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To all the men and women in the United States armed forces—past, present, and future. And to those who love and support them.




Truly I tell you, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, “Move from here to there,” and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you.


Matthew 17:20 (NIV)





chapter one



Spring Cleaning


Day 429


AS SOON AS the alarm goes off, Amber forces herself to say it.


“This is the day the Lord has made. I will rejoice and be glad in it.”


Today, Amber actually believes it. She’s so close to the end.


She shakes off the night and her covers. Her bare feet touch the cool, glossy oak floor. The floor she and Darren sanded, stained, and polished together when they bought this old Victorian eight years ago in Clarksville, Darren’s hometown.


Amber flies around their king-size bed to the en suite bath with the claw-foot tub she found at a vintage store the summer after they bought the place. She loves this tub. She loves soaking in this tub. She loves looking at this tub. She hates cleaning it. And boy, does it need a scrubbing.


Amber grabs her robe from the hook that hangs next to Darren’s. His robe hasn’t moved in 429 days. Neither have his toiletries on the top two shelves of the medicine cabinet. Even his shampoo bottle is still propped up on the rim of the shower stall, just as it was the morning he left for Afghanistan.


Amber enters Bree’s darkened room and sits on the edge of her daughter’s bed. She lightly touches her eight-year-old’s shoulder. Bree’s eyes flutter open as she rolls onto her back. Most of her long, brown, wavy hair still covers her face, and Amber brushes it aside to look at her gorgeous brown eyes. A gift from her father. Nothing like Amber’s fair skin, blond hair, and blue eyes.


Amber sings, “This is the day . . .” She waits for Bree to echo the response.


“No, Mom. I’m tired.” Bree pulls the covers over her head.


“This is the day . . . Come on,” Amber teases.


Bree’s head shakes from under the quilt. “It’s Saturday.”


“That the Lord has made.” Amber echoes that part on her own: “That the Lord has made.”


Amber pulls the covers off Bree’s face.


“I wanna sleep in.”


“You can’t hide. Time to get up.” Amber tickles Bree’s sides. Bree squirms under the quilt.


“Keep singing,” says a muffled voice.


“This is the day that the Lord has made. Let us rejoice and be glad in it.”


Bree peeks out from under the covers and joins in on the last line. “This is the day that the Lord has made.” Bree stretches her arms above her head, reaching her fingers to touch a photograph she knows is taped to her headboard. Her father in his military uniform.


“Is today the day?”


“No. But not too much longer.”


“How long?”


“Ten days.”


“That’s a lot.”


“It’s less than two weeks, Bree. We have so much to do before then.”


“Like what?”


Amber thinks about the roof that needs repair, and the yard that needs raking, and the fence that could use a coat of white paint, and the house that needs a good spring cleaning. How did she let so much go over the year?


“We’re gonna clean the house and rake the yard today,” says Amber, who knows she’s biting off more than they can chew. “And afterward we’ll go downtown and get ice cream.”


Bree hugs her pink camouflage butterfly pillow, a gift from her dad from the post exchange on base. “I have an idea. Let’s make pancakes and watch cartoons instead.”


Amber opens the blinds, sending the sun streaming into Bree’s room against the powder-puff-pink walls, filling the room with warmth. Outside she notices the daffodils and tulips have bloomed overnight. She cracks the window open and warm spring air flows in, smelling like moist soil and fresh grass. The yellow ribbon she and Bree placed around their big oak tree that stands in the yard at the end of their house flutters in the breeze. It’s looking faded. She should replace it before Darren gets home. Glancing across the lawn, she notices for the first time all winter that it’s no longer brown and crumpled. Instead, a light-green hue has cropped up overnight. In a couple of weeks the grass will be long enough to mow.


And Darren will be home.


Amber starts to sing lightly, “This is the day that the Lord has made.”


“Why do we have to clean the house? It’s just gonna get dirty again.”


Amber laughs. Bree’s spunk and sense of humor make the long days without Darren more tolerable. What would she do without her daughter?


“No more arguments. Up and at ’em, kiddo.” Amber goes to Bree’s closet and selects two outfits. “Which one?” Amber holds up a hot-pink shirt in her left hand and a yellow-sailor-striped one in her right.


Bree slides out of bed, slipping her feet into her oversize pink elephant slippers. She points to the one on Amber’s left.


“You always pick the pink one.”


“It’s Dad’s favorite.”


“Can’t argue with that. Let’s get it on.” Amber hangs the sailor shirt back on the bar. Bree treads over to her mother, elephants slapping the wooden floor with each step. Amber lifts her pjs over her head and slides the shirt on in their place. “Brush hair and teeth, and meet me downstairs for breakfast.”


She sends Bree to the bathroom and heads back to the master, entering as she hears her phone. She dashes over to find she’s missed a call from Darren, hits redial, and prays she can get a connection. Pacing back and forth, Amber wills the call to go through.


“Come on. Come on. Pick up. Let’s see, it’s nine o’clock here, which means dinnertime there. Come on, Darren. You were just there.” After the fourth ring, Darren’s line goes to voice mail.


Amber doesn’t bother leaving a message. It’s happened this way a million times before. By now she should be used to the missed calls and cutoff conversations. But she isn’t. It’s been more than a week since she’s heard his voice.


She shrugs off her momentary letdown. In ten days they’ll be able to talk and talk and talk. No interruptions.





chapter two



Choir Rehearsal


THE NEXT MORNING, Amber enters the sanctuary of her church to find her choir members have already arrived and are standing in groups of two and three in the choir loft. Bree darts ahead of her.


“Take a seat next to Mrs. Capers. And don’t bug her,” Amber instructs Bree, who’s already halfway down the aisle. She shuffles up to the piano, where Mrs. Capers slides over and pats the piano bench for Bree to sit.


“Good morning, Miss Bree. Can you help me turn pages?” says Mrs. Capers.


“I was hoping I could play the tambourine this morning,” Bree says, with an eye to her mother.


“You can do both. We only need the tambourine for the first song,” says Amber. Bree grabs the tambourine from the percussion box next to the piano.


The pastor’s wife, Karena Williams, spots Amber and whisks her way across the loft. Karena’s petite stature belies her large personality. With a broad smile, she wraps her arms around Amber. “Good morning, hon. Listen, I don’t mean to hit you with this right off the bat, but we’re missing the Petersons.”


“What happened to them?”


“Their daughter went into labor last night. They’re at the hospital.”


“That’s great news.”


“Not for the choir. We’re already short on sopranos.”


“Then the sopranos will have to take it up a few decibels.” Amber checks her watch. “Especially if Bridgette doesn’t show. Where is that girl?”


“Haven’t heard from her. But she better get here.”


“I want details on her date with Isaac last night.”


“Hey, that reminds me. We need to plan a girls’ night out before Darren gets home. I have a feeling we won’t be seeing you for a while once he sets his feet back on American soil.”


Amber grins sheepishly. She has definitely indulged in fantasies about their reunion.


“You have me for the next nine days. How ’bout this coming Wednesday?”


“Painting? Shooting? Or binging Netflix?”


“My budget’s a little snug right now. Can we do Netflix? My house? You bring your amazing chocolate mousse, and we’ll see if Bridgette can make her baked ziti.”


“Ladies, ladies, ladies!” a singsongy voice from the back of the church calls out.


Amber turns to see her best friend, Bridgette, coming down the aisle in her nude heels and camel-colored pencil skirt. She’s wearing a salmon silk blouse and a delicate gold chain with an infinity charm that Amber’s never seen before. She wishes she had even half the energy Bridgette has on a bad day.


“I had the best date ever last night!”


Karena nudges Amber with a smile.


“I was expecting at least a text last night,” says Amber with a little wink. “You must’ve gotten in late.”


“Isaac took me to that new restaurant that overlooks the lake, and he ordered this amazing seafood platter with oysters, mussels, and escargot.”


“You know that’s snail, don’t you?” Karena says. “Did you tell that boy you don’t eat food from the ocean?”


“Turns out, I do.” Bridgette glows. “And he got me this.” Bridgette runs her fingers over the gold necklace. “Isn’t it precious?”


“Precocious, maybe,” says Karena.


“This was your second date, right?” Amber is wary.


“He spent over two hundred dollars. I got a glance at the check.”


“That’s tacky, girl.” Karena clicks her tongue.


“What’s he got planned for your third date? Skydiving and caviar?” says Amber.


“Hey, I’m just saying that it pays to give people a second chance,” Bridgette says.


“Sometimes. And some people,” Karena says. “He’s trying to buy your affections. You see that, don’t you?”


“Can’t a girl enjoy a little spoiling?”


Amber smiles. Bridgette is on that dangerous precipice: turning thirty and getting desperate to be married. “Bridge, we wanna do a girls’ night on Wednesday.”


“This coming Wednesday? Um, can’t. Isaac wants me to go with him to some company dinner.”


Amber and Karena wag their heads. “Meet his coworkers? Already?” asks Amber.


“Things are moving super fast. You see that, right?” Karena says.


“It’s just dinner.”


Amber and Karena exchange a look. It’s time.


“May I remind you that after Ethan, you begged us to monitor your dating accelerator pedal. Here’s your warning. Step off the gas,” says Karena.


Bridgette thinks about it for a second. “But he’s so cute.”


“Bridge,” warns Amber.


“Okay, okay. I’ll ask Isaac for a rain check. So what’s the plan for GNO?”


“My house. Netflix binge.”


“Perfect. I’ll bring my ziti.”


“Don’t make it so spicy this time,” says Karena.


“The spice makes it mine.” Bridgette turns to Amber. “Hey, girl. Ten days. Are you excited?”


“Nine days. And yes.”


“You’re almost there. Home stretch.”


“I know, I know. I want things to be just perfect, but the house is a mess.”


“Your house doesn’t matter. All he’s gonna care about is holding you and Bree in his arms,” says Karena.


“I know, you’re right.” Amber checks the time again. “We’d better get started. I want to make sure we get warmed up and cleared out before the parishioners arrive.”


Amber’s learned that it’s not uncommon for people to show up half an hour before service starts just to make sure they can get a front-row seat to hear Pastor Williams.


Karena and Bridgette take their seats as alto and soprano. “Hey, everyone. Good morning. Let’s get in place and warm up with ‘Jesus Paid It All.’ This will be our opening song this morning. Sopranos, you’re gonna have to really use your voices today, because Mrs. Peterson’s about to become a grandma.”


She gets oohs and aahs from the choir. Amber checks for Bree. She’s right where she asked her to stay, chatting it up with Mrs. Capers.


“Bree, lemme hear you on that tambourine.” Bree gives it a long, hard shimmy. The choir laughs.


“Okay. You got it. Put it down. Watch for my cue.” Amber is grateful for such a good kid. She and Darren want to have more. Maybe it’ll happen once he gets back home. After years of unsuccessful trying before he left for Afghanistan, Amber stopped wrestling with why and surrendered to trusting God’s perfect plan. Besides, Bree is blessing enough.


Amber takes her place as choir director at the podium. She finds her baton and taps out the beat to a modern arrangement of “Jesus Paid It All” that she wrote with Mrs. Capers.


Mrs. Capers comes in with the opening bars. After the eighth measure, Amber prompts the singers to come in. The sopranos need a little coaxing to up their volume. Bridgette, still giddy from her date, channels that energy to her vocal cords and carries the melody.


Amber then points to Bree, who uses her whole body to shake the tambourine. Amber motions for her to tamp it down, and sends her a wink of approval when she obeys.


As they move into the second verse, Amber gestures for the rest of the choir to lower their voices to a hum as Karena and Bridgette soar into a duet. Their perfectly pitched melody is sure to have the right effect on the crowd.


Amber scans the choir, getting ready to cue them to come in on the chorus. With just three measures to go, Amber returns her gaze to Karena and Bridgette. Karena’s expression has taken a turn for the worse, causing Amber concern. When Karena’s voice drops off as the choir enters with the chorus, Bridgette glances over to see what’s wrong. Her voice thins out, and Amber lowers her hands. The rest of the choir tapers off, looking to Amber for instruction.


“Karena, are you okay?” says Amber. Karena’s answer is in her gaze. Bridgette is also transfixed on something at the rear of the church. Amber turns to look.


It registers slowly. Two people are coming down the center aisle. Two men. Tall men. Two soldiers in full dress uniform. Solemn. Marching in perfect step.


Amber feels their expressionless eyes focus on her. She watches as they pace toward the choir loft. In her mind it’s slow motion, and she barely notices that Karena and Bridgette have moved to her side, flanking her like bodyguards.


“What is this? What are they doing here?” Amber says, her voice shaky. Bridgette doesn’t answer. Karena puts a hand around Amber’s arm. It does little to steady Amber’s quaking insides.


“Just take a deep breath,” Karena whispers. “Don’t jump to any conclusions. Let’s just see what they want.”


Movement at the rear door causes Amber to notice Pastor Williams enter. His eyes are lowered to the ground, but he glances up at his wife. Amber sees the pastor and Karena exchange a disturbing look. Her gut hollows, as if she’s been socked hard under the rib cage without warning.


The soldiers move to the front of the church, arriving respectfully to face her. Amber finds it hard to look at them. They wait for her to compose herself. Waiting for eye contact. Everything in the church falls silent.


“Mrs. Amber Hill?” It’s all fuzzy in Amber’s ears. She struggles to focus on them, her eyes shifting back and forth between their faces.


“I’m Sergeant Miller, and this is Private Kasich. We are here on behalf of the United States Army, and we regret to inform you that your husband, Sergeant Darren Hill . . .” At his name, she retreats, sobbing in heavy gasps. Her chest starts to compress as she stumbles back. Her legs give way, and she collapses.


Amber feels four hands grip her arms and back as she falls to the floor.


“Amber? Amber?” The multiple voices calling to her fade away. As she passes out, Amber’s brain picks out only one thing: the sound of a tambourine hitting the floor.





chapter three



Sunday Brunch


Two Years Later


IT’S NOW 11:38 A.M., and Patti Hill sits in her silver Cadillac just outside the country club where she and her five girlfriends have a standing reservation for Sunday brunch. The six of them have stuck together since high school, weathering five decades of everything life has dished out. Patti tries to compose herself as she scrolls through the pictures of Darren on her phone.


A lump forms in her throat as she clicks to the phone function to call Kim. She’s going to cancel. She hits the voice mail button by mistake, and her eyes go immediately to the last voice mail on the list. It was left exactly two years ago tomorrow. When the call came through it showed up as an unrecognizable number, and because Patti had been at lunch with a friend, she had ignored it and let it go to voice mail. But the annoying caller rang twice more before Patti stepped outside to answer. It was Karena Williams, the pastor’s wife from Amber’s church. She was sorry to be the one to tell Patti that her son had been killed and her daughter-in-law was in the hospital.


Patti had rushed to Clarksville Memorial, where Amber was in the emergency room recovering from shock. Bree was there at her side, white as a ghost in the one-size-too-big yellow-striped sailor shirt Patti had bought for her. She spent the day with Amber and Bree until Amber was released that evening. She offered to take Bree overnight, but Amber became hysterical at the idea.


Patti can remember only faint details about the days following. Receiving Darren’s body. Funeral arrangements. Memorial services. Paperwork. Interviews. People popping in at all times. Her freezer swelling with ready-made meals from friends and customers. And then silence. Everyone retreated back to their workaday lives. Amber succumbed to a dark place and took Bree with her. Patti found that dark place, too. She shut herself up for a week in her bedroom until Kim dragged her out of the house and back to Sunday brunch. Patti went, but she wore sunglasses to hide her swollen eyes. She donned a black dress and spent the first half hour of brunch in the bathroom. When Kim coaxed her to the table, she saw that her friends had shown up in black, too. And she decided to stay. They were gentle and gracious throughout the whole two-hour meal. Patti didn’t remember any of their conversation. Only their kindness.


The next week, Kim picked her up again. And the next week. And the next. By week four, the sunglasses came off. Patti’s appetite returned. She started to work again. She owned a successful MyWay cosmetics business that kept her busy during the week.


It was weekends, especially Saturdays, that were too hard to take. To compensate, the brunch ladies started a bowling team so she would have something to look forward to on Saturdays. Her life started to have a familiar flow. Business. Bowling. Brunch. Business. Bowling. Brunch. Weeks turned into months. At Christmas the bowling team disbanded. They didn’t regroup after the holidays, but Patti didn’t mind. By now she was stronger. Almost herself. And although she would never admit it to the girls, she never really enjoyed bowling that much to begin with.


Patti is surprised how hard the second anniversary is hitting her. The grief reaches deep into her gut and throbs. She needs to lie down. She’ll call Kim from home. As she puts the car into drive, Kim rings in.


Patti assures Kim that she’s on her way. She pulls the car up to the valet. Kim is waiting for her in the foyer.


After juice and coffee are poured, Bethany, married thirty-six years, three kids, two grandkids, brings it up. “We know this is a hard week for you, Patti. And we just want you to know that we love you and we haven’t forgotten Darren.”


Patti looks around the table. Her gut has stopped clenching. She is grateful for these strong, beautiful women.


“We know you don’t like to dwell on the negative. But we also know you, Patti Hill. We know your heart is still breaking inside,” says Kim, longtime divorcée, mother of one, and one of Patti’s MyWay associates. Kim is, hands down, Patti’s closest confidant. That stubborn lump returns, and Patti is near tears. Kim reaches for her hand. “It’s been long and hard, but we’re glad to see you living your life. Darren would have wanted that.” Patti manages a nod.


“George and I made a sizable donation to Disabled American Veterans in Darren’s memory,” says Joanne, cancer survivor and mom of four.


“Thank you, Jo. That means the world to me,” Patti says.


“We thought it would be a good idea to dedicate this brunch to Darren. Maybe share some memories of him together,” says Gayle, widowed attorney, no kids, two dogs. “What do you think?”


“Only if you want to,” adds Karen, mid-divorce, three kids, five grandkids.


Patti looks around the table. “I don’t know if I’m up for it, but I think it’ll probably be good for me.”


They fill their plates at the buffet and spend the next hour recalling things about Darren, from his double broken arms when he jumped off the roof to his high school wrestling championship to the day Bree was born.


By the third round of coffee, stomachs are sore from laughing and eyes are dried out from crying. Bethany, Karen, and Joanne announce they have to leave for family duties. Patti sends them off with a round of hugs, assuring them that today’s brunch has healed another little piece of her heart.


After they’ve gone, Gayle asks, “So how are things between you and Amber? Any changes?”


“It’s still a lot of excuses. She works a lot. Frankly, I think she’s in a bit of financial trouble. That house is going to shambles. I don’t know how she can keep up with such a big place.”


“You ever get to see Bree?”


“No. It’s always Bree’s busy. Bree’s busy? With what? What kind of social calendar does a child have?”


“She never even calls for you to babysit?” asks Gayle.


“She did once or twice right after it happened. But no. Nothing now.”


“Where does Bree go when Amber’s working?” says Kim.


“I don’t know. Friends’ homes, I’m guessing. I really don’t know. When I call, I get voice mail. Once in a blue moon Amber will text me a two-word response. At work. Talk later. Bree’s good.”


“It’s time for you to step up the game. You need to arrange a face-to-face,” says Gayle.


“That’s what I’ve been telling her,” says Kim.


“Yes, but what exactly do you see this arrangement entailing?” says Patti.


“Go to the diner. Ask to be seated in her section. Check in on her.”


“I promised myself I wouldn’t be that meddling mother-in-law. I want to give her the space and time she needs.”


“Patti Hill, I’m calling you out on this one. It’s been two years. You have a right to see that grandbaby of yours,” says Kim. “And Amber needs to know she still has you to lean on.”


Patti finds herself at a bit of a loss when it comes to relating to her daughter-in-law. “Amber never seemed to need me, even when Darren was alive.”


“She does. She just doesn’t know it yet,” says Gayle.


Patti pulls a MyWay lipstick tube from her purse, Copper Penny, a perfect complement to the brassy tones in her hair. “Here’s the God’s honest truth, ladies. I’m not sure how to handle this. I don’t know how to get through to that girl.” She presses her lips together, spreading the color across them. “There. I said it.”


Gayle and Kim exchange looks, as if the answer is the most obvious thing in the world.


“Patti, just do what you do best,” says Gayle.


“I don’t understand.” Patti returns Copper Penny to her purse.


“You were named last year’s top-rated MyWay saleswoman for a reason,” says Gayle.


“Yeah, because I poured all my grief into my work.”


“Because you know how to lift people up,” says Kim as she takes Patti’s hands, squeezing confidence into them.


“Believe in beauty. Believe in you.” Patti flippantly quotes the MyWay motto.


“And that’s exactly what Amber needs,” Kim says.


“You’ve got to sell her on the idea that her life will be better with you in it,” says Gayle.


“Sell?” Patti’s lips part in an illuminated smile. “That, I can do.”





chapter four



Just Another Sunday


INSIDE THE HOUSE, the master bedroom remains unkempt, and Amber lies wide-awake, staring out the window. Her face reflects the burden she should never have had to bear.


The alarm goes off on her nightstand. It’s after 9:00 a.m. Even ten hours of sleep leaves her groggy. She hits the snooze button for a sixth time, knowing that if she doesn’t get going in the next five minutes, she’ll be late for her midmorning shift.


Her eyes are drawn to her guitar case, forgotten, dusty, and leaning in the cobwebbed corner. She rolls over, and her look settles on Darren’s framed flag and 101st Airborne mug shot. Next to that, their wedding photo. They were too young, according to most. But blissfully happy. So unaware of the road that lay before them. And next to that is another picture, taken just ten months later, when Bree arrived at Clarksville Memorial Hospital. Amber had been worried Darren would be a nervous daddy. Far from it. His eyes glisten with pride and confidence as he cradles his tiny daughter in one arm and wraps the other around his new bride. Instant contentment as a family unit.


With great exertion Amber sits up in bed and shakes off a chill. The alarm sounds again, and this time she reaches over and smacks it. No more snoozing. Her gaze turns to a dusty Bible on the nightstand. Sticking out from the middle is the corner of an unopened envelope addressed to her from Darren and postmarked in the United States. Ten days after she received the news he was gone.


Amber tugs at the corner and slides it out. For a brief second she considers opening it.


But not today. There’s no time. And she’s still not ready.


She steps over to the window and gazes down at the flower bed along the front stoop. Its fallow soil is still barren from the winter. Spring feels hopelessly far away. A saggy, faded yellow ribbon on a tree in the front yard flutters in tatters in the rainy breeze. She should have replaced it, or torn it down. Another dreary day. Without Darren.


“Mom. It’s my turn to bring the Sunday school snack,” says Bree, sticking her sleepy head into the doorway.


“What? It is? You sort of failed to mention this.”


“No. I told you. You just weren’t paying attention.”


That seemed to be a common theme in her life lately.


“Can you make something?” Bree asks.


Amber sets the envelope down on the Bible and swings her legs out of bed. Her feet hit the cool wooden floor, and she quickly searches for her slippers.


“We’re already running late.”


She sees disappointment cross Bree’s face.


“I don’t know what I have in the house, but I’ll see what I can do. Now scoot. You gotta get ready for church.”


Bree dashes off. Amber puts it into high gear, grabbing yesterday’s soiled waitress smock. She rummages through her dresser drawer for a pair of socks and realizes how desperately she needs to do the laundry. She grabs a mismatched pair and rushes into the bathroom.


Amber opens the medicine cabinet and glosses over Darren’s toiletries—unmoved and collecting a thin film of bathroom grime. She reaches around them for her things. Like she has every day since he left.





WHEN AMBER ARRIVES in the kitchen, Bree is already at the counter eating cereal straight from the box.


“Don’t you want that in a bowl with some milk?”


“I didn’t see any in the fridge.”


Amber opens the fridge. Sure enough, an empty milk container is shoved all the way toward the back, behind several Styrofoam take-out containers from Rosie’s. Amber grabs the empty milk jug and a quarter-full box of orange juice.


“Want some juice?”


“Sure.”


She checks the expiration date—“Never mind”—and dumps the contents into the sink. Bree crunches away at her breakfast, engrossed by pictures in her children’s Bible.


Amber heads to the cupboard hoping to find a box of brownie mix she can quickly whip up. A quick check of the pantry paints a bleak inventory. A can of black beans. A package of French onion soup. Noodles. A box of crackers with a single cracker stale at the bottom. An old bag of stiff mini marshmallows. A half-eaten box of Froot Loops. And a bottle of gummy vitamins. She tosses one to Bree.


“Here. Eat this.”


Bree gobbles it up.


Necessity being the mother of invention, an idea springs into Amber’s head. She grabs the marshmallows and Froot Loops.


“Are you done with that?”


“I guess so.”


Amber takes the box of puffed-rice cereal from Bree’s hands. “Head upstairs and brush your teeth and hair.”


“What are you making?” Amber ignores Bree’s skeptical look as she slips off her chair and joins Amber at the counter.


“New recipe . . .” She thinks fast. “Um . . . They’re called . . . crazy crispies.”


Amber empties the contents from both cereal boxes into a large mixing bowl. She heats up the marshmallows in the microwave and pours them over the cornucopia of cereal, stirring until they’re all coated. She then presses the concoction into a pan and smooths it out to the sides.


Bree gives the mixture a strange look.


“That looks gross.”


“Bree, it’s the best I can do right now.”


“Lemme taste it.”


Amber hands Bree the spoon to lick. Spoon in mouth, Bree nods. It’ll do. Amber takes the spoon from Bree’s mouth.


“Okay, kiddo. Teeth and hair. Let’s go.” Bree trudges out of the kitchen.


Amber slaps a layer of foil over the top. Hunger pains prick at the sides of her stomach. She really needs to get a few bites in before heading off to her shift. She checks the to-go containers in the fridge. Limp salad. Moldy scrambled eggs. Shriveled french fries. Trash. Trash. Trash. She finds a soft apple crammed into the corner of the crisper drawer and snatches it.


Bree pops into the kitchen and grabs her Bible from the table. “Okay. I’m ready.”


“Okay. Meet you in the car.”


Bree rushes out of the house.


Amber tucks the crazy crispies under her arm and finds her purse and keys hanging in the foyer. Through the window of the front door she can see Bree at the end of the sidewalk talking with a strange man dressed in a suit and tie. Stranger danger!


Amber hurries out the door as she hears the man ask Bree, “Your mom home?”


“Hi. Can I help you?” Amber is halfway down the front step. The man looks up.


“Are you Mrs. Amber Hill?”


“Yes, I’m Amber.” She reaches out and takes Bree by the shoulder.


“You’ve been served.” Before Amber can respond, the man shoves an envelope in her hand.


“What? Excuse me?”


The man turns quickly, heading for his vehicle.


“Excuse me. Served for what? Hey. Who are you?”


He doesn’t turn around as he dives into the driver’s side and speeds off.


“Mom, who was that?”


Amber tries to put on a brave face as she looks at the return address. The bank. She knew she was late on her payments, but . . . this can’t actually be happening. The shock turns her cold.


“Mom. You okay?”


“Uh . . . yeah.”


“What’s ‘served’ mean?”


“Never mind. Doesn’t matter. Get in the car.”


Bree heads for their rust-bucket minivan and hops in. Amber shoves the envelope into her purse. As she pulls away, Amber surveys their gorgeous Victorian home set against gray skies. She’ll get to the bottom of things first thing tomorrow. She’s not about to lose anything more.





chapter five



Welcome to Clarksville


CLARKSVILLE. 7 MILES.


“Less than ten minutes till we begin our sentence in purgatory.” Cody addresses an air freshener in the shape of a purple cheetah hanging from his rearview mirror. The scent, Noir Musk, faded two months ago. But the cheetah looks as fearsome as the day it came out of the plastic wrap.


“And the stock-car world is abuzz this morning after Cody Jackson was pulled from the active-driver roster for next week’s race in Phoenix. Could this be the end of Cody’s career, Bill?” an announcer’s voice crackles from the old-school dial radio rigged into the dash of Cody Jackson’s car.


The subject of the offending report pounds the steering wheel defensively. “It certainly is not the end of my career, Bill. And shame on you for starting rumors.”


“Sure looks like it, Gene. His spectacular crash on turn four at last week’s Interstate 500 may have been the last straw for team owner Gibbs.”


“Spectacular? Got that right. Can’t argue with fifty thousand clicks on YouTube. I’ll take that as a compliment.” Cody tips his head toward the radio in a cocky motion.


“But I guess Gibbs must see something in this kid if he’s willing to give him a second chance, Bill.”


“More like a tenth or eleventh chance. But then, Gibbs can afford to blow money on a crash risk like Jackson. Just pray he’s got another hopeful lined up for the seat. I doubt we’ll see Jackson back on the track anytime soon.”


“Oh, that one hurt. But watch your back. I’m coming to get you. Soon.” Cody snaps the radio dial to the left. “Enough trash talk.” He turns the knob to a country music station.


Cody Jackson flies past the city’s welcome sign in his ’67 Pontiac Firebird, a rusted red (emphasis on rusted), work-on-it-as-I-get-the-dough junker. He revs the engine loud and proud, drawing daggered looks from a couple pushing a sleeping toddler in a stroller.


The town looks pretty much like it did from Google Earth. Except greener. And with more lawn ornaments. He speeds past a gnome entourage marching across a yard.


Cody wonders if he can get a decent burger in this town. He zips past Rosie’s Diner, cuts a sharp left—tires burning rubber—and punches it down a tree-lined street of Victorian homes, coasting through stop signs. On the fourth coast, he hears the squeal of sirens behind him.


“You’ve got to be kidding me!” He slows and sees the squad car’s strobe lights in his rearview.


“Pull to the right, please,” a megaphoned male voice instructs.


Cody puts the gearshift in neutral and coasts to a stop. “Bless the Broken Road” plays from his speakers. “Appropriate song for the times we find ourselves in. Right, cheetah? Just not so sure this road’s a blessing, exactly.” The cheetah swings back and forth. Cody reaches into the glove box for his registration card.


“You wanna turn that off, please?”


Cody looks up at the officer who now stands at the driver’s-side window.


“The radio. Turn it off, please, sir.”


Cody turns down the dial. “Man, you really came outta nowhere.”


“You plan on getting the muffler checked?”


Did that couple with the baby call the cops on him?


“Are you kidding? That muffler cost me cash. Best feature of the car.” Cody sees this does not sit well with the officer.


“Those were stop signs back there.”


“Yes. I saw them, sir.”


“You ran four of them.”


“I’m a very conscientious driver. I do the whole left, right, left thing before crossing.”


“You need to come to a complete stop when you come up to a stop sign.”


“Thought that was more of a suggestion when there’s no traffic for miles.”


The officer is less than amused. “It’s not a suggestion. It’s the law. License and registration, please.”


Cody hands over the documents and resists the temptation to turn up the radio. He glances at the officer’s badge. Brice.


“Officer Brice. You like racing?” Brice starts to write something on his tablet. “You know, like stock-car races?”


Brice lifts his gaze to Cody. “What’s your point?”


“I’m a race car driver. Cody Jackson. Maybe you didn’t quite recognize me with the scruff.” Cody strokes the new beard he’s been growing. “And if you and your family are interested, I could score you some tickets to an Interstate event.”


“I know who you are, Cody Jackson. I saw your last crash live. And then again on YouTube. And then my buddy also e-mailed me the Asian-spoof version.”


“There’s a spoof version? Cool.”


“You’re not trying to bribe me with tickets, are you, Mr. Jackson?” Brice leans over, and Cody gets a good look at the serious expression on his face and the body camera attached to his lapel.


“Oh, no. No, sir. Just a kind offer.” Cody smiles coyly for the camera.


“I’ll pass. Thank you. In the meantime, since you’re new to town and I know that Joe Cartier is expecting—”


“You know Joe?”


“I know everything and everyone. Don’t forget it. And don’t forget that I’m letting you off with a warning.”


“Appreciate it.”


“But this is it. You get only one free pass.”


“I understand. Thank you.” Cody reaches into the backseat and pulls out a rolled-up poster. “Do you have sons?” He starts to unroll the signed poster of himself and his race car.


Brice puts his hand up, shaking his head.


“Daughters?”


“Welcome to Clarksville, Mr. Jackson. Enjoy your—hopefully brief—stay.” Officer Brice turns and heads to his car.


Cody sticks his head out the window. “Hey, excuse me? Officer Brice? How do I get to Joe’s from here?”





CODY ROARS INTO the parking lot of Joe’s Auto. The throwback car repair shop with its 1950s signage is the first thing Cody likes about this town.


“This looks like the kinda place we could hang for a while,” he tells the cheetah. “Things may be looking up.”


He parks the car in front of an open garage bay, swings his door open, and sets his worn, brown cowboy boots on the black pavement. Cody removes his sunglasses and lets his eyes adjust to the bright sun gleaming off a dozen restored beauties in the lot. “Hope I get to take a couple of those babies for a spin.”


“Not a chance.” The voice drones from inside the first garage hanger. Cody steps in and sees two legs sticking out from under a race car. “You can look, but you can’t touch.”


“Hello? Are you talking to me?”


“Hand me a nine-sixteenths box end, would ya?”


“Ah . . . Joe?” Cody tries to see who’s under there.


“Left side, top drawer.”


Cody finds the wrench in the toolbox along the wall.


“Set it in my palm right here.”


Cody obeys. The hand grips the tool and disappears.


“You must be Cody, am I right?”


“That’s right.”


“Joe.” The hand comes out again with the nine-sixteenths. “Grab me the next size up, will ya?”


“You got a nice ride here. Yours?” Cody exchanges the smaller tool for the larger one and hands it to Joe.


“It sure is. And I’d like to keep it that way. From what I hear and what I see, you might have some trouble doing that.”


“Hey, ‘rubbing is racing,’ right?”


Cody hears Joe tightening a bolt under the car. The instrument appears again, and Cody takes it. Joe scoots his legs up and slides his body until he’s out from under the vehicle. He looks at Cody, studying him as he wipes the grease off his hands.


Joe rises and stands a full head taller than Cody. Formidable. Wowsers. Joe lets a long awkward moment pass between them. Cody is about to break the silence, when—


“No. It isn’t. And don’t ever quote Days of Thunder to me.”


Cody’s confidence macerates. He judged the benevolence of the situation too soon. And purely based on looks. Classic book-by-its-cover mistake.


Joe checks his watch and, seeing the time, grabs his jacket. “We can take my truck. The old Ford out there. Is that what you’re gonna wear?”


“I . . . I guess so. Why?”


“Help me load that go-kart into the back.”


Cody looks around for the kart, completely confused as to what’s about to go down. Go-karts? Are they going to a derby race?


“Hurry now. We don’t want to be late.”


“Late for what?”


“It’s Sunday. Church.”


“Church?”


“Yeah. Steeple. Choir. Pastor. You know church, right? Please tell me I don’t have to explain this concept, or we have more work to do than I was led to believe.”


Cody does know. When he was a kid, his parents took him to Sunday school. That lasted until junior high, when he and Martin Schmidt would sneak out and wander around town for an hour. He had dabbled in churchgoing off and on with various girlfriends he was trying to impress. But no. Well, Sundays were race days. Besides, he preferred to keep his faith life, what little there was, private—and separate—from his race life.


Joe steps behind an unfinished, kid-size go-kart and starts to push. “Cody. I could use some help here. Let’s go.”


“Joe. There’s one thing you should know about me. I don’t do church.”


“You do now.” Joe deflects Cody’s insistent look as he jostles the kart through the garage. “Consider it part of a well-balanced rehabilitation program. Otherwise, we don’t have a deal.” Joe is headed for a collision with a tire-changing machine when Cody hustles after him, grabbing the wheel to steer the kart out of harm’s way.


Welcome to race car purgatory.





chapter six



She Should


AMBER PULLS HER minivan into a spot at the far end of the parking lot of Clarksville Community Church so she can avoid making contact with any of the worshippers arriving there. In her rearview mirror she sees the happy attendees, her old friends, greeting Karena, who stands outside the doors passing out bulletins as they enter. Joyful faces. Perfect and pain-free. A cruel reminder of what her life used to be. She turns away.


Bree opens the sliding door and hops out.


“I’ll see you after work, okay?”


“I wish you would stay for church,” Bree says.


“Can’t. Rosie would kill me.”


“Bye, Mom.” Bree uses all her might to close the door. She sprints toward the church when Amber realizes the crazy crispies are still sitting on the passenger seat.
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