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    PROLOGUE


    Welcome to Hanley, Minnesota. Work-a-day, not too flashy. A pleasant park along the Mississippi River. Farms and lakes on the outskirts of town – as far as the eye can see. Tidy, respectable houses – mostly on the small side. Home to just about everything a town could need: Denny’s, Burger Bill’s, Piggly Wiggly, the Come On Over Pub, Larsen’s Corner Grocery, and Doubles and Bubbles Hardware. Schools, stores, churches, banks, an animal shelter, two laundromats, a nursing home, and a hospital scattered about in locations that generally make sense. A lovely downtown with a proud Center Street where Hanley will celebrate the bicentennial, come July.


    Occasionally folks depart, never to return, or to return too late. But most have called Hanley home for generations. Why would they leave? Among them are Crystal, Coralene, and Sheila; their families, friends, and co-workers; the people who died and left them; and the people who died and didn’t.
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    PART ONE


    “Everyone starts in a different place, takes a different road, you know? And they might end up in a spot that’s not what they wanted. Only some of us get lucky. So you got to remember that most of the time, most of the folks, are doing the best they know how to do.”


    Badger Daniels


    1893-1928

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Crystal


    Friday, February 27, 1976


    Several obituaries in Sunday’s Hanley Herald had caught Crystal’s eye. She’d chosen Roger Squirrel’s:


    Roger Remington Squirrel, October 2, 1915 to February 20, 1976. Born in Wendell, Minnesota to Albert Matthew Squirrel and Evelyn Marie (nee Johnson) Squirrel. Roger is survived by his mother Evelyn and his sisters Yvette (Edwin) Gatesman and Annabelle Squirrel. Roger moved to Hanley, Minnesota upon graduation from high school and subsequently served two years in the United States Army before returning to complete a college degree in business. Roger was a successful salesman and entrepreneur and founded Squirrel Furniture and Design, the largest furniture store in town. In his free time, he enjoyed gardening, reading, and playing bridge. Roger was a well-respected colleague, mentor, renaissance man, and friend to all. Services will be held on Saturday, February 28, 1976 at 2:00 at the Blessed Rest Chapel of the Woodlawn Cemetery.


    ~ ~ ~


    Crystal hoped she’d found the perfect match for Roger Squirrel in the lady sitting beside her on the park bench. Crystal thought of this as her bench. It was close to the river, with a view of the Wisconsin shoreline. The wood on the stretch between Crystal and the lady had lost most of its green paint, one tiny chip at a time. But it was dry, and as viable an outdoor seat as one was going to find in February.


    The lady appeared serene. Serene would be good, maybe even contemplative. Roger had likely been a contemplative fellow. The lady wore a thick black coat. Some kind of fake fur. Thank God, Crystal thought. She hated real fur. Who did that? Animal skins? How did the animal die in the first place? She didn’t want to know. Well, she did, but she didn’t.


    Fake-fur-black-coat lady was holding a paperback: Every Night, Josephine!, by Jacqueline Susann. Crystal remembered her grandmother saying it was the only “clean” Jacqueline Susann. How would Grandma know that? Did they talk about this? Grandma and the ladies from the hospital guild? Who read the dirty ones?


    Fake-fur-black-coat lady had short white hair. Cotton-ball white. Ivory Soap white. As Crystal had crossed the street into the park, approaching the bench from behind, the hair had struck Crystal as distinctive. Stylish. On closer examination it was straight as a needle. Pointy, and short.


    On her lap, fake-fur-black-coat lady held a shapeless blue knitted hat. She wore green gloves. Why would she pair a black coat with green gloves? And a blue hat? The hat was royal blue, not navy, which might be mistaken for black. Royal blue. With black? No. Just, no. Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis would’ve had the perfect hat; it might’ve sported a bow. Although Jackie O would have worn fur. And she would not be sitting on a park bench in Minnesota.


    Shoes, Crystal told herself; check the shoes. Oh dear God, they were brown. And scuffed. Rather than being stylish, fake-fur-black-coat lady was ho-hum. Worse than ho-hum. She was a mess.


    The decision was made. Fake-fur-black-coat lady was not a match for Roger Squirrel. Poor man. He must’ve been teased mercilessly as a boy. But Roger had not been ho-hum, and he had definitely not been a mess. His obituary photo had shown him in an open-neck shirt and a cardigan. Probably a fisherman’s sweater like Crystal’s father wore when Crystal was young.


    Crystal glanced side to side. Always best to double-check. Her purse was on her shoulder, where shoulder purses belong. The remains of her lunch – an apple core and the crusts of a peanut butter sandwich – were in the brown paper bag in her purse. Her gloves were on her hands, where gloves belong. She had not brought a hat.


    As Crystal pushed herself up off the bench, fake-fur-black-coat lady also moved, standing up smoothly. No exertion. Well, poorly fashioned women could still move gracefully.


    A man approached from the path by the river, walking across the ice-crusted grass. He was tallish. He smiled as he closed in; he had beautiful teeth. He wore a trench coat over what Crystal knew would be a fashionable sport jacket that matched those perfectly creased brown slacks. His loafers shined. His shirt was white. His tie appeared sufficiently wide to be fashionable.


    He was Clark Kent, but older. Yep, an aging Clark Kent. Fake-fur-black-coat lady stepped toward him and they kissed. Briefly, but still.


    What in the name of Pete was Clark doing with dowdy fake-fur-black-coat lady? Crystal hadn’t even named her; it hadn’t been worth the effort. Clark should be matched with Rosalie Cecile (nee Taylor) Ward. Rosalie’s obituary had also been in Sunday’s paper, one column over from Roger Squirrel’s:


    Our Rosalie passed away peacefully on February 19, 1976, her family by her side. Called to her heavenly home, Rosalie left behind the misery that had cursed the last year of her life. Rosalie was born to Eugene Taylor and Maud Victoria (nee Grant) Taylor in Burlington, Vermont on April 12, 1935. Rosalie was the youngest of Eugene and Maud’s seven children. She was preceded in death by her parents and her brother, Jacob Joseph Taylor, who died at age five when crushed by a falling maple tree. Rosalie married her true love, Richard Wallace Ward, when she was seventeen. Richard and Rosalie’s daughter Emily Rose was born October 1, 1952. Tragically, Rosalie lost both Richard and Emily Rose when the car Richard was driving was struck by a train. A widow at eighteen, Rosalie lived out her life on her family’s farm, tending to her nieces and nephews until she succumbed to lung cancer at age forty-one. She will be missed. No services at the family’s request. Cremated remains will be interred locally.


    Banishing further thoughts of Clark Kent and fake-fur-black-coat lady, and without either of them acknowledging her departure, Crystal ambled back up the grass and across Northeast Second Street. Her lunch break was over. Pulling open the heavy front door, she dug a tissue from her coat pocket. The transition into the overly warm hallways of the former school always made her nose run.


    Crystal returned to her desk, ruminating on the Roger misstep. She’d held Roger to the end of the week, figured she’d enjoy a quick win, have Saturday off, and be ready when the new set of obituaries hit the newspaper on Sunday. Rosalie would be easier to match than Roger was proving to be. She’d missed her chance with Clark Kent, but Crystal was optimistic. She’d take care of Rosalie’s match on the bus ride home.


    ~ ~ ~


    Crystal chose from the living, just as she chose from the dead. On Sundays, she rescued travelers from the obituary page in the Hanley Herald. Over the week, she found them suitable companions: someone whose living spirit could support a dying one as it made its way. Companions needed to be caring. Travelers needed care. No one needed to know.


    Crystal knew what it was to be lonely; she’d been alone since she was thirteen. True, her grandmother would frame it differently. Not without compassion, Grandma would speak of the “hurdle,” the “challenge,” the “heartbreak” that their family had endured. She’d declare that Crystal had never been alone. Thing was, Crystal would be the one to know, and what she hoped more than anything, was that back in August 1948 – when she’d lost her mother – someone else had been doing this job, which she, Crystal, had recently taken on.


    ~ ~ ~


    At 5:00, Crystal straightened her desk – leaving Gordon’s memo unread – and put on her coat.


    Gordon Hund was an idiot. He’d been assigned to manage the Hanley School District’s lunch department, and he behaved as if he knew what it meant to do a job such as theirs. He didn’t have a clue. Crystal, Coralene, and Sheila were the ones doing what needed to be done. If schoolchildren across Hanley had had to rely on Gordon for a hot meal, they would’ve been shit out of luck.


    When Crystal was still a lunch lady at Hastings Elementary, there’d been talk of having lunch ladies start answering phones, shelving books in the library, even putting little squirts on the right buses after school. Something about efficiencies, making the most of taxpayer dollars, and all other sorts of baloney. After much too much hubbub, three lunch ladies from across the district – Crystal, Coralene, and Sheila – had been promoted. Now they were responsible for ordering, scheduling, equipment repairs – the whole shebang. Instead of cooks at the schools planning menus and making sure they had the goods, Crystal now decided such things. For the elementary schools anyway, which were all Crystal cared about. As for elementary cooks left behind? Last Crystal had heard, when they finished serving lunch, they grabbed their whistles and followed the kids outside to watch them skin their knees on the playground.


    There were rumors aplenty on how it was that Gordon had been brought in to manage all this. Even so, Crystal had been willing to consider how he’d fit as a companion for one of her lonely travelers. But no. He was no more suited to what Crystal was trying to do than fake-fur-black-coat lady had been. Crystal had seen that light quickly and avoided a match between Gordon and Leticia Arlene Brewsberry. She’d found someone else for Leticia: an older fellow who worked in the produce department at the Piggly Wiggly.


    Gordon wore short-sleeve shirts and poorly tied ties. He came to the office in a windbreaker, which looked silly but was preferable to pasty arms emerging from half sleeves like twigs off a birch tree. Get a complete shirt, Gordon; we know you can afford it. Get a real shirt.


    Gordon described their work as “Nutrition Services.” Good God. Swat that fly dead. They were the lunch department. They’d all been lunch ladies, who had been reassigned to this school-turned-office building to ensure that the kids, all those wonderful kids, got a tasty hot meal promptly at noon, five days a week.


    Heading for the door at 5:00, Crystal paused to wait as Coralene put on her coat so they could walk out together.


    “Good day?” Coralene asked, offering Crystal the pained half-smile of a middle-aged woman.


    “Good enough,” Crystal replied, presenting her own version, which, like Coralene’s, showed no teeth.


    Coralene’s last lunch lady assignment had been at one of Hanley’s two junior high schools. Now she was in this office, making sure all those smelly, noisy teenagers-in-training were well-fed.


    Coralene was a large woman, nearly as large as Crystal. After moving to her office job, Coralene had shed the white lunch-lady dresses and black aprons in favor of polyester pantsuits. Today’s pantsuit was yellow and it was, Crystal thought, a lovely shade, framed by Coralene’s dark-brown skin. The pants of Coralene’s suit had a seam down the front. It gave them a tad bit of structure, which was wise. The jacket had a pointed collar and squared shoulders. Coralene wore a boldly flowered blouse underneath, which was worthy of the outfit. The jacket was long, eight buttons was Crystal’s guess, and it extended to the knees of the matching yellow pants, serving to acceptably cover Coralene’s ample behind.


    The #17 bus appeared right on time; Crystal and Coralene climbed the three steps. It would take precisely twenty minutes to reach Crystal’s stop. Twenty minutes would be more than enough time to find someone for Rosalie.


    The two women always sat across the aisle from each other, close to the front. Should the bus fill, they might need to share their seats with strangers, but when it came to bus riding, bulk was an asset. Few other passengers attempted to squeeze into the seats next to Crystal and Coralene’s respective windows. Should someone approach, each woman would swing her legs into the aisle, making it clear that if the interloping passenger really wanted to take a load off, said passenger would need to shimmy between the women and the seats in front of them – only to find that the spot by the window was no longer a full seat. Not even close.


    Few other riders braved what some knew from experience would be required to get those window seats next to Crystal or Coralene. Most only needed to glance in their direction to get the idea. Because really? Who would be stupid enough to mess with a lunch lady?


    Today’s bus driver was new. The regular driver, bus driver Stewart, who usually drove the #17 route on weekday afternoons, must be sick. Not an uncommon occurrence. But bus driver Stewart was a good egg. He’d give passengers a grin when they boarded the bus, never a full smile. Full smiles required reciprocal full smiles, and few passengers were in a full-smile mood by the end of a workday. Crystal wasn’t, that’s for sure.


    Bus driver Stewart wore no wedding ring. Widower, Crystal had decided, not bachelor, although it rarely mattered. But Crystal had been pretty sure that bus driver Stewart was a widower, and on a Tuesday afternoon, months ago now, Crystal had matched bus driver Stewart with Penelope Paige Smith.


    Penny had been a schoolteacher. Better yet, she’d taught kindergarten. Bless Penny’s pitter-patting heart. For thirty years, Penny had taught in the same classroom: Room 105. She’d been born on a Minnesota farm, and unlike her younger brothers, Chester and Ira, Penny had enjoyed eating the head cheese her father made after every hog slaughter. This was not information Crystal had ever read in an obituary. There’d been a pickled herring reference once or twice, but never head cheese.


    Penny’s brothers had stayed on the farm to manage the hogs, but Penny had settled in town. When the elementary school opened, Penny had stepped right into Room 105. No husband had been mentioned; Crystal was quite sure that Penny had died an old maid. Perhaps she’d had a cat. Cats are good company.


    The match had been made. Penny and Stewart. Stewart and Penny. Crystal had slept well that night; she’d hoped that Penny had finally rested well too, with bus driver Stewart’s goodness to ease her along.


    Enough reminiscing about past successes. Crystal turned her mind to the task at hand – finding a match for Rosalie. Today’s driver’s name was Everett. Everett was younger than bus driver Stewart which was a good thing, given how young Rosalie had been when she died.


    When Crystal and Coralene had boarded the bus, Everett had flashed a full-toothed smile. Rookie mistake, Crystal thought. He must be new. Perhaps he’s a fill-in driver, hasn’t been assigned his own route yet. By the time he has a route of his own, he’ll learn his lesson about toothy smiles. Don’t do it. It’s too much at the end of the day.


    Everett’s reddish-brown hair was cut short. Neatly trimmed at the base of his neck and above his ears. Not the shaggy style some men seemed to wear these days. Likewise, his tie was straight and his shirt was tucked. There was a John le Carré paperback tucked under his seat; Everett must use his spare time productively. Definitely another good egg. Just like bus driver Stewart. Who doesn’t like a bus driver?


    Crystal made her decision. The toothpick was clean; the cake was baked. Everett was the perfect match for Rosalie. Rosalie and Everett. Everett and Rosalie.


    Satisfied, Crystal shifted her bottom back and forth a bit, the better to sit comfortably for the rest of the ride up Palisades Avenue. After Everett passed the stop before Crystal’s, she gripped the bar of the seat in front and hauled herself up. Bus driver Stewart didn’t require that passengers ring the bell when they wanted to get off; he just knew. But Everett might have a different way of doing things. Everett might scoot right past any stop that hadn’t been requested via the tinkle of the bell. Crystal wouldn’t risk it.


    There was no one sitting next to her, which, as always, was a good thing. Crystal leaned toward the bell cord that ran above the bus windows and gave it a tug. She’d kept her coat on for the entire ride. On warmer spring days when she wore no overcoat, fellow riders who’d made the mistake of choosing the window seat might be whacked in the face by Crystal’s arm fat as she reached for the cord – the same smack one would experience on the receiving end of a briskly-opened umbrella.


    With nods to Coralene and Everett, Crystal lumbered down the steps onto Palisades Avenue. Turning south, she walked the half block to where Palisades intersected Northeast 14th Street and contentedly covered the two blocks to her apartment building. The sun had set for the day, but it was not yet fully dark.


    Crystal’s building housed nine units, on three floors. She felt that end-of-the-day, now-I’m-home satisfaction. Meager patches of snow attempted to conceal the beauty bark encircling the azaleas and a flowering plum tree in the front yard. Otherwise, the building was devoid of landscaping. Absolutely nothing caused it to stand out. Fine thing.


    The Dexter, 1938, was noted in white masonry block letters above the otherwise brick façade. It was lovely. Understated and sophisticated, nothing like the newer apartment buildings on either side. Each of those had only two floors of apartment units; Crystal knew them to be cramped and cheaply constructed. They were laughable, posing as bookends to The Dexter.


    Tiny balconies protruded like pimples from each unit on the new buildings so that residents could exit their living rooms and see what, exactly? Traffic on Northeast 14th Street? Contrasting the beautiful brick of The Dexter, the newer buildings were covered in stucco in a toothpastey shade of light green. Wooden letters in cursive script were affixed diagonally to the front of each, proclaiming them as The Sunrise and The Sunset. Swat that fly dead. Both buildings faced north.


    Crystal entered The Dexter’s small lobby. An overstuffed blue brocade chair was the only furniture; a round olive-green rug covered much of the hardwood floor. She rummaged in her purse for her keys and removed her lunch bag. Opening the tiny lock on her mailbox, she pulled out a few envelopes.


    Holding her purse, lunch bag, and thin stack of mail, Crystal unlocked unit #3. She inhaled deeply as she entered. Any smell? Any smell at all? Nope. It was safe to go to the kitchen first, before emptying the cat box which she kept behind the bathroom door.


    Crystal felt a surge of pleasure at her evening’s plans. She turned on the oven to 350 degrees and took the provisions she’d need down from her cupboards, arranging them on the counter. Fridays were not the nights for fumbling dinner preparation.


    Next, she folded down the edges on her lunch bag to stiffen its opening. Stepping into the bathroom, she plopped Terry’s poop into the lunch bag and rolled down the top. Knowing the oven would soon be hot, she went back outside. Garbage cans were arranged along the side of the building like a set of steel drums. Crystal dropped the poop bag into the can which boasted a precisely painted #3 on the lid, then returned to her apartment.


    With an experienced stir, Crystal combined an egg and milk with a box of Jiffy cornbread mix, which she spread into a square buttered Pyrex. Once her cornbread was baking, Crystal opened a can of Van Camp’s Pork and Beans and emptied its contents into a Revere Ware pan. Because it was Friday, and her evening of indulgence, Crystal lifted out the chunk of salt pork that sat like an island in the sea of beans. She sucked off the tomatoey sauce. Eat it now, or let it heat with the beans? Tough choice. With one more lick, she returned the piece of fat to the pan.


    Opening a can of Wilderness Cherry Pie Filling, Crystal emptied it into a second Revere Ware, using a spatula to clean out every gooey, bright-red drop. She’d turn on the burner for her pie filling once her dinner was ready. Warm cherry pie filling on vanilla ice cream, now that was a peacock feather on a velvet hat. The perfect dessert.


    Her cornbread baking and beans warming, Crystal opened a can of applesauce and poured half into a custard cup. She took the applesauce and a spoon into the living room, turned on the TV news, and settled into the La-Z-Boy. Terry appeared from under the sofa and jumped onto Crystal’s ample lap, pawing at her as if plumping a pillow.


    “You’re only here for a few minutes,” Crystal told the cat. “Dinner’s not done. But once I’m back you can make yourself at home and we’ll watch our shows.”


    Terry agreeably hopped down when Crystal returned to the kitchen. Leaving her custard cup in the sink, she filled her favorite bowl with the now-bubbling pork and beans and put the Pyrex of cornbread onto a folded dish towel. On a TV tray next to her La-Z-Boy, Crystal folded another dish towel, which she’d use as a napkin and positioned it tidily next to the butter dish and a tumbler of milk. Once her food was arrayed and the heat was on low under the pie filling, Crystal settled happily into her chair. Holding the bowl in both hands, she nodded at Terry, inviting the cat to return.


    The chunk of salt pork sat atop the beans, shiny with tomato sauce and fat, as if offering Crystal a cheery hello. As if saying, “Welcome to Friday night.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Coralene


    Friday, February 27, 1976


    Coralene watched Crystal plod up the aisle and turn to descend from the bus. Crystal’s exit was always Coralene’s cue to collect her things. Odd that Crystal did nothing on the ride home. She just sat. Never a crossword puzzle. No novel or grocery list. Nothing. What could she be thinking? Occasionally Crystal turned her legs into the aisle, as Coralene was also known to do, but other than that? Not a thing, for twenty solid minutes.


    Coralene was willing to grant that Crystal was a people watcher, a pastime Coralene also enjoyed. On some days, Crystal appeared quite consumed with the fellow riders. Her eyes wandered across the mishmash of humans, as if taking stock of each one. But on other days? Crystal would deny it, but on other days Crystal slept, occasionally emitting a little snort, which usually roused her. Coralene always looked away when Crystal snorted. She had no desire to embarrass the woman.


    For her part, Coralene liked to think that she made as good use of her time on the bus as she did every other minute of each day she was given. Glory be to the Lord. Each sunrise was a gift. Each evening, an opportunity for gratitude. Each bus ride, yes even each bus ride, was hallowed time to be put to good use.


    Coralene’s use of this particular afternoon had been to start the crossword that she and Jasper would complete together after dinner. Jasper was a peach when it came to crosswords. He always let her give it the once-over, meaning Jasper let Coralene answer the easy ones first. That way, each puzzle was partially completed in Coralene’s hand.


    A gift from God, was Jasper. As if God himself had lowered Jasper from heaven right onto Coralene’s parents’ front porch, twenty-five years ago. Jasper would say that he hadn’t arrived via the God’s-hand express, but had trekked across town for over an hour. But Coralene never thought of her husband as anything other than divinely delivered.


    Tonight, their evening would start with dinner, which would be whatever Jasper had cooked up this afternoon. Coralene was hoping for macaroni and cheese, but Jasper likely had a hankering for sloppy Joes. Her man made a dandy sloppy Joe; he put in a bit of heat. There was coleslaw in the fridge, and some of that corn relish Jasper liked to make. Maybe they’d have some greens. Yes, macaroni and cheese would be her preference. But more than that, her preferred meal was any meal she and Jasper ate together. A peach, that man. Didn’t hurt that he could cook.


    Someone pulled the bell cord. One tug was sufficient for most people. Two came from folks who were running late, as if urgent dinging would rev the engine. Three dings were usually the work of people new to the world of bus riding, concerned that the driver hadn’t heard the first two. Stewart, the usual bus driver, had been replaced today by a younger man, so perhaps the profusion of bells was meant to ensure that the new man didn’t prolong anyone’s ride on a Friday night. As riders began their exit at her stop, Coralene caught the eye of the new driver. She gave him a smile, that started and ended with only the slightest uplift of her lips. She hadn’t caught his name.


    Grasping the handrail just in case, she stepped down off the bus. Jasper was there. Jasper was always there. Each weekday, as Coralene’s feet found solid ground, her mind would leave her world and return to theirs. Jasper didn’t meet her at the corner, not even at the bus stop itself, but at the foot of the steps. Every day, every single working day, as far back as Coralene could remember.


    “Hello, my Cory,” Jasper whispered into her hair, with the gravelly voice of a Texas sheriff.


    “Hello, baby.” She reached for his hand – brown, warm, and as dependable as a saddle horn – and the two of them strolled home.


    “So now, whatcha got there for me? Did you answer them all, or did you leave me a couple?” Jasper cleared the kitchen table as Coralene retrieved the newspaper from her bag on the counter and spread it out so they could examine her progress on the crossword puzzle.


    “There’s still plenty for you to do here, baby. I didn’t want you feeling bad or nothin’. Didn’t want you to think I’d outsmarted you.” Coralene laughed as she pulled her napkin off her lap to give her mouth one more wipe before putting the napkin and her empty milk glass into Jasper’s outstretched hand.


    “Good stuff?” Jasper asked. “Not that I’m fishing for compliments but…”


    “Oh baby,” Coralene cut him off. “That macaroni and cheese is only one of the things you do well. But it’s one of my favorites. Not my most favorite, mind you. But high on the list.”


    “Anything for you, Cory,” Jasper purred.


    “Well, I need you to do something for me for sure on this one,” Coralene said, taking a pencil out of her bag and tapping it on the crossword puzzle before extracting a pen for Jasper. “I was all-out confused on a few of these.”


    She snapped her handbag closed. “Can I wipe those?” she asked, getting up as Jasper filled the dish tub with soapy water and reached for a plate from the stack of dirty dishes on the counter.


    “Sure enough. That’ll get us to the puzzle sooner. Thanks, love. Besides, I want to talk to you about something. Let’s do that before we finish the crossword.”


    Pulling a dish towel from the drawer under the silverware, Coralene stood beside her husband at the sink. No need to prod him. Jasper would speak his piece when he was ready.


    Jasper slid the washed plates into the dish rack and rubbed the sponge around the rims of the glasses, eliciting a clean-glass squeak. “I talked to Tanner today,” he said. “He’s not in a good spot, Cory. I don’t think the boy’s in a good spot.”


    “Did he call you? He doesn’t usually call. I’d be glad to hear he called.”


    “Nope, he didn’t call. Just showed up. At the back door. About an hour after I got up. I was cooking and then there was Tanner, big as life. I was mighty surprised.”


    “Well, I suppose it’s good he showed up, if he’s got himself in a bind. What’s the problem this time? Lost his job again?”


    Jasper squeezed the last of the water out of the sponge and upturned the yellow tub, rinsing stray soap bubbles off its bottom. Coralene wiped the last few forks with the now-damp towel and put them in the silverware drawer, before putting the saucepan Jasper had used to cook the greens back on the stove. She turned on the burner and watched as water droplets sizzled and danced, and the pan began to dry.


    Jasper beamed at his wife. “You always know. You’re like some kind of savant. You read my mind every darn time.”


    “It’s not that, baby, it’s that our boy Tanner is a broken record when it comes to steady employment. And it’s not like he ever saw that behavior in this house.”


    “No. No, he did not.”


    “But he saw it from his own daddy,” Coralene continued. “And that matters more, don’t you think? No matter how much we did for that boy, what his own daddy did or didn’t do, that’s what matters more.” Coralene turned the burner off, leaving the saucepan to finish drying where it sat. She rubbed the back of her arm across her forehead, pushing stray hair out of her face.


    “His daddy’s dead,” Jasper said. “Them’s the facts. And if he not dead, then he might as well be. He’s long gone. You know that. I know that. I think Tanner knows it too, even if he doesn’t say so. But you and me? We can’t be blaming Tanner’s daddy for mistakes Tanner is making right now. And Tanner can’t blame him either. The boy’s gotta step up. And soon.”


    “You’re right. I know you’re right, but I promised my sister,” Coralene said. “I promised DeCora I’d keep an eye out. But Lord above. That boy. And thing is, he’s not a boy anymore. Not even close. He’s twenty years old. He’s gotta step up, like you say. I’m just not sure how to help him do it.”


    “We won’t come up with an answer tonight,” Jasper said. “Just wanted to let you know before we got started on the puzzle and I forgot all about it, then remembered when I got to work. I wouldn’t want to call you then.”


    Coralene chuckled. “You always say that, baby, but I know you aren’t going to call me in the middle of the night just because you’ve had a memory spark. I know you wouldn’t do that. I need my beauty sleep.”


    Jasper laughed out loud. “Now you’re the one fishing for compliments, Cory. You don’t need any beauty sleep and you know it. You’ve got all the beauty one woman can hold, and you’ve got some you must’ve stolen from some other gal. Your beauty, and more beauty on top of that.”


    Coralene walked over to where Jasper stood against the counter. She put her hand on his neck and pulled him toward her. “Speaking of beauty,” she said softly. “Speaking of beauty.”


    “Staring at these five little squares isn’t getting me any closer to the answer.” Coralene’s pencil was poised over the crossword puzzle. Jasper leaned back in his chair.


    “You know that one there.” Jasper used his pen to point at one of the few remaining strings of empty squares. “You’ve got the X there, you just need the first four letters.”


    “I know what I need.” Coralene tried not to sound annoyed. She frowned at Jasper. “Counting the squares isn’t what’s got me stumped.”


    “I know. You want another clue?”


    “Well the clue here isn’t nudging my brain in the right direction. ‘Redone, in art, music, or literature.’ It’s the X that’s causing trouble. There aren’t that many words that end in X.”


    “You’re right. And I wouldn’t say it’s a common word, but it’s not as obscure as some we’ve had. Remember that one a couple weeks ago? That one about the poem?”


    “I remember. No idea how I knew that word. Took me back to high school, when we studied everything the Greeks had been up to over the centuries.”


    “Epyllion,” Jasper said. “Epyllion. A short poem with a rhyme scheme from Greek or Latin.”


    “Gracious sakes, baby. I can’t believe you remember the exact clue. You know what we need though? We need more references to African poems. African poets. Remember we read about that one? That Zulu poet? What’s his name?”


    “Kunene,” Jasper said. “Whole book of Zulu poems, translated into English, few years back. We should find that book, Cory.”


    “Well, none of that is helping me with my five-letters-ends-with-X problem here.”


    “You know what I think this word sounds like?” Jasper asked. “Laundry detergent. Sounds like a brand of laundry detergent.”


    Coralene thought for a moment, before leaning back, a satisfied look on her face. “Ahh, yes it does. You’re so right, baby.” She pulled the newspaper closer and filled in the missing boxes. “Redux. I don’t care about a redone piece of music. Tonight, I care about washing my clothes with Redux.”


    Jasper smiled as he pulled the paper toward him and refolded it. “Want to keep this one?” he asked. “Care to look back fondly at Redux?”


    “Nah, I don’t need it. That wasn’t the best puzzle ever. But my puzzle partner? Now he’s a keeper.” Coralene pushed her chair away from the table. She walked behind Jasper and kissed the top of his head on her way into the kitchen. “I’ll put your lunch together,” she said, setting her hand on a cupboard knob and looking over her shoulder at her husband.


    “Could confuse a man, having his lunch after his dinner,” Jasper said from where he still sat at the table, “but I suppose that’s the joy of the graveyard shift.”


    “Leave it to you to find joy even in a graveyard.”


    “Isn’t really the graveyard I find joyful, but you know, some folks might be glad to be there. Think about it. It’s the folks left behind who aren’t so glad their loved ones are in the graveyard. Missing them and everything. But I believe there are some folks who are ready to go.”


    “Can we not talk about this now, baby? I’m not feeling the graveyard discussion. Let’s take death off the table altogether for the night.”


    “I hear you Cory, I do. But you know I’m right. By the time they get there, some folks are perfectly fine with being in the graveyard.”


    “I need to head to bed soon, sugar,” Coralene said, waving a brown paper lunch sack between her thumb and middle finger. “I got an empty bag here that I’d be happy to load up with lunch so you can take it with you when you go. But tell me what you want in it. There’s no tiger in my tank tonight. I’m ready for bed.”


    Jasper repositioned his chair at the kitchen table to look straight on at Coralene. “I know you’re tired by Friday night,” he said gently. “Let me tell you what I want so you can load up that bag and head to bed. It’s not that I can’t pack my own lunch.”


    “No one’s wondering about that. I always pack your lunch. I want to pack your lunch. It’s just that I’m ready to pack your lunch now. Now. So I can go to bed.”


    “Put some of that macaroni and cheese in a Tupperware. That’s good cold. And get some of those carrot sticks I’ve got sitting in ice water and put them in a baggie. Or stick in an apple. Maybe slather some mustard on one of those hamburger buns and add a slab of bologna? I’ll use the rest of the buns for sloppy Joes next week. Have we got any Nilla Wafers left? Those don’t stay around for long, huh? I love those Nilla Wafers, and so do you.”


    “We’re almost down to crumbs, but I left a couple for you last time I ransacked the box,” Coralene said.


    “We’re set then. That’ll be fine. That and my thermos of coffee. And my napkin. Don’t forget my napkin, Cory.”


    “Racy little note on your napkin? Isn’t that what you mean?” Coralene said slyly. “I won’t forget that. You need something to spice up the night when you’re sorting all those letters. Just don’t let your napkin get tossed in a bin full of U.S. mail. The mailman who delivers that might be in for a shock.”


    “No return address though,” Jasper said. “I don’t want the mailman to know where to find the sexy woman who wrote the note on that napkin.” He watched as Coralene packed his lunch items into the sack.


    “Now, pass me that.” Coralene pointed to Jasper’s crossword puzzle pen on the table. She opened one of the kitchen drawers and extracted a dinner-sized white paper napkin. “No peeking,” she said as she took the pen from Jasper’s hand.


    Her note complete, Coralene smiled at her husband, put the napkin on top of the other items in the lunch sack, folded down the top, and placed the sack in the refrigerator. “Bedtime for me,” she announced as she came around to Jasper’s chair, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and nuzzling his neck. “You’ve still got a couple hours before you’ve got to go. Rockford Files is on.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Sheila


    Friday, February 27, 1976


    It had been Sheila’s decision to survey high school students on their menu preferences. It was a great idea, until it wasn’t. Now, late on Friday afternoon facing the drudgery she’d taken on, she regretted it.


    Crystal and Coralene had gone home the minute the clock struck 5:00. Like they did every freaking day.


    Gordon had left at 5:15. Must have thought it made him a big man to leave later than those two. Sheila had watched as Gordon wriggled out of his office, turning sideways before he could clear the door.


    You couldn’t call Gordon’s office an office, unless your tongue was tucked securely in your cheek. It had started life as a supply closet, but when Gordon had been brought in to create the Nutrition Services Department, he’d insisted he must sit apart.


    Some higher-up, some muckety-muck or other, had informed Gordon that if he wanted an office, he could repurpose the supply closet at the back of the room. Whoever had made that wisecrack had to have been joking. But moving into the supply closet? That’s exactly what Gordon had done.


    Sheila had a pretty good idea why it was that Gordon had been put in charge, but there was no way to confirm her suspicions. Besides, speculating on who Gordon knew, or was related to, was a king-sized waste of Sheila’s valuable time. She was out of the Hanley High School cafeteria and working in an office; the arrangement suited her just fine.


    It went without saying that Gordon’s closet office had plenty of shelves, now that construction paper, crayons, staplers, and all manner of claptrap had been distributed to schools. Prominently displayed on a middle shelf was a photo of a black standard poodle. An engraved nameplate was affixed to the bottom of the ornate frame. Napoleon, it read.


    Sheila needed a plan for dealing with several hundred half-slips of paper scattered across her desk like oversized confetti. The survey had sounded good in her head. She’d formulated the notion in the shower on a Monday morning, perfected it on her drive to work, and by the time Gordon had called their staff meeting to order, Sheila was ready to spew her idea like a misdirected sneeze in the general direction of her co-workers.


    Letting the kids make decisions? This was going to go over big. Surveys were all the thing now. The fact was, Sheila didn’t give a damn what the students might want to see in their school cafeteria. She didn’t give a damn about much of anything. But the survey would provide a boast-worthy rationale for her menu choices, and perhaps a little recognition for the fact that her work was harder than anyone else’s, and she worked harder to do it than the others ever did.


    No one would argue with surveying high schoolers. Some of them were nearly old enough to vote. But the elementary kids? No reason to ask them. They’d want French fries. Cinnamon rolls. They’d want chocolate milk. Good God, they’d want candy. And Jell-O. No reason to ask them. Half of them couldn’t read. And the other half couldn’t write.


    Gordon convened meetings every Monday morning at 9:15. But first he had to lug an arts-and-crafts table from under the windows and position it across the door of his office. Sheila, Crystal, and Coralene sat there, leaning over their respective stacks of papers, able to see down into their coffee cups. Gordon peered out from where he sat, pressed against the wall of his supply-closet office. They peered back, as if discovering a hidey-hole in the garden, which housed a gnome.


    Sheila needn’t have worried about the other women stealing her idea. Crystal had rolled her eyes. No way Crystal would have done the work to get the opinions of six-year-olds. Even if it did make sense, which it did not. As for Coralene, she’d stated immediately what Sheila knew to be true.


    “One thing I learned early,” Coralene had said. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to. That’s what I always told my daughter when she was growing up. My nephew too. No survey for the junior high kids. Not on my watch. That one’s all yours, Sheila. God bless you.”


    Sheila had been pleased with Coralene’s attitude if not with her incessant need to make it personal. Who cared what she’d told her daughter? As for her nephew? Sheila had heard that kid was a nogoodnik. And let’s leave God out of it entirely.


    Now, at the end of another long day that had included tracking down a new supplier for powdered eggs, Sheila gathered the survey slips and separated them into two piles, one for each high school: Norlin Hanley and Lake Sylvester. She left Gordon’s Friday memo on her desk. She’d read it on Monday, when she knew there would be another one. The man loved a memo.


    It was 6:15. She’d pay the price for having taken off her shoes the minute the others had left the office. Standing to her full five feet, nine inches, Sheila winced as she crammed her feet back into low-heeled pumps. She could barely discern where her ankles should be. Swollen flesh along the top of both feet seemed to meld, without the distinction of an appendage, into her lower legs.


    Desk light turned off and coat retrieved from her coat stand, Sheila hobbled down the hall past the janitor’s office and out the service door. Her car was the only one left in the lot. Of course it was.


    Sheila pulled into the parking lot at the Denny’s on Bullman Avenue and Northeast 51st Street. On Friday nights, she ate at Denny’s. Denny’s offered the Main Street equivalent of a school lunch, a compliment to Sheila’s way of thinking. Balanced meals, but with an emphasis on the popular items. One rarely saw peas nudge French fries off a Denny’s plate. But peas were available, or if not peas, then a nice side salad, with grated carrots, iceberg lettuce, and a dollop of French dressing. Check, check. Vegetables were covered.


    As usual, the Friday hostess was leaning on her lectern, looking unprofessional. The girl’s elbow was on the pile of oversized menus. Her chin was in her hand, which only made it more obvious that she was chewing the life out of an enormous wad of gum.


    Sheila went directly to the farthest booth, along the window. This was where she sat on Friday nights. Here, and only here. She could look out the window and keep an eye on her Chrysler, nothing wrong there. More importantly, this was Lexie’s section. Lexie’s section was where Sheila belonged.


    “There’s my favorite Friday friend,” Lexie said, approaching the table as Sheila settled onto the bench and once again removed her shoes. “How are you? Been looking forward to seeing you. It isn’t a Friday without you. We’re still on the Hamburger Hall of Fame, aren’t we? You don’t have many untried options, as I remember. What’s it going to be? Patty melt? Brit Burger?”


    ~ ~ ~


    Lexie had just graduated from high school when Sheila met her, years ago now.


    “Aren’t you our lunch lady?” Lexie had asked, the first time she saw Sheila at the restaurant. Lexie had been the new Friday hostess, waiting at the lectern with the menus. Lexie’s hair was the color of beauty bark; she wore little combs above each ear which kept it pulled back. From her pretty face, Lexie offered a stunner of a smile to every customer, even grimy little kids.


    “Well, I could be,” Sheila had said, surprised to find that she was not at all peeved by Lexie’s characterization or her casual way of engaging with an elder. “Norlin Hanley High School?”


    “Yes!” Lexie had said. “I knew it was you. Just wait until I tell my friend Grace. We get hot lunch almost every day. I love hot lunch!”
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