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“I know I can’t tell you what it’s like to be gay. But I can tell you what it’s not. It’s not hiding behind words, Mama. Like family and decency and Christianity.”

―Armistead Maupin

 

“Never be bullied into silence. Never allow yourself to be made a victim.

Accept no one’s definition of your life; define yourself.”

—Harvey Fierstein

 

“Every gay person must come out. As difficult as it is, you must tell your immediate family. You must tell your relatives. You must tell your friends if indeed they are your friends. You must tell the people you work with. You must tell the people in the stores you shop in. Once they realize that we are indeed their children, that we are indeed everywhere, every myth, every lie, every innuendo will be destroyed once and for all. And once you do, you will feel so much better.”

―Harvey Milk


Late August


Prologue

Dane Bernard, a big, gentle man, a teacher, would always look at that particular first day of school at Summitville High School as the one that changed his life forever.

Three things happened in that one momentous day that made returning to his old, comfortable life impossible—he rescued a boy from bullies, he lost his wife of twenty years, and…he began a journey to find himself.

How these three events, seemingly so disparate, tie together is our story. Let’s begin with the first.


Chapter One

Truman Reid was white as a stick of chalk—skin so pale it was nearly translucent. His blue eyes were fashioned from icy spring water. His hair—platinum blond—lay in curls across his forehead and spilled down his neck. He was the kind of boy for whom adjectives like “lovely” and “pretty” would most definitely apply. More than once in his life, he was mistaken for a girl.

When he was a very little boy, well-meaning strangers (and some not so well-meaning) would ask if he was a boy or a girl. Truman was never offended by the question, because he could see no shame in being mistaken for a girl. It wasn’t until later that he realized there were some who would think the question offensive.

But this boy, who, on the first day of school, boldly and some might say unwisely wore a T-shirt that proclaimed “It Gets Better” beneath an image of a rainbow flag, didn’t seem to possess the pride the T-shirt proclaimed. At Summitville High School, even though it was 2015, one did not shout out one’s sexual orientation, not in word, not in fashion, and certainly not in deed.

Who knew what caused Truman to break with convention that morning when he made up his mind to wear that T-shirt on the first day of school? It wasn’t like he needed to proclaim anything—after all, the slight, effeminate boy had been the object of bullies and torturers since, oh, about second grade. Truman could never “pass.”

He was a big sissy. It was a fact and one Truman had no choice but to accept.

His shoulders, perpetually hunched, hunched farther during his grade school and junior high years, when such epithets as “sissy,” “fag,” “pansy,” and “queer” were hurled at him in school corridors and playgrounds on a daily basis. Truman knew the old schoolyard chant wasn’t true at all—words could and did hurt. And so, occasionally, did fists and hands.

And yet, despite the teasing—or maybe it’s more apt to say because of it—Truman was not ashamed of who and what he was. His single mom, Patsy, his most vocal supporter and defender, often told him the same thing. “God made you just the way you are, honey. Beautiful. And if you’re one of his creations, there’s nothing wrong in who you are. You just hold your head up and be proud.” The sad truth was, Patsy would often tell her boy stuff like this as she brushed tears away from his face.

It wasn’t only tears she brushed away, though. Her unconditional love also brushed away any doubt Truman might have had that he was anything other than a normal boy, even though he was not like most of the boys his age in Summitville, Ohio, that backward little burg situated on the Ohio River and in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. In spite of the teasing and the bullying—and the pain they caused—Truman wasn’t ashamed of who he was, which was what led him to wearing the fated T-shirt that got him in so much trouble his first day as a freshman at Summitville High School.

The incident occurred near the end of the day, when everyone was filing into the school gymnasium for an orientation assembly and a speech from the school’s principal, Doug Calhoun, on what the returning students and incoming freshmen could expect that year.

Truman was in the crush of kids making their way toward the bleachers. High school was no different than grade school or junior high in that Truman was alone. And even though this was the first day of school, Truman already had a large three-ring binder tucked under his arm, along with English Composition, Biology, and Algebra I textbooks. Tucked into the notebook and books were papers—class schedules of assignments and the copious notes the studious Truman had already taken.

Kirk Samson, a senior and starting quarterback on the football team, knew the laughs he could get if he tripped this little fag in his pride-parade T-shirt, so he held back a little in the crowd, waiting for just the right moment to thrust out a leg in front of the unsuspecting Truman, whose eyes were cast down to the polished gymnasium floor.

Truman didn’t see the quarterback’s leg until it was too late, and he stumbled, going down hard on one knee. That sight was not the funniest thing the crowd had seen, although the pratfall garnered a roar of appreciative laughter at Truman’s expense. But what was funnier was when Truman’s notebook, books, and papers all flew out from under his arm, landing in a mess on the floor.

Kirk, watching from nearby with a smirk on his face, whispered two words to the kids passing by: “Kick ’em. Kick ’em.”

And the kids complied, sending Truman’s notes, schedules, and texts across the gym floor, as Truman, on his knees, struggled to gather everything up, even as more and more students got in on the fun of sending them farther and farther out of his reach.

Now, that was the funniest thing the crowd had seen.

Who knows how long the hilarity would have gone on if an authority figure had not intervened?

*

Dane Bernard, English teacher, gentle giant, cross-country track coach, and indisputably one of the most well-liked teachers at the school, saw what was happening to Truman and rushed over. He only wished he could have been quicker to act—the boy’s books and papers were now kicked almost to the middle of the gym floor.

Dane knelt down by Truman, though, and helped him pick everything up as the kids behind, their laughter dying to a few isolated giggles, scrambled for their seats among the bleachers. It took a long time for the titters and whispering to die down.

Once the papers had been haphazardly gathered and even more haphazardly stuffed back inside notebook and textbooks, Dane put what he hoped was a calming hand on Truman’s shoulder and gave it a little squeeze.

“You okay, son?” he asked.

The boy didn’t have to respond. Dane frowned as he took in the tears standing in the boy’s eyes. “What’s your name?”

“Truman. Truman Reid.” As befitting his name, the slight boy’s voice came out reedy, a little high, still cracking, the bane of adolescent males since time immemorial.

“I’m Mr. Bernard.”

Truman stared up at Dane, and as he did, a tear dribbled down his cheek, across a couple of acne bumps, to land on the floor. “Thanks. Thanks for helping me.” Truman wiped away any remaining tears with the back of his hand. “I should get to my seat.”

Dane looked over at the crowd, many of whom were watching, giggles ready to burst forth from their mean little faces. Dane thought there was no creature crueler on God’s green earth than the teenage boy or girl. He squeezed Truman’s shoulder. “Listen, the assembly’s no biggie. Rules and regulations. Making sure you have ‘an attitude that will determine your altitude.’ Crap like that. You wanna skip it?” With a gentle smile, Dane tried to convey he cared. “We could go sit together someplace quiet for a bit and just chat.” Dane shrugged. “No pressure.”

“I don’t know.” The boy looked toward the crowd. Dane was disheartened when he followed his gaze. He didn’t see one welcoming face.

“Come on,” Dane said. “I’ve got Starburst in my homeroom.”

“Well then, if you’ve got Starburst, how can I possibly say no?” And at last Truman smiled.

That smile was the kind of thing that made Dane get up every morning and come to work.

“Follow me.”

Dane led the boy along the school corridor—green tile floors bracketed on either side by rows and rows of lockers in the same shade of industrial green. The boy, Truman, stopped at one of the lockers and began trying to work its combination lock. Dane paused to watch, figuring the boy wanted to divest himself of the load of books and papers he lugged around. Who had so much stuff on the first day of the semester?

Truman whispered what sounded like a curse to Dane as he did battle with the lock. He couldn’t get it. He tried several times, spinning and spinning to no good effect. His books and papers once more tumbled to the floor. The situation was so sad, so pathetic, it almost made Dane want to laugh. Not at the boy, no, but at the absurdity of life and how it could simply be so plain cruel as to kick this harmless-looking boy when he was so down.

Dane didn’t laugh. He neared Truman as the boy crumpled to the floor, sobbing.

Dane squatted next to him and patted his back. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Get your things together. We can get your combination from the janitor. No prob. Come on. Pick your stuff up and come back to my office.”

Dane’s heart just about broke as the boy looked up at him, cheeks damp and snot on his upper lip. What a way to start the year! He took in the shirt the boy was wearing and thought he might as well have affixed one of those “Kick Me” signs to his back before starting school this morning. Why ask for trouble? Dane wondered. Maybe he could figure the kid out once he got him to his office. Maybe he could let him know that some things that were personal should remain that way.

Truman stood, unsteady, a colt getting to its feet for the first time. He looked wildly around, like he was trapped there in the corridor. “I wanna go home,” Truman said, voice barely above a whisper.

“Don’t you wanna talk?” Dane asked, his eyebrows coming together with concern. “You’ll find my homeroom is a judgment-free zone.”

“I want to go home,” Truman repeated, his voice a little louder.

“Do you walk to school?”

Truman shook his head.

“Buses won’t be here for—” Dane glanced down at his watch, a Fossil timepiece with an orange band his wife, Katy, had gotten him last Christmas. “—another forty-five minutes. Come on. We’ll wait in my homeroom.” To repeat the offer of Starburst seemed like a silly incentive now. “Let’s just go there and chill a little. You’re a freshman, right?”

Truman nodded.

Dane grinned. “Come on. How many chances will you get to skip out on an assembly with a teacher? You like books?”

Truman nodded.

“Good. I teach English. You’d be surprised how many kids don’t, how the only things they read are text messages, tweets, and status updates on Facebook. Who do you like to read?” Dane started walking toward his homeroom, hoping to coax Truman along.

“I like Stephen King and Dean Koontz,” Truman said, not moving. “And I wanna go home.”

“I like them too. I read my first King when I was about your age. Christine, I think it was. You read that one? About the possessed car? Sick!”

“Look, sir, you’re being really nice and all, but I need to get home. I know the final bell hasn’t rung yet, but do you think you could let me slide? I don’t have to tell you I’ve had a rotten day, and I just need to get home, where I can hide.”

Dane shook his head, not to refuse Truman’s request but at the sadness of how the boy viewed home. “Where do you live?”

“Little England. It’s only a mile or so from here.”

Dane scratched his chin. Little England was one of the poorest neighborhoods in Summitville, bordered by the Ohio River on one side and railroad tracks on the other. The neighborhood, sitting just below river level, was regularly flooded. The houses there were mostly adorned with rusting aluminum siding. Or they were wooden frame in need of paint. Little England was poor. Dirty. And for Truman, Dane supposed, it was home.

“I can walk. Can you just look the other way? Please? Just for today?” Tears sprung up in Truman’s eyes again. “I could use a break.”

Dane so wanted to say yes, but there would be consequences if something should happen to the boy on his way home. Serious consequences, the kind where he could lose his job. And with twenty years here at the school, two kids and a wife to support, he couldn’t let that happen. Yet the terror and pain on this boy’s face rent his heart in two. “Tell you what,” Dane said finally. “If you can call someone to come get you—your mom or your dad—I can let you go with them. Otherwise—” Dane stopped himself as he watched Truman pull a phone out of his pocket. His fingers flew over the tiny screen. Dane was amazed how even the poorest of kids these days managed to have cell phones.

Truman didn’t look at him. Instead he stared at the screen as if willing it to life. After a minute or so, Truman breathed a sigh of relief. He held the screen of the flip phone up so Dane could see. Dane read the shorthand texts, which basically confirmed that Mom could get off from work and pick him up in ten minutes, but she wanted to know what was wrong.

What wasn’t wrong? Dane imagined Truman thinking.

“Can I go wait outside?” Truman asked.

Dane sighed. “Sure you don’t want to come talk to me? Just for a few minutes? We’ll see your mom pull up from my window.”

“You just have to make this as hard as you can, don’t you?” Truman snapped.

Dane’s smile faltered. “I was trying to do just the opposite,” he said.

Truman’s face reddened. “I’m sorry, man. I just need to get home.”

Dane nodded. “I get it. Go ahead. Wait outside for your mom.”

Truman started away, walking quickly, books still stuffed under one matchstick arm.

Dane called after him, “Come talk to me tomorrow. We’ll get your locker combination figured out.” Among other things, Dane thought as he turned to head back to his homeroom.

Once there, Dane plopped down in his imitation-leather desk chair and sighed. He rubbed his hands over his face. Seeing kids teased and bullied was, unfortunately, part of the job, and over two decades, Dane had lost count of the number of times he had witnessed cruelty. Sometimes he thought high school students had cornered the market on unkindness.

But Truman Reid bothered him more than most. It was that damn T-shirt he wore, one that might as well have proclaimed “I’m a big old fag” on the front, instead of its message of hope and the pride of the rainbow flag. Kids here just looked for any excuse to tease, to belittle. The jocks especially seemed to feel that someone’s being gay was as good a reason as any to make their life a living hell.

Dane was just about to reflect on the relevance being gay had on his own life when his phone rang. For a moment he was grateful for the ringtone, because it saved him from some of his darkest ruminations, thoughts he shared with no one, but which Truman—with his damnable and enviable pride—had brought out in him.

He pulled his iPhone from his pocket and glanced down at the screen. Unknown, Caller ID taunted him. Dane was tempted not to answer, to just let it go to voice mail and head for the student assembly so he could at least say he’d been there, but instead he pressed Accept.

“Dane Bernard here.” He fully expected a telemarketer.

“Mr. Bernard.” A male voice came over the line. “Is this the husband of Katherine Bernard?”

A chill coursed through him. “Yup.” He tried to swallow, but the sudden dryness in his mouth nearly prevented it. “Is everything all right?”

“I’m sorry to tell you this, Mr. Bernard, but there’s been an accident involving your wife. This is Bill Rogers, by the way, with the State Highway Patrol.”

Dane could feel his whole body go cold, as if dipped in ice water. “But she’s okay, right?” he managed to gasp.

The man responded, “Do you think you could come down to City Hospital? I’ll meet you at the ER. Just ask for Bill Rogers. I’ll wait.”

“Is she okay?” Dane repeated, gripping the phone—hard. But the patrolman had already hung up.


Chapter Two

Truman held his hand up to his eyes to shield them from the sun as he watched for his mother’s car—a rusting Dodge Neon that was older than he was. Patsy called it “Herman,” although Truman had no idea why. Truman would hear its grumbling muffler before he actually saw the car. But right now, seeing the car was the most welcome sight Truman could imagine.

He tried to hold it together, the tears and the sobs inside threatening to break free like an itch needing to be scratched.

He closed his eyes with a kind of relief as he saw the little gray car coming down the street, a plume of exhaust belching out of its back end. The car swung rapidly to the curb, front wheels going up on it, and screeched to a stop right in front of Truman.

He was used to his mother’s driving. He rushed to get in the car, ignoring the whine it made when he opened the passenger door.

His mother sat across from him, looking glamorous as always. Today Patsy had on dark jeans, a blue lace crop top, and strappy rhinestone sandals that matched her dangling earrings. Her dyed-black hair hung in loose curls to her shoulders. Truman thought she could waltz right into the school and fit in perfectly with the other teenage girls—no problem—even though Patsy was the ripe old age of thirty-one.

All his life, it had just been the two of them against the world. Truman didn’t know who his father was and, in darker moments, figured Patsy didn’t either. She took her hand off the shifter and looked over with concern.

“What happened? What’s wrong?”

Truman had never been able to keep a secret from Patsy. He sniffed once and said, “How’d you know?”

She touched his cheek, which had the paradoxical effect of making Truman want to both flinch and to bask in the warmth and comfort of her hand.

“Honey, that sad face is lower than a snake’s belly.”

“We were at an assembly, and I dropped my books and paper, and—” He could barely go on, getting his humiliation out in fits and starts between gasps for breath. He lowered his head and released the real sobs he’d been holding in since the kids had been so mean to him in the gym. His shoulders shook. His eyes burned. His nose ran. He felt like a baby, and at the same time experienced relief at finally letting his grief go. The worst part, he thought, was that jock who had tripped him telling everyone over and over to kick his stuff. And they all did what he said. And thought it was hysterical!

Patsy had the sense to drive away from the school as Truman sobbed into his hands. He felt like there was a tennis ball in his throat. He just wanted to get home, where he could curl up in bed with his dog at his side. The dog, a mix of bulldog and dachshund that everyone but Truman thought was hideous, was named Odd Thomas, or Odd for short, after a character from a series of Dean Koontz books that Truman adored. The name, though, fit the mutt.

Patsy also had the sense not to say a word until they pulled up in front of their house, a little two-bedroom cottage sided with some kind of tarpaper that was supposed to look like brick but just looked like shit. The front porch appeared as though it could fall off at any time. But Truman never complained—he knew Patsy was providing the best home she could for the two of them on her waitress’s salary and tips.

She put a gentle hand on his shoulder that felt as good as a hug.

Truman, able to speak at last, said, “And don’t say I shouldn’t have worn this shirt to school! You bought it for me!”

“I wasn’t gonna say that, sweetie. I think it’s a cute shirt, and you have every right to wear it.”

Truman should have known. His mother had found the shirt at Goodwill last month. Truman had thought how lucky he was to have a mom like Patsy when she brought it home to him. It was a kind of tribute to Patsy that he had worn it today. He knew he’d probably catch shit for it, but as Patsy always told him, there was no shame in being who he was. If someone had a problem with it, the problem was theirs, not his.

It all sounded good when they were curled up in front of the TV watching Grey’s Anatomy together or something, but in the real world? Truman was not only gay, he was a very sensitive boy whose feelings were easily crushed. What was he supposed to do with that?

“Come on. I brought home some fries and gravy from the diner, and if they get too cold, they’re gonna taste like crap.” Patsy got out of the car and waited for him to follow.

Truman wanted to simply dash from the car and hole up in his room with Odd, but he knew Patsy wouldn’t leave him alone. He loved and hated her for it.

So he shuffled in behind his mother, snuffling and rubbing at his burning eyes. Odd jumped off the couch and ran up to him. Truman stooped and let the dog lick his face hungrily. Truman wasn’t kidding himself—he knew the dog’s extra kisses weren’t meant to be a sign of joy at his homecoming or a comfort, but simply a way to taste the saltiness that was so delicious on Truman’s skin.

Truman endured the facial tongue bath for several seconds, then scratched Odd behind the ear and patted him on the head.

“I’ll go in and heat these up and make us some burgers while you run him out, okay?” Patsy smiled and nodded toward the leash hanging on a hook by the door.

Truman set his school stuff down on the table and headed out with the dog.

“Don’t be long,” Patsy called after him.

Outside, it still felt like summer. The quality of light, so bright, promised forever day. The breezes were still warm. And those clouds, puffy cotton-ball affairs, seemed painted on the bright blue sky. Insect life hummed as a soundtrack.

Odd urged him on, down toward the banks of the Ohio River where he was happiest. Truman was happy there too. The river was muddy brown and smelled fishy, but the low-hanging trees, willows and maples mostly, shielded Truman from the world, made him feel blissfully alone. And alone was not such a bad thing to be when the world seemed to take every opportunity to kick him in the teeth.

Truman released Odd from his leash and let him run on the riverbank, sniffing at the detritus the river had thrown up. There were old tires, tree branches, cans, and other stuff so worn down by the water it was impossible to identify. Truman sat on a log while the dog splashed at the water’s edge.

Maybe Patsy would say he could just stay home from high school. Was fourteen too young to drop out? Or—wait—maybe she could homeschool him? Right! Like she had extra hours on her hands for that.

Truman stood and skipped a rock across the water’s surface, wondering how it would feel to just walk into the brown current until it swallowed him up and carried him away, erasing all his woes. He imagined the cool green surrounding him, his blond hair flowing in the current, those last final bubbles from his nose and mouth ascending toward the sunlight above the water…

But then he thought of his mother. He could imagine her grief, her utter devastation if he was gone. She’d be alone. He couldn’t do that to her.

He sighed.

He trudged home, knowing what Patsy would say—how he had to be strong, how he had to be proud of who he was and not take shit from anyone. He’d heard the same speech a thousand times over the course of his short and sissified life. It was cool that his mom was so in his corner, that she was so accepting, but sometimes Truman just wished he wasn’t one of the misfit toys, that he was just a normal boy, playing Little League or whatever it was that normal boys did. One of the guys. His mother would tell him that what he wished for was to be common, to be unremarkable, and that someday he’d be glad he was different. It was easy for her to say, or at least so he thought, since she was beautiful, and the worst she had to deal with was being hit on by the truckers and traveling salesmen who came into the diner.

As he neared the porch, he called for Odd to come and, when he did, squatted down to reattach the leash to his collar. Patsy didn’t allow the dog to roam free outside. She said it was because she was afraid he’d run away.

Truman wondered if it was really Odd Thomas she feared running away.

He turned and faced the house. Through the screen door, he could hear and smell the ground beef sizzling in its cast-iron skillet and could smell the brown gravy as it surely bubbled on the stove, and the aromas made him, surprisingly, hungry.

Home was a good place.

And tomorrow was another day. Maybe things would be different.

“Yeah, right,” he whispered to Odd as he followed him through the door.


Chapter Three

Bill Rogers, state highway patrolman, was gone. Dane sat alone in the City Hospital waiting room, feeling stung, Rogers’s words echoing in his brain like some mantra: “dead at the scene, dead at the scene.” Dane laughed, bitter, and thought the words should be set to music. Rogers had tried—not too hard because it wasn’t working—to comfort him by saying that, when that drunk driver had swerved into Katy, causing her SUV to flip, she was “killed instantly.” It was like his wife had won the death lottery, the best way to go. Killed instantly. Woo-hoo.

How did Bill Rogers know, anyway? How did he know she didn’t feel terror, loss, and pain in mere seconds as her life rushed out of her like water swirling around a drain, faster and faster? No one knew, or could ever know, what Katy’s final moments might have been like. Had her life flashed before her eyes? Had she been happy with what she saw? Had she felt loved?

Was she now in some dark but warm corridor that Dane imagined as the interior of a softly beating heart, moving toward a welcoming light where she knew loved ones who had passed on before waited with open minds, hearts, and arms? Or was she hovering above this very waiting room, watching Dane as he waited for his kids to arrive?

Did she, watching, at last see her husband for who he really was? Did she finally see his secrets? Did death give her the capacity to still love him despite what she saw? Did she understand why he’d worn a mask all these years? Did she know, in her stilled heart, that in spite of everything, Dane had really loved her? That he had no regrets?

Or if she were here, floating somewhere near the ceiling, was she disappointed in what she saw in her husband?

Dane felt guilty he wasn’t a wreck. He wanted to pinch himself hard to perhaps start the flow of tears. Yet for all the stinging numbness within him—and there was a wall of it, rising—he couldn’t manage a single tear.

He felt, pardon the expression, dead. He wondered if he was in shock. It would make sense, wouldn’t it? When he got up that morning, preparing to head back to the school where he taught after the summer off, the world was normal. Now it had been spun around, turned upside down, changed so completely that nothing would ever be the same again.

This numbness, this lack of emotion, felt weird, like an alien presence had invaded his body and mind. As the minutes ticked by, Dane would remind himself where he was and what had happened. He would forget for whole minutes, staring, blinking at the sterile waiting room, uncomprehending. He would have to pull his location up in his head—City Hospital—and would have to grope for the reason he was there. Had he hurt himself? When a cursory check of his own body showed no wounds, the truth and the reason he was there would all rush back—cruelly.

His sport coat, the blue-and-black-checked one that looked so good with jeans, was on the chair beside him. Dane would stare at it in his worst moments, wondering to whom it belonged.

He tried to bring himself to the present, to feel something by remembering his last moments with Katy, that morning in their kitchen. She had made him a lunch—Tupperware filled with tomatoes and green onions from her garden, some feta cheese, olive oil, and a little red wine vinegar. To this she had added one of those pouches of tuna and a Granny Smith apple. Everything was packed neatly into a brown paper bag.

Dane had looked through it, rummaging through the bag, and then up at her, peering suspiciously into her brown eyes. “What is this? No chips? No little Hostess cupcake?” He cocked his head. “Are you saying I need to lose weight?”

In response she had patted his gut, which they both knew had been expanding little by little over the past decade, but Katy was too kind to tell Dane he was getting a bit of a beer belly. “Of course not, sweetie. I just think we need to eat healthier.” She had pressed the bag in, toward his chest. “You take this. I made the same for Clarissa and Joey too.”

“They’ll never eat it. Joey will want to get a cheeseburger in the cafeteria, and Clarissa will probably have, oh, I don’t know, a bottled water, and maybe a Tic Tac if she’s really famished.”

Katy shrugged, sat down at the table, and sipped her coffee. “All I can do is try with you guys.”

“Well, thanks, babe. But I think I’ll pass.” He’d left the lunch on the kitchen table, and the last thing he did, he remembered now, was to kiss her—not on the lips, but on the top of her head, as though she were a child rather than a wife. And the last thing he said to the woman who would be dead only a few hours later? He had looked down at the part in her auburn hair and remarked, “You need to touch up these roots. I can see gray.”

She had slapped his butt and told him to be on his way. “And take the lunch I made for you with you!”

But he hadn’t. And the image of the little brown paper bag sitting on the kitchen table was what finally caused him to lower his head and let out an anguished cry. Why hadn’t he taken it? Why hadn’t he said something nice to her? Why hadn’t he thanked her? Why hadn’t he given her a proper kiss?

He covered his face with his hands and wept, the tears coming at last like some sort of emotional tsunami. He had wanted the tears to be there when the ER doctor had spoken to him, saying words like fractured this, internal bleeding, ruptured that. Dane had tuned the doctor out. It. Was. Not. Real. He had wanted to weep when a nurse came by, in pink scrubs with a smock imprinted with balloons, to try to offer him comfort. But he didn’t need it then. He felt embarrassed and ashamed of his dry eyes and his bearing, which radiated the fact that he was doing A-OK.

What did it matter, anyway, who witnessed his grief? What did it matter that an image of a brown paper bag, stained a bit darker at the bottom with a little olive oil, abandoned on a kitchen table, just about tore his heart in two?

The only people he really cared about seeing him in this pitiable state were his children. For them he needed to be strong.

But it was too late. He heard Clarissa’s voice before he saw her.

“Dad?” She sounded scared. “Dad? What’s going on?”

And when he looked up, through his tear-blurred vision, he saw his baby girl and his little man. They’d taken two of the plastic seats on either side of him. He’d been crying so hard he hadn’t even heard them come in. He looked over Joey’s shoulder and saw a woman had also crept into the waiting room just behind his children. She was no one he knew, simply an old woman in a summer housedress, one his mom called a shift, sensible shoes, gray hair, and a handbag balanced on her knees beneath her folded, careworn hands. He wanted to ask her if she was here for her husband. Was it serious? Would he be all right? Did she spend much time in rooms like this?

He wanted to do anything except talk to his children. To do so would cement this moment in their young lives as one they would never forget, and not for a good reason. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Yeah, the natural order of things had parents dying first. But not like this, not when there was a young girl just trying on what it felt like to be a woman. Not when there was a kid who was just leaving being a little boy behind yet, damn it, needed his mother once in a while to tuck him in at night. Parents mostly did die first, but in Dane’s mind it was when they were old and gray, when they had held a grandbaby in their arms and looked up with pride and tears at the child who had carried on with the family legacy.

No one should lose a mother this young, Dane thought. It just wasn’t right.

He looked at Clarissa, who had the same auburn hair and brown eyes as her mother. Sixteen going on thirty, too thin for her own good but always looking in the mirror for errant fat, for a need to diet more and eat less. Now there was expectancy in those dark eyes, the anticipation of something heavy about to be lowered, the agony of waiting for something awful to come. Clarissa was like he had been when he had driven over here after getting the state highway patrolman’s call—wishing, hoping, praying for an alternate reality, a world where things were bad, yes, of course, but not too bad. Now, in this space between waiting and the big truth, there was safety, there was hope. How could Dane take that away?
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