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      The car hurtled through the darkness, and the wind whipped through the open windows, a cool lash against warm skin. Mike braced his feet on the floor and fought a rising sense of panic. How fast are we going? He snuck a look at the speedometer. Holy shit! The needle inched toward a hundred, and Brad showed no sign of slowing. Do I dare ask him to stop acting like Mario fucking Andretti?

      Mike took a deep breath. “Aren’t you afraid of getting stopped?”

      Brad glanced over with a cocky grin. “Are you?”

      “No big deal, man. Just thought you might want to hang on to your license.”

      Mike wished he had the guts to say aloud the thoughts that whirled through his head. He was scared. And he wished Brad would slow down.

      “You need to chill out.” Brad took the joint out of his mouth and offered it to Mike. “This is excellent shit.”

      Mike pushed his friend’s arm away.

      “Hey, what’s the deal?” Brad took an angry toke. “You weren’t passing it up last year.”

      “I only did it so you’d get off my ass.” Mike paused to gauge Brad’s reaction. “Besides, the thrill escaped me.”

      “That’s ‘cause you never gave it a chance.” Brad took another long drag. “You got to build yourself wings before you can fly.”

      “Just remember this isn’t a fucking airplane.”

      Brad laughed, and Mike couldn’t resist the urge to join him. That was the deal with Brad. Life was just one big joke—his reasoning for doing dope in the first place. Why shouldn’t they have a little harmless fun before they had to settle down to serious living? So Mike had let him talk him into trying the grass at Dempsy’s party last summer.

      After the first hit, Mike had waited for some effect, but nothing happened. So Brad told him to take another. Deeper. Hold it longer. That time, Mike thought he’d cough a lung out before he got around to enjoying the benefits of the grass.

      Most of the time, Mike didn’t care that Brad continued to use dope. It was his life and his business. But now, as Brad’s red Trans Am screamed along the narrow country highway with Mike clinging white-knuckled to the ‘aw-shit’ handle, it wasn’t just Brad’s business.

      The tires screeched as the car careened around a tight corner. The stench of burnt rubber blew in the open windows, and icy fingers of fear crawled up Mike’s spine. “Why don’t you ease up,” he said.

      “On what?”

      “The gas and the goods.” Maybe if it sounded like a joke Brad would take it better.

      “I got it under control.”

      Mike wanted to believe him. They were friends. Brad wouldn’t do anything to hurt him. And there was hardly any traffic way out here in nothing-land. What could happen?

      “Hey, what’s the record on that?”

      Mike looked out the front window to see a tight curve looming at the farthest reach of the headlights. “I don’t know.”

      “Didn’t Butcher do it at fifty?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Bet I can beat it.”

      Panic stabbed Mike’s stomach, and he glanced quickly at his friend. “Come on, Brad. Don’t even try.”

      “What? You scared?”

      Mike gripped the door handle as the car barreled into the curve. Even without his hands on the wheel, he felt the car slide as the rear end lost traction. He didn’t know whether to pray or to scream.

      At the precise moment Mike thought they’d careen off the edge of the road, the front wheels grabbed the asphalt. The car blasted out of the curve like a cannonball. Brad looked over with a triumphant grin. “See. I told you. Fifty-five.”

      Before Mike had a chance to let out a breath of relief, a violent thump threw the car out of control. His head banged against the window with a painful thud as the vehicle slewed back and forth. A sense of dread buffeted him like a blast of frigid air as he watched his friend fight to stay on the road.

      “What was that?” Brad asked.

      It wasn’t a question that needed an answer, and Mike watched the muscles in Brad’s arms strain as they struggled to control the steering wheel. What the hell had they hit? He braced one hand on the dash and the other on the seat and twisted to look out the back window. Darkness swallowed the world. Then he heard his friend shout.

      “Oh, shit!”

      That’s when the car went airborne.

      It seemed to float, and for a fraction of a second Mike found it almost a pleasant feeling. Brad was right. They were flying, and it was fuckin’ awesome.

      Then the thrill ended in a powerful impact amid a horrible explosion. A cacophony of high-pitched screams surrounded Mike as glass shattered and metal ground against metal. He recognized one of the screams as his own. Then a terrible weight pushed into his chest…harder…and harder…and harder.

      God, it hurts!

      The weight closed in on him. He couldn’t breathe. He tried to reach over to Brad, but his arm wouldn’t move.

      Nothing moved, except the pieces of metal twisting and gouging at him. Make it stop!

      Suddenly, everything was still. Blessedly still, and Mike was glad it was over. Then a great wall of blackness rose before him.

      It moved slowly at first, then gained momentum as it enveloped the twisted interior of the car. It reached up to dissolve the shattered windshield and snuff out the pale moonlight.

      In the dark void, Mike felt, rather than saw, the liquid blackness crawl up his mangled body until it covered him like a heavy blanket.

      Oh, my God!

      MOMMIEEE…
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      Life can change in just an instant. That thought wove its way in and around her mind as Jenny fingered the clothes jammed along the wooden rod in the closet. His funny T-shirts promoting the likes of Prince and “The Simpsons.” His one good shirt, only worn under duress. His leather jacket that still carried a faint aroma reminiscent of saddles and horses.

      Sometime soon she’d have to clean out the closet. Isn’t that what usually happens?

      Tears burned her eyes, and she turned away. She didn’t know what was supposed to happen. No one had ever told her. And a multitude of questions swam through her mind like restless minnows in a pond.

      There were books on choosing a college. Books on how to plan a wedding or how to help your child find a job. But no one had ever written one on what to do when your son dies.

      In that moment of truth, the weight of the pain overcame her. It was like being smothered under a huge quilt. Gasping for breath between sobs, Jenny ran from the room, slamming the door.

      Her chest heaving, Jenny stopped halfway down the hall.

      I’ve got to get control. Viciously, she wiped the trail of tears from her cheeks, then ran her fingers through the tumble of hair that persisted in falling across her forehead.

      The door to Scott’s room opened, and he cautiously poked his head out. “You okay, Mom?”

      Jenny nodded, not trusting her voice to words.

      Her younger son stepped into the hall, all angles and oversized joints common to fifteen-year-old boys. In a flash, she saw Michael as he’d been at that age, muscles just starting to form under the softness of childhood skin, a rakish smile on a face squaring away to that of a man, a tousle of dark brown hair so much like her own.

      The pain of remembering was like being gut-shot, and she crumpled like a doe in hunting season.

      Scott closed the distance quickly, and his arms went around her in an awkward hold that was as much embrace as support.

      Silent messages of mutual reassurance passed between them like fragments of electrical current. Jenny could smell the muskiness of night sweat on his shirt and heard the muted thump of his heart. And for a fraction of a second, all was okay in the comfort of their embrace.

      Then Jenny pulled away to see a mirror image of her own pain reflected in the murky depths of her son’s eyes. They were so dark they were nearly black and defined the adage, “windows to the soul.”

      Scott wouldn’t like it if he knew she could see so much. He thinks he’s such an expert at hiding beneath layers of loud music or sullen remoteness. But he’s always there, just waiting to be discovered.

      She wanted to say something. Ease his pain. But he broke contact before she could formulate appropriate words.

      Again, Jenny didn’t know what to do. She was the mother. She was supposed to know. She was supposed to take care of this child. That child. If only she hadn’t let Michael go camping that weekend. If only. God, how perfect the world would be if we could go back and change things.

      The agony of loss cut so deep she turned away from Scott for a moment to gulp in air. Was it always going to be so hard? And who was supposed to take care of her while she was trying to take care of what was left of her family?

      She felt a light touch on her arm. “It’ll be okay, Mom.”

      God. She wanted to scream. It was not going to be okay. Nothing was okay. But she had to pretend. If not for herself, for Scott. She forced the anger into a far corner of her heart.

      “Did I wake you?” she asked.

      “No.” He shrugged. “Couldn’t sleep.”

      “I couldn’t either.” She tried a tentative smile, and her emotional burden shifted ever so slightly.

      She reached up and touched Scott’s face, feeling the soft stubble of immature beard. “You need a shave,” she said. But the message was, ‘We’ll be okay.’

      Though Scott pulled away, his eyes said, ‘Thank you.’

      “Jenny?” a voice called from down the hall.

      Giving him one more brief smile, she hurried into the living room and almost collided with Carol.

      “There you are.”

      The naked anguish on her friend’s face scraped against Jenny’s emotions like a file. “Where else would I be?”

      The slight woman froze, her brown eyes wide and pain-filled, and Jenny immediately regretted snapping. She seemed to have so little control over her reactions since The Phone Call last night. That’s what it’ll always be, she thought in some weird twist of mind. The Phone Call. Forever in capital letters.

      The words had played endlessly in her mind ever since. “Mrs. Jasik… Your son Michael has been in an accident… He’s been taken to North Texas Medical Center…”

      They wouldn’t tell her over the phone whether he was okay or not, but somewhere deep inside she’d known. A mother always knows. She’d pushed her ailing Ford Taurus toward the hospital while the awful dread grew from a kernel of apprehension into a grotesque monster that gnawed on her heart.

      By the time she’d arrived at the ER, some coping instinct had mercifully kicked in, and she’d numbly received the news that Michael was dead. Nothing else was clear in her mind or memory. She didn’t know how her mother had known to come. Or who she was supposed to call about arrangements and when. Or was someone supposed to call her?

      “Oh, God…” Carol’s voice brought Jenny back to the present. “I’d do anything…”

      “I know.” Jenny kept her voice soft in an attempt to hold her friend’s emotions at bay. Grief hung like a pall throughout the house, crowding out any other feeling, and Jenny was sure one more tear would break her fragile hold on sanity.

      Carol wiped the smear of moisture from her face. “I hope you don’t mind that I just walked in?”

      “Of course not. Mi casa your casa.”

      Carol forced a small smile. “Someday we’re going to have to learn that other Spanish word.”

      Jenny tried to match the smile but was afraid her face would crack under the effort.

      “Some of the neighbors have called…to help. Bring food. Whatever…” Carol seemed to have trouble finishing.

      Jenny’s instincts rebelled. Not now. She couldn’t see people. Talk to people. Not until she figured out how she was expected to act. Thank God, Mitchell hadn’t asked too many questions when she’d called to tell him the shop would be closed today. After she’d told him why, there was an abrupt silence on the other end of the phone. Then a cough and his voice assuring her that he would help in any way. She knew she could count on him and Jeffrey, didn’t she?

      Jenny looked at her watch. Just after eight-thirty. “Later,” she said. “Could they come later? I’m just not…”

      “Sure.” Carol hesitated a moment. “You want anything? Or I could just go. Or I could fix some coffee.”

      Jenny rubbed her throbbing temples. It was too much. Too fast.

      Almost as if she sensed this, Carol asked, “You want me to leave?”

      Jenny shook her head. “I just need to be alone for a moment.”

      “Okay.” Carol touched Jenny’s shoulder in a small gesture of understanding. “I’ll go see if the kids want anything.”

      The slight woman strode toward the hallway, purpose straightening her spine.

      If only it could be that easy for me. Find something to do and everything’ll be okay. Jenny looked around the living room. The laundry she hadn’t finished folding was strewn in a jumbled mess across the overstuffed sofa. The coffee table overflowed with a scattering of magazines and notebook paper from someone’s forgotten homework. A week’s worth of newspapers made a haphazard pile on the floor next to the recliner.

      If people were coming over, she should try for some semblance of order. She picked up the newspapers and, for one crazy moment, had no idea of what to do with them.

      The shrill ring of the phone made her heart thump and her arms weak. She dropped the papers and stood inert; amazed that the simple act of answering her own phone terrified her. She stared at the instrument on the little side-table. It isn’t a monster. Just go pick up the receiver.

      On the sixth ring, she did.

      “Mrs. Jasik?” a pleasant male voice inquired. “This is Fred Hobkins with Canfield & Sons Funeral Services. The hospital called us.”

      In the midst of all the horror that had been last night, Jenny vaguely recalled the decisions she’d been asked to make when she couldn’t even think. She’d told the nurse who was filling out the paperwork to just pick a funeral parlor and have them contact her. But she didn’t expect the call so soon.

      “First,” the man said, “let me offer my sincere condolences for your loss.”

      Jenny assumed she was to insert some word of thanks into his silence, but she’d rather scream. She clamped her lips against the urge.

      “Unfortunately, we do need to take care of some details.” Again he paused, and Jenny knew she should say something. Anything. But her mouth refused to obey. She heard him clear his throat, then speak again. “I wondered when would be a good time to come over and make arrangements.”

      “I don’t know.” Her throat was so tight she could hardly push the words out.

      “Well,” Hobkins continued in that soft, well-modulated tone. “There’s never a good time. Perhaps we could try in, say, an hour?”

      “Fine.”

      Jenny replaced the receiver and stood immobile. God. How am I going to do this?

      Carol walked in, one arm draped over a still drowsy Alicia. Scott trailed behind.

      “It was a man from the funeral parlor,” Jenny said in response to the question on her friend’s face.

      “Oh, Mommy!” Alicia broke from Carol’s side and ran to her mother’s arms. Jenny held her tight, burying her face in her daughter’s long hair that carried the sweet little-girl smell of sleep.

      “It’s okay,” Jenny murmured. “We’re going to get through this.”

      “Is he coming over?” Carol asked.

      Jenny looked over the top of Alicia’s head and nodded. “In about an hour.”

      “Well, you, uh, go get yourself ready,” Carol said. “I’ll fix something for the kids to eat.”

      Jenny released her daughter and wiped the tears from the girl’s flushed cheeks. “You okay?”

      Alicia gave a slight nod, belying the sadness brimming in her amber eyes. Such a unique color. In Jenny’s estimation the only good thing that her ex-husband had left her. That’s not true. He left you three children, and like it or not, there’s a piece of him in each of them.

      Jenny gave Alicia a kiss. “You go on with Aunt Carol. I’ll be out in a jiff.”

      Carol put her arm around the girl and reached for Scott, but he pulled back from the contact. Jenny understood. Touching might break the fragile wall of strength.

      In her room, Jenny was struck by the absurdity of what she was doing. Choosing an outfit to meet with the man who would bury her son. Does one dress up or down for an occasion like this? Make-up? Jewelry?

      Sudden, manic laughter overtook her.

      “You’re crazy,” she told her ravaged reflection in the mirror. “Fuckin’ certifiable.”

      Jenny’s laughter turned to tears as she remembered yelling at Michael to watch his mouth the first time he’d said that.

      It had happened last fall, a month after his eighteenth birthday, and Michael had been testing new waters. It was like he was saying, ‘I’m an adult now. Let’s see how much I can get away with.’ He’d told her about a goofy old man who’d yelled and screamed about his pizza order getting screwed up. “He was the one who was screwed up,” Michael had said. “He was crazy. Fuckin’ certifiable.”

      Jenny could still feel the hesitation before Michael said the last two words, could still see the question in his eyes. ‘Am I going to get away with this?’

      And she could still remember the immediate regret at reacting too much like a mother, not realizing what it meant for him.

      “Mom! I’m not a kid anymore,” Michael had protested, the force of his words stopping her mother instinct long enough to see that he was right.

      With another stab of agony, Jenny realized it wasn’t just her child she’d lost last night. She’d lost his whole future. There would be no daughter-in-law from him. Or grandchildren.

      She sank to the edge of her bed, the pain threatening to drag her into the dark abyss. Her blood pounded so loud in her ears it took a minute to realize someone was knocking on the door.

      “Mom?” Scott’s voice called from the hallway. “Can I come in?”

      Jenny took a deep breath, then rose and opened the door.

      “I was wondering…uh,..”  Scott’s eyes had difficulty resting on hers. “Has Dad called back yet?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, uh…do you want me to call him?”

      Again, she shook her head. “It’s something I should do. I’ll try again as soon as I’m finished here.”

      Scott hesitated a moment more, then backed out of the doorway. Jenny quickly closed the door. Better that he not see the flush of anger that warmed her cheeks. She’d tried to call Ralph last night, sometime during those hours of agony between leaving the hospital and finally collapsing for a brief period of fitful sleep, but there’d been no answer.

      Last night she’d been too numb to care. It was just so typical. He had never been there for her or the kids. Not while they were married, and not in the years since he’d left. Most of the time she just accepted it and tried to ease the disappointment for the kids as much as possible, but even though little was said, the message was clear. Ralph wasn’t involved with the kids. Not like a father should be.

      His excuse for missing Michael’s first football game had been a project for work. The excuses were always something to do with work. He justified his decisions with the standard, “This is what the man does. He provides for the family.” But she’d always sensed that he welcomed the excuse for not being there because even when he was home, he really wasn’t.

      And Jenny often wondered why it had taken her so long to see that. It wasn’t until after Alicia was born that she faced it squarely. After she’d been home for a week with their baby, she had to ask him if he wanted to hold his daughter.

      So, it wasn’t such a big shock to either of them when their marriage ended in divorce court. It was particularly painful for the kids for the first year, but life became easier after he moved to California. Then she didn’t have to deal with the shattered hopes that this year he would show up for a birthday, or Christmas, or just because he missed seeing the kids. Distance became an acceptable excuse for his absence because the truth was too harsh to face.

      But the truth was like a kick in the gut this morning.

      “You stupid, sorry, son of a bitch,” Jenny said, running a brush through her dark hair with quick, angry strokes. “Why should I care how you find out? I should just clip the obituary and send it to you.”

      It gave her a perverse rush of pleasure to consider doing that, but she wouldn’t. She couldn’t. Out of respect for the fact that he was Michael’s father, she would call again.

      Jenny crossed the room and picked up her cell that she’d dropped on her bedside table. Still no answer after ten rings, and she started to worry. Maybe it wasn’t even his number anymore. He had a penchant for moving and not getting around to giving them the new number for weeks. She could try him at work later, but she wasn’t even sure that number was current.

      Longevity, either professional or personal, was never one of his strong suits.

      She slammed the phone down. “Couldn’t you be there for me? Just once?”
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      Lieutenant Steve Morrity pulled the report from his printer, the force of his anger almost causing it to rip. The emotion was a holdover from last night when he’d been called to an accident scene after drugs had been found. Two young men. Kids really. One dead and the other barely hanging on. When was the nightmare ever going to end?

      “You talked to the parents yet?”

      The question belonged to Linda Winfield, who stood in the open doorway of Steve’s office. He was always surprised at how unlike a cop she looked. Tall and lithe, with a face that could have been carved out of fine porcelain, she should have been a model or an actress.

      Today, that perfection was ravaged.

      The residual effects of last night’s ordeal of extricating what was left of two victims from a tangle of wreckage were evident in the grim set of her mouth and the tightness around her blue eyes. It brought to mind painful pictures of his first accident scene as a rookie patrol officer ten years ago. A mangled car. A young mother almost cut in half by the dashboard. The husband in the driver’s seat, flattened like some bloody paper doll. And the baby in back… God, he didn’t want to remember the baby in back.

      He shook his head to chase away the images and asked, “What brings you in on your day off?”

      Linda shrugged and stepped into the office. “Couldn’t get it out of my mind.”

      Steve understood. He’d noticed the signs of distress last night after the winch had pulled the car out of the culvert and they’d had their first glimpse of the horror inside. But she’d appeared to steel herself and concentrate on the details of the job. Her ability to flip that switch had impressed him. There were times he still had difficulty doing that, and when he did, the emotions always caught up with him later. He wished he could tell her it would get easier.

      Horrible, bloody accidents with bodies as twisted and bent as the steel that trapped them were the hardest, especially when they involved kids. And Steve could never decide if the deaths were more senseless when it was just a case of recklessness, as they’d first assumed last night, or when the accident was tied to booze or dope.

      “Can I do anything?” Linda asked, leaning a blue-jeaned hip against his cluttered desk.

      “You want to follow up with the driver? Go by the hospital and find out if he’s able to talk?”

      Linda nodded.

      “Then you could check with McKinney and Lewisville. See if they have anything on him. Check the sheets on the Jasik kid, too.”

      “Was the Brennan boy dealing?”

      “Possibly. There’d been some suspicion when he was in school. But if he was, he was slick enough not to get caught. Then he disappeared for a while. Franks has been watching him since he came back but hasn’t been able to get anything on him.”

      “You think the other boy was doing it, too?”

      Steve shrugged. “Won’t know 'til we get the results of the tox screen.”

      Linda slid off the desk and rolled her shoulders. Steve heard a vertebra snap. He eyed her. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked. “You look like you need the closest bed.”

      “I tried that.” A flicker of a smile touched her face then was gone. “It didn’t work.”

      He laughed and waved her off, turning back to the mess littering his desk. He had to get the paperwork in gear for the toxicology lab in Dallas. Put a hold on the body at the hospital morgue. Make sure all the reports were signed.

      The endless paperwork. Should have been a freakin’ office clerk.
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        * * *

      

      Dressed in her good tan slacks and a silk blouse the color of cream, Jenny opened her bedroom door and heard snatches of conversation punctuated with the clatter of dishes drifting from the kitchen. People, possibly lots of people, had arrived. She winced and considered closing the door and never coming out again. Then some long-forgotten sense of propriety told her she shouldn’t be rude.

      When she stepped into the kitchen, the first person she saw was her mother. Time warped for one brief flash, and Jenny was a child rushing to the comfort of her mother’s arms. The older woman held her and crooned, “There, there. It’ll be okay.”

      Jenny allowed herself to be the child for a moment, savoring the security of being taken care of. Then she pulled back and looked at Helen, struck by how much the woman had aged in the past twelve hours. Anxiety deepened the furrows on her forehead, and her hazel eyes were dull and lifeless.

      “You okay, Mom?”

      Her mother bit her bottom lip and nodded.

      A touch on Jenny’s arm drew her attention, and she turned to see her neighbor, Millie, so impeccably proper in her hat and gloves. Today’s black hat was topped with a small sprig of red silk roses, perhaps chosen to reflect the dignity of the occasion.

      “I’m not going to bother you now,” Millie said. “Just wanted to bring something by. There’s nothing else we can do.”

      That simple statement spoke volumes, and Jenny was grateful for the kindness. It broke a chink out of the wall of reserve she’d been trying to erect. The wall was a necessary part of survival for a time, but she knew the danger of building it too thick. It would be too easy to block out more than she’d intended.

      Her impulse was to hug Millie, but the older woman had her own wall of reserve. In the six years Jenny had known her, Millie had always been friendly but had avoided intimacy at any level, so Jenny kept her distance as they moved toward the entryway.

      “Don’t be afraid to call if you need anything,” Millie said.

      “Thank you.”

      Jenny closed the door and then walked back to the kitchen. “Where’s Alicia?” she asked Carol, who was busy washing dishes.

      “She went to get dressed before the man from the funeral parlor gets here.”

      “I don’t think I want to stay for that,” Helen said, picking up her black leather purse from the table. “I’ll come back later and see if Alicia would like to come to my house for a while. Keep me company.”

      For an instant, Jenny wanted to revert to childhood again. Then she could run away with her mother and wouldn’t have to do this. Not that she blamed her mother for leaving. Jenny took a deep breath, remembering that lost look of pain her mother had worn last year when they’d buried Dad. She couldn’t ask her to replay that scene again so soon.

      She kissed Helen’s cheek, which felt cool to the touch of her lips. “That’s okay. I’ll call you later.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fred Hobkins was a tall, thin man who carried an air of consolation along with a cashmere coat and a briefcase. Jenny found his gentle manner and soft-spoken voice comforting as he greeted her and wondered briefly if that was something he’d learned at mortuary school. Are there classes in being soothing and sincere?

      Jenny took his hat and coat and hung them on the coat tree in the foyer. Then she led him toward the living room, using the mundane task to chase that crazy question away. Would she ever get control of her mind again? She motioned for him to sit on the straight-back occasional chair where he could use the corner of the coffee table for the folder he pulled out of the leather case. She sat on the sofa, clutching a blue throw-pillow to quiet her nervous hands. Alicia, wearing a dress for the first time in months, sat beside her, and Scott slumped at the other end of the couch.

      Other than running a brush through his hair,  that was so pale it was almost white, she couldn’t see that Scott had done anything special for this moment. He still wore his gray warm-ups and the black Nike T-shirt he’d put on earlier. Jenny tried to catch his eye, to offer some gesture that would connect them, but he kept his gaze averted.

      She turned to face Hobkins when he cleared his throat.

      “We can be ready for the family viewing tomorrow afternoon,” he said. “Then it’s up to you.”

      “What is?” Jenny asked, her voice coming out in a croak.

      “Whether you want an open casket for public viewing.” He paused as if choosing his words with care. “It is possible… considering that there were no injuries above the neck.”

      The picture that Jenny had successfully kept at bay for the past few hours flashed vividly into her consciousness; Michael lying cold and dead on the gurney. Her first thought had been that they were wrong. He couldn’t be dead. His face looked so complete. So whole. Surely he was just asleep. But then her eyes were drawn to the horror that had been his chest.

      Without warning, the dark abyss yawned before her, and she fought to stay out of its control.

      “This is a breakdown of our various costs,” Hobkins said, his voice like a lifeline. He slid a paper across the coffee table while she took a deep, ragged breath, her mind again going down a crazy path. Did he learn this in school, too? Deflecting the Outburst 101.

      “These are some of our more popular caskets,” he continued, pulling a brochure out of the folder. “You don’t have to decide now. Let your family look them over, and we can settle it after we talk about a few other things.”

      Jenny picked up the booklet and offered it to Scott. “You want to look at this?”

      He turned away so quickly she only caught a glimpse of a pained expression.

      “I will,” Alicia said.

      Jenny looked at her daughter. “You sure?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Now.” Hobkins settled back in the chair. “Have you given any thought to the service? What you’d like? What you think he would have wanted?”

      Jenny shrugged and looked from Scott to Alicia, then back to Hobkins. “It’s not, uh–”

      “Flowers,” Scott interrupted, his voice gruff with emotion. “He definitely wouldn’t want flowers.”

      When Jenny glanced at him, Scott softened his tone. “At Grandpa’s funeral. He said they were a waste. And the smell made him want to puke.”

      Hobkins cleared his throat. “Flowers are optional, of course. Although people might send them. That’s something we can’t control.”

      Jenny nodded, wondering why Michael had never told her he hated flowers. Then she had to smile. Of course. He wouldn’t have said that. The selling of flowers had put the meals on the table for the past six years.

      If Hobkins noticed the smile, he didn’t let on. He continued in his soft, soothing voice. “What about the service itself? Do you belong to a church?”

      “Not formally,” she said. “Sometimes we went to that little Catholic church, but…”

      “Michael liked that other church on Main Street,” Alicia offered. “The one that has the sign out front with the messages. He thought that was cool.”

      Jenny bit hard on her lower lip. How could I not know this about my own son?

      “That would be Calvary Baptist,” Hobkins said, and the interruption to her self-damning thoughts again came like a life saver. “We’ve worked with Pastor Poole before. I’m sure he’d be willing to let you have the service there. Or we could have it at our facility with him presiding.”

      Jenny focused on a small acne scar on the man’s cheek, trying to still the whirl in her head. So many decisions. So many emotions. There was no way she trusted herself to decide anything.

      “We’ll have to think about that, too,” she said.

      “That will be fine.” Hobkins shuffled a paper to the bottom of the stack. “Do you have family coming from out of town?”

      She nodded. “Uh, my brother. He’s in Ohio, and, uh, Michael’s father from California.”

      “Have they been notified?”

      Jenny paused to consider how to answer, and Scott nudged her. Looking at him, she knew the question he was silently asking. “Yes, I tried again,” she whispered, hoping Hobkins didn’t pick up on the tension.

      What could she say if he did? She didn’t want to explain the whole sordid mess of her life for the past six years. That wouldn’t serve any useful purpose. But to simply say she hadn’t talked to her ex-husband yet left the subject open for too many interpretations. None of which made her look good.

      Hobkins leaned forward again. “Three days is pretty common,” he said. “But we can wait longer.”

      “Three days will be sufficient,” Jenny said. “Everyone who wants to be here will make it by then.”
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      “What’s so damn important you had to get me out of a meeting?”

      Jenny faltered at the force of Ralph’s antagonism coming across a thin wire of communication like some insidious emotional cancer. She gripped her phone until her fingers burned. “Your son.”

      “If there’s some kind of trouble, we can discuss it–”

      “Ralph, will you please just listen.” Jenny hesitated, some inner core of compassion trying to keep her voice gentle.

      “I have half a mind to–”

      “Ralph, it’s Michael–”

      “What fool thing did you let him do now?”

      Again, a deep stab of pain, but Jenny fought the urge to attack him with angry words. She could never be that cruel. “Please, Ralph. Just let me… He’s…” She paused again, finding the word so incredibly hard to say. “…dead.”

      There was a moment of silence until she heard a quick intake of breath. She sat on the edge of her bed to give him time.

      “Oh, my God,” Ralph said, his anguish becoming a part of hers over the miles that separated them. “When did it happen?”

      “Last night. It was–”

      “Last night? And you just now got around to calling me?”

      “Don’t yell. I tried to call before. You weren’t home all night.” She stopped before adding the familiar old refrain, ‘Where were you, Ralph?’ But he picked up the melody line anyway.

      “What I do is my business.”

      Jenny took a deep breath and let it out in a slow hiss. “Could we please not fight? Not now.”

      In the long silence that followed, she got up and paced the small confines of her room. Then she heard him exhale in a long sigh.

      “Are you coming?” she asked.

      Again, silence. Into the void she offered a gesture of peace. “If you come, we can just be two parents who’ve shared and lost a son. We can put everything else on hold.”

      Still no words from him, and she felt another flicker of compassion. Some part of him had to care, had to be hurting. “Just call me, okay? Let me know when you’re coming.”

      She pushed the disconnect button and leaned her forehead against the wall. I can’t do this. How am I supposed to make all these decisions? Handle all these details? I just want to go someplace and die.

      Her inclination was to slide down the wall and huddle in the corner, but she pulled away from the temptation. Go outside, some inner voice told her. Nothing is ever so terrible outside.

      Stepping off the back porch, Jenny was struck by a brilliance of light that made everything sharp and crystal clear. The huge expanse of sky was a rich, deep blue with only an occasional wisp of white, backlit by the sun. The air was crisp, fresh, incredibly alive.

      The voice had been right. Despair could not live long in such a setting.

      Jenny walked down the sidewalk toward a weathered lawn chair under the sprawling elm tree that had started dropping leaves in random piles of yellow and brown. She had to step with care over the gaping cracks in the pavement. She’d wanted to get the walkway fixed for as long as she’d owned the house, but somehow life’s essentials always bumped it to the bottom of her list.

      A sense of rightness settled on her as she sat down, the warmth of the sun touching her cheek like a caress. Then a flutter of movement caught her eye, and she turned to see a Monarch butterfly sailing in lazy circles on the wind. The brilliance of orange and brown against the fading grass was striking, and Jenny was caught up in the butterfly’s dance. It lit briefly on the edge of her watering can, opening its wings in an innocent display of beauty, then lifted again to find another morsel of nectar in the bed of wildflowers along the fence.

      As the butterfly soared, Jenny could almost feel some part of her spirit lifting with it. Butterflies always made her feel that way. As if, like Peter Pan, all she had to do was believe and she could fly with them.

      When she was twelve, she’d told her friend Angie that. The other girl had laughed. Told Jenny that was the dumbest thing she’d ever heard.

      Jenny smiled at the memory. Their friendship had almost ended when she wouldn’t help catch butterflies for a collection. The idea of drowning the poor creatures in alcohol had been more than she could stand. Angie had argued back that butterflies didn’t live long anyway, but that hadn't swayed Jenny. No matter how short the life span was, the creatures deserved every minute of it.

      So did Michael.

      The thought caught her off guard and cast a shadow on the moment as effectively as the cloud that brushed across the sun. She didn’t want to think about the injustice of it all. That only made her furious, and she wasn’t sure if the fury was harder to bear than the pain.

      The back door opened with a loud bang, and she glanced over to see Scott step out.

      “Phone for you,” he said.

      Jenny reached for the handset for their landline, but he held back. “Did you talk to Dad?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Is he coming?”

      Jenny went out on a limb. “Yes.”

      To avoid any more questions, she took the phone and hurried past him into the house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Steve stepped back from the sheer force of this woman standing before him demanding answers. A cop’s worst nightmare. The mother of the deceased.

      Trudy, the dispatcher, had buzzed him when the woman stormed in, and he’d come into the hall to face what was obviously barely controlled anger.

      “Mrs. Jasik. Please–”

      “No I won’t, please.” Fury smoldered in the woman’s deep brown eyes. “I demand to know what’s going on.”

      “You want me to call the Chief?” Trudy asked, already reaching a finely manicured hand toward the phone on her desk.

      Steve shook his head and turned to the woman who clutched a large leather purse to her chest like body armor. “If you’ll come down to my office, I’ll explain.”

      She stood rigid, and Steve recognized the stance of anger. He reached out and touched her arm. “It would be better than trying to handle it here.”

      He watched her glance around the room, taking note of the patrol officers who had been drawn to the commotion and stood in doorways. Then she shifted her gaze to Trudy, who still had her hand on the phone.

      Finally, she faced him again. “Yes,” she said. “Perhaps you’re right.”

      At her compliance, Steve felt the tension dissipate. There was a rustle of movement as the other officers returned to their desks, and he gestured for the woman to follow him. He led her down the hall, their footsteps muffled in the soft carpeting. In his office, he indicated she should sit in the chair in front of his desk. “Something to drink? Coffee?”

      “No.” She didn’t sit. “I want to know why my son’s body hasn’t been released to the funeral parlor.”

      “It’s a matter of routine–”

      “Don’t try to smother me in the party line.” He watched her reach up to sweep a cascade of auburn hair off her forehead  before she continued. “Mr. Hobkins called. Told me arrangements would have to be delayed. There’s some kind of official interference.”

      Steve bit back a sharp reply. Getting defensive about what she considered ‘interference’ wouldn’t help. He gestured again for her to sit, and this time she did.

      “Mrs. Jasik, I’m sorry you found out this way.” He stretched the moment by pouring a cup of coffee from the pot on top of his filing cabinet. Then he sat down at his desk and faced her. “I should have contacted you myself. I just thought I had a little more time.”

      “That’s no excuse.”

      “You’re right. It’s just an explanation.” He kept his gaze steady. “And I do regret making this more difficult for you.”

      “Okay.” She let the large purse drop into her lap. “So just tell me why?”

      “We’re investigating the circumstances of the accident.”

      “What circumstances?” Alarm widened eyes that were almost as dark as her hair.

      “Drugs were found in the car.” Steve paused and grasped his coffee cup with both hands. “We have to determine if your son was using them.”

      “No. Not Michael.”

      Steve chose his words with care, not wanting to set her off again. “Most parents don’t know if their kids are doing drugs.”

      “I know!” Ire seemed to stiffen her spine again. “Maybe he tried it. I don’t know. Lots of people try it. But he didn’t do drugs.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Steve paused to give her a moment. “But we can’t ignore the facts. Drugs were found in the car, and the Brennan boy’s blood tests showed he was under the influence. We have to consider the possibility he wasn’t the only one.”

      Jenny wanted to scream that he was wrong, but some rational part of her mind recognized the detective’s position. After twenty years on the force in Houston, her Uncle Sid had told her that a good cop believes what is seen, not what family members say. So she swallowed the urge to lash out in blind defense of her son and sat mute.

      “I don’t like to do this, Mrs. Jasik. But the questions have to be asked.”

      “I know.”

      “What do you know about the Brennan boy?”

      “Not much. They’ve been friends through most of high school, but he was always a little reserved with me.”

      “Did you ever suspect he was doing drugs?”

      “I’m sure he wasn’t. I mean⁠—”

      “The tests are conclusive, Mrs. Jasik.”

      “Oh.” Jenny cast her mind back to the times she’d been around Brad, searching for some clue, some sign that he might have been taking something. Not that she’d recognize the signs. She still thought of a ‘joint’ as a place. She sighed. “I’m probably not the best judge of who’s into drugs.”

      “That’s fine.” The detective took a swallow of coffee, then set his mug on a stack of papers on his desk. “Have you noticed anything different about him recently?”

      “He hasn’t been around for a while. The boys drifted apart toward the end of senior year.” Her voice faltered. “I think Michael said Brad left town after graduation. I didn’t even know he was back until he picked Michael up the other day.”

      “Where were they going?”

      “Turner Falls. They were supposed to camp all weekend.”

      She watched the detective note her responses in a steno-type notebook. Then he closed it and looked at her with some unrecognizable emotion stirring in his eyes.

      They really are the most remarkable eyes. That thought caught her up short. My God, woman, you are nuts.

      She shifted her gaze and shrugged. “I wish I knew more.”

      “That’s okay.” He paused for a moment, and she glanced back in time to see him drain his coffee. “When we get the test results, I’ll let you know.”

      “How long?”

      “I’ll push it through as fast as I can. Hopefully, not more than a day.”

      Jenny nodded, hefted her purse over her shoulder and started to rise. Then some impulse made her turn back. “Tell me about the accident.” Her voice was soft but steady.

      “Perhaps it would be better–”

      “No. I don’t think so.” Jenny sank back into the chair. “It’s still so unreal.” She looked away, then back. “Maybe because I want it to be. I don’t know.”

      Again, she paused and looked down at her hands that were tightly clasped in her lap. Then she let her eyes drift back to the detective. “I don’t even know where…it happened.”

      “Out on 720. West of town.”

      Jenny took a moment to consider her next question. “Were they speeding?”

      “It appears so.”

      Jenny listened as the detective described the distance from where the car hit the deer and where it impacted on the concrete drainage pipe in the culvert and tried not to picture what it must have been like for Michael.

      The detective finished the narrative with, “To have sailed that far, they had to have been going at a pretty good rate of speed.”

      “I see.” She dipped her head and took a deep breath. The explanation was so crisp. So clinical. But maybe that was better than trying to put any kind of words to what her son might have suffered.

      She bit her lower lip hard to fight off a wave of tears.

      “I know it doesn’t make it any easier,” the detective said. “But it was quick.”

      Jenny nodded and took another deep, shuddering breath. Then she met his gaze. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Through the large window at the front of the station, Steve watched Jenny Jasik cross the parking lot to an aging Ford Taurus that had a prominent dent in the left rear quarter panel. Briefly, he allowed the speculation of what it must be like to lose a child to cross his mind. Then he wondered what it would take to ease the sharp lines of pain he'd seen in the woman’s face.

      Not for the first time in his career, he thanked the alignment of the stars — or whatever was responsible for his good luck — that he'd never had to experience this kind of loss firsthand. Not that it was so easy secondhand.

      He stayed at the window for a few minutes after the car pulled out of the lot, then wiped a hand across the stubble of his beard in an attempt to dispel the depressing mood before heading down the hall toward the break room. There he found Chief Gonzalez plowing his way through a huge chunk of chocolate cake and working a crossword puzzle. Bastard always did them in ink.

      Steve sat down opposite the lanky man and reached for a jar of fat-free, unsalted peanuts. Bastard could also eat like a freakin’ farmer and never gain an ounce.

      Once, as a joke, a few of the guys had posted a notice on the bulletin board that said tall, skinny Mexicans shouldn’t eat so many sweets in front of short, fat Anglos. The Chief posted a response pretty much dictating that short, fat Anglos should get their asses back to work.

      They’d decided not to say anything about the crossword puzzles.

      Without looking up, Gonzalez asked, “What’s on your mind, Lieutenant?”

      “Going to the lab in Dallas.”

      Gonzalez sat back in his chair and looked at Steve. “Why you?”

      “So I can ride their ass ‘til they finish the tests.”

      “What’s the hurry?”

      “We need to let this mother bury her son.”

      Steve grabbed another handful of nuts and waited for the Chief’s response. He was a man long on procedure and short on emotion. Procedure said a patrol officer could run errands. A detective had to put his or her time to better use. But Gonzalez also believed in victim’s rights. It could go either way.

      Gonzalez rubbed slender fingers across his chin, then went back to his puzzle. “Don’t make it a habit,” he finally said.
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      Jenny only half listened to the buzz of conversation drift around the room. It was one of those odd periods of numbness when she felt distanced. This wasn’t her living room, her friends, her mother. They all belonged to someone else, and she was watching some bizarre form of reality TV.

      Earlier, she’d been relieved when Lt. Morrity called to tell her the serum tests were negative. So now the three-day countdown could begin. He’d been kind enough to tell her again that he was sorry he couldn’t rely on her word as proof about the drugs. The kindness had been a comfort.

      It was also comforting to know she hadn't been wrong about Michael. Not that being wrong would have changed anything. Even if Michael had been taking drugs, the accident still wasn’t his fault. Brad was the one who had been driving too fast.

      Out of nowhere an almost uncontrollable surge of anger hit her. How dare he? Was he so stupid he didn’t realize? Or didn’t he care?

      She considered going to the hospital and confronting Brad’s parents. Did they know what their son and his foolishness had done?

      Then she realized she was being unfair. Of course, they knew. What parent wouldn’t? Even as their own son hovered in that murky place between life and death, they had to have a painful awareness of the one who hadn’t made it. They didn’t need her reminder.

      Noticing the drink she clutched in sweaty hands, Jenny took a swallow of lukewarm cola and tried to focus on what people were saying. Most of the comments seemed to center on how unfortunate it was that drugs had invaded the security of their little rural community. How unfortunate that the lives of young people were often so difficult that they turned to drugs. How unfortunate it was that it was ruining so many futures.

      “It’s not unfortunate.” Anger put a strident edge in Jenny’s voice. “It’s a crime. Anyone who deals in drugs ought to be shot.”

      Stunned silence followed the outburst as gazes shifted to anywhere but at her. Then her mother cleared her throat. “We all realize that, dear. There’s no need to shout.”

      “I’m sorry.” Jenny stemmed the force of the emotion and focused on the startled expression on Carol’s face. “It’s just that everybody just sits around and talks about it. But nothing is done.”

      “What do you suggest, Jen?” her friend asked. “Arm ourselves with Uzis and blow them all away? Wonder Women of the New Millennium?”

      Jenny laughed as an unflattering image flashed through her mind. “I’m not sure about the steel bra, but maybe the gun’s not a bad idea.”

      “Jenny! Surely, you’re not serious.” Helen’s voice cracked in alarm.

      “Of course not.” Jenny smiled. “We’re just talking here, right?”

      Jenny wasn’t sure how she got through the next couple of days before the funeral. It helped when Mitchell made her laugh by saying she was hurting her own business by not having flowers for the viewing. And oddly enough, it helped when Ralph showed up and the other kids clung to him for a little while. She hadn’t realized how much their needs had drained her.

      Now, she stood beside the grave as the workers prepared to lower the casket. The strength seeped from her legs, and she wanted to slither into the hole with her son. How could she go on without him?

      Ralph touched her hand, and the contact kept her upright. A light breeze brushed across her face, and she became aware of muffled sobs beside her. Alicia. The girl had buried her head in Jenny’s side. When had that happened? And I didn’t even feel it? Jenny wrapped an arm around her daughter and tried to be strong for her.
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        * * *

      

      Scott watched the casket holding his brother’s body slowly descend into the large, dark hole. He could smell the dank, sour odor of the dirt that ringed the grave, and it made his stomach roil. He wanted to scream. He wanted to throw himself on the bronze surface of the casket. He wanted to pummel his brother’s lifeless body. And all of those urges felt so horribly wrong. How could he be this…angry?

      He glanced at his mother, who had one arm around his sister. His mother kept her face forward, a solitary tear trickling down her cheek. She did nothing to acknowledge the tear. Almost as if she had gone into some deep inner place and there was no awareness of the outside. This was a demeanor Scott had seen a lot of recently, and he wondered when he was going to get his mother back.

      His father stood on the other side of his mother, hands clasped behind his back. His suit coat was unbuttoned, allowing the wind to lift the end of a Mickey Mouse tie. Scott vaguely remembered sending that to him for Christmas a few years ago. Did he think he’d get points for wearing it? His dad turned as if sensing that he was being watched.

      Scott wanted to feel some emotion beyond indifference toward the man. He’d at least had the decency to show up for the funeral. But even his little smile of encouragement failed to stir a shred of affection. How could they have become such strangers in just a few short years?

      Last night at the funeral home, his father had said Scott could call on him anytime. “I know I haven’t been a great father. Hell, I haven’t even been a good father. But I do care. And I will help you if you ever need it.”

      If the little speech was supposed to be reassuring, it had had the opposite effect. Scott had employed every ounce of restraint he had to keep from striking out. If the fucker really cared, he wouldn’t have been gone all this time.

      Another surge of anger swept over him, and he had a hard time separating the anger he was feeling toward his dad and that which he held for his brother.

      And both of them felt so wrong.

      Caitlin slipped her hand into his, and the cool touch of her skin was soothing. He squeezed her hand, and she returned the pressure. He could almost feel the ugly emotions drain out of him in response to her comfort. His was glad his mother allowed Caitlin to be up here with family. It’s not like she had any right to be. They weren’t engaged or anything. Weren’t even an item. Not yet, anyway. The friendship was too new for anything like that. But he felt good around her, and he needed that goodness right now.

      His whole life had been shattered, and he was still waiting for all the pieces to fall.
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        * * *

      

      The scene was so much like the one a few days ago, Jenny wondered for a moment if she was in some weird time warp. They were all gathered in her living room again. Her Mom. Carol. Mitchell and Jeffrey. And dear, sweet Millie. All of the people who had been in and out of her house a hundred times since that first awful day.

      Now it was the second worst day of her life, and she noted the differences. Her brother, Jim, stood talking to their mother. He’d come alone. Anna, only a few weeks from delivering their third child, wasn’t able to make the trip. Complications had her in bed for the duration.

      Caitlin hovered with Scott and Alicia in a far corner. Perhaps they all felt a little awkward in the presence of so many adults. Or was there some level of comfort that drew them together?

      Ralph stood alone in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen, looking uncomfortable in this home they had not shared. She’d moved up here from Plano after their divorce, seeking the slower pace of small-town living. He’d moved to California the following year without having set foot in the new house.

      The fact that he’d never seen it was the strongest evidence of his lack of interest in the kids and their lives.

      Earlier, their home had been jammed with after-the-funeral well-wishers, most of whom had stayed briefly then left as if eager to escape. Many of the visitors had brought more food, and she wondered how she was ever supposed to know whom to thank for all this kindness.

      She tried to smile and act the hostess when anyone stared at her too long, and she knew she’d scream if one more person said how sorry he or she was. If she just kept busy, she wouldn’t have to think about what they’d done just a few short hours ago. And if she ate, even though her stomach rebelled at the thought, nobody would want to hug her when she had a plate of food.

      So that’s how she got through the last couple of hours, until more people started drifting off.

      Jim embraced their mother, then strode toward Jenny. He took the plate from her hands and set it on the sideboard, then pulled her close. Even though he was younger, he’d always played the older brother role, and she’d learned to count on him for comfort and protection when needed. And oh, how she needed it now. She leaned into his strength for a long moment, savoring the warm, masculine smell of his cologne and the feel of strong muscles as he wrapped his arms around her.

      “I’ve got to go, little Sis.”

      Jenny stepped back. “I’m so glad you came.”

      “Me, too.” Emotion clouded his face, and he glanced away.

      “Want me to drive you to the airport?”

      He shook his head. “I’m hitching a ride with your ex.”

      “Really?” Jenny couldn’t hide her surprise.

      Jim chuckled. “Yeah. Figured that would give me an hour or so to rip him a new one.”

      “You wouldn’t⁠—”

      “Naw. Not that I don’t want to. Never did get to tell the bastard what I thought of him.”

      Jenny smoothed the lapels of his coat. “Give Anna my love.”

      “Will do.”

      “And call me when the baby comes.”

      “Of course.”

      Jenny watched him walk toward Ralph, who was now apparently saying goodbye to the kids. She thought about following. Common courtesy would prompt her to see any guest to the door, but she just didn’t know how much longer she could keep up this façade of civility.

      As if sensing her reluctance, Ralph merely waved at her before heading toward the door with Jim. Alicia tagged along as if sensing someone had to play hostess.

      A little while later, Mitchell left with Jeffrey after assuring Jenny that he would cover the store for as long as she needed him to. The reassurance was a small bit of comfort on this horrible day, and she smiled her thanks.

      Finally, Jenny was alone. She stood in the middle of the room, wondering what she was supposed to do now. One of the grief brochures Hobkins had given her had said that the funeral was supposed to bring closure. That often it marked a turning toward regaining life.

      She hadn’t felt anything close to closure this afternoon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jenny pulled up in front of the white frame house and turned off the engine. It seemed like years since she’d been here, not just a few weeks, and she saw the old Victorian structure with a mixture of familiarity and surprise at details forgotten, much like a soldier might view his home after a tour of duty. The sign still needed a fresh coat of paint. And the name she’d thought was so clever seven years ago struck her as silly today. A TOUCH OF JOY/Flowers for All Occasions.

      She was so glad that Scott had stood firm about no flowers at the funeral parlor. It was hard enough coming back to work without having her business be a constant reminder. Although maybe the reminder would be good. For the past two weeks she’d alternated between moments of such clarity the pain had cut deep and total disorientation where she felt almost nothing. Sometimes she even had trouble remembering what the funeral had been like. And she was still waiting for that turning point.

      Ralph had surprised her a week after the funeral by calling, and his voice had not seemed heavy with grief anymore. Had he found the corner and turned it? Or was the ease of conversation just because they had both avoided any mention of Michael?

      The biggest surprise of his call was his request to talk to the kids. He actually spent more than two minutes talking to each of them, and she wondered if losing Michael had made Ralph realize some things. She certainly hoped so. The kids needed a father. God knows I haven’t done such a hot job trying to carry the load alone. Maybe that’s why⁠—

      Jenny tore herself away from the thought and opened her car door. Go to work and don’t try to figure out the ‘why.’

      Pushing through the front door, she had a moment of disorientation as if she were stepping into the store for the first time. Even the bell announcing her arrival seemed alien. She hardly had time to consider why that was happening before Mitchell looked up from the papers strewn across the front counter. He rushed over to crush her against his six-foot frame. “Jen. How are you?”

      “I’ll be better when you let me breathe.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” He stepped back and considered her with his pale green eyes. “The funeral was lovely.”

      “Yes. Yes, it was.” Jenny swallowed the sudden lump.

      Mitchell touched her arm gently. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      The sentiment almost undid her. She forced a smile and tried for a joke. “I own this place in case you forgot.”

      Mitchell smiled, too, and it was like a light came on in a dark room.

      There. You can do this. All you have to do is pretend things are normal and everyone will think they are.

      Mitchell walked back to where he’d been working. Jenny hung her denim jacket on the coat tree by the door and followed him behind the counter that spanned the front of the room. Before the conversion into a retail space, this had been the parlor of the stately old house. The large kitchen and dining room directly behind it provided the main work area.

      The counter had once been the bar at The Broken Spoke — a now defunct country joint that used to book some incredible local bands. The deep mahogany had been restored and polished to a rich shine that was almost mirror-perfect.

      “What do we have so far today?” Jenny asked, picking up a stack of order forms and leafing through them.

      “An anniversary bouquet. Three gifts for the hospital and two funeral arrangements.”

      Jenny didn’t miss the quick glance he shot her beneath the straggles of blonde hair that washed over his broad forehead.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m not going to break every time somebody says ‘funeral.’”

      The words rang with bravery, and she wished she were as sure of them on the inside.

      “Still. Maybe you should take a few more days.” Mitchell picked up a yellow carnation and slipped it into the arrangement he’d been working on when she’d walked in. Even though he pretended concentration, Jenny felt his eyes on her.

      “I’ll be fine.” She grabbed an apron and tied it. “But I’ll work on the hospital gifts.”

      He glanced up, and she flashed him a quick smile.

      “Gotcha.”

      By noon several more orders had come in, and Mitchell ran to make the hospital deliveries. Jenny finished the anniversary flowers and prioritized the new orders. If Mitchell made it back within an hour, they’d be able to get everything done by three. But first, lunch.

      She went into the back room and grabbed her bag and a cola out of the old refrigerator, kicking the door closed with her toe. There was a state-of-the-art refrigeration system for the flowers, but the food was housed in a broken-down Kenmore that groaned with the effort to keep the interior temperature below 45 degrees. The incongruity made Jenny smile. Maybe Marie Antoinette should have said, “Let them eat roses.”

      Clearing a space on the card table, Jenny unwrapped her PB and J sandwich. It had been a year since she’d trusted anything else to the venerable old refrigerator.

      As she ate, she went through the accounts-receivable ledger and noticed that several old accounts had been brought up to date. She wondered what Mitchell had done. Threatened a few limbs? A picture of the man threatening anything was impossible to conjure. If he ever killed anyone, it would be with kindness. And again, for the millionth time since he’d come to work for her, Jenny wondered why the nicest, most sensitive men had to be gay.

      If she could find someone like him who also liked a good heterosexual romp, she might even cast caution aside and go play. It had been a long time. Partly because she’d been too hurt when Ralph left and partly because she didn’t have time to breathe when the kids were younger and she was drowning in their needs. The time to find and engage a partner in any kind of bedroom activity had simply been non-existent.

      “But just don’t let it atrophy,” Carol had cautioned during one late-night pajama party — which they both had agreed was better than the ones of high school because they could have beer with their pizza. “There might actually come a time when you want to use it.”

      “Fat chance.”

      And here today, surrounded by symbols of love and romance, she had the same thought. She’d probably win the lottery before she ever met a man who could ease her out of her fears and love her for all her peculiarities, not in spite of them.

      When the front bells clattered, Jenny glanced at her watch, surprised to see that she’d been lost in that reverie for almost a half-hour. She must have had some kind of guilty expression because Mitchell laughed at her. "You look like Jeffrey when I catch him taking the last Oreo."
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon was so perfect, Jenny wished she could bottle it and save it for the heart of the winter. A light breeze chased gold and brown leaves down the sidewalk, and the sun rendered a stand of yellow mums so spectacular the sight almost took her breath away. She was glad that Mitchell had literally pushed her out the door and told her to “Go smell the leaves.”

      Yet a part of her that was still melancholy ached with the knowledge that Michael would never see a glorious day like this again. She wished it wasn’t this way. That everything wasn’t measured by loss. Will there ever be a day that I won’t think of something in terms of Michael?

      She rounded the corner and saw the high school down at the end of the block, kids streaming out the front doors like horses being turned out of a stable. When she realized she was looking for Michael, she forced herself to repeat mentally, “He isn’t here.”

      Watching a small group of boys break off from the crowd, Jenny paused and turned to follow them with her gaze as they approached two older boys. Something in their manner held her curiosity as they paused briefly. She wasn't sure, but it looked like one of the older boys passed something to one of the others.

      “Mom! What’re you doing here?”

      Jenny turned to see Scott. She put a hand to her chest to see if her heart was actually pressing through her breastbone. “You scared me to death.”

      “That answer is non-responsive.”

      She had to turn her face to hide the smile. He was always so good at turning her parenting techniques back on her.

      “I thought I’d walk you home.”

      “Mother!”

      “Okay, I’ll stay behind you. Nobody has to know.”

      He shrugged and started to move down the sidewalk. Jenny touched his arm. “Who are those guys?”

      “What guys?”

      “There.” She pointed to the small cluster of kids. “Those two bigger kids don’t look like students.”

      Scott grabbed her elbow and tried to propel her along. “You don’t want to know.”

      “But I do.” She pulled out of his grasp and stood still. He took a few steps away, then turned back. The look on his face made it obvious that the only reason he was stopping was to avoid the embarrassment of her calling after him.

      “Okay.” He shifted his bookbag and tugged at his denim jacket, then glanced quickly around. “They’re dealers.”

      “What? Like in drugs?”

      Scott grabbed her arm again. “Why don’t you shout it? I’m not sure they heard you.”

      “Don’t get smart.” Jenny tried to pull out of his grasp, but he held her tightly and forced her to match his steps.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “You can smack me when we get home.”

      She shot another look over her shoulder as Scott pulled her along. The men were watching, and a shudder passed through her, caused by an emotion she couldn’t quite put a name to. Revulsion? Apprehension? Both?

      She leaned closer to her son. “Does this go on all the time?”

      “Only on school days.”

      That comment stopped her so abruptly he lost the hold he had on her arm. “This is routine? Why don’t the police do something?”

      “They try. Patrols come by a lot. But they have a good early-warning system?”

      “I’m lost. Who has a warning system?”

      “Mom. This isn’t the time to make you street smart. Let’s go home.”

      “Do you ever…?”

      His look could have withered weeds.

      “They say the parents are the last to know.”

      Scott glanced away. “Is that what they told you about Michael?”

      “This isn’t about Michael. It’s about you.” Jenny tugged on his sleeve. “I know it’s hard to resist all this. The pressure. And I suspect that Michael tried it with Brad. So I just want to be sure about you.”

      “I haven’t. I won’t. Ever.” He held eye contact, and for a moment his stance was so much like Michael’s when he’d been making a point, Jenny was afraid she’d lose it right there in the middle of the street.

      She took a breath to steady herself. “Be careful of absolutes. They tend to come back and bite you in the ass.”

      The touch of humor worked. Strength returned to her knees, and the tightness around Scott’s mouth eased into a brief smile. “I’m pretty safe on this one,” he said.
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      “I want to join this task force.” Jenny dropped the newspaper on top of an open folder on Steve’s desk.

      “Wha—”

      “This.” Jenny pointed to a headline CITY LAUNCHES DRUG TASK FORCE.

      Steve glanced at the paper then raised his eyes to meet hers. They appeared to burn with intensity. “You can’t.”

      “Why not? Aren’t the police always complaining about lack of cooperation from the public?”

      Steve regarded her, noting the defiant tilt of her chin. “This isn’t what we’re looking for.”

      “I’ve been watching them for two weeks.” Jenny threw a notebook down on top of the paper. It opened to reveal a page dotted with scribbles of numbers and notations. “They’re out there like the fuckin’ ice-cream man.”

      Jenny didn’t realize how her voice had risen until Trudy popped her head in. “You okay in here, Steve?”

      He held Jenny’s gaze. “We okay?”

      She released a deep breath and nodded. He waved the other woman off and motioned to a chair. After Jenny perched on the edge of it, he rocked back in his and regarded her. “Do you have any idea what you’re asking?”

      “No.” She let a smile touch the corner of her mouth.

      The smile looked good, and that realization startled him. Not that he was immune to a pretty woman, but this…

      “Civilians have no place in this kind of operation.” He tapped the news story with the tip of his pencil.

      “I’m not just any civilian. I’m a woman with a great deal of emotion-driven energy. You ever see what a bit of anxiety can do when it comes to cleaning a house?”

      He leaned back in his chair and studied her. Jenny wasn’t sure if he was considering her request or trying to sort out her example. Finally, he sighed. “I hardly think⁠—”

      “Are you the final authority, or is there someone else I can talk to?”

      The interruption seemed to rattle him and he glanced around quickly as if looking for backup. When he faced her again, he tapped his cheek with the end of his pen. “You’re not going away, are you?”

      “No.” Again she allowed a small smile.

      Steve sighed and stood up. “Come on.”

      Grabbing her notebook and the newspaper, Jenny followed him out of the office. They went down the hall and paused in front of a closed door. Steve knocked, then opened it when a voice inside said, “Yo.”

      The Hispanic man behind a large, pristine desk looked at Steve, then at Jenny, then back to Steve. He raised one bushy eyebrow in question.

      “Mrs. Jasik, this is Chief Gonzales.”

      “It’s Ms. Jasik.” She stepped forward and offered a hand. “But you can call me Jenny.”

      Gonzales sent another questioning look around her, and she turned to see Steve leaning against the wall with an impassive expression. He spoke to the Chief with a brief nod in her direction. “Ms. Jasik is the one who lost her son in that accident a while back.”

      “Oh.” Gonzales spoke softly and gave her a look that she interpreted as sympathetic. “My sincere condolences.”

      “Thank you.”

      He continued to look at her as if waiting for her to get to the point of this impromptu meeting.

      “She wants to join the task force,” Steve said.

      “Oh.” This time the intonation was different, and Gonzales wiped at his stubble of beard.

      “I told her we don’t use civilians,” Steve continued.

      “That’s right.”

      In the face of his steady gaze, a wave of uncertainty washed over Jenny. What the hell did she think she was doing? Extreme frustration had driven her to the station this morning, but did she really think they’d accept her? It wasn’t like she was brimming with qualifications. A florist? A mother? A woman?

      But even as the mental debate raged, Jenny’s heart told her she couldn’t back off without a bit of a fight. Scrapping was second nature to her. Anyone who wondered just had to ask Ralph. For all his faults, she was big enough to admit that she didn’t always make it easy to live with her.

      “This is highly unorthodox,” Gonzales said.

      Jenny resisted the urge to say, “Sure. Sorry I bothered you.” She forced herself not to fidget under the force of his gaze.

      Gonzales leaned back and cradled his head in his hands. “What makes you think you can do this?”

      “Determination.” It was the first and only thing that came to mind.

      “Determination’s good,” Steve said.

      “I was thinking in terms of practical experience,” Gonzales said. “Something that would catch my eye on a resume.”

      Jenny stifled a laugh. I can arrange a mean centerpiece.

      Gonzales released his hands and sat forward. He studied her for a long moment, then sighed. “Tell you what. Pass the fitness test, and I’ll consider your request.”

      Fitness test? A picture of Marine boot camp training flashed through her mind. How the hell could she pass a fitness test? Was this the moment she should say, ‘Thank you very much’ and take her leave? “What exactly do I have to do?”

      The man seemed as surprised by her question as she was. “A modified form of our cadet requirements.”

      “Which are?”

      “Run a mile without passing out. Twenty-five sit-ups. Twenty-five push-ups. A few more things I can't recall. It’s been a while since I looked at the training manual.”

      Jenny kept her feet planted firmly in place despite her inclination to run like hell. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d done a sit-up. “How long do I have to get ready?”

      Gonzales seemed to consider her slight frame for a second longer than necessary. “Four weeks.”

      Driving home, Jenny's mind whirled with the effort of trying to sort out the complications she'd never considered before making that brash decision to storm the police station.

      Not the least of which was keeping everything a secret.

      Gonzales had explained that the only way they could make this happen — if she passed the physical challenge — was to run her as a confidential informant. That meant not telling anyone. "Not your kids. Not your mother. Not even your dog can know where you go or what you do."

      That had struck her as funny at the station, but now as she approached her driveway, anxiety tore through her. Her whole relationship with the kids had been built on honesty. How could she lie to them? And hide things from her mother, or Carol? There was a good reason Jenny never played poker.

      After the car rolled to a stop in front of the house, Jenny killed the engine and sat for a moment. Through her open window she heard the chatter of a blue jay that was worrying a robin in the elm tree. As she watched the birds, she couldn’t help but notice that the branches of the tree dipped dangerously close to the roof. Pretty soon they’d be scraping across the shingles. Something else to fix. Maybe she should just forget this nonsense and take care of her house. Take care of the family that she had left. Forget the drugs and forget⁠—

      No. She couldn’t just forget. Otherwise there would be no way to make any sense of Michael’s death. And somehow there was this burning need for reason, for order, for retribution.
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        * * *

      

      The pain in her side finally brought Jenny to a halt, and she bent over to get her breath. Good thing she’d toted deliveries around for all these years. No upper-arm wobble for her. But the stamina could use work. She jogged a few blocks and broke out in a huff.

      Surprisingly, Carol had outdistanced her. Who would’ve thought short and a little pudgy would beat skinny as a rail?

      Her friend now came back with a broad grin. “I still have it.”

      “What?”

      “How quickly you forget. High school track? Who beat you then?”

      “Bite me.” Jenny headed down the street at a slow lope that Carol easily matched.

      “Tell me again why we’re doing this?”

      “So we can enjoy our old age together.”

      “Who says I want to spend it with you?”

      Jenny managed a semblance of a laugh in between huffs. That had been an ongoing joke with them for years. Carol had lost her husband to cancer two years after Ralph had run off. Neither of them had been able to decide which loss was worse, finally deciding that it didn’t have to be a contest. But what they both agreed on was a real reluctance to make that kind of emotional commitment again. Maybe it was enough to have one good friend and plenty of extended family to love and be loved by.

      It had seemed to be a good philosophy until some other basic human needs, the kind that could only be met by someone of the opposite sex, had clamored for attention.

      While Jenny had been too busy with kids and eking out survival to tend to those needs, Carol had the means and the opportunity to seek out someone new. Six months ago, George had entered her life, complete with the family she and Barry had never been able to have. Granted, they were only every-other-weekend kids, but it was better than the nothing Carol had had previously. And it looked like the relationship was going to last.

      Jenny was happy for her friend. Glad to see the dreamy smiles and hear the contented sighs when she talked about George and his two kids. But a little part of her couldn’t help but be envious. Oh, that old green snake.

      She shook off the thoughts and coaxed her trembling leg muscles into action. She only had a week left. No time for loafing.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you see the morning paper?” Mitchell asked as Jenny walked in the door.

      “No.” She hung up her coat and joined him behind the counter where he had the local rag spread out.

      The headline he pointed out read: SECOND ACCIDENT VICTIM DIES. It took a moment for Jenny to realize the story referred to Michael’s accident.

      “Nineteen-year-old Bradley Brennan died at…” the story began, and that’s as far as Jenny got before her eyes blurred and her chest constricted.

      She took a deep breath and the tightness eased.

      “I’m sorry,” Mitchell said. “Maybe I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “That’s okay.” Jenny took another deep breath and forced a small smile. “I needed to know.”

      “Were they close?”

      “Yes. For a while. I’m not sure about just before…” Even after all these weeks, she still had trouble with some of the words. And she was currently having trouble with some of her feelings. The first she recognized was sadness that another boy had died, but a little glimmer of satisfaction snuck up out of nowhere and made her want to throw up. How could she be so callous? His death wouldn’t give Michael life.

      She remembered her initial sense of injustice that Brad had lived and her son hadn’t, but she was certain she was the only one who felt that way. Even Scott in the midst of the worst of his anger hadn’t voiced that vile thought.

      “The funeral’s day after tomorrow,” Mitchell said, and Jenny welcomed his intrusion. “I could watch the store if you want to go.”

      She paused before responding, trying to determine if she could even face another funeral, then almost laughed when she remembered that she hadn’t exactly faced Michael’s. And the Brennans had been kind enough to make an appearance. Their presence in the far back of the church she could remember. She could at least be as gracious.

      “That would be nice,” she said.

      Mitchell nodded and started to turn away. Jenny touched his arm. She’d been looking for just the right opportunity to talk to him. If she made the task force…no, make that when she made the task force, she’d need him to cover for her. “I might need you to hold the fort now and then over the next few weeks.”

      “Oh?” The single word was pregnant with curiosity that Mitchell was obviously too polite to voice aloud, but Jenny ignored the inferred invitation to explain. What was she going to tell him? That she needed time off to learn how to make drug deals?

      “It won’t be often,” she said. “And I can let you leave early sometimes to make up for it.”

      “Sure. I can be flexible.”

      “I appreciate it. But you should check with Jeffrey. Make sure he doesn’t mind. I feel like I’ve taken quite a bit of advantage already.”

      “No problem. And we could use the extra money.”
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