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CHAPTER ONE




Brielle stood beside the coffin, which hovered over the open grave. The burial service had been quick, the chubby priest going through the motions and thankfully not inviting Bri to offer any words, and now everyone headed back to the line of parked cars that snaked through the cemetery. 

Fingers tugged at Bri’s elbow. “Time to go,” her sister said.

Bri pulled her arm free and stared at her big sister—Over forty now, Sis, how’s that feel?—and Shelly stared back a moment, maybe thinking that if they were teenagers again they’d be cursing and yanking each other’s hair, perhaps even rolling around in the grave dirt.

“I’m fine,” Bri said.

Shelly’s expression said they would, no doubt, discuss this later. Shelly walked away.

Big Sis could be as perplexed and annoyed as she wanted: it wasn’t Shelly’s husband in that cherry casket.

Sarcophagus, Bri thought.

Down the hill, a man stood beside a barren tree. The naked branches swayed in the November breeze. The tall man’s long coat gleamed like an oily shadow. He was watching her. That wasn’t surprising, of course, her being the widow, but something about him bothered her. Not only was he a stranger, at least to her (her husband had many associates), but his skin was pale, almost ghostly, sickly even, and stretched across wedging cheekbones like tissue paper about to tear. He might be a few months shy of his own burial.

Bri stepped around the coffin—the red roses on top startlingly bright—to get a better view, thinking she’d seen this guy before, he had definitely been at the funeral, but Harold Gurlop snagged her arm.

“Brielle,” he said. “I’m so very sorry.”

To her husband, Harold was The Money Man.

Nearing sixty, Gurlop had a long and haggard face like aged leather and with the way his mouth arched in sympathy and his eyes burned just slightly red, he had the perfect demeanor for funerals. Those eyes were extra rheumy today and more gray hairs seemed to have sprouted along his temples.

“Thank you, Harold,” Bri said even though she never called him anything other than Mr. Gurlop.

He took her hand in both of his, a puffy glove of warmth. Gurlop was a CPA at some firm in New York. He was in charge of all the finances (stock investments, retirement accounts, whatever) for both Ward’s business and her and Ward’s money. But that really amounted to the same thing, didn’t it? She had no specific grasp on how much money there was, only a vague idea. She didn’t want for cash or credit, especially credit, which could get her thousands of dollars of stuff spread out among her collection of cards.

“Ward was such a wonderful man,” Gurlop said. He gently squeezed her hand. “More than a client, he was a dear friend. We’re all going to miss him so very dearly.”

“Thank you.”

A woman stood behind him in a long black dress, her hair done up like she was in a wedding. She was younger than Gurlop, younger than Bri (not too tough to pull that off these days when she was creeping toward forty), and she most definitely was not Gurlop’s wife. Bri had met Bernice a handful of times; she was in her fifties, a sweet woman, a bit inclined toward downing one too many martinis, but she baked a decent apple pie and at Thanksgiving drove around giving them out from the trunk of her Benz.

Bri’s eyes met the blonde’s and the woman quickly looked away.

Gurlop released Bri’s hand and reached inside his dress coat. “I have something for you.”

Now that Ward was dead, and not just dead but killed in a car accident, let’s not forget, he was killed, Bri was in charge of all those finances, all the damn money. She didn’t want anything Gurlop had to give her. She trusted him. Ward always said Gurlop had done right by him, though he never explained how Gurlop had done that or what it exactly meant, but it was good enough for Bri. For now anyway. God knew Shelly would be asking about Bri’s financial situation in a day or two—Big Sister out to protect, or bitch, depending on her mood.

He removed an envelope and held it close to his chest.

“Really, Mr. Gurlop, I can’t look at anything right now.”

“It’s Harold,” he said. “You just said it, so I know you know it.”

She smiled weakly. The blonde was looking at Bri again and held the gaze a second longer before turning away, a little child curious what the adults were up to.

“This has nothing to do with money, at least I don’t think so. After things calm down, a few weeks from now, whenever, I’ll come by and we’ll go through everything. There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

He paused, glanced at the envelope, and held it out to her.

“Ward gave this to me a few months ago. It was sealed. I have not opened it. I have no idea what’s in it. He instructed me that if anything should happen to him, I was to deliver it to you. I waited until today because I didn’t want whatever is in here to upset you in the days after the accident. But he made me swear to give it to you. Actually, he made me sign a declaration of promise and intent. Even had his lawyer there, Jacob Moore. If I failed to give this to you, I could go to jail.” He chuckled in a sad way. “Ward believed in covering his bases.”

“Yes, he did,” Bri said and accepted the envelope. “Thank you.”

He waited, watching her with those red-tinted eyes. “If you need anything...”

She nodded, invited them back to the house. “It’s a little messy. Ward always wanted to get a maid but I could never do it. Seemed so silly with me not working.”

Gurlop nodded, said something about being sorry he couldn’t attend, and took Bri’s hand again. His eyes flitted to the envelope and then he turned and walked away, skinny blonde linked to his hip.

The sickly man beside the tree was gone, and now she was certain he’d been at the funeral as well. When she’d taken the podium and stumbled through her eulogy, something about how she and Ward had met and how he’d played Billie Holiday and slow danced her around his dorm room and she’d fallen in love, that pale-faced man in the slick coat had been watching from the back of the church. She’d paused at one point—laughing to herself about the snowy night Ward changed the tire on her car while butchering some lame country song about riding in a flatbed with his cowgirl—and when Bri came back to the church and all the sour-faced mourners, the stranger had slipped out.

Who was he?

The branches of the tree scratched the sky with knotted claws. Like the gnarled hands of a witch. Or a crone, perhaps, as Ward called her when she bemoaned how sad it was to get old, to get grey hair and wrinkles. You sound like an old crone, he’d said. Then she’d hooked her hands as if suffering severe arthritis, contorted her face and croaked, What a world, what a world.

The envelope was a white business number ten, which was what Ward called it specifically when he needed one. Her name had been written across it in Ward’s fine block print. Always so meticulous. Staring at her name in his handwriting smacked her as so terribly cruel that she almost hugged the envelope against her and flung back her head to cry out his name. That would give people something to talk about.

The envelope had been folded once directly in the middle, splitting the r and i in her name. She traced the creased bump with her thumb and thought maybe she should wait until later to open this. Wait for a quiet moment. Just her and a bottle of wine. The very existence of this envelope, and whatever message it held, meant Ward knew he was going to die. Knew he was in trouble. Normal people didn’t write Final Comments to spouses when life was beautiful and death several decades hence.

If anything should happen to him...

Days after they married, Ward purchased a couple life-insurance policies. Gotta cover those bases. What if he had cancer? What if he wanted to die? What if he’d purposely crashed into that tractor trailer on the highway? If this were a suicide note, Bri would need at least a bottle of wine, if not two or three.

That was ridiculous. Ward had not been suicidal. Besides, it had been a car accident. The big rig driver was drunk. Goddamn fluke. Early-morning alkie. Ward in the wrong place at the wrong time. This envelope was just a morbid coincidence. Another example of Ward’s meticulousness.

Gotta cover those bases.

Ward’s signature across the seal proved the letter had not been disturbed. Bri opened the envelope before she could think about it any longer. There was a single piece of paper inside, tri-folded. She opened it and stared at Ward’s perfectly aligned and crisp handwritten note.

She read it over and over in a matter of seconds without really processing. It was not a suicide note. Not a tear-inducing letter of gratitude and love. Not a pleasant whisper from an angel in the night.

Dear Bri,

It wasn’t an accident. Be careful.

Ovule Yo,

Ward

The breeze kicked up and her coat flapped around her legs.








  
  
CHAPTER TWO




Bri found herself standing before the platter of rolled cold cuts while she swayed like someone well on her way to drunkenness. She hadn’t even had a drop yet. She gobbled six or eight or ten pieces of genoa without realizing she was doing it until her mouth tasted like she’d been sucking on metal. She didn’t even like genoa. 

“You should sit.” Shelly again, of course, telling her little sister what she should be doing, how she should grieve, how she should handle the death of her husband.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re inhaling cold cuts like one of those starving African children with the distended bellies.”

“Leave me alone.”

Shelly held her gaze a moment, debating the best retort. Bri waited, blood pressure rising. She could see herself grabbing the platter and whacking Shelly across the face, could even imagine the cold cuts flying through the air to thwack against the wall and leave little grease stains behind.

“People want to eat,” Shelly said. “You standing here is freaking them out.”

She was about to respond that she wasn’t freaking anyone out when she turned and there stood a dozen or more people milling around in her living room who looked away in unison and then she almost said, Well, fuck all of you, I’m the one grieving, but instead she walked into the kitchen.

Shelly’s husband Matt, leaning against the kitchen counter, slurped at a can of Budweiser. He nodded to her. “I’m so sorry, Bri,” he said and belched. His face flared red.

Bri turned away.

Kat and Donny Curtis and Eliza and Fulton Wolf, the extent of Bri and Ward’s friends, offered more hugs and promises to call. The Curtises lived next door in a Georgian Colonial nearly identical to her own. Donny and Ward had been members of the same frat and Donny looked like an aging frat boy with his square jaw and cocky stride. As usual, Kat wore too much makeup. The Wolfs were across the street in a cute white bungalow with a wide front porch. Eliza would call—she always did. In adulthood, Eliza was the closest thing Bri had to what kids called a “BFF.”

Eliza was fit, always out jogging in yoga pants, and wore her blonde hair short. She hadn’t let it grow long since before her Peace Corps days in Africa. Bri would tell her later of Shelly’s comment about starving kids with distended bellies. She hugged Bri again and whispered in her ear, “I’m here for you.”

Fulton wrapped his lanky arms around her and squeezed. He smelled of cologne and she clutched him tighter for a second before realizing what she was doing and relented, regretfully letting the masculine aroma drift away.

Kat took Bri in a celebrity hug where their bodies never touched and their faces maintained a safe gap from the threat of smearing makeup. Bri almost kissed the air to complete the gesture.

Donny put a hand on Bri’s shoulder but made no move to hug her. He stood taller than Fulton, wider in the shoulders, and smelled just as nice. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Ward was a great guy.”

She thanked him and wondered what would happen if she kissed him hard on the lips. Kat might scream. People would turn and gasp. Shelly would lead her off to her room, make her take some Tylenol PM, or at least some Xanax that Big Sis always seemed to have, and she’d suggest that maybe Bri should talk to somebody. Maybe she should even go back to Dr. Fix-It-All. But what was there to talk about? Ward was dead, not her. She had needs, dammit.

She chuckled.

“You okay?” Donny asked.

“I’m sure you have to get back to Priya,” Bri said. She tasted the genoa trying to come back up. Priya was their adopted child, right from India. Indian children are the new Asian, Kat sometimes joked.

Donny finally let go. Kat said to call her for anything, any time, and Bri nodded and assured them she would—just fucking leave already.

Is that what you want, Bri? a voice in her head asked. To be all alone? Is it really? Because if so, just wait until tonight when all the sympathizers and huggers are gone. The house will be so quiet then, so dark, even with all the lights on. Think about what you’ll want then.

Bri grabbed a wine glass and almost knocked several others off the table where Shelly had crowded Bri’s collection. All the bottles of wine stood in varying states of depletion. She should go to the liquor store to get some fresh bottles and, while she was at it, some real drinks: bourbon, scotch, vodka, tequila, whiskey. Shit that could make a difference.

A hand grabbed her elbow.

It belonged to Jacob Moore, Ward’s lawyer.

What was with all the touching? She was a widow not a damn plush toy.

His face was smooth with eyes that endlessly surveyed, always scanning for potential clients. Not yet thirty, he had risen through the ranks of some high-profile firm with meteoric speed because, as Ward had said many times, That boy’s a killer. A genuine razor-toothed shark.

“Bri,” he said and tilted his head. “I’m so very sorry.”

“Thank you, Jacob.” She wanted to tell him to shove it, though not because he was being insincere (maybe yes, maybe no), but because she was tired beyond belief of hearing how sorry everyone was, how so very sorry.

“If there’s anything—”

“Thank you.”

Unlike Fulton and Donny’s sweet aromas, Jacob’s cologne burned like something acidic.

He paused, swallowed, smiled. “There’s some things I have to review with you. Forms to sign. Things you need to know. Decisions to be made.”

“Of course,” she said, eyeing those half-filled bottles of wine.

“It won’t take long. I have the documents in my car.”

Was he serious? Did he really want her to read some legalese she wouldn’t understand and sign her name in triplicate (not to mention initial here, here, and here) so he could rest easy tonight in full confidence that the big boys at the law firm would be pleased?

“Only take a minute,” he said. That smile again—young, greedy, razor-toothed shark.

“Fuck off, Jacob,” she said.

His jaw dropped and she covered her mouth against a ripple of juvenile laughter.

“Aunt Bri?”

Endrah stood next to her. She wore a cute black dress and, as usual, she was wearing the pearls Bri had given her.

“Yes, honey?”

“I’m sorry about Uncle Ward. I’m sorry he died.”

Bri bent down to be eye-to-eye with Shelly’s nine-year-old daughter. “I know, honey,” she said. “I’m sorry too.”

Endrah’s hands went to her necklace and caressed the pearls. Bri wanted to tell her those were saltwater pearls, very expensive, not the freshwater discount pearls sold in the mall.

“Can you give your aunt a hug? She needs one.”

The little girl embraced her around the neck. She squeezed with the fierce intensity only a child can get away with. Bri collapsed into this hug as she hadn’t any of the other ten million hugs she’d endured today. I wish you were my daughter. Unlike the other times she’d had this thought, Bri suffered no stomach-knots of guilt.

“Thank you,” Bri said. “That’s just what I needed.”

Endrah smiled, fingers touching those pearls, and ran out of the room.








  
  
CHAPTER THREE




Shelly handed her a glass with a few teaspoons of white wine in it. “Keeping it together?” 

“All shits and giggles,” she said. One of Dad’s expressions from childhood they had mocked and then, without realizing, adopted themselves.

“You look ready to snap,” Shelly said. “Everyone’s waiting for you to throw something and crumple to the floor.”

“How comforting.”

“I’m concerned. You’re a bottler.”

Bri swallowed the few sips of wine and twirled the glass. Maybe she should throw this against the wall. Would everyone be satisfied then? Shelly touched Bri’s wrist and the glass stopped twirling. “I’ll get you more,” she said.

For a wonderful moment, nothing gnawed at her mind with rat teeth. Those thoughts were there—in her brain a room had been constructed for All Things Ward—but they stayed back, lurking in shadows. She would love to remain in this state, nearly mindless, drifting as if cast out alone on the ocean.

But now there was the dark cloud of that letter, refolded in the envelope and tucked in her pocket. She felt it there, pressing against her, weighing her down, insisting she stop ignoring it.

A man with broad shoulders that stretched his black sport coat stood near her. She almost turned away from him.

He had patchy skin like badly blended makeup and a wide forehead made all the larger from a military haircut. He was freshly shaved but had missed a few needles of dark hair beneath the corners of his square jaw. She waited and when he didn’t say anything, she said, “Yes?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know if you were, you looked, well, lost.”

“Sorry.”

His hand was up, head shaking back and forth. “Please, don’t apologize. I should be doing that. I’m Steven Russell. I’m a Deputy Chief with the Warrenville PD. I knew your husband. He was a good man. Helped me with a lot of deals.”

“Oh?” She tried to sound interested but if this small-town cop had made some extra money because of Ward’s “financial genius” or whatever, she didn’t give a shit.

“I have some news that might ease your grief.”

She fought a rising burp of laughter.

“The man who,” Russell started and paused. “The drunk driver, Ray Samuelson, died last night.”

“What? How?”

“Suicide. Pill overdose.”

“Wasn’t he in jail?”

Russell’s jaw firmed up. “He was out on bail. I’m sorry he won’t know the justice of prison, but you can find comfort knowing he’s not breathing anymore.”

Actually, she wanted to find the bastard’s dead body and beat the shit out of it until life flickered back into his eyes and then she could choke him until his face turned purple and he died gawking up at her grin.

“I’m not sure what to say.”

“The man was a worthless drunk. You don’t need to say anything.”

Bri nodded, looked away. Everyone busied in conversations.

“He was an alcoholic,” Russell said. “What compelled him to get behind the wheel of that thing drunk out of his gourd is beyond me. I wish he stayed home, passed out on the bathroom floor and choked on his vomit.”

She smiled, the fake kind with a touch of please-get-away-from-me.

“He was working for some small company, trying to get by,” Russell said. “He had a probationary license. He’d had his other suspended for ‘suspicions of inappropriate conduct,’ which means the company that hired him knew he was a drunk but looked the other way. I’ll be looking into the matter.”

“Thank you,” she said. She wished for that glass of wine, something to hold in her hands so they wouldn’t start flapping like wings or drift over her head like helium balloons.

“Spellman over in Montgomery is in charge, but he’s very cooperative.” His hands went to his belt, traced along it. “The bitch of it is that he was driving an old rig. One of those with twin gear shifts. It’s called a five-by-three. Point is, truck driving isn’t easy, you have to be vigilant, but driving one of those old rust buckets, you have to be really with it.” Russell leaned in and again Bri struggled not to laugh. “What makes a drunkard decide he’s going to get behind the wheel of this ancient truck when he’s two sheets?”

Bri waited. Let the guy play cop. Whatever made people feel better during such trying, emotional times.

“I’m sure there’s money behind it somewhere. Eventually, you dig deep enough, there’s always money.”

Bri touched the pocket of her black pants. The envelope crinkled.

It wasn’t an accident. Be careful.

“Thank you, Officer Russell.” She left him stranded, staring around for fellow conspiracy theorists.








  
  
CHAPTER FOUR




The chubby priest who performed the rites was sitting on the brown leather couch in the living room, small plastic plate heaped with cold cuts in hand. He wore black and the white Catholic collar. He was alone, everyone ignoring the weird guy at the party, as if all this nonsense were his fault. 

“I want to thank you,” she said to him.

Caught with his mouth full, the priest covered his lips, nodded, and his ears flared red. At his feet, the carpet was indented from where the couch had been before she moved it to vacuum. Shelly had almost fought Bri over the vacuum that morning. You shouldn’t be cleaning, she’d said, your husband’s dead. The loose change Bri had found on the floor was still her pocket. In there with the envelope.

When the priest could speak, he apologized. “God will watch over your husband.”

Bri wasn’t sure if she believed in Heaven or God or even a soul, but it was a nice thought.

“Thank you,” she said.

The priest put down his plate and took her hands, cradled them. She’d endured this gesture a million times today, but this time she didn’t desperately want to yank her hands away.

“Ward was a wonderful man,” the priest said. “I am very saddened, but he is in a better place. I believe that with all my heart. God will keep him now and He will keep you too, if you want.”

It might be boilerplate, but the priest’s words tweaked something inside her, something painful yet welcome. “I remember when he first came to me,” the priest said. “I thought he was a yearly, someone who worships on the big holidays, Christmas and Easter, but Ward had quite the soul.”

She and Ward were yearly congregants, attending with her parents on Christmas Eve and singing carols in off-key, eggnog-fueled voices. Attending church once a year was tradition like Thanksgiving at The River Pier down on the Hudson.

“Thank you,” Bri said again. Behind her somewhere, Shelly was telling someone that Bri hadn’t really faced the loss yet, hadn’t truly let herself grieve.

“Some people hope God will fill them up. They feel empty inside and seek His comfort and love. They are the lost ones who wander afraid in the dark. Other people are already full, hearts overflowing with love. People for whom the sun is always rising. Your husband was like that.”

“I’m sorry,” Bri said. “You spoke with him?”

“Many times. I always looked forward to his visits. He was full of questions. Deep philosophical stuff. The things most people don’t want to ponder. Most people want answers. Reassurance that it’ll all work out in the end. Ward wasn’t like that. He wanted to discuss.”

Slowly, Bri asked, “What did he want to discuss?”

The priest thought. “He told me about his friend Tyler.”

She knew the story. Tyler and Ward were friends back when they were ten or so, riding bikes everywhere, hanging out, laughing, doing whatever young boys do before girls become the only concern. They liked the same things—cop movies, G.I. Joe, any joke about poop (about which they knew a lot) or sex (of which they knew only vague ideas and fuzzy fantasies gleaned from the porno mags stashed under their beds).

They also shared an even stronger bond: abusive parents. Ward never offered more details than saying his father occasionally hit him while his mom spent her nights downing a few bottles of wine. Bri had tried to elicit more information but Ward could sidestep conversation topics in skilled, politician-like pivots—You want to know more about my parents, of course. It’s funny, you know, I read a quote once that suggested you can’t ever know anyone unless you knew that person’s parents when they were kids. Isn’t that interesting? I wish I knew you when you were a kid. I bet you were the cutest little girl.

Had he shared something more with this priest? Why hadn’t he felt comfortable enough to tell her, his wife? She had searched the internet to confirm that Ward’s father broke his neck falling off a ladder and his mother died from liver disease. She had not done this out of suspicion that he was lying, though likely withholding, but just because she wanted to know more. She wanted to know her husband. Men could be very closed off that way, but if he was going to share, why the hell didn’t he share with her? When she pressed him, Ward never said more than “they were bad parents and they died.”

He might not have discussed his own traumatic childhood, but Ward didn’t hesitate when it came to his friend Tyler’s, whose dad wasn’t a drunk but he might as well have been: his anger erupted like solar flares. Ward had been over their house many times and on more than a few occasions, Tyler’s father had thrown a plate of food across the kitchen or given Tyler’s mother a few punches. Or both. One of those times, Tyler tried to stop his father and ended up on the kitchen floor cradling a broken arm. The abuser never touched Ward, just called him, “Tyler’s little fag.” Tyler’s mom lied for her husband, so a broken arm became Tyler falling off his bike. Silly uncoordinated boy. Don’t tell anybody because Daddy will be very upset.

Ward couldn’t look her in the face while he explained how one day he went to see Tyler and was told he was sick. I sneaked around the house, Ward said. Peaked in his room. He was there, like his mother said, but his face was discolored and swollen, a huge, inflated balloon of dark purple and red. Both of his eyes were swollen twice their normal size—he couldn’t even cry. His father walked into the room and I ran. Two days later, Tyler was dead.

“How much did he tell you?” Bri asked the priest.

“Enough,” he said. “He shared many things with me, but never in bitterness. Whatever rage he might have felt, he had let it go long before we met. He considered himself blessed.”

“He said that?”

The priest’s hands squeezed hers and she was unable to rub her eyes which were itching madly, about to tear.

“He was a wonderful man,” the priest said. “If you ever want to talk, please don’t hesitate. I would be delighted. Ward loved you so much.”

“Thank you,” she said and chuckled as the first tears clouded her vision. “I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name. I’m so embarrassed.”

His smile was the kind you wanted to see, the type that actually comforted. “I’m Father Marshall.”

When she turned from him and went to the bathroom to clean her face, ignoring Shelly’s stare, Bri felt like a dense fog had clouded her mind. Why had Ward been visiting this priest? Why, if he was so damn blessed, did he need to talk to a man of God? Why not talk to her? Ward told him about Tyler, which might mean he told him all kinds of things. All kinds of secrets. All kinds of stuff he felt he couldn’t share with his wife. And why was that? Because she had been too engrossed in her own, endless pity party that he didn’t want to burden her any more. Or was it worse? What if he had been living a whole other life? What if there had been another woman? What if he had been looking to make a break?

She pulled the envelope from her pocket and loose change sprang free to clatter across the floor. She picked up the envelope and sat on the toilet.

Tears pushed around her eyes, and she smudged them away. She had to think about this damn letter. Was it real? Ward’s distinctive, rigid penmanship couldn’t be denied. She knew her husband’s handwriting. Ah, but did you really know your husband?

Suppose the letter was completely real. Okay then, so Ward wrote the note knowing he was in some sort of danger and that if something should happen to him, she would be in potential danger too. Never mind why right now. Ward seals the letter, gives it to Gurlop, even makes him sign some sort of contract forcing him to keep it sealed and deliver it to her in the event of Ward’s death. So now then... was she in danger?

She had to do something. Hop on the internet or search Ward’s office, maybe interrogate that priest some more. If she went back out there and started slinging questions at the priest, it wouldn’t be long before someone, Shelly probably, escorted her away as if Bri were a child who was up past her bedtime.

Or worse: everyone would think she was losing her grip.

She squeezed the envelope. The crinkling echoed around her.

“Fuck you, Ward,” she whispered.

A trio of tears blotched the paper in scattered droplets.








  
  
CHAPTER FIVE




Mom and Dad stood huddled together in a far corner of the living room. Dad chewed at his fifth or sixth helping and Mom kept running her mouth. Bri could imagine Mom’s words: She’s shattered, completely shattered, my poor little baby, and there she is trying to be tough, to be stoic and unemotional and, well, you know where that leads...

It led to the night when the cramps hit hard and she huddled beside the toilet, its cold rim numbing her arm, and all the days that followed, all the pathetic weeping that she wasn’t going to be a mother, that it was all so unfair, that after all the ovulation kits and rigid breeding schedule marked in red Sharpie on the calendar, the laboratory testing and the three surgical In vitro procedures, she still wasn’t going to have a child, something made of both her and Ward, something to make her a mother and revive their marriage (as easy to restart as a car battery needing a jump), and there had been Mom holding her close and smoothing her hair over and over and saying, It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay.

Bri went outside to smoke.

She smoked on and off but these past few days had brought back the old Bri, the one who chain-smoked straight through her father’s triple bypass surgery five years ago. This Bri didn’t pilfer cigarettes: this Bri purchased her own and did so by the carton.

Each inhalation made her more lightheaded and a bit nauseated but not in an unwelcome way. It was comforting to know, for instance, that it was her action inducing vertigo and roiling her stomach, not something outside of her control. Something like a car accident.

How could he have known?

The envelope was tucked inside her jacket and every few seconds her hand went to it. Ward had written the brief note, taking enough time to maintain that impeccable penmanship, and given it to Gurlop, a just-in-case action of forethought. Ward had not stashed it in the house for Bri to find, which meant Ward trusted Gurlop and she should too. Right?

Ward had written the letter, no question, but hadn’t Gurlop seemed interested in waiting for Bri to open the note? Was that simple curiosity or something more?

Leaves fluttered off the trees in her front yard. The big maple she and Ward had planted the day they bought the house stood tall. The Marriage Tree. With Ward’s death, the tree should wither and wilt.

I could burn it down, she thought and took a long drag on her cigarette.

Who else had Ward spoken with? Had he gone to the Curtises next door or the Wolfs across the street and shared his deep philosophical inquires in their homes while everyone sipped coffee and mutually pondered questions no one would ever share with Bri?

And why the hell not? Did Ward think she couldn’t handle it? That she was too fragile, been through too much? That she wasn’t smart enough? Sure, Ward was a big hotshot businessman and she had only been a teacher for a couple of years and then a puzzle maker of word games, nothing terribly meaningful, yet she had a college education. Graduated with a 3.7 GPA. Didn’t that qualify her to share in her husband’s probing of the perplexities of morality?

Maybe he just didn’t think she’d care.

She dropped the finished cigarette, crushed it, and lit another one. Ward would be so pissed. Take that cancer stick out of your mouth, he’d say. Cancer schmancer, she’d tell him. Look who’s dead.

The cool air carried the sweet smell of fall and the undertow of winter.

It wasn’t an accident. Be careful.

But he’d been killed by a drunk driver: Ray Samuelson. And now he was dead too. The guilt too much to bear, Samuelson ended his life the way he lived it—with a few swallows. A well-rounded, perfect story. Wasn’t this where a conspiratorial voice whispered, Sounds a bit too perfect, doesn’t it?

She sucked hard on the cigarette. The nicotine, and God only knew what else might be going into her lungs, went right to her head. It was scientific fact that smoking improved brain function, something about the synapses. Maybe that was bullshit, but her mind felt clearer, reemerging from a thick fog.

What if the note was some sort of joke? Maybe Ward never even wrote it. Or maybe Ward had been losing his grip.

That made her pause, cigarette at her lips.

He’d been aloof for months, even years, and she’d been content to wallow in her own little world of mindless chores, errands, and chitchat. Suppose the warning signs had been there all along? Ward might have become one of those shooters who slaughtered people in a church or a mall or a school.

She could not picture Ward in one of his grey suits, brown shoes shiny, and some clunky AK-47 in his arms. Or even a small pistol. Ward wasn’t a killer.

Which is why he killed himself.

She puffed another long drag. Assume her husband had been depressed or even crumbling into instability—he would not enact a psychotic’s vengeance on innocent people. He would take his own life.

He drove into that tractor-trailer.

Ray Samuelson’s drunkenness was simply a coincidence, and that man’s suicide was misplaced guilt. Bri should contact Samuelson’s family, tell them her theory, and beg for mercy on Ward’s behalf.

It wasn’t an accident. Be careful.

The letter was so cryptic because Ward was not in his right mind. That made sense.

Maybe.

The door opened and Jacob Moore came out onto the front steps. He feigned surprise at discovering Bri, as if he hadn’t been watching her, waiting for the right moment to strike.

“I’m sorry about before,” she said. The nicotine helped her say that, true or not.

“Completely insensitive of me. Sometimes I can’t get my head out of the office no matter what’s going on.”

More like out of your ass, she thought and felt bad. “The papers are in your car?”

He smiled. An incisor peaked over his bottom lip. “Sure are.”

She followed him down the walkway to the driveway where his gray Lexus was parked half on the front lawn. The papers were in his leather briefcase in the trunk.

She dropped her cigarette and lit another one before she realized what she was doing. Oh, well, can’t let it go to waste.

A few cars were parked at the curb. Shelly’s, her parents’, and a few others. A man sat behind the wheel of a black Town Car across the street in front of the Wolfs’ bungalow. Bri squinted but sunlight smeared across the window. Was that the same guy from the church? The same guy who’d been watching her in the cemetery? Weren’t there criminals who scoured obituaries for homes to case, vulnerable widows to victimize?

“Here we go,” Jacob said. He offered a fountain pen.

There were four pages for her to initial here and here, and sign here, here, and here. One form was a Transfer of Fiduciary Custodial something or other and she didn’t even bother glancing at the others. She signed, using the briefcase as a table, which warped her signature into a fourth-grader’s scribble.

“Happy?” she asked.

Jacob straightened the pages and locked them back in the briefcase. The pen slipped into a suit pocket. “I’m sorry, but it’s better to take care of these things sooner rather than later. All kinds of legalities.”

She almost asked what he meant, but that would elicit some spiel punctuated with bureaucratic gibberish and the thought of enduring it exhausted her. “Thank you for looking out for me, Jacob.”

He nodded, offered his condolences again. “I’ll be in touch.”

She stepped aside and watched him back out of the driveway and speed off. Two wheel ruts indented her lawn.

A skinny woman in grey spandex was walking some variety of yappy dog. She glanced at Bri as she passed and hurried her pace. In one hand, she carried a plastic bag. A woman’s job is never done.

Maybe that’s all Ward’s letter was: a tiny pile of steaming poop she had to scoop into a baggy and then drop into the trash. Preferably into someone else’s garbage can.

And if the letter was real? What if it was not simply real, and the product of a sound mind, but what if she really was in some sort of danger? What then?

A cool breeze chilled her nose.

The man on the other side of the street now stood leaning against his Town Car. Dressed in an oily-black raincoat, the man seemed to be a part of the car, a living appendage. A clump of his dark hair waved free in the breeze.

He was the guy who stayed in the back of the church and then slipped out when she’d been lost in memory. He was the guy in the cemetery, pale-faced and ill-looking. Here he was again, hands in his pockets and standing still, his shadow stretching over the car and up the Wolfs’ front lawn.

In the sunlight, his face shone red.

She started down the driveway. What the hell did this creep want? What was his issue? Had he known Ward, had dealings with him or something? Or was he some weirdo who got his jollies watching people suffer emotional distress? Maybe he traveled from funeral to funeral to photograph the bereaved so he could whack off to their tears in a some putrid-smelling apartment.

She stepped off the curb just as her brilliant line, “Hey!” crested her throat and a blasting car horn rocked her back. She stumbled and fell to the concrete with a thwack. The driver, a man in bright yellow polo, slowed, glared at her. Like she was the one speeding. If she hadn’t been so surprised, she would’ve given him the finger.

She was up and noticing that she had ripped her pants and was now bleeding when someone grabbed her arm. She almost screamed.

“Aunt Bri?” Endrah stood there with one hand on Bri and the other on those pearls. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, honey, I’m—”

The front door banged open and Shelly stepped out. “What are you doing?”

Both sister and daughter turned. Shelly made an exasperated sound and went back inside. The door swung shut behind her.

“Never ends, does it?”

“Why don’t you like Mommy?”

“It’s not that, honey. It’s a sister thing.”

A car door closed and an engine started behind her and when Bri turned, the Town Car was a pair of fading taillights.

The man was gone.








  
  
CHAPTER SIX




The next morning, Mordecai knocked the remote control off the nightstand to clatter on the wood floor and Bri woke with a start as if from a nightmare. 

That’s all it was, she thought in those first few seconds of consciousness, a nightmare.

“What do you want?”

Perched on the nightstand, Mordecai meowed. Shelly’s bottle of Xanax stood next to him (Big Sister won out and Bri had asked for the pills), and the remainder of the coins that hadn’t fallen out in the bathroom lay scattered at the cat’s feet.

He meowed again, reached out a paw, and swatted the Xanax bottle. It rattled against the floor and rolled somewhere. Bri reached over to scratch his chin. A wisp of orange fur floated free. He purred and her hand fell to the coins she’d found under the couch yesterday before the funeral. Change, no doubt, that had slipped from Ward’s pockets. Instead of adding them to the coffee can, which had paid off over the years in modest spending cash and even a new pair of shoes or two, she’d slipped the coins in her pocket just as Ward would have done.

She picked up a penny. It was dated 2010. The year she and Ward married.

She caressed it, studied it. This was a worthless coin that had fallen from his pocket to rest beneath the couch in the living room, but it seemed to represent so much more. This was a piece of Ward memorabilia that should be encased in plastic, framed, and hung on the wall next to his picture so she could spend long evenings staring at it, slurping wine, and wondering how she’d ended up a widow at thirty-five.

Another meow. “Okay, okay,” she said and got out of bed.

She cupped the penny in her hand.

The penny waited beside her engagement and wedding rings on the bathroom counter while she showered. Silly, no question, but so what? She couldn’t even be sure the penny was from Ward’s pocket collection, but it was from the year they married, and what were the odds on that?

Well then, it must be meaningful. Maybe Ward had been carrying it around for months. Maybe it was on his desk when he wrote that damn letter. Speaking of, if the penny was so significant, how could she deny the letter was anything but authentic?

Later, Bri was on the couch where the priest had been, the cat curled on her lap, and she was nursing her third cup of coffee. It had turned cold but she still sipped it. Ward had brought Mordecai home back when they lived in an apartment in Monroe. Ward discovered him in a dumpster outside a pizza parlor. The poor kitten was meowing its head off. Ward was so upset. How could someone do something like that? At least give the cat a fighting chance.

She pet him slowly. “Have you had a good life?”

Mordecai purred, nuzzled her hand. The vet said Mordecai could afford to lose a little weight. That makes two of us, Bri had said.

She tried not to think about anything, just set sail on an sea of nothing, but then she was staring at the carpet and thinking how she had done a crappy job vacuuming and maybe she should finally hire a cleaning service and, thinking of money, she had to figure out what bills there were to pay and passwords to crack because Ward paid all the bills online and—BAM!, there she was thinking of her husband, her dead husband whose skull had cracked open like an egg, her husband who knew he’d die in what would look like an accident.

Look like an accident.

Meaning?

Meaning nothing.

Ward was dead and that was that. Why should she take the letter seriously? Maybe it was some sort of sick joke. Or a coincidence. Ward was not the type to mastermind such a depraved prank, but that didn’t mean someone else hadn’t done it. But who? Gurlop?

The envelope waited next to her on the armrest. She touched the crease where her name was split between the r and the i.

What if the letter was completely real? What if Ward knew he was in danger, knew he might end up dead and also knew Bri would be in danger as well?

Danger from what, though?

Ward was a businessman. The obvious conclusion was that he’d made deals with some unseemly people, perhaps even screwed over those people, and now they’d gotten their revenge. What sort of deal? Bri couldn’t begin to imagine. Ward never shared anything about his work, and honestly if he’d tried she might not have listened.

Give her some credit—had Ward grabbed her and said, I made a deal with some bad people and I think they’re going to kill me, Bri would have paid attention.

Bad people? Had she really just imagined Ward confessing he’d made business deals with bad people? Was she a child again, divvying up the world into easily categorized factions of heroes and villains?

The man in the black Town Car. He’d been at the church while she gave the eulogy, and at the cemetery while Father Marshall offered the final blessing, and right outside her house while people ate cold cuts and pretended not to be afraid Bri was going to snap.

He was bound to come back. Might be parked outside right now.

Bri started to get up and Mordecai groaned a throaty sound of discontent. She stayed where she was. No one was parked outside. Even if that guy was out there, was she supposed to call the police? There’s a strange-looking man in a Town Car outside my house, and I’m afraid he might walk up the driveway and knock on my door. Please help me.

Dispatch would send the whole fleet, no doubt.

Grieve and get on with life. Shelly was right, though Bri would never admit it to her—she had to get on with things. Cry and put Ward behind her. Just that easy. She should forget the letter, forget any wild theories about criminal business deals and the bad people who might be coming for her.

The Xanny bars would help her forget that nonsense and get on with things.

But get on to what?

In their six-year marriage, Bri had accomplished exactly nothing. She’d been a teacher and then a puzzle creator (crosswords and Anagram Blasters: today’s category, Movie titles; your puzzle, Legal Foods, or, once solved, Goodfellas), and that had brought in some extra cash and been fun as well, but the woman who created those puzzles was now just a widow with a cat and a cup of cold coffee.

Mordecai shifted on her lap. She rubbed behind his ears.

She should go upstairs to Ward’s office. Ransack the place. If Ward was involved in questionable deals, business transactions with bad people, there would be a record somewhere. Probably on his computer. Of course, for all Bri knew, Ward had a secret office somewhere she’d never find until some landlord tracked her down, maybe years from now. And if a secret office was a possibility, why not an entire secret life complete with a secret wife, maybe even one who had given him a secret child?

She resisted the urge to go upstairs.

While she sat there sipping coffee and petting Mordecai, the phone rang three times. She’d had known Shelly would call. The first two calls had, in fact, been Big Sister and both times Bri muted the ringing. The third time, though, she answered.

The ID read: Private Caller.

“Mrs. Heart?” a man asked.

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry to disturb you. I’m Detective James Hunter from the Warrenville Police Department. This is Brielle Heart, wife of Ward Heart?”

“Yes.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Heart.”

“Thank you.”

In the ensuing pause, Bri thought the guy might have hung up. In a flash, she saw the man in the black coat and gelled black hair pretending to be a cop. He’d be hunkered in a musty basement, hunched over the phone, his other hand massaging the crotch of his stained boxers, and all because his father beat him and his mommy dressed him in girls’ clothes.

“Ma’am?”

“Yes?”

“Should I call back later?” He sounded calm, normal, perhaps not a basement-dwelling crotch fondler.

“No, no. I’m sorry. I’m just a bit... What is this about please?”

“Montgomery police contacted me about your husband’s death. There are some curiosities they are hoping I can help them explain.”

“Curiosities?”

“I hate to do this, but can we meet? I could come to your home.”

“No.” She touched the envelope. She liked the sound of the paper when it crinkled. The penny was now in there, too.

“I understand,” the man said. “But we should talk.”

She caressed the envelope a moment longer. “Why is that, detective? My husband is dead and unless you can bring him back to life, I don’t think there’s any reason we need to speak.”

“Because if you don’t speak to me,” he said, “you’ll be talking to the FBI.”








  
  
CHAPTER SEVEN




They met at The Deli Lyon. The place was named after the owner Francis Lyon, a tall guy who once played college basketball for Syracuse and who, after a career-ending knee injury, discovered a talent for making sandwiches and macaroni salad. The place sat on the corner of Main Street and Straw Avenue where it jutted from the other store fronts. An obnoxious lion statue stood in proud feline pose on the sidewalk outside. It was customary to photograph your kid next to it or even straddling the thing. 

She got there early, grabbed a vitamin water and chose the table closest to the glass storefront where she could watch the intersection. If she saw the man in the black coat, or anyone who resembled him—let’s try to be calm now—she’d call 911 and run for it. Right through the deli’s kitchen and out into the parking lot.

James Hunter might be a fabrication, an alternate ego for a psychotic mind. The guy might show up in a police uniform he’d ordered online, maybe even have a shiny badge. The guy could be an escaped mental patient, might suffer multiple personality disorder or PTSD and oh, then they could talk, couldn’t they?

She set her bag open on her lap, iPhone in easy reach on top of the envelope. The early lunch crowd was mostly men in orange vests and thick boots. They ordered food they carried out in grease-blotched brown bags as they talked about the coming winter and joked if it was beer-o’-clock yet.

A woman with two young children sat near the bathrooms at the opposite end and spent her visit catering to the whimsical and capricious wants of her kids. A man in a dress shirt and tie that dangled askew took the table on the other side of the deli directly across from Bri. Layers of fliers for missing pets, lawn services, and a Wildcats football team fundraiser obscured most of the glass front over there. The man didn’t look up from his phone.

She stared at him, willing him to look at her.

“Mrs. Heart?”

A man stood at her table.

He wore jeans and a long-sleeve orange thermal. He was slender, his brown hair a bit of a mess, but his face seemed kind, his eyes warm. A badge hung from his belt. Had he bought in on Amazon?

“Brielle Heart?” he asked, hand on the empty chair. “I’m James Hunter.”

“You don’t look like what I’d expected,” she said.

He smiled, glanced around, nodded at no one. “I could tell you it’s my day off, but I’m not really into the suit and tie scene. A lot of detectives go that route because it’s like dress-up. Putting on a costume. When I was with the Bureau, everybody dressed like Mulder and Scully from that show.”

“So I am talking with the FBI?”

He shook his head, sat, and laid his hands flat on the white plastic tabletop. The gnarled knuckles and webs of dry, wrinkled flesh betrayed the youthfulness of his face. She would have guessed early thirties but those hands belonged to someone older. His gold wedding band was worn smooth.

“Former,” he said. “I did my time and got out. Thought I could do more good as a small-town cop.”

“Not very exciting around here.”

“That’s the way I like it. Too many guys are gung-ho for high-speed chases and drug busts in crack houses where drug-addicted maniacs wield Uzis.”

“I see,” she said. “Look Detective Hunter, I buried my husband yesterday, and I really don’t know what you want or what the Montgomery police think or why the FBI gives a crap about any of this. I just want to put everything behind me and get on with my life.”

“Please call me James. I’m not much for titles either. I’m not playing a character. I only want to help. I was called in, asked if I could be an intermediary here so this could go as smoothly as possible for all involved.”

“Smoothly? My husband may be dead but I’m not some frail housewife who’s lost and depressed and wondering what the hell she’s going to do next.”

Oh, really? his expression said.

“Can we get to the point?” she asked. “You said something about curiosities?”

“Right.” He flexed his hands. Not simply wrinkles. Thick fleshy lines crisscrossed the top of each hand in bas relief, like the raised skin patches on gang members. She’d read in Time that gang members branded each other with red-hot wire hangers.

A thick scar also weaved along the side of his neck up to his ear.

“Your husband was a very successful business man. He had interests in different things from finance to import/export stuff, from small-time dealings in this town to large-scale, big corporate contracts.”

“My husband was very skilled.” She thought of Ward’s hands, smooth, unmarked, the nails neatly clipped. “I don’t know how much I can explain about what he did in the business world. He didn’t share much of it. I know he made good money, if that matters.”

The detective started to say something, paused, and began again. “What can you tell me about his business?”

If that’s all he wanted to know, a voice in her head said, you could have settled this in a thirty-second exchange over the phone.

“You said you were called in to be an intermediary?”

“A privilege of my post-FBI status.”

“What does that mean?”

The corner of his mouth tugged into an almost-grin. “Look, Mrs. Heart, how about I tell you what I know and you fill in the blanks?”

She nodded, back stiff, hands squeezing the bag on her lap.

“You two met at NYU back in the late nineties. You were a freshman, and he was a senior, already a sort of business star. He had won an award for designing a company proposal. It was an internet company, something that back then was still a little like science fiction.”

“It really wasn’t that unique,” Bri said, which was exactly what Ward had said. “It was an interface program that used simple coded messages to quicken transactions among different systems. He would explain that the internet was like an enormous game of tag with millions of players, only the object was to get everyone grouped up instantly. Instead of one person, or several people, running around trying to snag others, each person was labeled, coded, and when the game started, all players had to find their group. The faster this can be done, the more efficient the system.”

“Sounds like an exercise at one of those team-building retreats.”

“Ward always said I was better at codes than he was. He wasn’t some internet whiz kid or anything. He won ten grand for his proposal, and that’s what he wanted.”

“The money, you mean?”

“Even a little can get things going.”

“What things?”

Bri forced her hands to relax and settle onto her bag. “We met at a party and one of the first things he said to me was that he’d won this award and with it came a check for ten thousand dollars.”

She laughed. Ward had been so wannabe cocky that night, dressed in slacks and a button-down Oxford while his frat buddies sported jeans and raggedy T-shirts. He had been cute and the ten-thousand-dollar thing, she could at least admit to herself, had turned her on. She was barely eighteen at the time, let’s not forget. He was a cool, cute senior and she was happy to be talking to him, plastic cup of tequila in hand.

Ward told her about his project, about how he’d gotten into NYU on a scholarship, about his career goals, but she didn’t really process any of what he said. The tequila numbed her brain and the promise of her first college hookup (and with a senior!) morphed her into a stupid giggling girl who kept changing her stance to be more seductive, but which probably made her look like she had to go to the bathroom.

They ended up in his bedroom in this frat house, which was an elderly brownstone, paint peeling off the walls. Movie posters covered his room and stacks of textbooks stood around like miniature high-rises. The heavy hip-hop beat from the party vibrated through the floor. Ward said he wasn’t much for that type of music and she shook her head, thinking that she had to play this cool, not be some stupid teenage girl.

He put on a CD that began with gentle piano before this deep, sexy female voice sang so smoothly Bri actually felt dizzy. Ward went to her, gently laced his arms around her waist and her hands slipped behind his neck where her fingers flirted with his hair. The empty plastic cup clattered to the floor. He danced her slowly around his little room while Billie Holiday promised love, come rain or come shine.

They eventually made it to the bed and had the kind of fun young people always want and she was too amazed at her luck to do anything but hope it would never end. About ten years later, she would cry while Ward danced her across a glossy wood floor as Billie Holiday sang her sweet jazzy promise of devoted love and a hundred guests snapped pictures and applauded when he twirled her and dipped her with enviable grace.

“Mrs. Heart?”

“Sorry. Just thinking.”

“When did your husband really start his business ventures?”

“When he graduated, we went our separate ways. I studied all kinds of things, changed my major three or four times, eventually became a teacher. Ward got another scholarship and went to Columbia for grad school. He came back to New York, did the Wall Street thing.”

Ward sent her letters every month or so and she read every one until she knew some of the lines by heart. She dated other guys and had her fun, but she thought about Ward a lot and his letters kept a warm feeling inside her. Ward wrote about what he was doing, who he was meeting—”contacts,” he called them—how he was refocusing his five-year plan, and, of course, how he thought of her constantly.
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