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            The peach of her father’s eye

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

            Sunset, Missouri

March 1945

         

         BEES BUZZED AMONG the early spring flowers. A gentle breeze rustled the boughs of tall evergreens and maples. Ted Glidden’s dog, forever chained to his rickety house, barked angrily. But Clara Sinclair noticed none of these things.

         She couldn’t take her eyes off the black car.

         The Oldsmobile had rounded the corner up the street at Wilson Avenue, coming straight toward her, and then slowed before parking against the curb in front of her house. Bright afternoon sunlight reflected off the car’s window and hood, making it impossible for Clara to see who was inside. Standing on the porch, she leaned against her broom, absently brushing a strand of black hair from her cheek and tucking it behind her ear. She couldn’t say why, but she felt uneasy.

         From the open door behind her came the sounds of music and laughter. Her mother, Christine, was playing a spirited, happy melody on the piano as Clara’s seven-year-old son, Tommy, sang; the boy’s rendition of “Old MacDonald” was making his grandmother laugh. Clara had been humming along as she swept but had stopped when she noticed the car.

         Clara fought the sudden urge to join them, to turn her back on the automobile, hurry up the steps, and lock the door behind her.

         The car’s doors opened and two men got out. The first was dressed in a crisply pressed military uniform. Medals decorated his chest. He glanced down at a piece of paper in his hand, then peered up at the house, his eyes taking in the large windows, the intricate latticework along the porch, the steep-pitched roof, and the fluttering American flag before finally coming to rest on Clara; he held her gaze for only a moment before looking away.

         But it was the other man who shook her. He was older, his hair a snowy white that thinned toward baldness on top. He wore the dress of the clergy, the familiar starched white collar atop a black shirt, and had a well-read Bible in his hands. Unlike his military companion, his eyes found Clara’s and didn’t look away; the gentle smile he offered accentuated his many wrinkles.

         Clara knew why they had come. Men like them had gone to Abigail Townsend’s house two years ago, had traveled through a blizzard to Samantha Clinton’s on Christmas Eve, had left Ann Tate crying inconsolably, and had changed the lives of countless other women in every state across the nation. These men acted not out of malice but out of duty.

         And now they had come for her; the realization caused her heart to beat faster and an icy chill of dread to wash across her skin.

         “Good afternoon, ma’am,” the military man said as he took off his hat and slipped it beneath his arm. “I’m Captain Coulson of the United States Army.” Nodding toward his companion, he added, “This is Father Booker with the Chaplain Corps.” Up close, the clergyman looked as worn as his Bible; his eyes were red and rheumy, like those of a hound dog.

         Clara nodded at each of them in turn.

         The captain cleared his throat. “Are you Mrs. Joseph Sinclair?”

         “I…I am…” she answered.

         The look in the man’s eyes softened. He took a deep breath. “Mrs. Sinclair,” he began, “I must regretfully inform you that your husband, Private Joseph Lawrence Sinclair, was killed in action on Thursday, the fifteenth of March.”

         Clara’s heart felt as if it had stopped beating. Her hands trembled. Tears filled her eyes. Even as she struggled to keep her knees from buckling, she latched on to the date the officer had given, not even a week past. That very day, she had received a letter from Joe. Sitting down at the kitchen table, she’d read through it again and again until she knew every word by heart. Her husband had written that he was being careful. He’d told her that she shouldn’t worry, that nothing bad could happen to him so long as he had her and Tommy to come home to. Joe had promised that he would be back before she knew it, and that they would be a family again.

         Over and over, he had written that he loved her.

         “Private Sinclair died in service to his country,” the military man continued. “It was a sacrifice that will never be forgotten.”

         But Clara was no longer listening. Her thoughts reeled, assaulted by memories: the moment she had first noticed Joe standing outside Bob Herring’s grocery store; how nervous she’d been when he asked her to go with him to the movies; the way his lips felt against hers when he kissed her later that night. From those early, magical days, their life had spooled out just like the spools of film they’d watched, giving her a marriage, a home, and a child, all of it bound by love.

         It had been perfect, a dream come true, but then the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor and everything had changed.

         Like the other young men in Sunset, Joe had enlisted and gone off to war; after training, he’d sailed across the Pacific to fight against Hirohito and his army. At first, Clara had been bursting with pride; her husband was fighting for freedom, to say nothing of how handsome he looked in his uniform. But as time passed, the constant fear and worry threatened to overwhelm her. Many nights, she cried herself to sleep. Still, she managed to keep up a strong front, mostly for Tommy’s sake. She clung tightly to the hope she found in her husband’s letters and tried to share in his unshakeable belief that he would soon be home.

         But now Joe was dead and Clara felt it in her heart, a sudden emptiness, as if it was her own life that had ended.

         “Mrs. Sinclair?”

         Clara blinked; both men were looking at her. “I’m…I’m sorry…” she managed, her head spinning.

         “That’s quite all right. I was just offering my condolences,” Captain Coulson explained; he appeared uncomfortable, his eyes flickering away, as if he was still ill at ease with the responsibility that he had been given. “In times like this, it’s been my experience that some measure of comfort can be found from a higher source.” He looked toward his companion.

         “My child,” the chaplain began, “I know this is hard, but you must remember that the Lord works in mysterious ways. No matter what pain he would leave behind, the time had come for Joseph to return to His Kingdom, to make the journey home.” His voice was soft and comforting; maybe under different circumstances, it might have been able to provide Clara with the solace she so desperately needed. “Let us read His words.” Opening his Bible, the chaplain began to flip through the pages, looking for a particular line of scripture.

         But Clara had already begun to walk away. Her rejection of the chaplain wasn’t because she had no place in her heart for God, but rather because her pain was too great to fix. She was like a wounded animal, slowly but surely dying; all she wanted was to get away, to be alone.

         When she reached the porch, Clara realized that she no longer held her broom; it must have fallen from her hands, though she had no memory of letting it go. Beyond the open door, her mother continued to play the piano as Tommy sang by her side; neither of them was aware that their lives had changed.

         “Mrs. Sinclair?” one of the men asked. “Are you all right?”

         Stepping inside, all Clara could see was Joe. He had built their house, working day and night one year from spring, through the summer, and on into winter, whenever he had time; Joe was in every nail that had been pounded and every doorway under which she walked. Her husband looked back at her from photographs sitting on the fireplace’s mantel and hanging from the walls. He was even there in the toys scattered across the floor; they belonged to Tommy, their beloved son, the only real part of Joe she had left. All Clara saw was a reminder of what she had lost.

         “Mrs. Sinclair? Are you sure that you don’t need—”

         Clara softly shut the door.

         A heartbeat later, she dropped to her knees. The tears she’d managed to hold back now came like a flood, streaming down her face. Sobs heaved out of her chest, shaking her like a leaf in a storm. Despair, fear, and pain all dug their claws in deep. The future she had worked for, had prayed to come true, had staked everything on had been cruelly taken from her. Joe, her husband, the man she loved with all her heart, was dead.

         When she screamed, the music stopped.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            March 1954

         

         SO WHAT HAPPENS NOW?”

         “Tommy will go before the judge, and if Clarence isn’t having a good day, there’s a chance your son will be locked away for what he did.”

         Clara Sinclair’s mouth went as dry as cotton. Her heart raced like a runaway train. Her hands clenched so tight they were white as bone.

         “Jail? You…you can’t be serious…”

         “Like I said, there’s a chance.”

         Frank Oglesby had been Sunset’s sheriff for as far back as Clara could remember. He was getting on in years, now somewhere just past sixty, and beginning to show signs of his age: his formerly black hair was touched with white and thinning on top, his eyes were framed with crow’s-feet and a dusting of age spots, and his uniform had grown tight around his stomach. But while Sheriff Oglesby might have begun to diminish physically, he still commanded the respect of his town. He was tough but fair, the sort of man who listened to both sides of an argument, no matter whether the person making it was poor or rich, white or black, educated or otherwise.

         So when he said that her son was in trouble, Clara worried.

         “The problem,” the lawman continued, leaning forward to put his elbows on his desk, “is that this isn’t the first time Tommy’s slipped up.”

         “No, it isn’t,” she reluctantly agreed.

         Ever since her husband had been killed in the war, Clara had noticed a change in their son. Whereas Tommy had once been a precocious, kind, and inquisitive boy, with the death of his father, he had slowly become withdrawn and argumentative. His grades at school had begun to suffer and, as the years passed, Clara noticed that fewer parents wanted their children to spend time with him.

         When Tommy had become a teenager, his problems worsened. More than once, Clara had smelled alcohol on his breath. She suspected that some of the things she found in his room were stolen; when she confronted him about where he’d gotten the money to buy them, he laughed in her face. Finally, he had been caught kicking over fence posts on Homer Chestnut’s property; fortunately, the old farmer had declined to press charges. But even then, Tommy had shown no remorse. Alarmed, Clara had desperately tried to reach her son, but no matter what she said, regardless of how hard she pleaded or even threatened, nothing made any difference. As a mother, she felt both helpless and hopeless. Now here she was, miserable in the early dawn hours, sitting in the sheriff’s office.

         “Are you sure that he did it?” she asked.

         The lawman nodded. “As much as I can be without catching him in the act.”

         “Then you don’t know for sure! Maybe he stumbled across it. Given time he might’ve come to you and told you what he’d found.”

         The sheriff’s expression hardened; Clara imagined all the times he’d done this before, sitting at his desk, explaining to families that the one they loved wasn’t as innocent as they believed.

         According to Sheriff Oglesby, he’d driven his police car into the Sunset Cemetery around ten o’clock the previous night. A full moon shone brightly, so he’d shut off his headlights. One by one, tombstones had passed in the gloom until, unexpectedly, one hadn’t. Curious, the lawman switched his lights back on and discovered Tommy Sinclair standing frozen in the beams. Lying beside him were the remains of a grave marker, broken into dozens of pieces; the sheriff had arrested Tommy for pushing it over. It was a deliberate act of vandalism, one that would surely ignite a scandal in town once word got out.

         “What other explanation could there be?”

         “He wouldn’t have gone to the cemetery alone,” Clara offered, grasping at straws. “You know who he’s running around with these days. It could’ve been any of them. Maybe they started for the woods when they heard your car.”

         The sheriff shook his head. “Tommy was the only person I saw,” he explained. “Besides, I asked your son if there was anyone else with him and he said that there wasn’t.”

         Clara wanted to insist that Tommy was lying, that he was trying to protect someone, but she bit her tongue.

         And I’ve got a pretty good idea who it is…

         For the last couple of weeks, Tommy had been spending time with Naomi Marsh, the daughter of Wilbur Marsh, the owner of Sunset’s roughest bar. Older than her son at nineteen, the girl was a troublemaker; Naomi smoked, drank, and had a mouth filthier than any trash can. But she was also beautiful; she had cavorted around with so many men that most folks in town had lost count. For reasons that escaped Clara, Naomi had developed an interest in Tommy; the boy had proven to be defenseless against her charms. No matter how much Clara protested, regardless of what she said or did to nip Tommy and Naomi’s relationship in the bud, nothing had worked. Clara’s growing fear was that Naomi would ruin her son. Now, even though Sheriff Oglesby hadn’t seen her, Clara was convinced that the girl had been involved in what had happened at the cemetery.

         “Would Judge Parker really send Tommy to jail?” she asked fearfully.

         The lawman shrugged. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

         “But he’s just a boy!” Clara argued.

         “Sixteen is almost a man. It certainly is in Clarence’s eyes. Odds are, he won’t show much leniency.”

         “But…but to lock him away…”

         “Younger than Tommy have been sentenced for less. The judge believes that some time behind bars can do a wayward boy some good. He thinks it scares the crooked nail straight.” Sheriff Oglesby paused. “In this case, he might be right.”

         Listening to the lawman, Clara feared that she had failed her son despite all her best efforts. She thought of Joe; what would her husband think if he could see the mess she’d made of her and Tommy’s lives? Struggling to hold back tears, she bit down on her lower lip and turned to look out the office’s lone window; outside, dawn had just begun to color the sky.

         The sheriff noticed. Frowning, he pushed himself out of his chair and went to sit on the corner of his desk, right in Clara’s line of sight.

         “Maybe there’s another way…” he said.

         Clara looked up at him through wet eyes. She felt a flicker of hope flare in her chest. “What…what do you mean?”

         “You were right about one thing. I didn’t see Tommy push over that tombstone, so I can’t say for certain that he’s responsible. Maybe he would’ve come to tell me about it, maybe he wouldn’t have. But because I happened upon him when I did, we’ll never know, will we?”

         Clara’s heart raced. “But…but you said…”

         The lawman sighed. “I know things have been hard for you, Clara,” he replied. “Raising a child nowadays isn’t easy. The Good Lord knows how much trouble I had with my own two boys. But to have to do it all by yourself, well, it doesn’t seem fair to hold it all against you for how Tommy’s turned out.”

         “I’m not looking for pity,” she replied defiantly.

         “That might be,” the sheriff said, “but you should take it all the same. It’s the only thing that’ll keep your son out of jail.”

         He got up and fished a mess of keys from his pocket. When he looked back, the compassion in the lawman’s eyes had vanished, replaced by a hardness that unnerved Clara.

         “Once I’ve said my piece, we’ll go to the cells, I’ll let Tommy out, and you can take your son home. But let me be clear about something,” Sheriff Oglesby said, his voice low. “This here is your son’s last chance. The next time he screws up, whatever the reason, he’ll stand before the judge and get what’s coming to him. Your father was a good friend of mine and the whole town feels bad about what happened to Joe, but none of that will matter if Tommy can’t keep his nose clean. I won’t help him, or you, any more.”

         Clara was grateful for the tremendous favor she was being given, but the meaning of the sheriff’s warning wasn’t lost on her.

         “Do we understand each other?” he asked.

         She nodded, promising herself that this time would be different. No matter what she had to do, she would keep Tommy from trouble.

         Now if only he would do his part…

         
              

         

         Clara drove her pickup truck through the slowly awakening streets. The sun had just risen; its light streamed through the newly budded leaves of elms and oaks, painted weather vanes, and splashed across the steeple of the Methodist church. A young boy raced down the sidewalk on his bicycle, flinging newspapers onto porches and front walks. All in all, it had the makings of just another day in Sunset.

         But inside the truck, all was not so serene.

         Tommy leaned against the passenger door. He had rolled down the window as soon as he’d gotten in, planted his arm on the frame, and hadn’t budged since they left the jail. He also hadn’t said a word.

         “What happened in the cemetery?” Clara finally asked; up until then she’d been too upset to speak. “What were you even doing there?”

         Her son didn’t answer.

         Glancing at him, Clara was struck by how much Tommy looked like his father. Every year, his resemblance to Joe became sharper, stronger. He had the same thick, dark hair, though Tommy wore his a bit longer. He pursed his lips the same way when he brooded. There was the same curve to his jaw, the same high cheekbones. Tommy even had the same build, tall and lanky, a frame that he would someday fill out. Only his eyes, green flecked with gold, came from his mother. She noticed that his clothes, a worn pair of jeans and a denim button-down shirt, were wrinkled, probably from having slept on the jail cell’s cot. Tommy absently pulled on a frayed string at the shirt’s cuff.

         Though the sheriff had been right, that at sixteen Tommy was almost a man, it was hard for Clara to see him as anything other than her little boy. She remembered how he had been as a child, in those years before his father died. He had loved to stand beside the piano and sing song after song for as long as his grandmother would play; now the piano was silent. Long ago, when Clara would stand at the sink doing dishes, Tommy would race into the room, shouting at the top of his lungs, rushing to grab her legs as he looked up at her with a smile that melted her heart; now it sometimes felt as if all Tommy wanted was to be alone.

         No matter how hard Clara tried to fill the void created by Joe’s death, to give her son the happiness he deserved, she never quite seemed to manage. In her worst nightmares, she never would’ve imagined that things would be like this.

         And that made her angry.

         “What do you have to say for yourself?” she pressed, slamming the heel of her hand into the steering wheel in frustration. “Answer me!”

         But Tommy only yawned and kept staring out the window.

         Glancing in the rearview mirror, trying to calm down, Clara took quick measure of herself. She looked exhausted; dark circles underlined her eyes, the result of having been up all night. Her skin was flushed red and marred by a few wrinkles. She’d haphazardly tied her long black hair behind her neck; a few loose strands spilled across her shoulders. Joe had once told her that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on; now, nearly thirty-six years old, she had a hard time believing that that had ever been true.

         Clara slowed as they neared the intersection of Harding and Grant; there was such a dip in the road that driving through without braking meant she would bottom out the truck’s undercarriage. Struggling with the gears, she managed to downshift in time to ease through. Twenty years old, the truck had a list of things wrong with it nearly as long as Clara’s arm, but with money tight, patching its faults whenever one became too bad to ignore was the only option she had.

         Turning onto Main Street, they passed the bakery, the post office, and Steve Clark, out washing the windows of his barbershop. Two blocks later, they saw the tavern that Naomi’s father owned, shuttered and dark after the previous night’s drinking; unlike the other businesses in town, the Marshland didn’t show signs of life until after the sun had gone down. Clara watched her son as they drove past, expecting some sort of reaction, but he gave none.

         They were almost home and she still hadn’t gotten any answers.

         “I can’t believe you’re going to just sit there and say nothing,” she snapped.

         “Why should I?” Tommy finally replied, yawning again as he ran a hand through his unruly hair; his voice wavered a bit, changing as he was from boy to man. “Besides, you’re doing plenty of talking for both of us.”

         “I want to know what happened.”

         “No, you don’t,” he said, looking over his shoulder at her; his narrow eyes were dismissive, as if she was the child.

         “Yes, I do,” Clara insisted.

         “What you want is for me to say something to make you feel better, even if it’s a lie.”

         “I want the truth.”

         Tommy gave a condescending snort. “Naomi says you never let anything go, like a dog with a bone.”

         “Was she there with you?”

         Tommy didn’t reply, which was answer enough.

         Clara’s heart raced; her fears of the girl’s involvement had been well-founded. “Tommy, she’s nothing but trouble!”

         “Naomi told me you’d say that, too. She thinks that the reason you hate her so much is because you’re angry she’s so much younger and prettier than you. Naomi says that you don’t want me spending time with her because you’re jealous she has a future to look forward to, while you’re stuck in this town. You’ve got nothing and no one to share it with.”

         Clara was so upset, her hands were shaking even as she squeezed the steering wheel tight. She pulled the truck over, tromping down so hard on the brakes that the tires squealed before bumping against the curb. Tommy didn’t seem the least bit put out, sitting there calmly as if they were out for a Sunday drive. Glancing through the dusty, cracked windshield, Clara realized they were only a block from home.

         “You almost went to jail because of Naomi!” she argued. “I don’t want you seeing her again!”

         “You can’t stop me.”

         “As long as you’re living under my roof, you’ll do what I say!” she threatened, hoping it sounded more convincing to his ears than her own.

         It didn’t. “Then I’ll move out,” Tommy replied with a shrug.

         Clara felt trapped. This was the way things were between her and Tommy; she pleaded with her son to change, while he mostly ignored her, argued when he didn’t, and in either case kept right on doing as he pleased. The only choice left was to follow through with her threats. But should she actually kick him out of the house? What would happen if she did? She had long since convinced herself that if Tommy wasn’t under her supervision, he’d be worse off. But what if she was wrong? What if Sheriff Oglesby was right? What if some time behind bars was the only thing that could fix what was wrong with her son? Clara shuddered. What would Joe think of what had become of his family?

         “I wish your father was here,” she said.

         For the first time since Clara had seen him sitting in the jail cell, Tommy showed real emotion. “Don’t say that!” he shouted, whipping around in his seat to jab a finger at her. “Every time things don’t go the way you want, you say that. I hate it! He’s dead and he’s never coming back!”

         Before Clara could reply, Tommy pushed open the door, jumped out, and slammed it behind him hard enough to shake the truck. She watched as he stalked down the street and right past their house. He never looked back.

         
              

         

         As the minutes passed, Clara’s heartbeat began to slow. The sun rose higher, and more of Sunset woke to a new day, but she still made no move to drive the short distance home. Instead, she sat and thought about her life, about how different everything was from how she’d imagined it would be; it was all upside down, backward, and inside out.

         Whenever she thought about all that had been lost, a gaping hole that would never be filled, it hurt. But on this particular day more than any other, the memories were sharper, the pain more raw.

         Today was the anniversary of Joe’s death.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         CLARA PULLED INTO the driveway and shut off the engine; the truck shuddered as the motor ticked and hummed. She took another glance at herself in the rearview mirror, breathed deeply to try to steady her still rattled nerves, and got out.

         The house had seen better days: its yellow paint was faded and flaking; on the far end of the wraparound porch, one of the eave spouts had come loose and hung precariously; the last time there had been a thunderstorm, the attic had sprung a leak, with water running down the bathroom walls; the flower beds were choked with last autumn’s leaves, weeds poked their way through the cracks in the walk and driveway, and the grass was in dire need of cutting. Everything had decayed since Joe’s death. Clara knew that her husband would have been ashamed; he’d always been so proud of his property, so meticulous in its care, that it would have devastated him to see it in such a state.

         But inside was different.

         Every week, Clara scrubbed the floors and staircase. Though the furniture was a bit worn and faded, she mended every frayed stitch and straightened every wobbly leg. She dusted the tables until they shone. But she took special care of the fireplace mantel. It was there that she kept her photographs of Joe. They marked every moment of their life together: their courtship, the day they were married, Tommy as a baby, and even Joe smiling proudly in his uniform. Just having them there, seeing him every day, made her feel like he was still around, as if he was watching over them.

         The smell of coffee wafted from the kitchen. Inside, Clara found her mother, Christine, staring into the pantry.

         “Good morning,” Clara said. “You’re up awfully early.”

         Christine nodded absently.

         Clara went to the cupboard, grabbed a mug, and filled it with coffee. She sat down at the small kitchen table and looked at her mother.

         To her daughter’s eye, Christine Montgomery was still a beautiful woman. Her hair, a silvery white with only a few remaining streaks of black, swept over her shoulders. Though her face became more wrinkled with every passing year, it was as perfectly proportioned as a porcelain doll’s; her green eyes, pert nose, and thin mouth were just where they should be. Even at such an early hour, at almost sixty years of age, she had an air of grace about her.

         Still, something was clearly wrong. As Clara watched, Christine took a hesitant step into the pantry, raised her arm as if she was about to grab something, but then quickly moved back, her face a mask of confusion.

         “Mom? Is everything all right?”

         “Of course it is,” Christine answered with little conviction, offering a smile that never quite managed to reach her eyes. “It’s just that since I was up, I thought I might make breakfast. I put on coffee and then opened the pantry, but that’s as far as I got…” Gesturing at the door, she added, “I kept thinking that if I stood here long enough, it’d come back to me, but I’ll be darned if I can remember what I wanted to make.”

         “Why don’t we have pancakes?” Clara suggested, getting up from the table to gather the ingredients she would need.

         “Now that sounds like a lovely idea!” her mother enthused.

         Christine had always been one of the smartest and strongest women her daughter had ever known. When her husband had unexpectedly died in an automobile accident when Clara was a little girl, Christine had refused to let it keep her from living her life or raising her child as best she could. As Sunset’s librarian, she had an encyclopedic knowledge and was ready and willing to help answer any question. A well-schooled pianist, she played in recitals, at church services, and at the town’s annual Fourth of July picnic. She had plenty of friends, ladies with whom she gossiped, played bridge, and shared recipes. Everyone in town loved her.

         But then, a little more than two years ago, something changed.

         It began innocently enough; Christine complained that she couldn’t find her house keys, or that she had forgotten the name of her cousin’s youngest daughter. Clara hadn’t paid her mother’s memory troubles any mind. But then, one Sunday morning at church, Christina had repeatedly stumbled over a stanza she had played hundreds of times before. At her daughter’s insistence she had gone to the doctor, but nothing had been found to be wrong. Still, the problems worsened; she blanked on the names of lifelong friends, repeated questions again and again, and forgot to pay her bills. Finally, last year around Christmas, Bob Herring had called Clara to say that Christine had been sitting in her car out in front of his grocery store for more than an hour; when Clara arrived, her mother burst into tears, fearfully admitting that she couldn’t remember how to get home.

         Slowly but surely, Christine began to distance herself from her friends, afraid that she would say or do something foolish. She quit her job at the library. She even stopped playing the piano. On the outside, she looked like the same person she had always been. But on the inside, Christine was withering away.

         It was painful for Clara to watch. Eventually, with some prodding, she had managed to convince her mother to move in with her, as much for Christine’s safety as her daughter’s peace of mind. While making ends meet became harder than ever, there was simply no other choice.

         “Did I hear the truck drive in?” her mother asked after she sat at the table. “I thought you were still in bed.”

         “I…had a few errands to run,” Clara lied, thankful that she was getting some eggs out of the refrigerator and her back was turned; that way, Christine couldn’t see her face.

         “So early? What was it that couldn’t wait?”

         “Something for the bank…”

         “Well, I just hope that Theo Fuller appreciates you,” her mother said, taking a sip of coffee. “It’s not often you find an employee so devoted to their job that they’d get up before sunrise on their day off!”

         Clara had worked at the Sunset Bank and Trust since the war had conscripted most of the town’s men into the service; after Joe’s death, she’d stayed on. So while what she was telling her mother wasn’t the truth, at least it was believable. But the lie was still distasteful; though Christine had confused Theo for Eddie Fuller, the man’s son, who now ran the bank, Clara felt no need to correct her mother.

         “What about Tommy? Is he still sleeping?”

         “No, he…He left when I did…”

         “That boy! Always up to something! The way he burns the candle at both ends, it’s a wonder he sleeps at all,” his grandmother exclaimed. “It seems like only yesterday he was racing down the steps on Christmas morning, wondering what Santa had brought him. Of course, he’s almost grown up now. It won’t be long before he leaves to start a life of his own.” With obvious pride, she added, “With the job you’ve done raising him, I’m sure he’ll end up right as rain.”

         Clara cringed; she had purposefully left her mother in the dark about Tommy’s acts of mischief. Christine had enough problems of her own. For his part, her son behaved differently around his grandmother, more polite, more like the boy he used to be. Clara knew he cared deeply for Christine, that they had always been close, and that he, too, wanted to spare her more headaches, for which Clara was thankful. Still, right now, all she wanted was to talk to her mother about Tommy, to speak of her fears about what he was becoming, of how helpless she felt, unable to do anything to stop it. But she couldn’t say a word.

         When it came to Tommy, she was on her own.

         Once Clara finished making breakfast, she sat down and ate, talking with her mother about the weather and other innocent topics, feeling both guiltier and more alone with every word. When she finished eating, Clara took her dishes to the sink and began to clean them.

         “I’m going to take a bath and get dressed,” she said. “I want to get out to the cemetery before the rain rolls in.”

         “The cemetery?” her mother asked, confused. “What for? Is today a holiday? We were just there to put flowers on your father’s grave…”

         Clara stopped scrubbing her plate. Her heart pounded and she felt tears rising, trying to overwhelm her already strained resolve. She took a deep breath in an attempt to compose herself. “No, Mom,” she said as calmly as she could. “Today is the anniversary of Joe’s death.”

         Christine’s face fell. “Oh, sweetheart,” she said, her voice choking. “I’m so sorry. I should’ve known. It’s just this muddled head of mine…”

         Wiping her hands on a towel, Clara sat down beside her mother. She smiled, taking Christine’s hands and giving them a gentle squeeze.

         “It’s all right. You shouldn’t be expected to remember everything.”

         Her mother wiped away a tear. “How long has it been?”

         “Nine years.”

         “I can’t believe it. It seems like only yesterday when those men came and…” Her voice trailed away.

         Clara forced another smile; she’d had years of practice acting the opposite of how she really felt. “It was a long time ago.”

         “It doesn’t matter how much time passes,” Christine said. “Your father’s been gone for decades and there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think of him. Even if my memory isn’t what it once was, I could never forget all he meant to me. So don’t ever let go of Joe. Treasure your time together, even if it was short. Keep everything, especially Tommy, close to your heart.”

         Clara hugged her mother tightly. Over and over, she told herself to calm down, to keep her emotions under control; she fought back tears while quieting the thunderstorm raging in her heart. It had worked, at least for now.

         But when she went to visit Joe, all bets were off.

         
              

         

         Clara drove through the open gates of Sunset’s cemetery and the truck bumped down the long avenue that divided rows of tombstones. The afternoon sun glinted off stone and weathered iron markers. In the oldest part of the cemetery, rusted fences cordoned off family plots, while a towering obelisk leaned to one side, a memorial to the Walker family, the first to settle there more than a hundred years earlier.

         Turning off the main road, Clara meandered along the creek that bordered the cemetery. Sunlight gave way to shade as she passed beneath tall elms and maples. Gravel crunched beneath the truck’s tires. On occasion, she had seen deer grazing here, their heads rising to watch as she drove past. It was a peaceful place, meant to soothe mourners as they came to visit those they’d lost.

         But it had never comforted Clara.

         In the years just after Joe had died, she had come often; she had stood in the pouring rain, wiped sweat from her brow, pushed away fallen leaves, and brushed snow from his stone. But now she visited only on the anniversary of his passing. Whereas once she’d sought answers to ease her pain and sadness, Clara had come to understand that the only things waiting for her here were more tears.

         And she already had plenty of those.

         Clara drove on as the road wound along the creek before finally climbing a short hill; when the truck crested it, she stopped.

         Ahead, two men were pitching the pieces of a broken tombstone into a wheelbarrow. Immediately, Clara understood that this was the marker Tommy had been accused of knocking over. Fortunately, Joe’s grave was in the opposite direction, so she wouldn’t have to get too close; she imagined that the men would have been able to sense her shame, as if she was responsible.

         For almost one hundred years, the men of Sunset had marched off to war. Many had died. In the oldest part of the cemetery, there were plots for soldiers who had fought in the Civil War, their simple stones faded by age and speckled with moss. There were graves for those who had gone off to the Spanish-American War, and for those who, decades later, had taken ships across the Atlantic to battle the kaiser during World War I. Joe was buried among the brave soldiers, sailors, and airmen who had died fighting Hitler and Hirohito. More recently, graves had been dug for Jeff Tjaden and Scott Cavanaugh, men Clara still remembered as boys, soldiers who had given their lives in Korea. She feared that someday soon there would be another war, off in some foreign land, and even more of Sunset’s bravest would be laid to rest.

         Clara sat in the truck with her hands on the steering wheel and stared at Joe’s tombstone. His was the third in its row, carved out of dark marble. Even now, after so much time had passed, just looking at it filled her with intense feelings of loss. But still she came. Taking a deep breath, Clara grabbed the small bundle of flowers she’d brought, pushed open her door on squeaky hinges, and got out.

         She wiped some leaves from the stone’s base, pulled a dandelion from the ground—the weed just beginning to spread its small yellow petals, hungry for the sun—and placed her own bundle of flowers in its place. Clara put a trembling hand on the marker; the stone was warm, almost hot to the touch, but she didn’t let go.

         “Hello, sweetheart,” she said softly, her voice nearly breaking.

         In years past, Clara had told Joe all about her life, about her fears for her mother’s ailing health, her money troubles, and especially her problems with Tommy. Unlike with her mother, she’d never held anything back during her graveside chats; Clara figured that Joe saw and knew all anyway, so there was no point in keeping secrets. She’d talked about what was happening in the world, from the dropping of the atomic bombs and the end of the war, to the outbreak of the conflict in Korea, to Eisenhower being elected president. She hummed the tune of “Too Young” by Nat King Cole. She tried to describe what it was like to see Gary Cooper in High Noon at the Palace Theater. She even told him about Jackie Robinson’s debut with the Brooklyn Dodgers; Joe had been such a big baseball fan that she knew it would have mattered to him. She spoke as if they were sitting at the kitchen table, poring over the newspaper together or listening to the radio. She had laughed. She had worried. She had been afraid. She had cried.

         But not today. Today she didn’t know what to say.

         After all the long years she’d spent missing her husband and struggling to care for her family and herself, Clara was tired, exhausted in both body and mind. In her weakest moments, she had even considered giving up, surrendering to her problems, but she knew that if Joe were alive, he’d be furious with her. He hadn’t been a quitter, even during the worst of times. He would tell her to pick herself up and make things right, no matter what it took.

         Sometimes, Clara wondered if Joe wouldn’t have wanted her to find someone else, a man to love and help care for her. Over the last nine years, she’d had her share of suitors, men who were interested, but when they saw the sadness in her eyes they walked away. Clara had closed off her heart, burying it like she had buried Joe, never to allow it to love again. Her husband had been the man of her life. There could never be another.

         She was alone and would stay that way.

         “I…I miss you, Joe,” she said as her hand ran along the top of his tombstone, the only caress she could give him now.

         Tears fell down her cheeks. Clara had managed to hold them back when she’d spoken with the sheriff, through Tommy’s outburst, witnessing her mother’s forgetfulness, and during her drive to the cemetery. But now, she no longer had the strength.

         “Help me, sweetheart,” she sobbed, sinking to her knees in the grass.

         Now, when she really needed an answer, all she heard was silence.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         DRAKE MCCOY RACED toward the turn, then eased off the accelerator, one hand downshifting gears while the other whipped the steering wheel to the left. Tapping on the brakes, he sent the car drifting, deftly holding it steady as dirt and rock sprayed. The engine roared and the tires screamed as he strained against his seat belt. Finally, he was through the curve, hurtling into another straightaway and stomping back down on the gas.

         Through it all, he never stopped smiling.

         The small track was just to the west of town; Drake wasn’t even sure of the place’s name, only that it was one of hundreds like it scattered across northern Missouri, and that it had a tavern where he’d rustled up some action. The track had seen better days: weeds filled the cracks in the pavement in front of the rickety grandstand; the paint on the outbuildings was faded and chipped; and rainwater had eroded part of the grade buttressing one end, making it harder to navigate. Worse, the track had been laid out with the straightaways running east to west, meaning that drivers would be staring straight into the setting sun. Normally these things would have bothered Drake, but not today.

         Today was easy money.

         Confident, Drake took a quick look into his rearview mirror. The other car was fading fast. The driver had entered the turn too high and was now struggling to stay on the road; he had to slow dramatically, falling farther behind with every passing second.

         So Drake took his foot off the gas.

         In the many years Drake had been taking money from drivers foolish enough to bet that they were better than him, he’d learned a valuable lesson: never whoop them too badly.

         Drake whizzed past the grandstand. His friend and mechanic, Amos Barstow, watched impassively, his arms folded over his chest. Beside him were four or five other men, friends of the driver Drake was currently leaving in the dust; he had only gotten a quick glimpse, but he could see that none of them looked happy.

         Most times Drake raced, it was like today; he was either on his own or had one other person along, while his opponent would be a local, a loudmouth, surrounded by friends, his pride on the line alongside his money. Usually, they drove fancy cars, new but without much substance, and looked at Drake’s four-year-old black Plymouth as outdated. They were braggarts who wouldn’t know how to spell humility if you spotted them six letters. That often made them sore losers. If they were beaten so badly that they were embarrassed, there could be problems; once, in Arkansas, Drake had had a gun pulled on him. Now, both older and wiser, he found it better to let his opponents lose with their dignity intact.

         Barreling headlong into the next turn, Drake made it seem as if he was struggling to hold the road, which was tricky; it couldn’t be too obvious that he was shrinking the distance between the cars. By the time Drake was back on the opposite straightaway, the other driver was much closer.

         And I bet he’s starting to think he just might win this thing…

         But he was dead wrong. The bet had been for ten laps, so that meant there were only two to go. Drake would let the other car hang around, never drawing much closer, making for a good showing, but when it was time to cross the finish line, he would be first.

         Drake smiled again. No matter what his life was like off the racetrack, he had always found peace behind the wheel. Most people would be terrified by the deafening noise, the bumpy rides, and the ever-present danger of a crash, but Drake was filled with a sense of calm. The inside of a racing car felt like the place where he belonged, almost as if it was home. Here, everything made sense.

         Suddenly, violently, Drake was jolted out of his thoughts when the other driver rammed his rear bumper. The force of the blow caused the steering wheel to fight him, the Plymouth loose on the dirt track, trying to escape, but Drake held on, his hands a strangling vise, and fought it back under control.

         “Now why in the hell did you have to go and do that?” he asked into the rearview mirror.

         The rube wasn’t going down without a fight. At the next turn, one of the last, he took the more dangerous route and tried to pass Drake’s car on the left, to the inside of the track; at high speed and with such a tight angle, his chances of success were slim. Still, the odds didn’t appear to dissuade him any.

         “You better watch what you’re getting into…” Drake warned.

         Having been in this position hundreds of times before, Drake refused to budge; he had seen less-experienced drivers shrink in the face of impending contact, but if he wanted to win, he couldn’t give way.

         Sure enough, seconds later the Plymouth was once again battered. The other driver’s bumper rubbed up against Drake’s rear wheel. The car bucked hard and the sound of grinding metal was deafening; he could only imagine the look on Amos’s face. Risking a quick glance back, Drake saw a shower of sparks. Regardless, he hung steady, determined not to give an inch.

         You’re not going to get me that easy!

         Roaring into the final curve, as the grandstand and finish line came into sight, Drake cut the corner tighter than he normally would, shrinking the other driver’s space further. Such a move left his competitor with few choices: he could either back off and concede victory to Drake, or he could push himself into an even more precarious situation, a dangerous one, a position that could easily end in a crash.

         Not knowing better, and with the pressure of his friends looking on, Drake knew exactly which choice the man would make.

         Danger, and damn the consequences.

         With his accelerator pressed to the floor, the other driver plowed recklessly forward, once again brushing up against the Plymouth. Neither man would surrender an inch, determined not to be the loser, as they hurtled toward the rapidly approaching finish line. Drake grinned as he held the shaking wheel, his heart pounding in his chest, sweat dripping down his face as he tried to force his opponent farther to the inside. Wooden poles had been spaced at regular intervals along the track, many now leaning and worn, in as much of a state of disrepair as the rest of the place, and it wasn’t long before the other car smashed into one, then another, and then more. They exploded on contact, sending showers of splinters flying; one broken pole cracked the car’s windshield. Eventually, the barrage became too much for the other driver and he spun out of control, shooting up a cloud of dust before eventually coming to rest pointed back the way he had come.

         Drake crossed the finish line first, the winner.

         He was laughing the whole way.

         
              

         

         “I told you to be careful!”

         Amos Barstow stormed past Drake and knelt beside the Plymouth, inspecting the damage. When his hand touched the deep dent in the rear panel, he winced.

         “That’s what I was doing,” Drake insisted, raising his hands, palms out. “But when the other guy gets it into his head to try to pass on the inside and there isn’t room to do it, I’m gonna get hit. What was I supposed to do? Lose?”

         “Fixing this might cost us more than we won!”

         Drake shrugged. “Take it up with the other guy if he ever manages to get off the track, though I doubt he’ll be in the mood to talk.”

         The other car looked to have stalled. The driver was under the hood, swearing so loudly they could hear him at the grandstand.

         “If you’d done what I told you to do, that bum wouldn’ta been within half a lap,” Amos grumbled, wiping sweat from his brow with a handkerchief.

         “What are you talking about? I won the race.”

         The mechanic frowned. “I seen you take your foot off the gas, all ’cause you’re worried ’bout tryin’ to make that chump look good.” Giving the dented bumper a rap with his knuckles, he added, “And this is what it got us.”

         Drake chewed the inside of his lip. Amos knew him as well as anyone. Hell, he knew him better. They had met eight years earlier, just after the war, when Drake got back behind the wheel. Amos had bounced around tracks for decades, tinkering with engines and making them run harder and faster than they’d ever gone before. Now closer to sixty than fifty, almost fifteen years older than Drake, Amos was thin, with sandy blond hair that looked white in the sun. Sweat slicked his forehead, wetting his shirt against his skin. Grease stained his fingers and filled the deep wrinkles that creased his hands, a testament to his work and passion.

         “Every one of these dents is ’cause you were takin’ risks you ain’t got no reason chancin’,” Amos continued. “What’s wrong with us embarrassin’ that boy, winnin’ some money, and then hightailin’ it outta town?”

         “What would be the fun in that?”

         “Fun,” the mechanic echoed dismissively.

         While Drake found happiness behind the wheel of a race car, caked in choking dust or dripping with sweat as he whipped around a track or down a lonely road, walking a dangerous, fine line, Amos’s love of cars was different. To Amos, automobiles were puzzles in need of solving. Under the hood, with a tool in his hand and the bright light of a work bulb illuminating the guts of an engine, was where he found happiness. If there was a problem, he fixed it, replacing broken parts and busted hoses, adding grease, water, or oil. When there wasn’t an issue, he created one: a challenge to drive faster, to push himself and the car to greater heights. Drake was the beneficiary, putting Amos’s handiwork up against drivers in Illinois and Mississippi, Kansas and Oklahoma, Arkansas and Missouri. Together, they managed to eke out a living running sanctioned races around tracks, winning their share of trophies and prize money, and then supplementing their income by running against braggarts who thought their skills would match up. After all the years they’d spent together, the bond between the two men was strong, greater than friendship; Drake sometimes felt as if Amos was the father he wished he’d had. Still, that closeness didn’t mean the mechanic wasn’t testy whenever Drake brought back a damaged car.

         “It’s gonna be hell to knock out these dents,” Amos grumbled.

         “What are you complaining about? Would you rather I get hit up front? At least the engine isn’t busted up.”

         “I’d rather you didn’t get hit at all!”

         As he and Amos bickered, Drake kept an eye on the other driver’s friends. They appeared uncomfortable, put out that the car they’d backed had come up short. They kept looking back and forth between Drake and their bested companion, still swearing a blue streak out on the track; it was telling that not a one of them had moved an inch to help him.

         “Which one’s holding the money?” Drake asked.

         “The mousy-lookin’ one in the checkered shirt,” the mechanic answered, not even looking up from the damaged car.

         Before the race had begun, they had agreed to have one of the men hold the forty dollars wagered; now that he’d won, Drake wanted his earnings.

         “I’ll be right back.”

         “You best be more careful than you was racin’,” Amos said.

         Flashing a good-natured smile, Drake walked over to the men. Right away, it was obvious which one held the money. He was a runt of a man, short, all bony shoulders and elbows. His eyes were narrow and wild, looking everywhere but at Drake; just as Amos had said, he looked like a rodent.

         “So, fellas,” Drake began. “Now that the race is over, I reckon it’s time for me to collect my winnings.”

         “Well, I…I, uh…” the mousy man mumbled.

         “I wouldn’t give him nothin’, Garrett,” one of his companions suggested; neither of the other men was much more remarkable than the money holder, disheveled in appearance and dress, clearly lackeys, not leaders.

         “Just wait till Caleb gets here,” the other said.

         “Listen here, Garrett,” Drake insisted, raising his voice enough to grab the man’s full attention. “You watched the race, didn’t you?”

         Garrett nodded dumbly.

         “So you saw me cross the finish line first, right?”

         Another nod.

         “Then there shouldn’t be any problem giving me the money. I was the winner, after all.” Drake had seen enough situations like this one to know that the sooner he got his money and took off, the better. Once men like this started thinking, bad things happened.

         But a sudden honk meant that it was too late.

         Drake turned to see the other driver finally leave the track. He braked his dented car to a sudden stop, kicking up a cloud of dust. The driver’s-side door flew open and Caleb got out. The man was red with fury, his face covered in sweat, his clothes and hands filthy from working beneath the hood. “Don’t give that son of a bitch a dime!” he shouted.

         As Caleb stalked toward them, Drake noticed that each of the man’s friends took a small step back, all of them cowed in his presence.

         Drake moved closer.

         “The deal was winner takes all,” he explained, once again trying on his easy smile. “The way I see it, that would be me.”

         “I didn’t lose,” the other man growled.

         Caleb reached Drake and stopped, staring at him with barely restrained rage. Almost twenty years younger, he was half a head taller, his arms thick with muscle, his body tense with the energy of youth. There was little doubt in Drake’s mind that the man was used to getting his way, bullying those around him into doing his bidding; to be shown up so badly had wounded far more than his wallet.

         To the younger man, Drake figured he looked like just another obstacle to be bowled over. At forty-two, he wasn’t physically imposing, but he carried himself well. Trim, he still had plenty of strength. His dark hair was cut short and flecked with silver across the temples. There were a few lines on his face, but whenever he smiled they vanished. It was only in his eyes, autumn brown touched with green, crinkled with a flock’s worth of crow’s-feet, that he saw his true age; some mornings he had trouble recognizing himself in the mirror, as if a stranger was looking back at him in the glass. But though he was no longer a young buck, Drake McCoy wasn’t easily intimidated.

         Especially when it came to racing.

         Drake chuckled. “Must have been my imagination then, crossing the finish line while you were pointed in the wrong direction.”

         “I didn’t lose fair,” Caleb explained. “You cheated me.”

         “How do you figure?”

         “You knew I was trying to pass you,” he argued, spittle flying from his mouth, “so you smashed into my car to keep me from winning.”

         Drake shook his head; this was hardly the first time he’d had to listen to a driver make baseless accusations to cover up his shortcomings. Caleb’s Chrysler was first-rate, not long off the assembly line, cherry red with white trim, a far prettier sight than the Plymouth. But Drake knew that it was what was under the hood, as well as who was behind the wheel, that really mattered. Caleb had come up short, and since it would’ve been hard to put the blame on himself or his car, he pointed his finger at Drake.

         “You hit me first.”

         “Bullshit,” the other man spat.

         “Come on, now,” Drake replied, trying to calm things down before they got out of hand. “Losing is never easy, but—”

         Caleb interrupted by pushing his chest, hard, forcing Drake back a step.

         “You callin’ me a liar?” the bully demanded.

         “All I’m saying is that—”

         Another shove came, but this time Drake held his ground, which only served to infuriate Caleb further. Glancing over, Drake saw that Amos had stood up from the rear of their car, a wrench in his hand; if it came to it, the mechanic would be there to back him up. He also noticed that Caleb’s buddies had all moved closer, as if they could sense what was coming, drawn to it like moths to a flame.

         “Cheaters don’t deserve no money,” Caleb announced as his hand tightened into a fist and a sneer worsened his already rough features. He was nearly trembling with anger. “The only thing you got comin’ is a beating.”

         Drake could have laughed; what sort of fool announced what he was going to do before he even threw the first punch?

         He ducked nimbly, Caleb’s fist sailing harmlessly over his head; if it had landed, there was little doubt that he would have been knocked cold. Unfortunately for Caleb, the bigger man was now completely exposed. Quick as a flash, Drake pivoted on his front foot and drove his fist as hard as he could into his opponent’s stomach. Caleb collapsed in a heap, rolling over onto his side, holding his midsection as he gasped for air.

         The fight was over before it had even really begun.

         Drake walked over to where Garrett and the other men stood in stunned disbelief. While before they had been gaining confidence with every loud, threatening word Caleb uttered, now all their faith had vanished; they resembled mutts cowering in the face of a new alpha dog in the yard.

         “My money,” Drake said, holding out his hand.

         Quick as a flash, Garrett dug into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled wad of bills that he then jammed into Drake’s palm.

         “Much obliged,” Drake said with a wink.

         He got into the Plymouth—Amos was already in the passenger’s seat—and turned the key in the ignition. All the while, he watched the men in the rearview mirror. Caleb tried to get to his feet but failed, crashing back down into the dirt, while everyone else stood around, impotent.

         “Nothing with you is easy,” Amos said. “Always got to be a show.”

         Drake laughed. “And you had the best seat in the house.”

         With that, they drove off toward the next forgettable town and the next opponent willing to bet he was faster.
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