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    Chapter One




    “I JUST DON’T KNOW, JIMMY. How come there aren’t any canaries?” The frosted tips of her bangs rested against the glass counter.




    “Naomi, honey, I’ve told you: you aren’t getting a yellow diamond. It’s too flashy. And he’d have to ship it in from San Francisco. Isn’t that right?” Jimmy looked across the counter.




    Fender Barnes stared out the window at the bustle of the Friday traffic. Downtown was busy as everyone tried to get out of town early for the long Labor Day weekend. People stood at the crosswalk, waiting for the light to change. He squinted as the sun bounced off the windshield of a passing car. “My usual supplier is in San Francisco, but I guess I could call around to the other stores in town.”




    That didn’t seem to be the response Jimmy was looking for. He turned from the counter and took big strides around the shop. “I just think…” He let out an exasperated sigh.




    Naomi picked her head up and looked at him. “When you said you’d do anything for me, I believed you. Now you’re hemming and hawing.” She paused before letting the last words fly. “This is about Veronica, isn’t it?”




    Jimmy stiffened. “I divorced Veronica to be with you. How can it be about her?”




    Awkwardly, Fender shifted from foot to foot behind the counter. I should charge counseling fees. Jesus. He’d agreed to go into the jewelry business because of the design, not the sales—and definitely not because of the people. Why, why people thought a piece of jewelry would fix a relationship, or prove that they loved someone, was beyond him. Rings were beautiful hunks of rock wrapped in metal. Fender never bought into the “symbolism.” Diamonds weren’t forever—they were little pieces of carbon that had the random luck to get squashed deep below ground for centuries. If that was supposed to symbolize marriage, then okay—trapped and squashed. That’s glamour, all right.




    Naomi stared at Jimmy, lips set in a hard line. Fender looked at the pair. Jimmy’s not gettin’ any tonight.




    “Fender, call around. Damn it, Naomi.” He handed Fender a business card. “Call me when you find a canary diamond.”




    Naomi’s lips released into a wide, toothy grin. She looked like the cat that ate the canary diamond, for chrissakes. She strode out of the shop with a despondent-looking Jimmy in tow. Yeah, marriage. What a fabulous institution. Fender grabbed the phone and began his search for a yellow rock.




    After several hours of silence, when the shop’s door jingled, he cringed. He’d been looking forward to closing time. Dealing with customers like Jimmy and Naomi hurt his brain, and he wanted out of the shop. But sure enough, at five minutes to five, in waltzed Prince Charming looking all pleased with himself.




    Oh, God, Fender thought. He’s a bird.




    A lovebird. The kind of guy he could sell a crappy diamond to. The kind who wouldn’t have a clue the diamond was crappy but would keep insisting on “the best for his girl.” And then Fender would see the guy alone at the bar six months later, crying into his beer about being wronged. People were total idiots when left to their own devices. And, sadly, his business capitalized on that. He had too much pride to scam a lovebird, but if he’d wanted to, he surely could have. Love made people stupid.




    “Can I help you find something?” Fender tried to sound patient. He probably sounded annoyed.




    The blond man blinked a few times and flashed a set of impossibly white teeth. “It’s actually an important purchase.” He remained too pleased with himself.




    Oh, gee, you’re in a jewelry shop. What could it be? Is it a—a—ring? Fender bit his tongue to keep the words in his mouth.




    “I’m buying a ring for my girlfriend. I’m proposing to her.”




    “Wonderful. Let me show you a few choices, and you can get ideas. What’s your price range?” Fender looked for the keys to the display case. I won’t be out of here before six thirty. This sucks.
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    Ginger sat at the bottom of the stoop. The pavement was buckled. It was old concrete, grainy under her toes. Brad was late again. She watched the guys in the park across the street play Ultimate Frisbee. They were probably her age, mid-twenties, but still in the “restless waiter” mode. These guys were not career-driven; they were at the park playing too often to be working serious jobs. They came every sunny summer afternoon. She liked the easy athleticism of their game. It appealed to her, made them fun to watch.




    Her eyes followed one of the Frisbee players, hat turned around backward, as he reached to make a catch. Brad wouldn’t wear a baseball cap. She’d bought him one when she’d visited Boston, gone back East to see friends from college. She liked the Red Sox, and she thought he might wear it if it was from her. But he’d placed it in his closet, and it never saw the light of day again.




    Why this was a litmus test for her, she didn’t know. If anything, a ball cap was the uniform of frat boys—immature, selfish, spoiled little boys. When she was at UConn, some guys even wore them with a coat and tie to the football games.




    The Ultimate boys had now stripped to the waist and were playing with renewed effort. You’d think these guys were defusing bombs. But she liked their lithe, tan arms. They looked so uncomplicated. And so beautiful.




    She turned her attention away from the park and went inside to find the nail polish. She opened the wood screen door and pushed past the Husky standing in the doorway. “What does it mean when you don’t mind that he’s not home yet?” she asked out loud.




    The dog looked up at her.




    “Can’t be a good sign, can it?” The dog didn’t answer. She was talking to herself again. Mental note: no more talking out loud. She fished the nail polish out of the bathroom drawer.




    Twenty-five minutes later, she looked at her shimmery toenails. Now Brad was really late, and she’d started to feel restless.




    Brad used to make her feel calm. They’d met her first fall in Boise, two years ago, at a dinner party. He was friendly, and he was attentive. They chatted a bit. The big smile on his face was the first thing she’d noticed. They sat next to each other at dinner. Then they’d parted ways.




    Months later, Ginger drove out to the pound and got herself a dog. She’d been lonely, worried she might not meet someone in her new hometown, so she got herself a Siberian Husky that shed way too much and chewed on or ate everything. When Zoë ate fishing line, Ginger put the big dog in the car and drove to the nearest vet.




    Who happened to be Brad. Zoë sat in the corner of the examination room, a trail of plastic line dangling out of her drooly mouth. Brad strode into the room and smiled at the dog. Then he looked up at Ginger and smiled, with a hint of recognition. He looked pleased to see her again.




    He’d asked her out two days after he’d opened Zoë up to get the tangle of fishing line out of her gut. Ginger had said yes. Then he’d come by her house after that first date and had asked her out again. Simple as that.




    She stood up and whistled for the dog. “Let’s go on a walk,” she called as Zoë came trotting. Restlessness didn’t sit well with her. I could train Zoë to catch a Frisbee. Then all of her interest in the guys across the street would be for professional purposes. Yeah. No one’s going to buy that for a second. She slipped on her flip-flops and grabbed a leash.




    [image: ]




    Fender’s patience was running out. It was five thirty. The man, the lovebird, was still looking. Not even buying yet. Looking, looking some more, sighing, looking again. Fender hadn’t even pulled out a velvet tray with rings on it yet. The blond man would stare into the glass case, eyes fixed on a ring, and Fender would think, Okay, let’s go. Let’s sell you that ring. But then the man would shake his head and sigh again.




    “Not to be rude, but maybe if you told me what you were looking for?” Fender let the sentence hang there.




    The man straightened. “Well, I don’t know what I’m looking for. I was hoping it would just call out to me. It just has to be perfect; that’s all I know.”




    “From experience, whatever you give her, she’ll love.” Fender lied through his teeth, but it was five forty-five and he wanted—no, needed—a beer. No woman was ever satisfied with what she got from his experiences. He’d seen women try to exchange engagement rings. They’d come into the shop to get their rings appraised. Fender remembered a woman in a snit because her husband-to-be wasn’t willing to shell out three months’ pay for a rock. This apparently spoke to his view of the bride-to-be’s worth as a human being.




    “Maybe if I told you a little bit about her, you could help me pick something,” the man said.




    “Well, sir—”




    “Please, call me Brad.” The blond man shook Fender’s hand. Even his hand was good-looking. Strong and tan. Fender had a moment of hand envy.




    “Well, Brad, I might be able to steer you in the direction of something. Did you have a price range in mind?” Something ridiculously expensive for keeping me here after five o’clock?




    Brad ignored the last question. “Great. So, this girl, my girl. What do I say about her? I think she’s a kind of winsome beauty.”




    Fender didn’t know whether Mr. Lovebird was intentionally confusing him or just attention-challenged. “Now you’ve lost me, Brad.”




    “Too vague?” The blond man arched a perfectly groomed eyebrow. Jesus, now I’m admiring his eyebrows. This man is too pretty.




    “I was thinking about how much jewelry she wears. Does she prefer gold or silver? Is she active? You know…”




    Brad was still for a moment. “She loves animals. She has a great big Husky dog. You should see her with that animal; she babies her like—”




    “Off track again, Brad,” Fender said, cutting him short.




    “Sorry. I can’t help it, I guess. Everything about this girl makes me want to take care of her and kiss her wonderful freckled lips, and well, I could go on forever.”




    “Does she wear a lot of jewelry, Brad?” Fender clenched his teeth into a smile, to keep from chewing his own leg off. This was a coyote trap of customer service.




    Brad was startled. “No, no, she doesn’t.”




    “Okay, this is a start. Does she wear earrings?”




    “You know, she has one little pair of dolphins she always wears. They’ve got little chips of lapis lazuli. One time she lost one when we were on the beach in Yachats. She was so cute. She made me get down on my knees and look with her, and she actually found it.”




    “Pretty cute. Are they gold or silver?”




    “Silver.”




    “Here’s the feeling I’m getting,” Fender crinkled his eyes as if he were receiving a transmission from the heavens. Here comes the pitch, Brad. Hold on to your socks, Mr. Lovebird.




    “What? What do you think?”




    “Platinum setting. Silver is cheap, and white gold’s too soft. She’s active, right?”




    “She likes to ski.”




    “Platinum, definitely. Now, someone with classic, simple tastes needs a classic ring, so I’m thinking a solitaire. And the shape should evoke the little girl inside of her—something to show how that cute side of her can come popping out any ol’ minute! So, that makes me feel…pear-shaped.”




    “Really? That doesn’t strike me as little-girlish.”




    Fender snorted. “No. Your future wife isn’t going to want to look like a little girl. We’re evoking the little girl side of her with a nod to tradition. You see?”




    “Sounds great.”




    “Hang on. I think—you know, this could be a crazy coincidence.” Fender disappeared into a back office. He rattled drawers and grabbed the diamond ring Old Lady Harriman had ordered and never come back for.




    Emerging, he smiled as widely as he could stomach. “I knew I remembered a diamond like this. What a wonderful coincidence! Fate’s kooky, isn’t it?” He plucked the ring out of its box and let it sparkle under the counter lights.




    “It’s exactly what we were talking about! Where did it come from?” Brad’s impossibly white teeth gleamed again.




    Brad was sold, Fender could tell. Fender Barnes, boy genius jeweler, would be unloading a pricey ring nobody wanted and having a beer by six thirty, tops.




    After a few more minutes, Fender handed the ring box with its precious cargo to Brad. Fender looked at the sales slip again and lined it up neatly with the check Brad had given him on the counter. He smiled and waited for the guy to leave.




    “Take care now, Brad. Pleasure doing business with you.” Fender fingered the front door key in his pocket. Even unloading a ring he’d thought he was taking as a loss could not stanch his desire to leave. Walk out the door so I can lock it, you moron.




    “Thanks so much. She’s gonna love it. I can’t wait to give it to her.” Brad swung around and hurried out the door.




    Fender shut the door behind him. He flipped the Open sign over to Closed and got out his keys to bolt the door so he could finish cleaning up. Just then a blue car swerved toward the store at a crazy angle. Brakes squealed, and the sound of shattering glass followed the pop of light metal and fiberglass.




    Fender instinctively took two steps back from the door. The blue sedan’s front tires lurched up onto the sidewalk, and the car jerked to a stop against a light pole. Fender ran out the door to see. A man in a business suit jumped out and shook himself off. Then he turned and sprinted to the center of the street. Fender thought it strange that the man didn’t come around the front of the car to check the damage.




    That’s when he saw the person. Actually, all he could see was a person’s foot. It poked out from behind the tire of a red station wagon, which was turned sideways behind the blue car. A crowd of people hid the rest of the person.




    Then Fender spotted something else. Under the chassis of the wagon was an object, amid the broken glass. It was small. It was a box. It looked like a ring box. It looked like the ring box he’d placed in Brad’s hands less than two minutes ago.




    Fender walked to the station wagon and got to his knees. Reaching an arm under the car, he felt for the fuzzy ring box. He closed his fingers around it, careful to avoid the shards of glass. He stood up and looked at the box in his hand as an ambulance arrived, and the paramedics loaded the injured person inside. When it left, the ambulance pulled away slowly, with no sirens or lights. The crowd of onlookers was silent. Fender turned and walked back into the shop, past the wrecked car on the sidewalk. A feeling pressed down on his chest. It felt like dread.
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    Zoë made a beeline for her water bowl as Ginger dropped the leash on a chair. The phone had rung three times before she could get it. When she did, a man spoke on the other end of the phone.




    “Mrs. Janson?” The connection was crackly.




    “No, what can I help you with?” Salesman, she thought.




    “Is this the home of Brad Janson?”




    “Yes, it is. What can I do for you?”




    “Ma’am, Mr. Janson has been involved in an accident. Does he have family I can contact?”




    “Not here. His parents live in Florida.”




    “We’re transporting him to St. Mark’s. You should contact his next-of-kin as soon as possible.”




    Next-of-kin. They say that when…Ginger grabbed her car keys. “I’m going to the hospital now. Thank you for calling.”




    “Good-bye, ma’am.” The line went dead.




    In the car, she clutched the steering wheel and tried to breathe. Just get there; just get there, she told herself. Every light turned red as she approached. The parking lot of the hospital was full. By the time she made it to the reception desk, her heart felt taut with adrenaline.




    The nurse took her name, wrote down Brad’s information, and left to find out his status.




    The waiting area faced a covered drive with ambulances parked under the canopy. Two young men, paramedics, put a stretcher back into the one parked closest to her. She wondered if Brad had come to the hospital with them. No one else sat in the dingy chairs. She watched other people walk to the bank of elevators. Some looked relaxed; others had a worn look about them. She felt sick. She kept her focus on these people who did not seem surprised or shocked to find themselves here.




    The magazines in front of her were all outdated copies of Reader’s Digest. She absently flipped through them. She kept trying to figure out how to handle this and what was happening, anyway. Nothing came to her. But her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.




    The nurse came over, looking grim. She took one of Ginger’s shaky hands in hers.




    “Hon, I’m going to have you follow me.”
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    Fender locked the shop door and headed down the street with the ring box in his coat pocket. He wasn’t sure what to do. After a moment, he looked up and found himself in front of the chrome door of the Rendezvous Bar. He nodded. Pop will know what to do.




    He stepped inside. This thing was going to gnaw at him. Really, how are you supposed to react when the guy who just bought an engagement ring from you becomes road pizza? He had no idea. If someone else had found it, they would’ve kept it. That thought chapped Fender. I worked hard on that sucker, it’s worth a good chunk of money, and some dumbass off the street could’ve just picked it up. So at least he had the ring. And he had the check Brad had given him. Now what? Now that he had the ring back, was it was stealing to keep the money? Maybe if he got rid of the ring, he could keep the money. But how was he supposed to know who to give it to?




    “Sonny!” Fender knew that voice: Pop.




    Fender’s dad had retired five years ago and left his son the family business. Fender’d taken it on grudgingly. He was awfully young to be saddled with so much responsibility, and it was a forever kind of responsibility. He liked the finer points of owning a jewelry shop: designing stuff, flexible hours (Fender took a whole lot of license with the word flexible), and sometimes it was even a good conversation starter with a girl who caught his eye. But it was a job, and it was the family “legacy,” and he was Fender Barnes, king of screwing shit up. He certainly couldn’t take on Barnes and Son and then sell it to a schmuck off the street if things didn’t go well. That would kill his pop. And he worried a lot that he’d lose the business. That would definitely kill Pop. And he’s been so happy lately, killing him with my ineptitude just wouldn’t be fair. Pop’s occupation now was holding court in a booth in the back of the Rendezvous. He dispensed advice and opinions to anyone who stumbled into the bar on weekday afternoons. He especially liked to give advice to his son.




    Fender made his way to the vinyl booth and scooted in opposite his father. “Hi, Pop.”




    Fender got the up and down once-over. “How are you? You look like you’re worried.”




    “I’m okay.” Fender paused.




    Pop was eating an unusually greasy Rueben. He stopped mid-bite. “Fender, out with it. You’re mulling. It’s enough to give me heartburn.”




    “You get heartburn all the time. Look at what you eat, for crying out loud.”




    Pop set the sandwich down. “Are we going to chat like librarians at tea or are you going to tell me what you’re here for? I know my son. Cut to the chase.”




    Fender shifted, and the vinyl creaked noisily. “This guy bought an engagement ring from me.”




    Pop huffed. “You’ll have that in a jewelry store, my son. I’m beginning to wonder if putting you in charge was such a good idea.”




    Fender grew annoyed. Pop was right—time to cut to the chase. “He wouldn’t shut up about the girl, and then he walked out in the street and got hit by a car. He dropped the ring, and I picked it up. So, now what do I do with it?”




    “Take it to him in the hospital.”




    “I think he died, Pop. The way the ambulance took him away, I’m pretty sure…” His voice trailed off.




    “Oh. Who’s the girl?” His father focused intently on him.




    “What girl?”




    “Who was he going to give the ring to?”




    “I have no idea.” Fender wished for a second that he’d paid more attention to the love-struck man. What was her name? Did he say it?




    “No worries, Sonny. This is what you do. Take the ring to his funeral; they’ll say where it is in the paper. Look around for the saddest girl. That’s the girlfriend. Give her the ring.”




    “I don’t know, Pop, this—”




    “Fender, this girl, this woman, she needs to know about that ring. This man was thinking of her in his last moments. She should know that, know that he wanted to marry her.”




    Fender felt a bad mood creeping up on him. “Maybe she’ll be glad she’s off the hook.” He motioned to a figure behind the bar. He’d take that beer now.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    WHEN POP HAD CALLED five days later, Fender hadn’t even gotten out of bed yet.




    “Found it for you, Sonny.”




    “What?” Fender had tried to clear his voice. He and two of the goldsmiths from up north had been out late the night before. He felt a little hung over. Maybe a lot hung over.




    “The funeral. Of the guy. It’s in the paper this morning. Now you can go find this woman. It’s today out at Dry Creek. Four p.m.”




    “Thanks, Pop.”




    “Well?”




    “Well, what?”




    “You’re going, aren’t you?”




    “Yes, Pop, I’ll go.”




    “Grouchy! You ought to get more sleep. Bye, Sonny.”




    So, just a few hours later, there he was, at the funeral of a person he didn’t even know. But he had to admit, the whole thing had been bugging him. He’d taken the ring home. The little box sat on his dresser and reminded him of the accident each time he reached in his drawer for socks.




    He’d dug his one suit out of the back of the closet. He’d even taken a dishrag to the dust that had settled on the shoulders.




    The sad fact was that people didn’t even dress up for funerals anymore. He stood at the edge of the crowd and felt stupid in a dark wool suit. Beads of sweat raced from his armpits down to his waistband inside the shirt. What a stupid idea. What the hell was he doing here?




    Then the priest started. Well, shit. Now I can’t go anywhere. Who ever heard of somebody leaving a funeral early?




    The priest really did say a lot of nice things about Brad, though. Sounded like he knew him personally. That’s nice. Jesus, no one’ll probably even realize I’m dead until the stench is so bad from my condo, the neighbors call the cops. Fender shook himself out of it. I’m supposed to find the girlfriend. Concentrate. The ring box pressed against his chest pocket urgently. Find the girl, Fender.




    He looked around. Okay. She’s the girlfriend, so probably near the casket. Not right next to it. He stepped left to get a better view of the chairs under the awning. There were only two. Gotta be Mom and Dad. Sure looked like it. A gray-headed man in a suit had his arm around the woman. She had dark hair, a Nancy Reagan suit, and bony, old-looking hands. She kept her eyes focused on the ground in front of her. A handkerchief was permanently at her mouth in one of the bony hands, stifling sobs.




    Behind them. It had to be her. She looked around at the other people. She looked bewildered, almost. She had long, reddish-blond hair. Part of it was pulled into a barrette at the top of her head, and some had fallen into her face.




    Her eyes darted around again and rested on him briefly. They were a very deep green. They were wet with tears. She shifted, and he noticed how the hem of her dress floated up with the breeze.




    Hmm…This had to be her. Oh, God, I cannot talk to this woman. She is…she’s like…Fender turned around and headed for the car, certain he was the first person in history ever to bail in the middle of a funeral.
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    Ginger stood still and felt the wind play at the hem of her dress as she looked out over the town. The streets had a haze of brownish smog over them. She could barely make out the cars. She had a strong sense that, for the rest of the city, time moved forward and an ordinary day was in full swing.




    But for her, time had paused here, in this green square perched on a dusty foothill. The arch of the cemetery gate signaled a time-out from the regular world. It’d been five days since she had gotten the awful phone call. Ginger felt loss, but it still seemed Brad had gone away, that he was alive somewhere, just not here.




    So, she tried to talk herself into it. She focused on the glossy lid of the coffin and reminded herself that he was in there. She wondered if people who witnessed a death were the only ones who really believed the dead person wasn’t just away.




    Ginger had never seen someone die. Only once had she seen someone almost die. It’d been terrifying. A man had collapsed at a football game when she was in college. He’d been walking on the track, coming toward her, holding a Coke and a bag of popcorn. It’d been a humidly oppressive day. She’d been looking at him because she was bored and because he was in front of her.




    And then it happened. His personality disappeared. He’d had a distinctive walk—a swagger almost—as if he’d been conscious of walking in front of the crowd. But in an instant, his face was expressionless, his eyes not focused anywhere. He fell forward, and his hands did not come up to break his fall.




    The paramedics, rushing from the sideline of the field, had descended on him and rolled him over. He’d already become a person again, only a person in pain and distress. His face was bleeding, but the emotion and expression had returned.




    What stayed with her was the impression that his personality had evaporated in the afternoon sun. She remembered feeling scared and bewildered as she witnessed his body shutting down.




    Maybe if she’d seen Brad’s face just at that moment when he was gone…then maybe she could stand here and realize the void opening in her life. Right now she just felt numb.




    The green awning over the grave creaked a bit in the wind, and Ginger looked around at the other people in attendance. Some were visibly upset. Others looked more concerned with finding a good vantage point. She stood at the edge of the Astroturf that lined the gaping hole in front of her. Brad’s parents sat in front of her.




    Ginger hadn’t made much of an effort to talk with them. She felt out of place after the hospital. She’d made the awful calls and picked up his parents at the airport the next morning, but afterward there had been a strange stillness to her life. Brad’s folks handled the details of the funeral, and they didn’t seem to care to have her involved. Ever since she and Brad had moved in together, she hadn’t worked during the summer—Brad’s practice was successful, and with her off in the summer, it had given them flexibility to travel. So now she had nothing to do. Even her friend Molly had cooked dinner for her and picked out the navy dress she wore for the funeral.




    She’d skipped the open house Brad’s family held and made a brief appearance at the wake. Brad’s mother had come by the house to pick out a suit for him to be buried in and a photograph to place on the casket at the graveside service. But she didn’t touch anything else, and she hadn’t lingered. Brad hadn’t made his family very happy when he’d decided to move out west. He hadn’t really gone home to visit, and they hadn’t come out to see him, at least not since he and Ginger had been together. She simply didn’t know his mom well enough to have anything but brief apologies and sympathies to say to her during her short time at the house. And then Ginger had been left alone.




    It was a relief to go to the funeral, really. Facing the prospect of cleaning the house or packing up his things was unthinkable. What would she do with his clothes?




    The house was filled with his things, their things together. What upset her was looking at all the mundane stuff. Toothbrush. Who cared about his toothbrush? How could she get rid of it, though? A person accumulated stuff, never figuring he wouldn’t be around to tie up the loose ends. Brad had arrogant, unfinished stuff, like half-drunk Gatorade bottles in the fridge.




    And his office. Who’d take his patients? Who’d take care of Zoë? It all washed over her, and she felt powerless against the details. This was her grief, and she had a feeling this was how she would realize the cold fact of it: Brad was dead, and he was not coming back. And people would probably deal with that, eventually. The details would be tied up, his affairs settled, and some other vet would treat Zoë when the dog was sick.




    Ginger felt nauseated. A vague uneasiness worked its way up into her consciousness. She couldn’t put a finger on it, and exploring what this was about felt evil and rumbled in her gut. She didn’t poke at it. She let the strange awareness stay under her shock and sorrow.




    People crowded around, and she marveled at the variety. Some of Brad’s buddies wore khakis and golf shirts. Older friends of Brad’s parents had flown in and wore dark suits. Women’s attire ran the gamut. Only in the West would casual attire be okay at a funeral. No place was too fancy or too somber for shorts. She thought Brad might have liked that.




    It occurred to her, looking around, that she shared no friends with Brad. He had his mountain biking buddies, his fellow veterinarians, his fishing buddies—she knew none of these men except in passing. She had no one to speak to at his funeral, really. That struck an odd chord, and she tried not to dwell on it.




    The priest seemed to be wrapping up his homily, so Ginger tried to quiet her mind and listen. He was a client of Brad’s. His golden retrievers were longtime customers, and it was comforting to know this man in black could say something about Brad from experience. She decided she needed to get to know clergy. If she were gone tomorrow, it’d be an anonymous service some holy man would have to give.




    That would be horrible. Brad was different, though. So many people could think of him fondly and tell good stories about him. Life is not fair.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    AFTER THE FUNERAL, Ginger retreated to her mother’s house in Washington State. Her parents had divorced some time before, and Mom had chosen to make her home in the wet forests of the Northwest. In the woods, Ginger took long walks in the ever-present drizzle and stared out of the window a lot. At night, she turned on the TV for distraction and did not think of sleep until the sky had edges of pink in the east. She gathered her mother’s Corgi dogs and Zoë’s big Husky fluffiness around her on the bed as the dawn came. Then she fell into the deep sleep of melancholy. Whenever she awoke, she felt as though she was entering a hazy world she wasn’t connected to. And by then, her mother had gone off to work, and she was alone.




    What should’ve been a few weeks’ stay turned into two months. Then—suddenly it seemed—autumn crept into the forest. On a typically wet day, Ginger smelled fall in the air as she walked along the path to the house. She kicked at the fallen leaves and pine needles under her feet, and the dogs all bobbed along the trail in front of her. As she approached the house, Ginger saw her mother sitting on the porch in one of the lawn chairs. She had a thick coat pulled up around her chin. Ginger sat down next to her. The dogs continued to circle the porch, sniffing twigs and rocks for clues. Ginger watched the dogs and avoided her mom’s gaze.




    “Ginger, it’s time to go back.”




    Ginger looked up at her. Her eyes seemed soft, but Ginger knew she’d be firm. So, she packed up and took one last walk with Zoë and the little squat dogs through the mist. Then she headed back to life.




    When she opened the door to the house, she shuddered. Tied to the habit of unlocking the door was the expectation of Brad’s voice greeting her from the kitchen. But the house held its tongue, and loneliness settled over her. Zoë seemed to sense the tension of the moment and flew past her into the living room, skidding across the hardwood floor, butt first.




    Ginger could not think. She carefully brought her bags into the house, unpacked them, brushed her teeth, put on pajamas, and climbed into bed. She held the grief and thoughts and worries and avalanche of emotion behind a wall inside of her, and lay very still. It was the only way she could figure to function. She could survive and hold on, and maybe later she could handle something more than that.




    A few mornings after her return, the dry November air in Boise smelled like snow, and Ginger actually felt an enthusiasm creeping up on her. The season was about to begin, and she could lose herself in the work on the mountain. She would zipper up her winter coat and be surrounded by little girls and boys demanding her attention and love. Teaching them to ski meant distraction, and maybe even smiles.




    And it was true. Snow dumped on the resort the week before Thanksgiving, and she went back to the mountain. In the bustle of a new season, it was easy to work and to forget. The one thing that tugged her back to her memories felt a whole lot like guilt. She noticed men. She’d be riding the chairlift and look down to see a strong figure cutting long, lazy curves in the snow. She’d gaze down at the man and wonder about his life. Wonder what kind of woman lay in bed next to him at night, or if he was alone—alone like she was.




    And as soon as she remembered her loneliness, she remembered the reason. Then her stomach would turn at the sight of the man. Out of guilt, or fear, or remembering, she didn’t know, but Ginger’s body recoiled, whatever it was.




    At night, she did sometimes sleep, mostly because of the sheer physical exhaustion of lifting little kids up from the snow all day. But many nights stretched into day, and Ginger would stare at the ceiling, turning what had happened over and over in her head.




    She was torn about the house. Brad, ever the responsible one, owned it outright and had left it to her in his will. She’d never even considered a will, but Brad had his veterinary practice, he owned things, he had things to leave to people. She owned a dog. And a bike her mom had given her when she graduated high school. She could leave a nice set of luggage to someone—her grandpa had bought it for her when she turned sixteen.




    Nights passed. She lay in this house that was hers now and stared at its ceiling. She couldn’t imagine selling it, but it felt suffocating. Sometimes it felt safe, but sometimes it was a reminder of so much, it felt like that ceiling would collapse in on her. It was loaded down with so many memories. All of this would tumble through her brain for most of the night, on most nights. If she were lucky, she’d fall asleep in short spurts, waking fitfully and often drenched in sweat. And then she’d drag herself out of bed and go to teach on the mountain.




    She wondered when it would all feel okay again.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    FENDER DIDN’T TELL POP the truth. When he’d returned to the bar the night of the funeral, Pop had asked if it went well, and he’d just said yes and left it at that.




    Maybe his father knew he was lying, but Pop didn’t press the issue. He was grateful for that. In fact, Pop hadn’t mentioned the girl again.




    Not that Fender forgot about her. He could close his eyes and see her on that hillside—the green eyes wet with tears, the bewildered look, the long reddish-blond hair—all of it would come back to him. Then he’d shrug it off, because it reminded him that he’d turned so abruptly and headed for the car. In the middle of a funeral, no less. To him it was yet another sign that he was morally bankrupt and probably going to hell.




    Because his train of thought about the girl usually ended in a picture of him frying for all eternity, he tried not to think about her. Tried being the operative word. There was the ring, after all. Every night he passed the ring box on his dresser as he went to brush his teeth. Some nights he’d open the box just to check that the ring was still in there. And it would be, the pear-shaped diamond reflecting up at him like a cat’s eye in a dim room, sparkling.




    After some months, as the weather turned cool, it was easier to walk past without picking it up. But it was still there, and it still summoned the vision of that lovely young woman, dress fluttering in the breeze, standing under the burden of her loss.




    A realization struck him one night in bed, and the force of it sat him straight up out of a deepening sleep. As he’d been dozing, the sickening pop of metal and glass echoed somewhere in his memory, and he saw the flash of a slow ambulance pulling away. Then the dry, sunny day at the cemetery flickered in his drowsy mind. Hell or no hell, it was right to give her the ring. Find her and give her the ring. Even if his mad dash to the car the day of the funeral had doomed him, she gave him the resolve to find her. It certainly wasn’t his moral fortitude. No, it was the girl herself who asked him to do this for her. Or at least that’s how it seemed as he sat up in bed one night.




    So, he did some detective work. He looked at Brad’s address on the sales slip, and then spent at least a good month talking himself into it first. In fact, all the soul-searching took Fender into the autumn months.




    When he went to the house in November, there was a chill in the air. The tips of the mountains were already piled with snow, and flurries had been threatening the valley on a regular basis. The weather matched the house’s mood; it was quiet, and in the gathering dark of a fall evening, it seemed to hold no promise of the girl. Maybe she moved after he died, genius. She may never even have lived here with him. Fender hated his own stupidity sometimes.




    He sat in his car for at least half an hour, contemplating the sad face of the house. He realized it was not within his power to get out of the car. He just watched the sycamore in front of the house let its leaves drift to the sidewalk.




    He was still sitting there when the car pulled up—a little white hatchback. It zipped into a parking space in front of the house, just down from Fender’s car. The car’s lights winked off, and the driver’s door swung open. There was snow on the bumper and at the base of the windshield.




    Fender held his breath. She got out of the car. It was the girlfriend, no question. The long hair was swept up in a sloppy ponytail, her slim form outlined in a black turtleneck and black leggings. From where he was parked and in the increasing darkness, he couldn’t see her face very well. Oh, but it was her. Then he realized he should breathe again and gasped noisily.




    She began to take something out of the hatchback of her car. A clue to her life. What would it be?




    She hauled out a pair of skis and a big black parka with the words Blackwolf Ski Resort across the back. She was a skier. Of course she is, Fender remembered. Brad had told him she was. He felt an idea forming in the crevices of his brain. A skier. Maybe he could track her down at the resort.
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