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    Advance Praise for Resting Places




    “This is a beautifully crafted novel of unbearable loss and earned forgiveness. Elizabeth, a middle-aged lawyer, crosses the country in search of her son’s final resting place. Along the way, she uncovers the best and the worst of herself. Michael C. White has wrought a remarkably moving tale of love and redemption.”




    —Anita Shreve, author of The Pilot’s Wife and Rescue




    





    




    “Resting Places takes readers into that most feared of landscapes: the difficult terrain where a parent must grieve the loss of a child. But Michael C. White is a masterful storyteller and a deft tour guide who interfaces this meditation on sorrow and death with a classic but contemporary quest story. Traveling alongside the author’s complex, sympathetic, but not always likable protagonist as she searched for the meaning of her son’s life and death, I read compulsively and voraciously. Elizabeth Gerlacher is a character I will long remember and Resting Places is a story I will not soon forget.”




    —Wally Lamb, author of She’s Come Undone and I Know This Much Is True




    





    




    “This is a lovely, searing book. A son dies in a baffling car smashup, and circumstances hint at the even-worse agony of a suicide. With consummate skill and tenderness, Michael C. White follows his parents onto the broken ground of the unbearable hereafter.”




    —Jacquelyn Mitchard, author of The Deep End of the Ocean




    





    




    “Resting Places is no restful terrain for Elizabeth, the heroine, in White’s deeply soulful and brilliantly mythical novel. It is a masterful summation of all life’s possibilities and its ultimate triumph. The ending made me weep with joy; the grace of this masterful novel still lingers deep inside my soul long after I grudgingly laid this book down.”




    —Da Chen, author of Colors of Mountain and My Last Empress




    





    




    “In Resting Places, Michael C. White takes on that most daunting of challenges: excavating the grief of a mother who has lost her only son. While her husband Zack attends support groups, Elizabeth isolates herself emotionally until a chance encounter of a rainy highway sets her on an unexpected path toward salvation. Haunted by the makeshift roadside crosses commemorating lost souls, Elizabeth searches for answers, and for a resting place of her own. The story is a masterful exploration of the guilt, the anguish, and the mystery of catastrophic loss. Michael C. White is one of our most gifted authors, and he is at his best in this profoundly moving and brilliantly written book.”




    —Clint McCown, author of Haints and War Memorials
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    For Reni,




    With love,




    in our season of mists


  




  

    And my people shall dwell in a peaceable habitation, and in sure dwellings, and in quiet resting places.




    —Isaiah


  




  

    Prologue


  




  

    The summer Luke was five, they had gone on vacation to the British Isles. After spending a week touring London, they’d taken the train to Fishguard, Wales, for a night-time ferry crossing to Rosslare, Ireland. During the train ride the three of them had played games, like rock, paper, scissors and the find-it game, where the first person to spot something passing by in the countryside—a cow, a steeple, one of those red phone booths—won. They were going to spend another week traveling around Ireland, stopping along the way in Tralee, where Elizabeth’s father had been born. Her father had passed away a few years before, and his death had left Elizabeth with a jagged hole in her heart. Suddenly she felt herself drawn to her roots, and she wanted Luke to remember his grandfather.




    “That’s Poppy,” she explained to her son, showing him the black-and-white photo in her purse. It was of a tall, good-looking, raven-haired young man in a seersucker suit standing in front of Sean Og’s Pub in Tralee. Elizabeth had always been told she was the spitting image of her father, tall, with that dark hair and broad mouth.




    “He’s dead,” her son said.




    “Yes, sweetie, Poppy’s dead. But we’re going to see where he was born.”




    “Was he little like me?”




    “At one time, yes.”




    Weary as they got off the train well past midnight, they lugged their suitcases through a cool, oddly bluish drizzle toward a small café and gift shop along the wharf to await the boarding.




    Inside, they dropped their bags, and Zack leaned in and kissed her. “This is going to be fun.”




    Glancing over Zack’s shoulder, she asked, “Where’s Luke?”




    “He was just right here.”




    They hurried back to the train and began searching up and down the aisle of the car they’d been in. Trying to reassure her, Zack touched her shoulder and with that engineer’s pragmatic approach to any problem, he calmly said, “Don’t worry. We’ll find him.” Of course, they would, she told herself. Wasn’t this just like Luke to wander off when she turned her head for a moment—in the mall, a crowded airport, at the beach. Sometimes she thought Luke did it on purpose, an only child vying for the attention of his busy, professional mother.




    “Luke,” Elizabeth called in a fluttery voice, at first mimicking those restrained British tones. But then, as the seconds ticked by, louder, more urgently, she cried out, “Luke, honey! Luke!” When he didn’t turn up on the train, they hurried outside, searching among the growing crowd of people assembling for the ferry crossing. As the uneasy seconds spiraled quickly into terrifying minutes, Elizabeth kept telling herself that Luke would show up any second, as he always did; she told herself that everything would return to normal and they’d board the ferry and continue on with their vacation. Wait till I get ahold of that little stinker, she even said to herself, trying to make light of the whole thing. But then she happened to catch the expression on the face of her normally unflappable husband. It was a stiff mask of barely withheld dread. That startled her. If Zack was scared, then it must really be serious.




    At that point there was an announcement over the loudspeaker telling people they could begin boarding the ferry. This was followed by a sudden surge of damp bodies en masse toward the ramp. Elizabeth and Zack felt themselves being lifted up as if on a wave and carried along toward the ship. In such chaos, she thought, how could they ever hope to find Luke? Her mind quickly bounded over all the other possibilities and went straight for the worst, the blackest prospect. What if at that moment their son was being abducted and whisked away. Or what if he had fallen into the murky sea, his little body floating face down in the harbor. This line of thinking carried its own inexorable and brutal logic. A lawyer used to arranging facts in a line of causation, she began working out the implications of Luke’s disappearance. Having to describe her son to the local authorities: age, height, weight, the color of his eyes (a grayish blue, sort of), what he was wearing (she couldn’t remember), the tiny scar beneath his chin he’d gotten from a fall when he was two (her fault, as well). Canceling the rest of their vacation. After a certain interim, having to imagine the unimaginable plane ride home, just her and Zack, the empty seat between them mocking their loss. Followed eventually by wondering what she’d do with Luke’s things back in Connecticut, his clothes, his toys, his entire bedroom. And finally picturing the interminable days that would stretch out in front of her and Zack to the end of time, and all without their little Lukey. One moment they were a happy little family and the next everything had been ruined. Like that!




    But suddenly her mood changed from fear to anger. She’d be damned if she was going to let this happen. No, she was Luke’s mother and she’d move heaven and earth to find him. She would do anything.




    “Luke!” she cried out with renewed vigor, abandoning finally the last vestiges of restraint or dignity, no longer caring in the least how absurd she must have appeared to those around her—this loud-mouth, hysterical American parent. She left Zack and ran through the crowd, jostling people, shoving her way past them, all the while crying out her son’s name. Nearly knocking down one man with a cane (“What in the bloody hell, lady!”), she frantically made her way through the crowded wharf. Finally she stopped, spun around, her eyes darting this way and that, the pulse pounding in her neck. Then, beginning as a frail, almost inaudible whisper, a voice rose in her head, a voice that was both hers and that of a complete stranger. It was something she hadn’t done, not in years anyway, something that wasn’t part of her normally pragmatic, rational makeup. Elizabeth was thirty-six years old, someone who hadn’t been to church since she’d gone off to college, who hadn’t spoken a word to God once in all that time. Yet she now found herself offering up a plea somewhere within the darkened corridors of her mind: Please God, don’t let anything happen to my baby.




    Seconds passed.




    Finally, Zack was at her side, his arm around her shoulder.




    “It’ll be okay,” he said, squeezing her.




    Later, she wouldn’t be able to explain why or how, what made her think of it, but she took Zack’s hand and rushed with him toward the café. Inside, standing in front of a display of touristy trinkets was Luke. He was completely mesmerized by some toy he was playing with, twirling the thing back and forth in front of his face. Seeing him, alive and whole and unhurt, Elizabeth felt herself finally exhale the breath she hadn’t known she was holding, the sour feeling of dread passing from her lungs. The entire ordeal lasted perhaps only ten minutes, but it was the most frightening, most defining ten minutes of Elizabeth’s life.




    When he saw his parents, Luke came rushing up. “Can I get this, Mom?” He was holding out a small toy in his hand.




    Squatting, Elizabeth grabbed her son roughly by his narrow shoulders and had to fight the urge to shake him silly.




    “Don’t ever do that again,” she yelled, tears springing to her face. “You scared mommy.”




    As tears welled up in Luke’s eyes as well, she came to her senses, and hugged him, desperately, fiercely, squeezing him so hard he cried out, “Mom, geez! You’re hurting!” After a while, she saw what it was that Luke held: in his palm sat a tiny toy airplane, a die-cast model of a British Spitfire, so small it could fit in the palm of his hand. Taking after his father the engineer, Luke had developed a obsession for model airplanes. He loved collecting them, displaying them on his shelf, hanging them by string from the ceiling. Of course, she bought the thing for him—she’d have bought him a thousand toys, anything to show her gratitude. Zack bent down and wrapped his arms around his wife and son.




    “Didn’t I tell you it would be all right?”




    Feeling suddenly grateful, as if they’d been granted a second chance at happiness, Elizabeth grasped Zack’s face and kissed him. “I love you,” she said.




    “I love you, too. But we’d better get a move on or we’ll miss the boat.”




    They hurried out and boarded the ferry and carried on with their vacation. Elizabeth tried hard to push the near-tragedy of that moment from her thoughts. As they toured Ireland, with Zack stressing out every time they came to a roundabout and Luke in the back making zzzzzzouuu flying noises with his toy airplane, she tried to enjoy herself, tried to forget what “might” have been. But she couldn’t, not completely, not in Ireland nor later on the plane ride home, nor in fact, in all their subsequent years together; in fact, she couldn’t hear the word “Wales” or see that airplane on Luke’s shelf back home without it conjuring up that dark memory, that moment of unholy terror of a mother facing the loss of her child. Nor could she avoid the nagging vulnerability that would plague the rest of her days, knowing as she did that in the blink of an eye everything could change. Like that.


  




  

    Chapter 1


  




  

    Elizabeth had just gotten off the phone when a timid knock sounded on her office door. She’d hoped to have a little time to collect her thoughts but before she could answer, the door opened a crack and a slight, haggard-looking woman—more girl than woman—poked her head in. Her blackened eyes reminded Elizabeth of a raccoon.




    “Perdone usted, señora Elizabeth,” the woman asked meekly. “Ese time now?”




    “Un momento, por favor,” she said to the woman.




    The woman withdrew and shut the door. Elizabeth sat there for a moment, trying to regulate her breathing, hoping to get herself together enough to deal with someone else’s problems. Sometimes she felt like an actor who had to put aside her own life to assume that of the character she was playing. She’d sensed a growing annoyance on the part of Sheriff Crowder, the man with whom she’d just gotten off the phone. “I told you ma’am, we already sent you all his personal effects.”




    “But I’m sure he had it with him.”




    “It’s not here.”




    “Could you just humor me and look again?”




    “We don’t have it, Mrs. Gerlacher,” the sheriff said flatly.




    “Did you even—” but before she could finish he cut her off.




    “I have to go, ma’am. Goodbye.”




    “Fuck,” she cursed, slamming her palm so hard on the flimsy dinette table that it spilled some of the coffee from her cup. This made the fifth or sixth time she’d called the Marrizozo, New Mexico Sheriff’s Department in the past few months. Not only about the missing diary but to discuss other things in the police report. Things that didn’t make sense. That didn’t add up. Each time she called, the sheriff seemed to get more defensive, and each time, growing increasingly desperate for answers, Elizabeth had become more pugnacious, allowing her cross-examination behavior to leach into her normally civil demeanor.




    Finally she got up and went to the door and opened it. Peering out into the hallway of the annex of the small chapel, Elizabeth saw the woman sitting on the floor, her feet curled up Buddha-style beneath her. She appeared as anxious-looking as an eighth-grader waiting to speak to a teacher about a bad grade. The last time Elizabeth had seen her, nearly a week before, the rawness of her bruised, swollen eyes had taken Elizabeth’s breath away. But the swelling had gone down considerably, and now the gaudy yellows and purples looked more like some teenager’s idea of a makeup statement.




    “Please come in, Fabiana,” Elizabeth said.




    The young woman entered and sat down opposite Elizabeth. She was wearing a Mets baseball cap, a flannel shirt that hadn’t been washed in a while, and torn, loose-fitting jeans. She kept both hands over her distended belly, holding it like a football player guarding against a fumble in the last minutes of a game.




    “Cómo estás?” asked Elizabeth, opening her file on the desk.




    “Bien. Good.”




    “And your eyes? Ojos,” Elizabeth said, touching her own eyes.




    Nodding, the woman replied, “Better. No hurt.”




    “And how is . . .” Elizabeth asked, patting her own flat stomach, “the baby?”




    “Sí. El bebé está bien. Kicking,” she said with a smile.




    For the past several years, Elizabeth had been doing pro bono work at the Mystic Women’s Shelter, a couple of afternoons a week and sometimes on Saturdays. The shelter was part of a Catholic retreat on a small island off the coast of eastern Connecticut. The cramped space Father Paul, the director, provided Elizabeth as a part-time office was actually an all-purpose room, containing the copier, a coffee machine, an apartment-sized refrigerator, a tag-sale kitchen set with cracked vinyl seats. It was also where Father Paul—or simply Paul, as he preferred—hung his vestments in the corner. On one wall was a picture of John Lee Hooker, Father Paul’s favorite blues guitarist, while on the opposite wall was one of Jesus feeding the five thousand. Loaves of bread and fishes appeared to fall from the sky, a downpour of food. Elizabeth helped women with legal matters—began divorce proceedings, sued for child support or alimony, or sometimes defended them against crimes like theft or drug possession. Or like now, to guide them through the intricacies of filling out a restraining order. Unlike in her law firm where she worked mostly with affluent middle-class people, her clients at the shelter were mostly poor white or women of color, or, like Fabiana, recent immigrants. Fabiana journeyed from Honduras two years earlier and when she related the complex story of how she got to the US, Elizabeth could only shake her head and say, “Jesus.” There were no translators so Elizabeth had to rely on her rusty high school Spanish and hand gestures to communicate.




    Elizabeth began helping the woman fill out the restraining order, which was intended to keep her boyfriend from beating her up again.




    “What that mean?” Fabiana asked Elizabeth.




    “Ex parte. That means we’re asking the court for immediate relief from the respondent.”




    “Qué es . . . respondent?”




    “That’s your boyfriend. Jorge.”




    Fabiana stared down at her lap. Elizabeth felt that if not for the fading bruises around her eyes and a depleted look that belied her nineteen years, Fabiana would have been pretty. She had lucid, acorn-colored eyes, a generous mouth, lustrous skin the hue of burnished leather, and long, auburn hair she kept in a tight braid down her back. Her fingernails were chipped and dirty from the per-diem work Father Paul had arranged for her on a local farm sorting carrots and potatoes. Even from across the table Elizabeth could smell the sour sweat and farm odor on her body. The woman’s son, Esteban, two, was at that moment playing with the half dozen other kids in the shelter’s nursery, several doors down. Occasionally, Elizabeth could hear a gleeful cry or a wail of disappointment emanating from down the hall. Sometimes, when Elizabeth wasn’t busy, she’d go down to the nursery and get down on the floor and play with the kids. Fabiana’s Esteban was adorable.




    “I no can see him?” the woman asked. Against the brown skin of her neck Elizabeth spotted a silver crucifix.




    “He no can see you,” Elizabeth replied, almost harshly.




    “Cuánto tiempo?”




    “That will depend.”




    “On what?”




    “On a lot of things. Mostly what the court decides in his case.”




    “Will he go to la cárcel?” Prison, Elizabeth knew.




    “Yes. But only if you testify. Comprendes? Testificar.”




    The woman shook her head vigorously.




    “What do you mean? You have to testify. Look what he did to you.”




    “I no want him go away to la cárcel.”




    “Next time it might be worse. You have to think of your unborn child. Su bebé,” she said, patting her own stomach again.




    “Jorge, ese good man. He just get un poco loco when he drink.”




    “But you have to press charges and you have to take out this restraining order. We need to make sure he stays away from you. If you don’t want to do it for yourself, do it for Esteban. For your baby.”




    “Jorge love Esteban. And he es padre del bebé,” the woman said, pointing at her stomach. “He no hurt them.”




    Elizabeth stared at her. “But he’s capable of that. You must do this, Fabiana.”




    “Lo siento.” I’m sorry. The woman waved her hand in front of her face as if she were brushing away a bad smell.




    “I can’t help you if you don’t let me,” Elizabeth said, her anger and frustration slipping into her voice.




    Elizabeth didn’t understand such women. Women who were abused, who were used as punching bags for their husbands’ or boyfriends’ frustrations and angers, and who still somehow loved them. But that wasn’t really love, she thought. That was need or fear or guilt or something else entirely, but not love. Love couldn’t grow in such unfertile soil.




    “I know, I know,” Fabiana said, tears beginning to run down her bruised cheeks. “You so good to me, señora Elizabeth. Lo siento.”




    Despite being annoyed with her, Elizabeth got up and went around the table. She squatted down and put her arms around the woman. Fabiana’s sobs convulsed her small body. She clutched onto Elizabeth like a frightened child.




    “It’s all right, Fabiana,” Elizabeth said, rubbing the woman’s back in small circles. She was so skinny, Elizabeth could feel the vertebrae along the woman’s spine. As she stroked her, she recalled when Luke was small and crying about something or other, her holding him and quieting his fears. It’s all right, sweetie. Everything’s all right.




    “At least promise me you’ll think about filling out the restraining order. You at least have to do that.”




    “Sí, sí,” the woman said. “I think about it.”




    Elizabeth stood, suggesting to the woman it was time to leave, that she had done all she could for her. The rest would be up to her. At the door she turned and said, “Señora Elizabeth, usted es una buena mujer.” You are a good woman.




    “Gracias. You think about it, Fabiana. For both your children.”




    She was sitting at the table, doing some paperwork and imagining how sweet that first scotch was going to taste, when Father Paul stuck his bald, narrow head in the door.




    “How’s Perry Mason today? I guess I’m dating myself with that?” he said with a boyish grin.




    “You’re not that much older than me. When I was a little girl I used to watch the reruns with my father.”




    “The Irishman?”




    “As Irish as Paddy’s Pig,” she said with a laugh. She’d told Paul about her father. Though she didn’t go to church herself any more, she’d had Paul say a Mass for the man. It was something her father would have appreciated.




    “He loved how Raymond Burr always got the bad guys in the last two minutes,” she explained.




    “Virtue always rewarded, sin punished. What a perfect world.”




    Father Paul was thin, with a shaved head and the sharp, lupine face of a fox. His countenance was softened a bit by sad-looking Bassett hound eyes, eyes that were perpetually pink from his doing laps without goggles in the overly chlorinated YMCA pool in town. As usual he wasn’t wearing a collar, but rather cargo pants and a ratty old sweater he’d bought when he was in the Aran islands on an archaeological dig involving the ancient church Na Seacht Teampaill. Elizabeth and Paul would talk about Ireland, the places Elizabeth’s father had gone. A brilliant man, Father Paul possessed a bushel-full of advanced degrees and spoke a dozen languages.




    “Unfortunately, we don’t always get the bad guys, Paul,” she said, rolling her eyes conspiratorially at the priest.




    “You mean, Fabiana’s boyfriend?”




    “Ah huh. She wouldn’t sign the restraining order and now she’s not sure she wants to testify against our boy Jorge. She doesn’t want him to go to la cárcel.”




    “She’s a very feeling woman.”




    “Or a very foolish one.”




    “It’s not always a bad thing to turn the other cheek.”




    “It is when you know the other cheek is going to get itself smacked.”




    Father Paul came in and sat down across from her. He ran his hand over the top of his shiny, bald skull. His shaved head reminded Elizabeth of a newborn’s, soft and vulnerable.




    “You don’t know that for sure.”




    “I’m willing to bet on it.”




    “All right, what?” he asked, extending his hand across the table.




    “What do you mean, ‘what?’”




    “I’m willing to bet he’s learned his lesson.”




    “All right. How about a bottle of scotch?”




    “I’m not much of a scotch man. How about if I lose, I buy you a bottle. But if you lose, you come to work here.”




    Elizabeth let out with a chuckle. “Now that seems like a fair deal.”




    “I can’t match your salary. But you’d get this nice plush office with an ocean view,” he said, grinning. When he grinned he looked even more like a fox. The first couple of times he’d asked her to come work here, his tone had been almost playful, and each time she treated it as the joke that she thought it was. But recently he’d told her the shelter had gotten a large federal grant and that he actually had the money to pay her, though far from what she was currently making. Of course she already had a job, a junior partner in a small law firm twenty miles away. She liked Father Paul. He was smart and worldly, well-educated, with a good sense of humor. And she liked that he wasn’t preachy. His faith wasn’t a Sunday-morning spiel, but rather a way of life. He talked like a regular guy, about jazz or sports, history or politics, but he let his actions speak for him. He’d set up this island retreat for battered woman and their children, raising money by the seat of his pants, twisting the arms of donors, cajoling or embarrassing them, and often spending his own money on food and toys for the kids. He was a good salesmen, too, getting people to donate their money or time or expertise to the cause. Like with Elizabeth.




    “You’re so good with women like Fabiana,” Paul said.




    “Now you’re giving me a snowjob. What’s next, you’re going to try to sell me some indulgences? Then again, I could probably use some.”




    “No, you are. You obviously have a gift.”




    “The only gift I have is that I’m a lawyer. And I don’t think some dirtbag ought be able to beat her around whenever he feels like it.”




    “It’s more than that with you. You get satisfaction from working here.”




    It was true, though. She did enjoy working with these women, seeing that they got at least a semblance of legal representation. Despite the annoyances and frustrations, like with Fabiana, she felt that her time and effort here made a difference. Sometimes a big one. It was, in fact, one of the few things which gave meaning to her life lately. She not only provided legal counsel but also helped women get social services, food stamps, day care. Sometimes she even sat with them and helped them learn to read and write. At the same time she’d begun to find the work at her law firm increasingly tedious: wills and divorces, pre-nups and LLCs, defending spoiled little rich kids against DUIs and possession charges. In fact, she’d been spending so much time at the shelter lately she’d let her regular job slide, so much so that Warren Fuller, the senior partner, had had to call her into his office on a couple of occasions to speak to her.




    “And how are you, Elizabeth?” Father Paul asked, his expression what she could imagine it to be in the confessional: thoughtful, considerate, patient.




    She looked across at him. “Fine.”




    “That’s your default reply. How are you really?”




    “What do you want me to say?”




    Paul sat there for a moment, his fingertips forming a little tepee that he tapped against his nose. “It takes time,” he offered.




    “As in, ‘time heals all wounds’?”




    “Something like that.” He continued staring at her, his pink eyes slick and painful looking.




    Elizabeth stood, started to pack her briefcase.




    “Getting over something like this does take time, Elizabeth.”




    “No offense, Father, but how the hell would you know about something like this?” she said more harshly than she had intended. She was obviously still annoyed by the phone call earlier. When she looked over at him she saw the effect it had. He looked snubbed. “Forgive me, Father. I had no right to say that.”




    “No, no, it’s all right. Besides, I have the hide of a rhino,” he said with a smile. “With this job you have to be thick-skinned. And you’re right. I can’t possibly know what it is to lose a child. But I have suffered loss. You can’t be human without suffering loss, Elizabeth.”




    She was going to say this was different, that there was no loss in the world like this, but decided not to say anything.




    “If you’d ever like to pray with me, Elizabeth?”




    “Thanks for the offer. But I don’t think so.”




    “Well, I’ll pray for you and your son anyway. Is there anything new in your son’s case?”




    “I guess nobody but me thinks it’s a ‘case,’” Elizabeth said, using her fingers to make quotation marks around the word. “I don’t know if I told you this before. But Luke had a diary.”




    “Really?”




    “I think it was with him. When he was killed.”




    “And you believe that’s relevant?”




    “It wasn’t among his things they sent us later. I’ve called the sheriff down in New Mexico several times asking for it but he says they never had it.”




    “How would that be important?”




    “Who knows?”




    “You’re thinking it might give you some insight into what he was feeling then?”




    “It couldn’t hurt.”




    She finished packing her briefcase and snapped it shut. Then she grabbed her umbrella and started for the door.




    “Well, keep my suggestion in mind.”




    “Which one?” Elizabeth said with a smile.




    “The job. We couldn’t pay nearly what you’re making, but what a view, huh?” he said, looking out at the ocean. The day was rainy and blustery, the sound full of angry whitecaps. Only a single lobster boat braved the rough waters. “Drive carefully. It’s pretty bad out there,” Father Paul said.




    As she headed out she saw Fabiana at the back of the small chapel. Elizabeth paused unseen for a moment. The younger woman had lit a candle and was praying. Elizabeth hadn’t been to church since her college days. Yet as she watched Fabiana, her head bowed and her eyes tightly shut, Elizabeth found herself longing for such simplicity. She thought of Father Paul’s offer to pray with her. She thought, too, of how fervently her own father used to pray in church, his head bowed, his knuckles white from his tightly folded hands. As well she thought of that time in Wales, when they’d “lost” Luke, of the prayer she had offered to God. She had prayed that time and like some sort of magic trick her son had reappeared. If only it were that easy.


  




  

    Chapter 2


  




  

    Elizabeth was heading home through a driving rain. Sheets of water coated the windshield, even with the wipers on high. Since it was already after five, she’d decided to skip going back to the office and go straight home. She had to prepare for a contentious divorce hearing the next day, but she was exhausted and figured she could go in early and review her notes. She’d taken a shortcut along a divided turnpike that wound its way through the rolling hills and apple orchards and rock-strewn dairy farms of Eastern Connecticut. Normally a pleasant drive, today the rain had pooled in spots along the road, and Elizabeth found herself occasionally jolted and having to fight the steering wheel to keep the car going straight. Besides, the Saab was getting a bit long in the tooth, and didn’t handle well in bad weather. Zack was always on her to trade it in and get a new car. He preferred she get a four-wheel-drive, something substantial for the New England winters, something she’d be “safe” in, as if she had to negotiate the mountainous terrain of the Andes instead of suburban Connecticut. Lately he was unusually concerned about her safety. She both appreciated and understood his concern but at the same time found it a little claustrophobic. Besides, she liked her old Saab, the hand-worn steering wheel and the cracks in the leather seats, its familiar old car smell. She’d had the thing for fourteen years. She’d taught Luke how to drive on the car, along the curvy road that skirted the lake they lived on. The thought of getting rid of it caused an actual physical ache beneath the angle of her jaw.




    She leaned to her right and opened the glove compartment and removed the small pint of Cutty Sark she kept stashed there. All day long she’d been yearning for that first drink. How it seemed to release some pressure valve inside of her. She opened the bottle and took a sip, feeling the sweet, hot, almost tender rush of the booze, first at the back of her throat, then in her stomach, before slowly radiating out through her body like liquid smoke. She felt her shoulders, unknowingly tense, begin to relax. It had been a long day, first at her law office and then at the women’s shelter. The memory of her conversation with the sheriff from New Mexico still rankled her. We don’t have it, Mrs. Gerlacher.




    She was about to take another sip from the bottle when she saw it, an old green pickup, pulled way over onto the shoulder of the highway as if broken down. As she approached it, she happened to spot a figure to the right, in the high grass off the road, just at the edge of some woods. Coming abreast of him, she slowed and gave a quick sideways glance. Through the distortion of rain on the glass she thought she saw a man on his knees seeming to peer at something before him on the ground. Elizabeth continued on a short ways, then, on an impulse she would later wonder about, pulled sharply over and hit the brakes, the car skidding to a halt on the wet, loose gravel. She glanced back over her shoulder at the man. What on earth was he doing, she wondered. Perhaps something was wrong.




    She thought of calling 911, but instead she did an odd thing: she put her car in reverse and backed up until she came within a few feet of the truck’s bumper. She stopped there and, angling the rearview mirror, she was able to spy on the man. Yet even this close she still couldn’t quite make out what he was doing. Maybe he’d hit an animal that lay in the high grass, perhaps a deer he’d stopped to tend to. The man was so preoccupied with whatever it was, he didn’t seem to have noticed that a car had stopped. Dropping the pint on the passenger seat and grabbing her umbrella from in back, she got out of her car and trudged along the shoulder of the highway. The rain was driving hard, and even with the umbrella she felt water striking her legs, dampening the hem of her skirt, soaking the toes of her high heels. As she passed the truck she saw that it was battered and rotted out, with a make-shift plywood frame set onto the bed for loading things into it. On the door were painted the words Georges Dump Run’s, No Job Too Big or Too Small. A stickler for language, Elizabeth couldn’t help noticing the apostrophe was in the wrong place. The law, she felt, had to be precise, its language clean and clear and unequivocal, avoiding the hazy possibilities of the metaphorical or the sloppiness of the emotional. The law helped to give order to a chaotic world. In her expensive Anne Klein pumps, Elizabeth cut across the sodden, grassy area toward the man.




    She stopped a dozen feet away and called. “Excuse me.” However, with the downpour he didn’t seem to hear her. So she tried again, louder this time. “Hello!”




    The man suddenly shot up and whirled around.




    “Jesus!” he cried, one hand clutching his chest. “You wanna give me a heart attack, lady?”




    “I’m sorry. It’s just—”




    That’s when she saw it, the object of the man’s attention. It was composed of two pieces of wood, a vertical and a horizontal slat, joined at right angles. A cross. That’s what it was, what he was looking at. One of those roadside things marking the spot where someone had died in an automobile accident. Elizabeth had seen them before, of course—they were everywhere—but it had always been in passing, from a distance. She’d never viewed one up this close, had never paid them much mind. And she’d never actually seen anyone there before, visiting one.




    Embarrassed, she mumbled, “I thought . . .” But she didn’t know what to say. It seemed perfectly obvious now what the man had been doing: he was praying and she’d interrupted him.




    He was an old man, perhaps seventy, with a ruddy complexion and thinning, stringy white hair the rain had plastered to his uncovered and balding skull. His eyes had a strange glow to them; she couldn’t tell whether he’d been drinking or if it was just the rain. Thick-necked, burly as an ex-football player gone to seed, he wore a plaid flannel shirt unbuttoned over a black t-shirt bulging over a prominent belly. He was soaked through, the water running down the sleeves of his shirt and spilling in torrents from the deep creases in his lined face, dropping from his bushy eyebrows. His wet jeans clung to his squat, heavy thighs.




    They stared at each other for a moment, unsure who should speak next, like a pair of actors who’d bungled their lines. Finally, Elizabeth said, “I thought something was the matter.”




    He didn’t respond immediately, but instead glanced over his shoulder at the cross. It was about two feet high, the white paint faded now almost to gray. Elizabeth noticed along the horizontal bar there was some writing in black lettering: “RIP Hannah. All my love, G.” Elizabeth wondered if this man was “G” and if it was the same one as the “George” painted on the truck. Along the vertical bar there was more writing, though it was smaller and faded so badly and she couldn’t make it out from this distance. At the base lay a fresh bouquet of white roses wrapped in clear plastic, the sort bought at convenience stores as a last-minute gift, as well as assorted other items—a crucifix, a couple of melted candles, dried flowers, various things she couldn’t put a name to.




    The man turned back to Elizabeth. “No, nothing’s the matter,” he replied.




    “Well. I guess I’ll be going then,” she offered with a glibness that tried to belie the awkwardness of the situation. But she remained rooted there, gazing at the cross.




    “Why’d you stop?” the man asked.




    “I thought you might need help.”




    “No.”




    The man held one hand up to shield his face against the driving rain. His eyes, she saw, had a peculiar intensity to them, like someone gazing into a fire, lost in thought or like someone with a fever.




    “Well, goodbye then,” she said as she turned to leave.




    She’d only taken a couple of steps toward her car when he called after her.




    “How long’s it been?”




    The question stopped her in her tracks. She turned and stared at him. “Pardon me?”




    “I said, how long has it been?”




    “How long has what been?”




    “Since your loss?” His voice was flat, the vowels nasally and mashed to hell, a Northern New England accent. Maine perhaps, she thought.




    What did he mean: since her loss? And yet, somehow, she knew exactly what he meant. The question was, how did he know? Just a wild guess? Or was it something deeper, more fundamental? Something in her look perhaps? That something she herself would occasionally glean in the mirror, the look of one holding grief so tightly in her eyes, clenched in her mouth like a bitter pill she couldn’t bring herself either to spit out or swallow. Or perhaps it was the fact that she had stopped in the first place. Maybe that’s what these sorts of people did, people who put up these ridiculous roadside crosses. Like a little club. Maybe they had their own rituals and stopping like this meant one was expected to commiserate, to share one’s own tragedy. The way it was assumed that people at AA meetings were expected to stand up in front of complete strangers and admit they were drunks. In any event, she wasn’t sure she wanted to share anything with this man. This stranger. Still, she had to admit his question had piqued her interest.




    “What are you talking about?” she asked, deciding to play dumb.




    He wagged his large head. “You’ve lost someone, haven’t you?”




    “Why . . . yes,” she replied. “How did you know?”




    The man shrugged his broad shoulders, turning one palm skyward, so that the rain immediately formed a small puddle in the center of it. She could actually see the drops splattering there.




    Instead of answering, he asked, “How long’s it been for you?”




    She sucked in a breath before replying. “A while,” she replied. “More than a year.”




    “A year, huh?” he offered, with what seemed to Elizabeth a condescending smile. “Why, you’re still a newbie.”




    “Newbie?” she said, the word jabbing her in the throat like a needle. She hardly felt like a newbie, whatever the hell that was. In fact, she felt as if she’d been grieving all her life, as if she’d been born grieving. It was almost as if she’d never known what it was like not to grieve, not to be in pain, not to ache. Like a chronic physical ailment that was always there, reminding you daily. “You don’t know anything about me, mister,” she said, the acrimony in her tone surprising even herself.




    “Listen, I’m sorry,” the man conceded, throwing his hands up in the air. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Hell, we’re all newbies. You never get to be an old hand at this business.”




    “Business?”




    “Losing somebody. For me, it’s been six years since Hannah passed.” With his thumb he made a blunt gesture toward the cross behind him.




    “Hannah?”




    “My wife,” he replied. “And who did you lose?”




    She just stared at him for a moment, wondering why on earth she should be standing in the rain having this conversation with a stranger, why she wasn’t in her warm car heading home to one of several glasses of scotch that would slowly deaden her nerve endings and permit her the solace of a few hours of sleep.




    But instead she said, “My son. He was killed.”




    The words seemed to hang in the air, sodden, weighty. There was something astonishing about them, perhaps their stark, unadorned plainness or the exhausted finality of them. They were a kind of irrefutable acknowledgment of Luke’s passing, one that she had fought so hard and so long to deny. Ironically this kind of finality hadn’t happened that night over a year ago during the phone call from the sheriff down in New Mexico. Nor later, seeing Luke’s body lying on the table in a back room of Weldon’s Funeral Home. Nor reading the police report months later when she’d finally worked up the courage to open the imposing envelope from the Marrizozo Sheriff’s Department. And not even all the times in the past twelve months when she couldn’t sleep and would creep into his bedroom and lie on his bed. No, none of those other occasions seemed as irrefutable, as irrevocable as her saying, My son. He was killed. The words seemed to drive home the fact, like nails into a piece of wood. She coughed, then gulped a damp mouthful of cool air and felt her lungs burn as if she had tried to breathe underwater.




    “You okay?” the old man asked.




    “Yeah . . . it’s . . .”




    And just like that she was sobbing. Ragged gasps tore from her lungs and her eyes stung with sudden tears. She hadn’t cried for a long time and had even thought her grief had evolved into some more nuanced form, distant and impervious, hard and smooth as polished stone. Unlike those first months after the accident, when she’d start crying like this over anything. A smell. A sound. Some fleeting memory. Such moments would creep up on her, catching her unawares. Once a piece of junk mail addressed to Luke had lured her into tears out at the mailbox. Another time in the car a Bee Gees song had come on and she recalled how she and Luke driving home from his guitar lessons at Mrs. Crossetti’s used to sing a parody of “Stayin’ Alive.” In a moment the tears were so fierce and blinding she had to pull over to the side of the road. And then there was the time sitting in the waiting room at her gynecologist’s office. Seated across from her were two women blabbing about bringing their children to college. It made Elizabeth remember the time they’d driven Luke up to St. Anselm College for his freshman year, and how during the drive she and her son had gotten into an argument. She couldn’t even recall what had caused it. Those college years were tough ones for her and Luke; almost anything would set them off. Zack used to joke they were like a pair of cats with their tails tied together. According to Luke she was too demanding, a perfectionist, that nothing he ever did—his music, his grades, his friends—was good enough for her. She’d even thought he’d settled on St. Anselm when, with just a little more effort, he could have gotten into an Ivy League school (as she had). When it was time to leave Luke, Elizabeth went to hug him but he actually spurned her embrace, right in front of his new roommate. Hearing the women in the waiting room talk about bringing their kids to college suddenly made Elizabeth start sobbing so that she had to get up and leave.




    The old man remained silent, just letting her cry. After a while he said, “Sometimes it sneaks up on you, doesn’t it? The pain.”




    “Y-yes,” she replied between sobs, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, which was soaking from the rain. “I’m sorry for your loss, too.”




    “Thanks. That’s gotta be rough though, losing a kid. I got three and I can’t imagine them dying before me. How old was he?”




    She looked across at him. “Twenty-one.”




    The man winced, baring stumpy, yellowish teeth. One was missing behind the right incisor, giving to his face a feral look. “Just coming into his own,” he said. “How?”




    “A car accident.” He stood there looking at her, waiting for more. Then, as if his question had punctured something swollen inside her, words came spilling out, one after the other. “They don’t know how it happened. He just went off the road. Straight off. His car flipped over and he was thrown from it. At first they said he was wearing his seat belt, and then they told us he wasn’t.” Elizabeth shook her head at the sheer inexplicability of such a thing. “He always wore his seat belt. Always. We were really strict about that. They think maybe he fell asleep. There was no other explanation for it. It was a clear evening and he wasn’t drinking. The autopsy said he didn’t have alcohol in his system. Nothing was wrong, except that he ended up dead. But really, nobody knows how it happened. My husband prefers to say it was just one of those things.” She took a breath and when she blew it out, it condensed in a gray cloud in front of her. “How can you lose a child and chalk it up to ‘just one of those things’?”




    “What’s your boy’s name?”




    She caught how he used the present tense, as if Luke were waiting for her in the car.




    “It was Luke,” she replied. “Listen, I should be running along. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”




    “You’re not disturbing me,” the man continued. “Did you name him after Luke in the Bible?”




    She thought that an odd comment. “No, I just liked the sound of it.”




    “That’s my favorite gospel, you know.”




    “I can’t say I’ve read it,” Elizabeth conceded. “I’m not really into all that.”




    “All what?”




    “Reading the Bible. Going to church.”




    Her father had gone to church every Sunday, dragging along his two daughters, Elizabeth and her younger sister Suzanne, and their older brother Danny. Mr. Moran, Elizabeth’s father, had attended Mass and gone to confession and received communion, all with a seriousness that bordered on the maniacal. Elizabeth’s mother, on the other hand, went only occasionally, when she didn’t have, as their father explained to them, her sick headaches. When Elizabeth was older she realized it meant her mother was hung over. After college Elizabeth gradually stopped going to church. Later, when she had Luke, she would go for Christmas Mass or Easter service, for the pageantry, for the music, but not much else. She didn’t “buy” all that, as if religion were a tag sale whose oft-used items she wasn’t particularly interested in purchasing.




    Her husband Zack had always been the more religious of the two. Like her father, Zack had gone to church most Sundays, even bringing Luke along. It was something that the two shared. A few months after Luke’s death, Zack joined a grief support group that met the first Wednesday of every month in the basement of St. Catherine’s in town. He talked her into going once, where they sat around in a circle and, as Elizabeth put it, “spilled their guts in front of strangers.” “But we know some of those people,” Zack had argued. “The Eversons lost their son in Iraq. And you know Tammy Gracetti’s daughter died of leukemia.” It didn’t matter to Elizabeth. She wasn’t about to take a knife and cut out her heart and pass it around for everyone’s inspection. Her grief was something private, intimate, not to be shared. In addition to attending the monthly grief support sessions, Zack was now going to Mass every Sunday, sometimes for meetings during the week, working on fundraising projects, getting more and more involved. His latest project was helping organize a candlelight vigil for parents who’d lost children. When he came home from those grief support sessions, Elizabeth thought she noticed a change in him. He seemed oddly relaxed and up-beat, this slightly spacey expression on his face, almost as if he’d taken a Zoloft. Sometimes he’d even whistle around the house as he cooked dinner. Elizabeth couldn’t say why exactly, but his attitude bugged her a little. Whistling after what had happened to their son.




    “Maybe you ought to read Luke,” the man offered. “It has some good advice for somebody in your shoes.”




    “My shoes?”




    “For someone who’s suffered.”




    “I’m not into all that Bible stuff.”




    “Luke is different. It has . . .” The man thought for a moment and what he said next surprised her, that is, coming from someone who made a living hauling away people’s trash. “Human empathy.”




    “I’ll have to take your word on that,” Elizabeth said, not even trying to feign interest.




    “‘To give light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow of death.’ Know where that’s from?”




    Elizabeth smiled. “It wouldn’t be Luke, would it?”




    “Bingo,” the man said, grinning from ear to ear. “And here you say you don’t know your Bible.”




    “A lucky guess.”




    “Sometimes we need a little light in the darkness.”




    “How often do you come here?” she asked, hoping to change the subject.




    “Used to come all the time. Now I get over here a couple times a year. For her birthday or our anniversary. And of course on the anniversary of the accident.”




    Elizabeth wasn’t sure she wanted to know, but she gave into her curiosity: “Which one is it today?”




    He stared at her, his face pale and blank as a peeled potato. “Six years ago today she was killed here. At this very spot. A drunk driver crossed the median over there,” he said, pointing out at the highway, “and plowed into her. Killed her instantly. At least she didn’t suffer.”




    Elizabeth felt her heart contract. She imagined the horrific screech of tires, the crash of metal, the breaking of glass, followed by a stone-like silence, one in which all the noise seemed sucked out of the universe. She often imagined those circumstances surrounding Luke’s accident. The Honda going off the road, rolling over, Luke being thrown from the car, then the hissing of the radiator, followed at last by that terrible stillness that she imagined spreading out over the desert night. Her child lying there, helpless and alone, looking up at the desert sky while his life slowly leached out of him into the sand. Of course, she didn’t know any of that from the police report, except for the fact that it said he’d been DOA at the hospital. But it was how she imagined it to have happened. Filling in the blank mystery of Luke’s last moments, even if only with her imagination, was preferable to the baffling enigma of his end.




    “I’m so sorry,” she said to the man. “It must be a hard day for you.”




    “Ey-ah, in some ways,” he said, that Maine accent slipping into his voice. “But I’d rather spend it with her.” He drew a hand across his meaty face again, then grimaced up at the sky, as if he’d only just then noticed the rain. “Boy, it’s really coming down.”




    “Aren’t you cold?” Elizabeth asked. Even with the umbrella she was wet and beginning to shiver. “Here. Get under,” she offered, holding out the umbrella.




    He hesitated, then ambled over, ducking his head under the umbrella. Up close she could see that he was shorter than she by several inches, especially with her heels. Nonetheless he gave the impression of being substantial, imposing in the manner of an unpolished block of granite. He hadn’t shaved for a while, and the stubble was coming in white against his ruddy complexion. She noticed he had wild, gray eyebrows and deep-set eyes the color of hazelnuts.




    “By the way, I’m George,” he said, offering his hand to her. She took it, a large, powerful hand, that of someone who did very physical things for a living. Though she had large hands herself, his dwarfed hers, made her feel like a little girl holding an adult’s hand.




    “Hi, George. I’m Elizabeth,” she replied.




    “A pleasure to meet you, Elizabeth,” he said with a slight bow of his head, a formality that made both of them smile. “Look, your nice shoes are getting all wet.”




    They both looked down at her feet, which made Elizabeth blush a little. She had big feet. At five-eleven, Elizabeth had spent a lifetime trying to get used to her height, the length of bone she possessed in superfluity. Her mother, for whom she could do nothing right, used to call her Bean Pole or Big Bird or even Olive Oyl. “At least slump your shoulders a little,” the woman used to advise Elizabeth. “So you don’t look so big.”




    “What do you do for a living, Elizabeth?” he asked.




    “I’m a lawyer.”




    “Ah, a lawyer,” he said. He appeared as if he were going to make a comment but then seemed to think better of it.




    “I see you do . . . “ Elizabeth began, glancing over at the truck. But then she felt more than a little foolish saying “dump runs,” and was glad the man finished her sentence for her.




    “I’m a handy-man. Clean out basements. Backyards. Take care of other people’s messes,” he said with a practiced laugh. “You got stuff you want hauled away, I’m your man.”




    “Well, if I need someone, I’ll let you know,” she replied, smiling.




    “I’m retired. I just do this on the side to supplement my retirement,” he said. He took out his wallet and handed her a business card. “Just in case something comes up.”




    “Thank you. What did you do before?”




    “Taught high school social studies for thirty-nine years. Coached wrestling, too.”




    “That’s a long time.”




    “When I finished college, there were no teaching jobs up in Maine so we moved down here. Bought a house. Raised a family. We always talked about going back up, but one thing led to another. When she was killed, I didn’t see any reason to go back.”




    “May I ask you a question?” Elizabeth asked. “Why’d you put it up? The cross.”




    He rubbed the stubble of his beard. “As a remembrance, I suppose.”




    “But I assume her remains are buried some place.”




    The man gave a cynical laugh. “I get a kick out of that word, remains. Like leftovers.”




    “I only meant—”




    “I know what you meant,” the man said, though he didn’t sound angry, just weary of having to explain himself. “Yeah, her remains are buried in a cemetery. But this is where I can feel her.”




    “Feel her?”




    “This is where Hannah was last alive in the world. So this is where I have the strongest connection to her.”




    “You don’t feel a connection at the cemetery?”




    He shook his head. “Cemeteries are cold. If I want to feel close to her I come here. Pray a little. Talk to her.”




    “What do you talk about?”




    He smiled, catching the note of condescension in her voice.




    “The usual. What I made for supper. The grandkids. This and that. Everyday stuff.”




    Elizabeth didn’t know how to reply.




    “You’re probably thinking this guy’s some kind of nutjob. Talking to the dead.”




    “I didn’t say that.”




    “It’s what you’re thinking though—am I right? I don’t blame you. This must look pretty weird. The Spanish call them descansos,” the man explained. “It means ‘resting places.’”




    “For the dead?”




    “No. Actually for the living. Way back when, before hearses, before wagons even, it was where the pall bearers rested on their way to the grave site. Sometimes they had to carry a body some distance, so they had to stop several times along the route and set their burden down. Wherever they stopped, they would mark the spots with stones. When you think about it, it’s the living who carry the load of the dead on their shoulders.”




    “I guess I never thought of it like that. Did you bring all that stuff?” Elizabeth asked, with a nod toward the cross.




    “The flowers, yeah. The other stuff people just leave here.”




    “People leave stuff?”




    “You wouldn’t believe what I find here sometimes. Crucifixes. Prayer cards. Flowers. Once I found a picture of a little girl.”




    “Who was she?”




    He shrugged. “My guess is somebody had lost that child. So they left a picture of her.”




    “Why would they do that?” she asked.




    “I think they find a connection.”




    “You keep using that word. What do you mean by it?”




    “Some people say there’s an energy they can feel where someone died violently.”




    “Like a ghost?” Elizabeth said, holding back a smile.




    “Not a ghost. More soul or spirit or whatever you want to call it. You ever stop at one of these roadside memorials?”




    “Can’t say that I have.”




    “I never used to before either. I was too busy rushing here, rushing there. Too busy with living. But now, sometimes when I see one of these memorials I’ll stop.”




    “What do you do there?”




    “All depends. I might say a prayer. Maybe light a candle. I keep some in the truck. Or maybe I’ll just sit there and not say a word. Just keep ’em company for a while. If I’m really quiet sometimes I can feel them.”




    “Come on,” Elizabeth said, incredulous.




    “You’d be surprised. And every one of these is different somehow. Every one has its own story. At some descansos I can feel a lot of sadness. At others I feel anger. Or regrets. I feel that a lot. But always when I stop, I feel somehow closer to Hannah.”




    A shudder ran through Elizabeth. This was all getting way too weird for her.




    “You’re cold,” the man said to her. “I got an extra jacket in the truck.”




    “I’m all right,” she replied. She just wanted to leave now, to get out of there. She’d had about enough of this sort of talk.




    “Ever pay a visit to your son?” he asked.




    “I’ve been to his grave a few times.”




    “No. I meant where the accident happened.”




    Elizabeth shook her head.




    “It might give you some peace of mind.”




    “Who says I need peace of mind?” she countered, a sudden edge to her voice. “Besides, he was killed out in New Mexico.”




    “What was he doing out there?”




    “He was driving cross country,” she explained, with a contemptuous roll of her eyes. “This big trip before his senior year. To tell you the truth, I wasn’t thrilled with the idea.”




    “No?”




    “I thought it was dangerous. Driving all the way across the country by himself.”




    “Young fellow like that gets it in his head he wants to see some of the country, there’s no stopping him.”




    “That’s what my husband said. Listen, it’s getting late. I really should be running along.”




    She started to turn away once more, but she felt his hand on the sleeve of her jacket.




    “Elizabeth, if I can give you one piece of advice. And please don’t take this the wrong way.”




    She stared at the man, waiting. His eyes held hers with their gleaming intensity.




    “We all got regrets.”




    “Regrets?” she said.




    “I mean, when we lose a loved one. There’s not a single day goes by I don’t regret something or other regarding my wife.”




    Elizabeth frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”




    “I’m just saying, it wouldn’t be unusual for you to have regrets concerning your son. Don’t beat yourself up too much over it.”




    “Well, it was nice talking to you.”




    She turned and walked swiftly to her car, got in and took off. Her jacket and shoes were soaked. Chilled to the bone, she turned the heat on full blast. As she drove off, in the rearview mirror she could see the man squatting once more beside the cross, becoming smaller and fainter until he disappeared behind the water cascading over the back window.
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