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DEDICATION

 
 

To those whose eyes no longer see crystal clear,
to those whose skin is not supple or new—

To those whose bones are brittle, creak and groan,
but whose hearts overflow with love they never outgrew.

 
To those whose feet rarely touch the ground,

to those whose memories are on the tip of their tongue—
To those whose spines bear the burdens of life,

and whose hands hold ours, bonding old and young.
 

Let us hold their hands, spotted with age,
and bridge the gap between young and old—

Let us hear their stories of bygone days,
for time with them is more precious than gold.

 
This is for you, whose heart is yet young,

but whose fragile shell has given in to time—
Love is Ageless and lives within evermore,

and does not hear time’s footsteps passing by.
~srh~

 
 

To our precious older adults ~
May God bless you always, and in all ways.

 
~Love is Ageless & has the power to change lives~

Author’s Note
 
 
Parts of this story may seem familiar. Shall We Dance? Under the Mistletoe,
and Paper Hearts were previously published with a small publishing house,
and after receiving the rights back to those stories, I decided to combine
them and expand on Rachel and Nico’s story.
 
Rachel and Nico had their own ideas about where the story needed to go and
A Thousand Butterfly Wishes is the result. Butterflies is a touching story of



love and loss, the wisdom and importance of those around us no matter their
age, and how the kindness, compassion and patience of love can overcome
the worst life has to dish out.
 
 
 
 

Subscribe to Susan’s Love is Ageless newsletter at
www.susanhaught.com
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Chapter One ~ A Smuggler’s Promise
 

SHE’D MEANT  T HE remark about Perry Mason to be funny. But the supervisor



hadn’t found it the least bit funny. She hadn’t found it remotely cute. She
hadn’t found it even worth the effort of a reply.

Even so, Judith had hired her.
Rachel Gowen inhaled, the brisk air cool and soothing. With the exception

of a blaze of leaves and a waning touch of warmth in the autumn sun, the
Woodland Hills Retirement Home—Comprehensive Living in the Pines was
exactly as she remembered. It had been June then, one month and three days
after graduation. And it had taken her exactly one month and three days to
botch her very first interview. Like the ten-year chunk of her life she’d
mentally filed in a compartment labeled “Do not open,” she’d closed the lid
on a tainted decade and nailed it shut.

From orphan to victim to college graduate. From graduate to licensed
nurse. From the desert to the mountains. Even among the warts, scars, and
snafus of life, dreams can come true—if given enough time to settle the
rubble in the spaces between.

The patients here didn’t come and go. They didn’t come with broken
limbs and leave in casts. They didn’t come with ruptured organs and leave
with stitches. Mostly, they didn’t leave at all. Unless they checked out for
good. To the occasional visitor, this was an uncomfortable place to visit, and
only when other, more important things could be stuffed aside.

But she wasn’t the occasional visitor and this place wasn’t uncomfortable
or strange.

It was safe.
Rachel stepped over the curb to the wide concrete walkway and continued

toward the entrance to the facility. As she neared the portico, she slowed and
then stopped. A cloud of orange and black butterflies rose from between the
columns, their color striking against the gray stones.

“Most magical of creatures.”
The voice startled her, and she turned.
“If you whisper your secrets to the butterflies, they will bear your wishes

upon their wings.”
The man sat motionless, butterflies lighting on his body and considerably

disheveled, wiry silver hair. Something oddly familiar about him nibbled at
her.

“I’ve never seen so many in one spot,” she said, rummaging through her
memory to place the face.

He smiled, a shimmer of youth—or perhaps mischief—emanating from
the corners of pallid blue eyes. He raised a hand and turned it over and then
over again. Two butterflies landed on the knotted hand, wings pulsing up and



then down in silent, poetic rhythm. “They make no sound,” he said, the words
gently marinated in a cadence as cultured as pearls on a silk string, “and
therefore cannot reveal your wish to anyone save the Great Spirit.”

Butterflies settled on her shoulder and along her scarf in a random social
dance.

“Whisper your wish,” he said, the words lulled by the polished intonation,
“and allow the butterfly to fly away. If you do so, the Great Spirit shall grant
your wish.” His eyes caught hers, a boyish grin peeking through a bushy
white mustache. “What do you wish for most of all, Miss Rachel?”

She pondered the strange man’s question and then whispered to the
butterfly perched on her shoulder. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret,” she
said and then paused. Recognition flipped her uneasiness upside down into an
effortless smile—the resemblance to Mark Twain was uncanny. “And if it’s
not secret, it’s not a true wish then, is it? Nor will it be granted.”

“Ah, yes.” Adoration spilled from the roadmap of his weathered face.
“You are indeed quite correct.”

“Besides, I have more than one wish.”
“One wish or a thousand, they are yours for the asking,” he said, pausing

briefly, and Rachel used the lapse to barricade thoughts seeping into her
head. “However, you cannot change your past by wishing it to be so.”

The urgency to switch subjects flooded her mouth with an acrid taste.
“Isn’t it too late in the fall for butterflies?”

“That is neither here nor there, Miss Rachel. Some questions exist for
which there are no answers.” He tilted his head, the frowsy mop of silver hair
gleaming in the morning light. “Some require only belief.”

Rachel stepped toward the double doors. “It was nice talking to you, sir,”
she said, tucking away the urge to address him as Mr. Twain, “but I should be
going.”

“Indeed,” he said, his face set in wonder at the butterfly attached to his
wrist. “They are Monarchs. Western Monarchs to be precise.” The old man’s
eyes shone with a keen, elderly reverence, and compassion steeped his
words. “They reign as the most regal of the butterfly realm.”

“But,” she said, fiddling with the ends of her scarf, “it’s nearly winter.
Don’t they migrate hundreds of miles away?”

“Wonders occur without explanation, do they not?” he asked, peeking
over half-moon glasses. “You must believe in that which seems impossible.”
He looked up, the pallor of his eyes gone and the blue of a warm, summer
sky sparkled back at her.

Her nerves quivered. “I don’t believe in miracles.”



“The impossible is sometimes considered a miracle. Some refer to the
unexplained as magic. Still others believe it a blessing. You shall see, Miss
Rachel.” He took in a long breath, the movement shifting his shoulders.
“Though they carry the wishes of many on their wings, they return to those
whose deepest desire is of a humble heart.” The old man’s face turned
upward and he followed the covey of butterflies with the bemused wonder of
a child, content in the soundless flight.

From his unusually calm demeanor, he seemed to be no trouble, but he
shouldn’t be outside the safety of the facility. She had no intention of being
responsible for his wanderings on her first day on the job. “Can I walk you
inside?” she asked, a hand spread toward the entrance doors.

“Your kindness is much appreciated, but I do not belong here.” He dipped
his head, reverently bidding her farewell. “But you do. You are here, Miss
Rachel, because this is where you must allow the decade from which you hide
to reveal itself.”

Rachel’s skin crawled and her smile turned inward. “I have to go.”
“Indeed,” he said, inclining his head. “Until we meet again.”
The oversized double doors opened with a whoosh of warm air and a

telltale hint of fresh paint. Rachel stepped inside, paused, and then turned
back. “How’d you know my name? And about—”

She opened her mouth and then closed it. The words vanished, as did any
sort of rational explanation. There was no sign of him. No sign of the
butterflies. No sign he’d been there at all.

The doorway stood open and she glanced around the empty portico and
the surrounding grounds. Birds twittered from their lofty perches and the
wind whispered through the pines, the grounds as undisturbed and peaceful as
when she’d arrived. She had obviously been hearing things. He couldn’t
possibly know anything about her. She shook her head. Despite the curious
disappearance of the stranger, amusement pulled at the corners of her mouth.
The array of colorful, eccentric characters was the reason she’d chosen this
place. Contentment settled her apprehension, and she entered the lobby with a
mixed sense of excitement and bewilderment.

Even with the distraction of the enigmatic stranger, she was thirty minutes
early for her appointment with human resources. Hidden Falls’ two-lane
roads weren’t the clogged freeways of downtown Phoenix and with only a
troop of elk or javelina crossing the road to cause the occasional backup, the
rural commute would take some getting used to. No wonder her grandpa had
raised his eyebrows when she’d left so early.

Decorated in the subtle hues of blue and beige, the spacious lobby seemed



inviting despite the lack of seasonal color. Two weeks before Halloween and
not a decoration in sight, except the clown fish in his natural costume darting
about in the aquarium. Not a red or gold leaf or fat pumpkin anywhere. She
tugged at the hem of her scrubs. Purple. With white ghosts, bright orange
pumpkins and big-eyed owls. Even her newly purchased Skechers matched, a
purple shoelace in one, orange in its twin.

Rachel glanced left and then right. She’d been so perturbed with herself
for the dreadful Perry Mason remark during her last visit here, she scarcely
remembered leaving. And she had been so nervous she definitely didn’t
remember arriving. She took another few steps toward the main desk in the
hallway ahead and then paused.

He sat with his hands folded in his lap, feet firmly on the floor. Wide
shoulders diminished by the passage of time filled the military dress uniform
as crisply as it must have decades ago. He raised his head and without so
much as a blink, brought his right hand to the polished brim of a military
visor and saluted her.

Rachel glanced around. “Hello,” she said, leaning in to read the name on
his uniform, “Colonel Westcott.”

He blinked his placid blue eyes and returned his hands to his lap. “Are my
children coming today?”

“I’m sorry, Colonel Westcott.” Her mouth went dry. “I don’t know.”
His chin dropped into its former place on his chest.
Rachel turned to see if anyone was around but was distracted by a rather

plump woman desperately trying to squish herself into an alcove beside the
aquarium.

Threes. Odd things always come in threes.
Adorned with several nooks and crannies, the lobby seemed the perfect

place to go unnoticed. She had no doubt that was exactly what the woman was
trying to do when Rachel had inadvertently interrupted her game plan.

The aquarium gurgled quietly, a gambol of bubbles and fish swimming in
synchronized indifference. Rachel peeked into the alcove. “Hi, there.”

A pair of age-spotted hands curled around the aquarium. The elderly
woman scooted across the leather bench, touched a pair of black matronly
shoes flat on the floor, stood, and then straightened her polka-dotted dress.
Though Rachel was neither short nor terribly tall, the little lady had to tilt her
round face to meet Rachel’s eyes.

“His name’s Johnny. But everyone calls him Sandman. Or Colonel.”
Rachel turned in Mr. Westcott’s direction. “Military?”
The woman nodded, plump cheeks jostling. “Air Force fighter pilot.”



“World War II?”
“Korea.”
“And his children?”
“Oh,” the woman said, peering at the floor. “Johnny’s been waiting a long

time for his children.” The woman’s face paled. “Years.”
Years? The words she’d formed dropped and so did her stomach. The idea

someone would abandon his or her father was unthinkable. Rachel checked
her watch and then glanced at Johnny. “Will he be okay?”

“Don’t you worry. He’ll be just fine.” The woman touched the colonel’s
cheek, her smile that of a grandmother reserved for a small child. “Just fine.”

“Okay, then,” Rachel said and turned to the woman. “I don’t mean to
impose but I’m sort of lost. Do you know the way to human resources?”

Two hazel eyes as charming and soft as a brindle kitten blinked at her.
“Perhaps,” she said, her voice matching the kindness in her eyes. She cleared
her throat and glanced quickly toward the entrance, fingers worrying a short
strand of pearls around her neck. Thick, silver-white curls shone in the
fluorescent lighting. “But I can’t be gone long.”

“Are you waiting for someone?”
“My grandson.”
“It’s a beautiful day for a visit.”
“He’s bringing Marlowe to live with me.”
“Is he your husband?”
“Good heavens, no.” The woman’s cheeks pinked. “But I dare say,” she

said, the bright red lipstick as vibrant as the polka dots on her dress,
“Marlowe snores worse than Clarence ever did.”

Rachel unwound her scarf, removed her sweater, and hung them over one
arm, processing the reference to an absent husband. “Marlowe must be very
special.”

The woman placed her hand on Rachel’s arm. “Oh, he is.” Delight puffed
her words into pillows of softness. She brushed the front of her dress, full and
trimmed in scallops that looped her neck, the front lined with white pearl
buttons. Vintage ’50s, Rachel was sure of it. Then the woman frowned.
“Drools a bit, though. His skin problems are the devil to keep up with.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Maybe I can be of help?” The woman blinked.
Rachel smiled and reached out her hand. “I’m Rachel.”

“Ruthie. Ruthie McAllister.” Rachel’s hand engulfed the small one. “Miss
Hidden Falls 1950.”

“Very pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Hidden Falls 1950.” A
cordial smile raised her cheeks. “And I’m looking forward to meeting



Marlowe. And your grandson.”
Ruthie’s neatly penciled eyebrows rose. “I…don’t know,” she said,

glancing over her shoulder toward the doors.
The reply settled and then skipped from her mind. There hadn’t been

anyone in Hidden Falls she hadn’t enjoyed meeting so far—with the
exception of her supervisor. But even as unsociable as Judith had been, she
deserved a second chance. Rachel glanced around. “Can you point me to the
administration offices?”

The woman raised her chin, and an ample bosom rose beneath the
scooped neckline. A red and white patent-leather purse hung at her elbow, a
perfect match to the polka-dot dress. “Follow me,” she said, all five feet of
her as straight-backed as if a fence post held up her spine. Hips swaying, the
courtly woman breezed past Rachel with the sandpapery rasp of nylon
rubbing nylon.

“Will Mr. Westcott be okay?”
“Nico will come for him. He always does. He’s a love, that boy.”
Rachel sighed. “So, Ruthie, Marlowe must be a relative who’s coming to

live with you?” She had studied the general rules of Woodland Hills but
hadn’t come across anything that would suggest if the home allowed this sort
of thing. Seemed it shouldn’t make any difference if two people wanted to
share accommodations, but she wasn’t an official employee yet. She glanced
at her watch. Not for another ten minutes.

“He’s not really a blood relation.” Ruthie laughed, a squeaky sort of laugh
a child might make. “Harvey—the old coot in Sunset Hills apartment ten—
seems to think there’s a family resemblance, but he doesn’t say much
anymore since I conked him over the head with my black Gucci handbag.”
She groaned. “Thing weighs a ton.”

Rachel stumbled. “You hit him?”
“Right between the eyes.”
“Ruthie!”
“He deserved it,” she said, her frown mixed with a delicious pinch of

mischief. “He shouldn’t say mean things about my Marlowe.”
“What did he say to upset you?” It was none of her business, but the words

spewed out before she could coordinate a reasonable reply. She bit her lower
lip in response to her own outburst.

“That old fool said Marlowe and I have the same set of jowls.”
“Oh, goodness.” Rachel didn’t know Marlowe, didn’t know what he looked

like, but even if Ruthie and Marlowe shared the same facial features, Harvey
should have kept his thoughts to himself.



Ruthie stopped and pointed to a spacious reception area a few feet ahead
where the main entrance branched into the three wings of Woodland Hills.
Arrows pointed to Ponderosa, Blue Spruce, and Sunset Hills, and the last
arrow to administrative services.

“There now, it’s just down the hall,” Ruthie said and then turned a perfect
pirouette and froze.

A tall, broad-shouldered woman flew around the corner, stopped, and
fixed her eyes on Ruthie. “There you are, Ruth Anne McAllister.” The gruff
voice bounced off the walls and hit her ears as coarsely as a sheet of
sandpaper.

Rachel stiffened. Judith’s demeanor was as cold as it had been in June.
Still, she was the floor supervisor. And Rachel’s boss.

Ruthie grabbed Rachel’s arm. “Please don’t tattle.” The plea in her voice
was as compelling as the moisture gathering in her wide eyes. “I just want my
Marlowe with me. He’s all I have left.”

Rachel’s eyes grew blurry. “How can I help?”
“He’s my baby.” The robust woman had gone as soft as her over-abundant

middle. Her face paled. “He’s my…my English bulldog. And you can’t help
with Grumpy Gills around.” Her tidy bright red lips quivered, and the neat
liner around her eyes melted with her tears. “He’s old. They won’t let me
bring him home.”

“Oh, Ruthie.” Rachel patted her shoulder.
“He’d be no trouble. No trouble at all.”
“I don’t think they’ll allow Marlowe in the complex.”
Ruthie lowered her head. “He hasn’t got long.” Her shoulders slumped.

“Days, maybe.”
The words stole the air from Rachel’s lungs, and it was all she could do to

control the burn behind her eyes. “Don’t you worry,” Rachel said and stooped
to gently wipe Ruthie’s round cheek, “your secret is safe with me.”

Ruthie took a deep breath and looked at Rachel, the lines of her face
yielding to grateful appreciation hidden in a modest red smile.

With a few long strides, Judith stood beside them shifting her weight from
one foot to the other, one hand on Ruthie’s arm. Ruthie tried to ease herself
away, but Judith—twice her size—held firm. “Three strikes and you’re out,
Ruth Anne. That disgusting dog isn’t coming anywhere near this place.” The
corner of Judith’s left eye twitched. “Not on my watch.”

Rachel stepped between them. Judith let Ruthie go and crossed her arms.
“Well, well, well. Look who the cat dragged in.”

“Good morning, Judith.” Rachel’s smile was as stringent as her stance.



“Ruthie was showing me the way to HR.”
“I doubt that.” The glare Judith shot Ruthie could have burned holes in the

tile. Under the scrutiny, Ruthie looked down at her feet. “She thinks she’s
bringing that mangy, flea-bitten mongrel into my facility.”

Ruthie squared her shoulders. “He’s not a mongrel.”
“I don’t care what his pedigree is.” Judith’s nostrils flared. “You’ll have to

dig the grave and kick my dead body into it before that dog drools in my
facility.”

Rachel’s nails dug into her palms, but she pushed the antipathy aside. “I
know I’m not on the clock yet, but would you mind if I escorted Ruthie back
to her apartment?”

Judith’s narrowed eyes moved slowly over Rachel. “Human resources is
your first priority. Someone else can escort our little wanderer back to her
room.” She whirled and left without a backward glance.

When Judith was out of earshot, Rachel bent eye level with Ruthie. “When
I make a promise I don’t break it. And I promise you this, Ruthie McAllister,”
she said, taking her hands, “if it’s the last thing I do, I promise Marlowe will
come to visit.” Rachel swallowed the words with the unsavory idea it might
be the first and last thing she did at Woodland Hills.

Ruthie’s eyes sparkled with the adoration and exuberance of a newly
crowned beauty queen, pinching Rachel’s heart. But her mind raced. She
checked her watch. One minute until she officially became a practicing nurse.
And one minute until she could officially be fired.

“You go on now,” Ruthie said, nodding toward human resources. “I’ll be
just fine.”

A lump the size of Rachel’s size eight Skechers lodged in her throat. How
in the hell was she going to smuggle a full-grown, drooling, snoring, English
bulldog into Ruthie’s room?

 
* * * *

Nico flattened himself against the wall. He’d had every intention of
returning Ruthie to her room, but when he’d seen Judith step into high gear
in gleeful anticipation of admonishing his patient he shifted into rescue
mode. But he was too late. He’d have made it with time to spare had he not
stopped to referee an impending squabble outside the game room. The streak
in Dottie Crenshaw’s hair had changed from bright red to orange. No matter
the color of her hair or eccentric clothing choices, Harvey and T-Rex found
some reason to tease her and today their banter had escalated into disruption.
Nico pounded a fist against his thigh. Leaving them to duke it out with the



feisty woman had crossed his mind—for an instant. However surly T-Rex or
Harvey could be, neither one deserved to end up with stitches.

He blinked, eyes fixed on the woman standing next to Ruthie. Soft blond
curls rested on the shoulders of her purple Halloween scrubs, and her cheeks
blossomed with a pink blush as she squared her slender shoulders to speak
eye to eye with Judith. Naïve or brave he couldn’t tell. Most likely neither—
just new on the job and unaccustomed to Judith’s tactics. Whoever she was,
she quickly—and quite eloquently—put an end to Judith’s tirade. “Nice one,”
he whispered, admiring the showdown.

And then when she smiled at Ruthie, heat inched its way over his skin and
rose with a flourish to the nape of his neck. He scrubbed a hand over his face
and dared a look back. The woman took a last glance at Judith’s retreat,
scrunched her nose, and bit her lip. Oh, God. It was a tiny, ordinary action, yet
his insides belly-flopped.

By the time he’d shut his mouth and regained control of his composure,
Judith—unfulfilled in the vile-lashing department—had her eyes fixed on
him. “Here we go.” Nico shoved his hands in the pockets of his scrubs and
planted his feet, bracing himself for the floor supervisor ’s reproach. Better
him than little Ruthie. Or the pretty blonde in the purple Halloween scrubs.

Judith headed toward him, her aim close enough to brush his shoulder. He
waited. At the last moment, he stepped aside. She turned, planted her hands on
her hips and a scowl on her face. “What are you staring at, Caldarone?”

“Not a thing.” Nico smiled pleasantly, suppressing the niggling urge to
perform an exuberant fist-pump for a tactical maneuver the Arizona
Cardinals would be proud of.

Judith eyed him up and down and chuckled, a forced sort of thing that
sounded neither humorous nor remotely pleasant. “You two may be the only
ones under the age of forty around here, but you’re not her type, Caldarone,
so quit gawking at the new nurse and take Ruth Anne and Westcott back to
their rooms.”

“I’ve been looking for Ruthie. She’s been wandering.”
“She wouldn’t have gotten this far—again—if you’d done your job. Isn’t

that what orderlies do?” Judith said with a heavy emphasis on the word
orderlies.

“CNA. Two years now.”
Her jaw tensed, each pulse a blip on her surreptitious radar. “And that

mangy dog isn’t coming anywhere near this place, and tell Westcott his plane
is grounded,” she said and then spun around without another word.

Nico’s nostrils flared but he bottled the urge to respond. “I’d be honored



to escort Ruthie and Johnny back.”
Judith waved a dismissive hand.
Feet firmly planted, Nico watched Judith leave. He clamped his teeth

together, anxious to articulate the noxious thoughts that bubbled up,
threatening to spill over with each confrontation with the foul woman. Wasn’t
worth losing his job over. December wasn’t that far off. After six years of
school and working here, in December he’d have his master ’s degree and a
world of opportunity beyond these doors. Beyond Judith.

He took a deep breath and straightened his scrubs, allowing time for the
insinuations burning in his veins to fizzle into a slow simmer. People like
Judith Little weren’t worth it. But Ruthie was, whether or not the most
beautiful woman he had ever seen accompanied the little gal. Purple
Halloween scrubs a definite plus.

Hands in his pockets, Nico turned the corner into the lobby whistling “Off
We Go Into the Wild Blue Yonder.” Johnny’s head rose and the fighter pilot’s
face ripened from muddled solemnity into a wide, toothy grin.

“C’mon, Sandman, let’s blow this joint.”
Colonel Westcott saluted. “Sandman at your service, sir.”
Nico looped his arm through the colonel’s, caught up to Ruthie, and she

scooped hers through his other. The threesome headed through the corridor
—step for step in time to the military march.
 


