 
connection building within the story transport Jason into what 
feels like an alternate reality. The loud bustle of the restaurant 
patrons begins to fade away. He becomes immersed in the histo-
ry he is retelling.

Ever since I started writing books, I found that for 
me to get to a vulnerable place and release my 
emotions without hesitation, I need the assistance 
of music. I become swept away in the story, with 
no reservations of holding anything back. I have 
always felt that to be an authentic author, you 
have to write what your heart is feeling. Those 
emotions are critical to provide the depth and 
dynamics of the story you are attempting to tell. 
There were nights that I was so committed to 
the journey, that hours began to feel like min-
utes. I was physically drained by the time I real-
ized it was time to hit the pause button. The 
power of writing goes far beyond telling a tale 
or creating an interesting story. For me, it is my 
escape to deal with the pain I have experienced 
in my life, but also to relive the joys. Writing is 
more than my hobby; it has become my source 
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Jason is startled as he feels a tap on his shoulder. He pulls the 
buds from his ears and turns to the side. 

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t want to bother you—but your food is 
ready. Kathy takes the bowl of steaming soup from the foldable 
tray-stand. She’s cautious as she places it in front of Jason. 
“You’re going to love that broth. It’s the best. So, what are you 
working on?” 

Jason slides the laptop over. “Just a short story. I’m not sure 
how it will turn out, but it’s going to be interesting to write.” He 
continues, “I have a feeling it’s going to be emotional. I’m hope-
ful it will bring me a little peace and comfort.” 

“That sounds great. We could all use a little peace in our lives 
right now. That’s for sure.” Kathy sets down the plate with the 
hot corned beef sandwich on it. Then follows with two bowls, 
overflowing with coleslaw and pickles. She places her hands 
onto her hips. “So, of course it finally slowed down and a party 
of twelve just barged inside. Me and another waitress flipped a 
coin to see who the lucky winner was. Well, I lost.” Kathy rolls 
her eyes. “I am going to be tied up with them for a while, but I’ll 
check on you soon. Oh, I totally forgot, here is your ice cold Cel-
Ray soda with a tall empty glass. I also brought you a cup of wa-
ter.” She places each one on the table. 

Jason is content. “Thanks a lot. I appreciate it. There’s a rea-
son why that Cel-Ray soda is so important.” He takes a sip of 

of self-therapy. The ability to create any reality I 
want within the pages of a story is a gift. It is a 
discovery that I will be forever grateful for.
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water. “And don’t worry about me. I’m good. I’ll just be here 
typing. I tend to drift into my own world once I start.” 

“That sounds good, sweetheart. You’ll have to fill me in on 
what you’re writing before you leave. I’m working on a special 
book of poems that I hope to publish. It’s funny, I thought I was 
done with it, but for some reason I feel like there’s one more im-
portant poem I need to write. It’s been driving me absolutely 
nuts, because I don’t know what it is. It’s just this feeling in my 
gut. Oh, well. I’ll see you in a little bit.” Kathy folds the tray, 
lifts it up, and speed-walks back inside the kitchen. Jason grabs 
the spoon from the table and begins to slurp his soup broth. 
Leaning forward, with his fingertips, he pushes the plate with the 
corned beef sandwich across the table. Then he does the same 
with the can of soda and empty glass. He sits back and takes a 
deep breath. He moves the bowl of matzoh ball soup to the side, 
places his laptop in front of him, and begins to type. 

Glancing at the front door, Jason notices a man storm inside. 
He is wearing a beige-colored pique polo that is tucked into his 
pleated khakis. His loafers are brown and match his leather dress 
belt. The man darts over to the hostess and has a brief conversa-
tion with her. Once finished, he begins peering around the restau-
rant. Shuffling through the tables and chairs, his neck rotates like 
an owl. 

“I’m over here!” Jason shouts as he stands up and waves with 
his arms extended in the air. His smile reaches from one side of 
his face to the other. The man scurries over with his arms ex-
tended out in front of him. Their embrace is powerful as they 
firmly pat each other’s back for several seconds. The man places 
his hands onto Jason’s cheeks and stares deep into his eyes. “Oh 
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my God is it good to see you. It’s been too damn long. So much 
time has passed.” 

Jason’s hands tremble as he wipes the tears from his face. “I 
never thought this day would happen, but it did. I feel like I am 
dreaming, Dad.” 

“I’m here, bud…I’m here. I’ve missed you very much,” Ja-
son’s father, Larry, playfully pokes his son’s stomach. “You look 
good, but what’s with that juvenile haircut. It’s way too short on 
the sides. I’m surprised they don’t say anything to you at work 
about that.” 

Jason ignores his father’s immediate and subtle jab. “Man, is 
it good to hear your voice. Come on, let’s sit down at the table. I 
have a surprise for you.” He massages his father’s shoulders and 
guides him in the direction of the feast. 

“Well, I see you managed to score our favorite booth.” Larry 
peers at the jukebox and then looks down at the table. “Whoa! Is 
that what I think it is? A steaming hot corned beef sandwich with 
spicy mustard on the side?” Larry’s surprise is a homerun. Jason 
confirms and updates, “Yes, sir…it is. I had them fill up the 
bowls with pickles and coleslaw. And of course, I have your fa-
vorite soda waiting for you.” 

Larry’s mouth drops open and he places his hands on top of 
his head. “Is the can chilled?” Jason high fives his father as he 
exclaims: “Cold as ice.” 

“You get an A-plus, Toad. Tremendous job. Everything is 
perfect. You know this is my favorite deli in the world. Their 
corned beef is so lean. It’s crazy. Man, look how thick that puppy 
is.” Larry sits down on the seat and admires his sandwich.
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Even though I hadn’t seen my father in a long time, 
his love for food remained the same. I knew that 
having everything exactly the way he liked it 
would make him happy. Clearly, I didn’t disap-
point. He also couldn’t resist calling me by my 
nickname, Toad. My middle name is Todd, and 
somehow, he morphed that into an amphibian. He 
had nicknames for everyone. If you were lucky 
enough to acquire one from him, it meant he liked 
you. 

I was bubbling with excitement. I couldn’t wait to 
pick up where we left off the last time we saw 
each other. As the years passed and I went 
through life’s crazy challenges, there were so 
many times I wanted his advice and approval. I 
also had countless questions I was yearning to ask 
him and so many experiences I wanted to share. 
Today, I finally had that chance and I was going to 
take full advantage of it.

“So, tell me. How the heck have you been? How are the 
kids?” Larry grabs a knife and slathers the mustard onto the 
bread of his sandwich. 

Jason leans in: “Well, I don’t know where to start. So much 
has happened since the last time we saw each other. The kids are 
getting big. Alyssa is in the 7th grade and Ryan is in the 4th 
grade…if you can believe that. Somedays, it blows my mind 
when I think about how grown up they have gotten. Hang on a 
second. Let me pull up their pictures on my phone and show 
you.” Jason scans the photo options and chooses their school 
pictures from the current year. He holds up the phone and ex-
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tends his arm across the table. “That’s your handsome grandson, 
Mr. Ryan. He wanted to wear his navy blazer for the picture this 
year. I love how he does whatever he wants and doesn’t care 
what anyone else says. He looked like a little businessman.” Ja-
son slides his finger across the screen. “Here’s the beautiful 
Alyssa. She loves to dance everywhere she goes…and sing. 
Thankfully she doesn’t take after me with school. She is a 
straight A student.” 

Overcome with awe, Larry drops his knife onto the table. “It 
is so good to see their faces. It looks like you and Andrea have 
been doing a fantastic job raising them. That Ryan is a trip wear-
ing his blazer and dress shirt. He is a fine-looking fellow and 
oozing with so much confidence. That’s an important quality to 
have in life. Show me the photo of Alyssa again,” Larry requests. 
Jason lifts up the phone and expands the picture. “Wow. Your 
first born, Toad. I was actually shocked when you told your mom 
and me that you were having a girl. You know how badly we 
wanted one. Of course, we were always happy that we had the 
four of you guys, but girls are special. Don’t forget that. When I 
look at that picture, I can see some unease behind her smile. Lis-
ten, make me a promise that you will always be patient with her. 
It’s important.” 

Jason stares at his father, stunned by his accurate assumption, 
and mumbles, “Yes, I promise. I will.” After taking a bite of his 
sandwich, Larry reminds Jason, “Having children is a gift. I 
know you understand that, but it is what life is all about. Your 
legacy is what you leave behind once you exit this world. They 
will carry that on for you. I know you’re ambitious and a go-get-
ter, but always try and balance your time the best you can. If I 
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had one do-over, that would be something I wish I had done a 
better job at.” 

“Please, don’t feel guilty about that, Dad. You gave us the 
best childhood kids could ask for. Even though you traveled a lot 
during the week, you made Saturdays and Sundays count. I re-
member you were at every baseball and soccer game we played 
in. Of course, it’s your fault I am obsessed with concession 
stands.” Jason slaps his own knee, amused by his humor. “I was 
just telling the kids about all the movies you took us to. Speaking 
of movies, I have a question for you. I may have asked you this a 
while ago, but I don’t think you ever gave me a straight answer. 
Why the heck did you let me watch R-rated movies when I was 
Ryan’s age? I did the math and I was 9 years old when you took 
me to see The Terminator. And 7 years old when you took me to 
see Rambo: First Blood.” 

“I don’t know, Toad. Is it important? I mean really? Come 
on. No one’s a perfect parent. We all do stupid things, right? I am 
sure you have made mistakes along the way. It’s expected. Being 
a parent is the most challenging job in the world…if you do it the 
right way.” Larry cracks open the can of Cel-Ray and pours it 
into the empty glass. 

Jason reaches into his backpack, pulls out a book, and tosses 
it onto the table. “Dad, I wrote and published this last year. It is 
about my magical childhood that you worked so hard to give 
me.” Larry picks up the book and looks at the cover. “The Magic 
of Mayfair. Wow, that’s a catchy title. You really wrote this? 
Come on, you’re pulling my leg. What made you do that?” 

“I don’t know, to be honest. It was wild though. I kind of felt 
like something inside of me was driving me to write about my 
life. All the joy and also the tragedy I experienced as an adult. By 


