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			FOR MY MOM, CARMEL MEADE, WITH LOVE

		

	
		
			There must be those among whom we can sit down and weep and still be counted as warriors.

			—ADRIENNE RICH

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			

			Thunder Mountain, Smoky Mountains, East Tennessee

			11:45 p.m.

			Dwight McCoy liked to talk to God.

			He sat in his front porch rocker—angry coal-black clouds on the horizon, lightning spits sizzling from the dark heavens—and stared out at the approaching storm. He always looked forward to his weekend talk with the Big Man, but this time the goats were ruining his conversation. They were going crazy, bleating their lungs out.

			Dwight tried to ignore them as he took a drag on his joint and let the smoke fill his lungs. Usually he liked to pass a quiet Friday evening rocking in his chair on his shack’s front porch, sucking on a joint, his Bible on his lap, indulging in a one-way conversation. But the goats were messing up his evening.

			It would never have occurred to Dwight that in reality he was only three minutes away from meeting God personally. Or that all his prayers were about to be answered. But such was life, always full of surprises.

			The two goats on the lawn were tied to the front porch and kept bleating, getting agitated, then charging toward the porch rails, slamming their stumpy horns into the wood.

			“Easy up, boys. Easy, you hear?”

			Dwight heard a thunderous growl. He stroked his greasy beard and peered out past the mess of junk and crushed beer cans that decorated his lawn. High in the inky night sky, way out beyond his rusted thirty-year-old Chevy pickup and the mess of an ancient ruined tractor, storm clouds bubbled.

			A big one coming, by the looks of it. Dwight sipped from the mason jar, gargled, swallowed a mouthful of burning spirit, and let out a sigh.

			Man, that was good. 

			Dwight always kicked off the weekend with some fiesta time—a mason jar of moonshine accompanied by a couple of really good joints. Relaxing on his front porch with a pair of goats and a banged-up old refrigerator full of beer for company was the perfect way to watch some dazzling summer storms. On the tar-black horizon, the show had already started: sizzling bolts of lightning, their volleys of thunder echoing in the darkness like cannon shot.

			Chewing the cud with God was part of Dwight’s enjoyment. Nothing too deep, mind, just the occasional whine about life or the kind of day he’d had on the ten-acre Smokies hill farm since Hilda had passed.

			When the ’shine or the spliffs weren’t up to scratch and it seemed as if God wasn’t listening, sometimes his goats, Barack and Obama, just sat there, listening. Dwight liked to talk to his goats, but tonight neither animal seemed in the mood for social chitchat.

			“Easy up, boys. Easy up, you hear?” he said again.

			The agitated goats were acting kind of strange. Head-butting the porch railing, the clack-clack of their clipped horns chipping the wood. Being tethered to the porch never usually irked them. But for the last few minutes they had been bleating their hearts out.

			“What you getting worked up about, fellas?”

			The goats paid him no heed, just kept head-butting the post. Clack. Clack. Dwight reckoned it was the approaching storm. Bad weather often got them riled, but tonight it was so bad it was getting on his nerves.

			“Settle down, old buddies. Settle down.”

			Dwight swallowed a mouthful of ’shine from the mason jar and wiped his beard with his grimy shirt sleeve. The homemade spirit burned his throat like a lit match but sure tasted good. He sucked deep on the spliff, savored the vapors searing his lungs. Saturday night fever, and all homemade, the weed grown in the woods behind him, the ’shine made in his own still.

			A frightening rumble of thunder echoed in the night sky, but he felt so relaxed he barely reacted. The storm wouldn’t hit here for maybe another five minutes, which gave him enough time to enjoy the fireworks. After that, the rain would hammer like bullets on the cabin’s tin roof. He sucked again on the joint, held the smoke in his lungs, let it out slowly.

			They said weed frazzled your brain, but Dwight didn’t care, not since the day Hilda went to cancer. From then on he figured he was on the downhill slope anyway, and weed would change nothing. Hilda had slipped away in her sleep after a year of agony. One minute breathing, the next lifeless as he clutched her hand. He talked with God about that, begged not to let him suffer as painful a going as his wife’s. Give him a heart attack, hit him with a Mack truck, whatever, just take him quick.

			Dwight grabbed his walking cane. He flicked the hook end to open the porch refrigerator. The light inside came on. Cans of Bud, milk, some provisions. But mostly Bud. He hooked out a Bud, grabbed it in the crook of his foot, kicked it into the air, and caught it in his palm, then banged shut the door with the tip of his snake boot.

			Not bad for an old guy. He hissed open the can, swallowed some cold amber. High in the Smoky Mountains, away from civilization, more thunderbolts sizzled, the storm coming closer. Clack. Clack. The goats took another bleating run at the rail post. Their distress was driving him nuts.

			They said animals sensed imminent danger. That in fear they moved up into the hills when tsunamis or hurricanes hit. He reckoned the goats sensed the approaching thunderstorm.

			“Settle down, fellas. Nobody’s going to get crisped.”

			At that precise moment, a booming thunderbolt echoed around the mountains, and the goats went crazy. Dwight looked up at the sky as something caught his eye. Weird.

			A spark of light spit out of the dark storm cloud. The spark blazed, like a glittering star. What the . . . ? Dwight squinted and felt his heart race. Was it his imagination, or was the object shooting toward him?

			For a moment he wondered if he’d drunk too much. Sometimes the moonshine caused him to have visions or to perceive the real meaning of existence. Once he’d decided to keep a notebook and pen by his bed, and when he woke in the night, he’d write down his jumbled thoughts, hoping to decipher the meaning of life hidden in his dreams, and fall back to sleep. Next day, sober, he’d read his scrawled notes: oil change due Friday, pay wheel tax, buy a packet of smokes and a gallon of milk. Packet of butt wipes for sensitive skin.

			Dwight rubbed his eyes and blinked. The spark blazed in the black sky dead ahead of him and got brighter, speeding out of the storm cloud. Whoever said drinking ruined your eyesight was lying, because Dwight saw the object glowing brighter and moving closer by the second. It was definitely coming toward him, whatever it was.

			A UFO? Some weird light phenomenon? Now it sparkled brighter, seemed to break apart. A piece of the object fell away, a ball of flaming light. Now there were two objects. Then the smaller one disappeared, its light dying like an orange emergency flare as it dropped toward Earth.

			But the bigger object kept hurtling toward him.

			“Holy cow.”

			Alarmed, Dwight pushed himself out of the rocker and went to turn to his cabin, to grab his shotgun. His survivor’s instinct was already telling him it was a total waste of time as the thing came screaming toward him like a banshee.

			He heard a swish of air and then a mighty thud when something hit the forest floor with a sound like an earthquake, shaking the ground under him, as if some unseen monster in the bowels of the Earth had just given a massive growl.

			The powerful impact blew Barack and Obama clear off the ground, sent the goats’ exploding carcasses flying through the darkness, as if sucked skyward by a tornado.

			The same force field plowed into Dwight like an artillery shell blast, shattering his cabin, turning it to matchwood, crushing every bone in his seventy-five-year-old body, and killing him instantly.

			All in all, Dwight McCoy could not have asked for a quicker and less painful death.
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			I keep two photographs by my bed. They are my deepest wounds.

			One is a snapshot of my parents at a party celebrating my younger brother’s West Point graduation ceremony. Sweet, funny, twenty-one-year-old Kyle, his sapphire-blue eyes smiling for the camera, looking so handsome in his gray and white cadet’s uniform.

			In the photograph next to Kyle’s stands my colonel father, tall and proud, every inch the Army man, his uniform creases so razor-sharp they could cut tomatoes, every medal buffed and polished. We’re a military family, Appalachian settlers who come from a long line of battle-hardened Scotch-Irish warriors, the kind who seem to be born missing a fear gene.

			And standing between my father and my brother is my mother, Martha Beth Kelly. I often remember her with a vodka grin on her face as she danced the evening away, her wild red hair tossed, one hand raised like a crazed rocker, in the other maybe a joint if she’d gotten hold of one, more often a cocktail glass kissing her smudged lipstick.

			And always that look on her face, the one that told me there was no stopping her from making a drunken fool of herself, even as my father tried to coax her off the dance floor.

			My father, the courageous six-foot-three colonel who battled his way across Iraq to the gates of Saddam Hussein’s palace. Who fought hand-to-hand at Fallujah and lost his left foot in a grenade blast.

			Kyle and I adored my father. He was our idol. Someone gave my kid brother a miniature soldier’s uniform when he was six. He paraded up and down our backyard with his shoes polished and a stick in his hands for a rifle.

			I asked, “What are you doing, Kyle?”

			A smile lit up his face. “Playing cadet. When I grow up, I want to be a soldier just like Daddy.”

			Kyle was already into athletics, a stickler for competition sports, but easygoing with it. When my dad saw him marching solemnly in the yard, he said, “Cadet Kyle, what is your motto?”

			Kyle stood to attention, held a salute, and recited the cadet’s West Point code. “A cadet does not lie, cheat, steal, or tolerate those who do.”

			My father beamed at me and said, “Looks like we got another one for West Point.”

			My father, who always makes me feel safe, even though I am an adult. Once in a Florida bar a few years back while I was on vacation with my dad, two big, steroid-muscled guys drinking beer wolf-­whistled at me and whispered a dirty remark as I passed them on the way to the restroom. My dad was over there in a second, right in their faces, his muscled arms bulging, his chest proud, spoiling for a fight, ready to beat the life out of anyone who taunted his daughter.

			He insisted that the idiots apologize. They did and slinked off like a pair of sorry kids, abandoning their beers. He’s that kind of father. He has his pride, takes no prisoners, and backs off from no one.

			A man who was never truly afraid of anything—except the fiery-tempered little woman from Temperance, Georgia, whom he loved and married but was never able to make happy no matter how hard he tried.

			And all because they could never share their deepest secret.

			* * *

			The two photographs I keep are side by side in a silver-toned metal frame. The second image is of my husband, Jack, and me and our two smiling, beloved children, Amy and Sean, then four and eight.

			The photograph showed Jack not in Army uniform, as so often in the images I keep of him, but wearing a Jimmy Buffett tropical shirt while on vacation at Myrtle Beach in South Carolina one blistering summer. It was a vacation meant to salve my husband’s mental wounds from a punishing deployment in Iraq—and it was three months before he and our children vanished, never to be seen again.

			Three months before those “terrible events” befell us all, as my father refers to our tragedies, his anguished face like granite whenever he talks about our heartbreak, which is seldom. For a hardened veteran who witnessed many die in battle and who rarely flinched recalling the experience, any mention of our family’s loss brings him to the edge of tears.

			And so I keep these photographs by my bed and not in the rooms downstairs, well out of his sight. The photographs do not make me cry, or at least not the way they once did.

			And although they will always be a reminder of my sorrow, my wounds are no longer searing but a healing scar. Grief is still my shadow, but now my world has changed.

			I have a new life.

			In time, I found a new husband and child to ease the pain of those I lost.

			* * *

			There are other photographs I hold sacred, of my kid brother and me growing up, enjoying holidays and vacations together.

			Kyle and I shared the same manic Kelly sense of humor, the same sometimes short-fused temper, the same taste in food and movies. We were born within eleven months of each other, so my father used to call us his Irish twins.

			Kyle was the perfect baby—blond, porcelain-skinned, good-humored. When I was four, for a time we shared a room together. On stormy winter nights when he was scared to sleep alone or afraid of the dark, Kyle would climb into bed beside me to seek refuge.

			“Ats, Amy. Ats.” As an infant, Kyle couldn’t pronounce “Thanks”; it always came out as “Ats.”

			I loved the soft feel of his puppy-fat cheeks, the angel kiss of his infant lips, and the scared-tight arms around my neck after he’d crawled in to snuggle next to me. For me, there is nothing quite so heart-stirringly touching as the hug of a child clinging to you out of fear, as if it connects us to a thread gloriously human and yet divine woven into our souls.

			For a long time, Kyle was the quiet one in our family. He’d tag along behind me, holding on to my sweater, head down and shy, hardly saying a word. One Christmas at a family party when he was eight, he shocked us with an amazing crimson-faced rendition of my father’s favorite song, “Danny Boy.” Kyle’s sweet singing voice as angelic as that of a soloist in the Vienna Boys Choir.

			It wasn’t like Kyle to thrust himself into the spotlight, but someone discovered the reason: he was sneaking sips from my mother’s Irish whiskey and soda. For every childhood Christmas party afterward, carefully monitored to make sure he hadn’t touched the seasonal booze, he’d bestow his version of “Danny Boy” and bring everyone close to tears.

			As he grew older, it became Kyle’s shower song. Whenever he stepped under the steaming jets and the sounds of “Danny Boy” rang through our house, we would all stop and listen, for deep in his honeyed voice was a touching echo, a sound that my father teasingly used to say, like the bagpipes, “never failed to light a blazing bonfire under our Celtic chromosomes.”

			* * *

			Other images I keep are in photograph albums of the day I got married at age twenty-one at Cedar Springs Church in Knoxville, Tennessee.

			Snapshots of my children as infants and during their growing spurts, at treasured milestones in their short lives—vacations, weekends at the lake or the beach, the day a tooth was lost or when they’d dressed for Halloween or celebrated a birthday.

			First came Sean, barely ten months after Jack and I married. Shy little Sean, always eager to please even as an infant, who loved to be read stories and have his back rubbed.

			Three years later, I was pregnant again with Amy. She raged into our lives like a whirlwind, a spark plug of a girl, the exact opposite of her shy brother. A giggling rebel imp who never stopped talking, brimful of life, endlessly on the move.

			“Ain’t that girl got no off switch?” Jack used to joke.

			She seemed to have a powerful furnace burning inside her, until she collapsed into bed at night. Even then, she could never sleep in the dark. I guess my daughter always gave me trouble at bedtime. She insisted on a light blazing or would instantly wake, become anxious, and call down from her room if the landing light was ever turned off. As if, like a flower, she thrived on light and sunshine.

			So each evening, to ease her fear, I left a lamp lit on the landing.

			Amy would see its golden light beyond her door whenever she awoke. And then she would fall back to sleep.

			* * *

			With children in my life, my existence felt complete.

			These were days I wanted to inhale like fragrant air, each memory precious. And so I kept a diary. I hoped one day to be a writer, and I read somewhere that keeping a journal was important for an author, like a singer practicing scales. So I wrote about every tiny or meaningful experience I shared with our children, until another wicked tempest raged into my life and claimed my family from me, and they disappeared. From that day on, I never thought I would write another word.

			Yet these images in the silver frame—my deepest wounds—are also my salvation. For when I feel the cool smoothness of the glass that covers their beaming faces and glide my fingertips over their outlines, it reminds me of the radiant spirits that once illuminated my world.

			The lips I can no longer kiss, voices I can no longer hear, faces I can no longer touch.

			And they remind me of the cruelest lessons life has taught me.

			* * *

			Write this down if you want, and never let anyone tell you otherwise: Love has a price.

			There never can be—never will be and never has been—a single love that comes without agony. When loved ones die or leave us of their own choosing—when we stay but love no longer or when we shatter a human heart by our treachery or by our leaving—we pay the cost sooner or later.

			As every sin has its own avenging angel, every giving and letting go has its day of reckoning.

			Another thing I’ve learned: Sometimes those we worship harbor unimaginable secrets.

			All families have secrets. Some are innocent. Some seep like poison through the veins of successive generations. Dark secrets that can maim and destroy as cruelly as any weapon. For just as the sweetest sounds can induce the greatest sorrows, so, too, can the purest love contain the seeds of the most malignant hurts.

			Like the Celtic legend of the bird that sings just once in its life but more sweetly than any other creature on this earth. From the moment it can fly, it searches for a rosebush, and when it finds one, it impales its breast on the sharpest barb. In its dying agony, it sings a supreme hymn, a song so exquisite that every living thing in its orbit stops to listen and marvel at the beauty.

			And so do we, each of us in our own way, seek out our own thorns to impale our hearts on. Not for the pained joy of some glorious hymn but because we cannot help ourselves. It’s as if our fortunes are written in our stars.

			And so they are.

			Have you ever stopped and realized that if you had not met a certain person, your whole life would be different? For this, too, I’ve learned, that whatever love we encounter in our lives isn’t just a chance meeting in a chaotic world.

			It’s a fate.

			A thread in the tapestry of our existence that is more mysterious than any of us can understand, one that echoes across the ages. To rephrase another writer’s words, you will find in each of us all the sums we have not counted. For every moment in our lives is a window on all time, as if the kiss that began four thousand years ago in Crete ended yesterday in Texas.

			I believe that.

			And that each heart and mind seeking and finding another is never the consequence of some accidental journey but a destiny, waiting to teach us a life lesson or ambush us with some terrible truth that the universe insists we must learn.

			I know that because I have learned from my own bitter truths.

			And my first lesson began on the morning I got married, when my mother arrived drunk at Cedar Springs Church with a loaded gun in her purse and murder in her heart.
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			Thunder Mountain, Smoky Mountains, East Tennessee

			If there was a hell on earth, then this swampy forest came close.

			Brewster Tanner felt an icy shiver snake down his spine. Tanner hated wooded swamps.

			Tanner was fifty pounds overweight, with a noble profile that would not have looked out of place on an ancient Roman coin. If he was a singer, he would have been Barry White. People said he sounded like him, too, when Tanner used to do karaoke. A bass voice, deep as a dungeon, the kind that resonated with certain women.

			Except he didn’t look anything like Barry White. Tanner was a light-skinned African-American, soft-featured, handsome-pretty. Folks often said he reminded them of that old-time actor Sidney Poitier but just, well, a little heavier.

			He stared through the windshield as he drove his white Camry through emerald-green forest, the radio on. It was not Barry singing but Beyoncé blaring about “all the single ladies.” Tanner always got a laugh when he heard that song. Beyoncé in concert, pocketing millions and going home to her husband and kids, leaving all those dumb single hos singing that song, dancing around with their handbags.

			In the sultry heat, tangled green branches overhung stagnant pools of water the color of coffee grounds. A nearby stream had flooded, saturating the ground, covering tree trunks with at least a foot of water. The air was rich with the smells of damp soil and green plants.

			Reporters, cameramen, and TV crews mingled on either side of the track, the crowd three deep. Tanner saw a man running with a camera and a brace contraption on his shoulder, as if he’d just stolen it. Nearby, a pair of TV vans, local affiliates for CNN, ABC, and NBC, swung their satellite dishes to point into the hot noon sun, ready to relay their news stories to headquarters in Atlanta and New York.

			Tanner flicked crumbs from his size-58 chest, the flaky remains of a diabetic-friendly hazelnut cookie he’d eaten on the long stretch of dirt track that twisted through the swamp.

			Bony tendrils of dead creepers were woven through the trees like petrified snakes, some of the branches covered in wispy spider veils that resembled Spanish moss. Tanner took a deep breath, and the brown, musty smell of decaying rain forest flooded his nostrils. He felt another shiver, more violent.

			Swamps gave him the creeps, even one as full of activity as this. They made him think of alligators and snakes, reptiles and spiders. Things that bit you, killed you, or chewed you alive. Did they have gators in East Tennessee? He didn’t think so, even if this particular landscape more resembled his hometown in Louisiana.

			Bears and snakes here for sure. And crazy folks, like the ones he’d passed along the track. Shabby single-wide hillbilly trailer homes or pitiful shacks, their lots adorned with the rusting carcasses of old cars and pontoon boats, flower beds sown around them as if in a graveyard, planted in fond memory of their once-beloved transport. Didn’t these people ever get rid of an old car, other than leave it to rot on their property?

			The Smoky Mountains looked beautiful, draped in a thin veil of morning fog. But this place—this ugly, swampy creek below the side of a mountain—reminded him of something out of that old madcap survival movie Deliverance.

			Along the way, Tanner saw muddy four-wheelers and ancient-­looking rocking chairs on nailed-together DIY porches made of boxwood. A few grubby kids played outside the shacks near wire-run chicken coops and goats. Older faces peered from behind sun-bleached shutters, weathered with missing teeth, their owners with tattoos adorning arms, hands, or necks.

			In one window, a sign said “Banjo Lessons.”

			Who in their right mind would want to come out here for banjo lessons, unless they were drugged or psychotic?

			He eased his Camry past a TV crew. Yellow police tape blocked his path. Tanner flashed his ID at a pair of sheriff’s uniforms, and one of them raised the yellow tape, indicating that he could park fifty yards along the dirt road, near a clearing. He coasted the Camry onto the grassy spot and hit the hand brake.

			As he flicked off Beyoncé and stepped out of the Camry into a solid wave of heat, the sounds of the swamp exploded. An orchestra of crickets, frogs, and birds, all accompanied by the clatter of a pair of police helicopters up high.

			His bulk had made it a struggle as he climbed out, the car floor and side pockets awash with crushed candy bar and gum wrappers. Sweat beading his brow—it was unseasonably hot for mid-March, not unusual in the South—Tanner stood there, taking the shallow breaths of a mild asthmatic, holding on to the Camry’s door for support.

			Up ahead, he saw something weird. A mangled mess. What it was he couldn’t rightly tell. But it was some kind of structure, beaten to a pulp.

			“What in the heck have we got here?”

			Tanner shut the Camry’s door and strolled forward. He halted after twenty yards. The mess appeared to be the remains of a cabin lot backing onto the forest.

			What he saw shocked him. The cabin had all but disintegrated.

			What remained was the wooden base and a jagged portion of one wall, as if some monster had taken a bite out of it. Bits of debris and siding were spread about the site. The relics of a refrigerator were flung to one side, parts of it crushed and shattered in the trees, with wood siding, part of a window frame, and a chunk of an aircraft wing entangled in the upper branches.

			Farther on, through the forest, he saw the scattered remains of a small aircraft that looked as if it had shattered into a thousand pieces. Little yellow card markers with numbers on them were planted next to debris, and people in white hazard suits were sifting through the wreckage. He spotted a bunch of Park Services guys in uniforms. Tanner had to look twice to be certain; it appeared as if the property on the lot had been smashed into the woods by the force of the crash.

			“Hey, Tanner!”

			A bunch of men carrying clipboards huddled nearby, “NTSB” in gold lettering on the backs of their blue nylon vests—National Transportation Safety Board. Next to them was a muddied green Polaris Ranger buggy.

			A little ruddy-faced man with wiry gray hair and glasses waved to Tanner and broke away from the others. Dale Dexter looked like a garden gnome, his oversized head way too large for his slender body.

			“Hey, big fella. You made it.”

			“Dexter, how are they hanging, baby?” Tanner looked over at the crash site and made a face. “Looks bad. Dead?”

			“At least three. The pilot and a female passenger and some poor unfortunate guy I reckon may have been out front of the cabin when the downed plane hit the porch.”

			“How’s that?”

			“We’re scraping what’s left of him off the Cessna’s nose cowl.”

			Tanner made another face. “Ouch! Not a nice way to go.”

			“A word of warning. Watch out for snakes.”

			“You trying to ruin my day?”

			“Cottonmouths are the most dangerous. You don’t get an antidote in thirty minutes, you’re going home nailed in a box.”

			“You’re a good man, Dexter. Full of useful survival tips. Please tell me you’re going to suck the poison out of my butt if I get bitten.”

			“I don’t think we’re that close, Tanner.”

			“Charming.”

			“Ask your buddy, Agent Breedon, though.”

			“He’s here?”

			“Arrived fifteen minutes ago. Big boy, muscular, chews gum. Doesn’t say much, does he?”

			“Naw, he’s a mute.”

			“What?”

			“Seems that way. Breedon’s a man of few words. Scares the life out of me sometimes. You look over your shoulder, and there he is. Or else he creeps up on you, saying nothing. I try to let him work away on his own and out of my way.”

			Dexter climbed into the buggy. “Get in.”

			“Where we going?” Tanner squeezed his bulk into the passenger seat, and the buggy tilted to one side. The engine growled as Dexter hit the start button, turning the wheels away from the crash site.

			“We’ve opened a second investigation a half mile away, where part of the aircraft landed. That’s where the real action is. That’s where we found something buried deep, right there in the woods.”

			“Don’t tell me, Jimmy Hoffa, right?”

			“Funny. But you ain’t ever seen nothing like this, big fella.”
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			Knoxville, Tennessee

			Some people remember their dead with mausoleums, stone-carved angels, elaborate tombs, or brass plaques.

			I had no need of such things.

			The gravesite I chose was on a rise, a simple granite stone shaded by a clump of cedar trees. I parked outside the cemetery and walked up the narrow path in the cold sunshine, carrying a bunch of yellow winter roses and tugging up my coat collar against the cold air.

			It was one of those weird schizophrenic weather weeks in Tennessee that could catch you off guard. Twenty-four hours ago, it was in the mid-seventies. Today it was still sunny but a good thirty degrees less, chilly and cold. Some days in February and March it might snow, but within twenty-four hours a heat wave would split the stones. Like I said, weird.

			The local cemetery dated back to 1796, but most of the graves were much more recent. Some of the city’s first settlers were buried here. A few were victims of the early Indian wars, and a few others were well-known dignitaries or from notable families. But the rest, like all of us, were the mediocre dead, as my father liked to say.

			I moved past tombs of worn granite and marble, past the uprooted earth of freshly dug graves and a group of mourners hunched in their own private grief.

			An elderly man was sweeping away some leaves on the path, and he touched his baseball cap. “’Morning, Kath.”

			“Good morning, George.” I didn’t engage the cemetery caretaker in our usual conversation about the weather. I really didn’t feel much like talking today, an anniversary on which I sometimes preferred to be alone.

			On this of all days, I wanted to stand upon the earth that covered my husband, son, and daughter. To touch the stone that bore their names and to remember the sacredness of our lives together. That stone was pretty much all I had to remember the life we had shared and lost, eight years ago.

			I came to the top and the two graves. My mother was the one on the left. The other was for Jack and our children. The bodies of my husband and children had never been found, but we all need to remember our dead with plaques or gravestones, so I chose to place a gravestone here.

			There was a small bench off to the left, but before I sat, I laid the roses on the graves, split them equally, the yellow a flash of vivid color against the black granite slabs. I said the prayers and the words I wanted to say, the same words I always said—that I missed them so much, that I longed to have them back, that their passing had left such a terrible ache, an unending sorrow.

			That nothing could replace them, nothing, not ever. Standing there, under the warm sun, my eyes swept over the smooth, dark granite, and I stared at the simple chiseled words that inscribed my pain:

			Here lies Jack Hayes, beloved husband of Kath.

			And their son, Sean, and daughter, Amy.

			Until we’re together again, you will forever be missed.

			I still missed them. Sometimes I missed them so much I felt physically ill, my grief so huge it was hard for me to breathe. Of course, I had dreams and memories and photographs. But my dreams were sometimes disturbed, and photographs were always so inadequate, never capturing the real truth—the soul behind the image, the beauty behind the smile, the happiness behind the laughter.

			They had never captured the real Jack I had known since we first met at Fort Campbell Army Base. I was an eighteen-year-old high school senior, and he was a twenty-three-year-old Army chopper pilot—warmhearted, tough, fun. A caring husband and father and the love of my life.

			You couldn’t see the real Sean behind the photograph, taken on his third birthday while on vacation in Myrtle Beach. You could see that he was a beautiful blond-haired little boy with a lopsided smile. He loved to run to my arms, be held and tickled. He was never the sort of child to get angry or throw a fit because he wanted more chocolate-chip ice cream.

			And the other photographs—the ones of Amy, my sweet little girl, so brimming with energy, a passion for life so powerful that it used to take my breath away.

			It was the manner of their passing that had troubled me most. A business trip eight years ago on a private company jet en route from New Orleans to Savannah that crashed in stormy weather. Jack was never even meant to take the children. It was a last-minute decision because of Amy’s birthday. Busy with work, I couldn’t free myself, but Amy and Sean were so looking forward to seeing Savannah, the ghost capital of the U.S.A., so looking forward to visiting a haunted house that Jack had organized a chauffeur to take them on a private ghost tour. Never did I think that they would become what they most dreaded—specters of the living, souls of the dead. That irony brought me to tears.

			I always imagined that death in a plane crash would come instantly if the aircraft exploded in midair. But I could never cease contemplating the stark terror they would have felt if the aircraft was still intact as it sank through bubbling storm clouds, buffeted by extreme turbulence—their panic a living thing, death looking them in the face as they plunged toward the ground.

			I shuddered every time I visualized that image. Sometimes I cried with despair—my beautiful daughter and son and husband having to endure the crushing, chaotic fear as their aircraft plummeted to earth. It broke my heart, shredded my soul to pieces.

			And after their deaths, the hardness of my own heart truly frightened me. I no longer cared about the suffering of others. Music that had once stirred my heart no longer moved me. I became numb, unaffected. The loss of a child at any stage of life is so unnatural, so wrong, that purpose seems difficult to reclaim. But the loss of two children and my husband was a devastation I never believed I would recover from. I kept expecting to wake up and discover it was all some cruel joke and that everything was OK. But it wasn’t.

			You learn a lot when you lose someone you love. You learn even more when you lose your entire family. I learned that to come through the trials my husband had come through in Iraq, to get past losing friends and comrades in battle, he must have had incredible strength and fortitude.

			And I had neither.

			I crumbled.

			Haunted by absence, I used to visit the cemetery at all hours of the day and night, lying down on the ground beside the graves. I would stretch myself out on the cold earth and feel it seep into my bones as it must have seeped into theirs, wherever they lay. For such a long time, my heart felt as brittle as charcoal, my soul as gouged as the earth covering the fresh graves of this burial ground.

			Twice I actually thought I saw Jack in the woods behind our house, where he used to stroll and play with our children. I ran out, calling his name, following the mystery figure deep into the woods, but there was no one there.

			People who knew me then must have thought I was crazy. And for a time I was. My doctor recommended antianxiety medication. I rejected the prescription. I wanted to feel the pain. It was all I had, all that allowed me to recall the happiness of my past life.

			And now, though my dreams still reclaimed me briefly, especially on anniversaries, they came less often. I miss you, Jack. I miss you, Amy and Sean.

			I would always miss them.

			Standing there, lost in the limbo between the present and the past, I heard a noise behind me and turned. I never imagined who would be standing there, not for a second, and it sent a shock through me like a bolt of lightning . . .
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			The past

			Every cause has an effect; there’s always a backstory. I learned that cliché my first year in college, when I took a course in fiction writing. And it’s true, because when I look back on what happened at my wedding, I can see with hindsight all the signs that triggered my mother’s fury, as clearly as if they were ablaze in neon.

			She was in a bitter mood all week—I remember that—and stoked the fires of her resentment by sipping vodka from a hip flask during the wedding ceremony. To make matters worse, when we adjourned to the hotel reception, my mother made a drunken pass at the handsome pastor who had conducted our service. Unfazed by his mortified rejection, she hit on the band’s cute young guitarist, grabbing his arm and urging him to dance.

			“Come on, pretty boy. Let’s see those feet burn the floor. I want to see flames, honey.”

			The horrified youth brushed her away as if she were a vampire trying to locate a neck vein. “Get the heck off me, you crazy old woman.”

			I don’t know what may have hurt my mom more, “crazy” or “old.” She sure wasn’t old at fifty-four, although her love of alcohol had added a decade to her face. But I realize now that my mother was desperate for some kind of diversion that day, needed distraction from the drunken rage that consumed her and maybe her awareness of the cruel sin she was about to commit.

			I remember my bridesmaid Courtney, my best friend, squeezing my arm when she witnessed my horrified reaction to my mother’s flirting with the pastor and guitarist. Courtney was a man’s woman, down-to-earth, vivacious, big into nails and hair. We called her Crazy C, because Courtney had a wild side, was forever up to mischief, partying, getting into trouble. But she always tried to ease my embarrassment by making light of my mother’s drunken recklessness. “Hey, sweetie, look on the bright side. No matter what, you never can fault Martha Beth’s excellent taste in good-looking guys.”

			Courtney, who fell in love with my brother, Kyle, and desperately wanted to marry him; the same Courtney I was to catch in flagrante delicto, locked in a passionate embrace with my father, their clothes half off on a warm summer night, as fireflies danced and sparked along the lakeshore where I found them, kissing like love-hungry teenagers. It was the only time I ever felt disappointed by my father.

			But that was another story, way down the tracks, a bizarre strand in the tapestry of our family’s unending theater.

			* * *

			Courtney and I had been friends since preschool. She was another base brat. Her father was an officer serving with CID, the United States Army Criminal Investigation Division, and he investigated crimes committed within the military’s branches. It was a career Courtney would follow when she became a CID officer herself, even though I’d never thought I’d see her don a military uniform in a zillion years. I guess DNA’s thread is stronger than we think.

			Back in our base brat schooldays, even the razor-wire confines of a military compound could not contain our free spirits. My father liked to joke that if we were ever imprisoned, we’d be leading the escape committee.

			High school was where it all happened for Courtney and me. She liked to party, thought nothing of stealing her parents’ car and taking us dancing or to drink beer by the lake. With Courtney, I felt the thrill of being a gangster’s moll. Once, when my folks went away to a weekend party, we held a party of our own in my parents’ house, and it exemplified Courtney’s chutzpah.

			She organized more than forty friends, everything right down to the jars of plump maraschino cherries and the little colorful umbrellas for the weird cocktails she liked to make. And added to the mix was carefully chosen slow music for when Courtney turned the lights down.

			Every boy I knew lusted after Courtney, but she only had the hots for my brother, Kyle, and he felt the same way about her. Sometimes I’d hear them singing together on the back porch, Kyle strumming a guitar my dad gave him one Christmas, and he and Courtney would usually attempt a duet, some country-and-western hit or an old Joni Mitchell or Bruce Springsteen song. If they couldn’t reach the high notes, they’d always end up laughing their way through the song.

			They laughed a lot in each other’s company. They seemed good for each other. And Kyle may have been shy, but when Courtney was around, he became a prankster.

			Once, when a carnival came to town, complete with a giant Ferris wheel and bumper cars, Kyle and Courtney drove to a hardware store and bought a six-inch threaded screw bolt. The Casey brothers ran the carnival—twitchy, hairy-backed men in grubby vests who carried oily tan leather tool bags on their hips. They chain-smoked like expectant fathers as they prowled around their ancient, creaking rides with watchful eyes, as if half expecting an imminent disaster to match the Hindenburg.

			When Kyle and Courtney stepped off the Ferris wheel after a couple of rides, Kyle held up the screw bolt: “Excuse me, sir, but I found this.”

			The older Casey studied the bolt with the kind of bug-eyed horror reserved for a soldier who has just mistakenly pulled a grenade pin. Then he stared up at the Ferris wheel and screamed, “Stop the ride! Stop the darn thing now! Everyone off! Get ’em off, ya hear me? Off, for the love of God!”

			Kyle and Courtney scuttled away to watch from behind a wall, bent double in laughter as the Casey brothers scrambled all over the big wheel, checking every nut and bolt.

			* * *

			Most girls wouldn’t be overly fond of their brothers making out with their best friends. It didn’t bother me. Courtney was loyal, never really drank too much, never smoked weed, and didn’t put herself around—although she probably did pretty much everything else.

			On the back porch on the day of our planned party, Courtney puffed on one of her daddy’s best Panama cigars, coughed, and blew out smoke, offering me her best advice. “When I stick on a slow one, just remember to ignore that dumb warning the base chaplain gave us, OK?”

			“Which warning was that?”

			Courtney mimicked the pastor’s Southern twang. “ ‘Just you young ladies be cautious, y’all hear? When you’re dancing slow with a boy, always remember to leave enough room between the two of you for Jesus.’ ” She giggled. “As far as I’m concerned, Jesus can sit this one out.”

			In case my parents came home early—a possibility if my mother wasn’t being served hard liquor—we posted lookouts at the windows. A little before midnight, just when things were in full swing and Courtney had mixed another bowl of punch—one of her weirdly blended cocktails, complete with cherries skewered by tiny fancy umbrellas—someone saw the flash of headlights come up the drive and shouted, “Hey, it’s them!”

			Courtney and I screamed, “Red alert! Hide!” at the tops of our lungs, and the music died as herds of suddenly stone-cold-sober teens trampled all over one another in their rush to hide, as if a pack of marauding zombies were about to invade the house.

			When my parents strode in, they were accompanied by my mother’s boozing buddies: Courtney’s parents, Captain and Mrs. Vicky Adams. It seemed the party hadn’t been up to scratch, and my tipsy mother had decided they should all beat it back to our place for some “proper” drinks.

			They lingered a little while in my father’s study, with its Irish and American flags crossed like swords on one wall. My parents showed the Adamses photographs of their anniversary trip to Ireland—kissing the Blarney Stone, posing on the Cliffs of Moher and castle ramparts high above emerald-green fields, raising whiskies in an Irish bar, my mom with a grin on her the width of her face and a pint of Guinness in one hand and astride a donkey. And my mother’s favorite memento of her Ireland visit: a six-inch bronze cast of a legendary Celtic bird sitting on the branch of a thorn tree.

			But it turned out my mother also wanted to show Mrs. Adams our remodeled bathrooms. “Wait until you see the new baths and showers, Vicky!”

			When my mother stepped into the main bathroom, a cigarette dangling between her lips with a long ash at its end, and pulled back the shower curtain, she found Courtney standing there with Kyle, both clutching huge mud-colored cocktails.

			For a second or two came a stunned silence. My mother broke it, the instant her cigarette ash fell off. “What in the name of—”

			“Hey, Mom. Welcome to the party.” Kyle giggled, his face flushed crimson red as usual whenever he really got embarrassed. The cocktail probably didn’t help, either, but soon Kyle’s expression changed, and he looked as if his privates had just been caught in a mangle or he’d been found naked with an au pair.

			Mrs. Adams wisely two-stepped it backward out the bathroom door. She was more than happy to let my mom deal with it.

			“Mom!” Courtney called pleadingly after her mother, but Mrs. Adams departed with a tipsy, carefree wave to her daughter. “Your problem, honey.”

			Courtney tried a brazen smile on my mom. “Hey, Mrs. K. You’re looking terrific. Did you have a good night?” She offered my mother a boozy, wide-eyed, blue-mascara stare.

			“Kyle, get out and wait outside.”

			“Mom . . .”

			“Do it!”

			Kyle slinked out. You didn’t argue with my mom when she was in her cups, unless you totally had a death wish. My mother snatched the glass from Courtney’s hand, sipped the contents, and made a face. “What kind of crap is in here?”

			“Soda.”

			“And what?”

			“Whiskey.”

			“And?”

			“Vodka. A little crème de menthe.”

			“With a cherry?”

			“I figured I needed the vitamin C.”

			“It looks like something they’d mix in an asylum.” My mother turned and raged at me, giving her best Bette Davis impression. “Get Courtney out of here and any other sissy little losers you’ve got stashed in the house, or I’m going to find your father’s gun and start shooting.”

			Every high school kid I knew thought my mother was crazy, and they didn’t need to hear gunfire for proof. Which is why dozens of kids came scrambling out of their hiding places and raced out the front and back doors, like rats deserting a sinking ship.

			My mother drained the glass and tossed it into the washbasin, where it shattered to pieces. “And y’all don’t come back in this house until you learn how to mix a proper cocktail, ya hear?”
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			My father’s blue Ford Taurus pulled up near the cemetery gates. I saw him climb out with a little difficulty, a difficulty he’d never admit to, his prosthetic foot dragging as he moved past the caretaker. For a man who had faced death all his life, my father had a deep dislike of graveyards. I put it down to the fact that he’d probably seen enough death in his career. He rarely, if ever, came here.

			“’Morning, Colonel.”

			“’Morning, George.” My father gave the caretaker a mock salute. People still addressed my father by his military title, although he’d been retired now for years.

			As he came toward me, I saw a brown-wrapped parcel under his right arm. It looked heavy.

			Despite his false limb, Dad walked erect. Or at least he tried to. Two years ago, he was diagnosed with the onset of Parkinson’s disease. It hadn’t progressed yet to a point where it was a serious problem, but he still suffered with the symptoms on occasion—tremor of the hands, jaw, and face, slowness and stiffness of movement that sometimes seemed to affect his balance. And now and then his memory got sluggish. Medication helped, and being a soldier, having all that Celtic blood in his veins, he fought it, as he had fought everything in his life.

			He wore immaculately creased slacks, leather loafers, and a brown leather flying jacket. What made him stand out even more was his signature hat, one of those goofy lumberjack ones with ear flaps, tied together with string and with plaid flannel lining. I used to joke that he looked like Goofy in that hat. “Yeah, maybe, but at least my ears are warm.”

			At sixty-seven, he was grayer and more bushy-browed with each year, but he was still a powerhouse of a man, imposing the moment you laid eyes on him. He had that familiar craggy Celtic face, skewed but handsome. The same kind of look that had freaked my mother out when she first visited Ireland, because, she said, whenever she looked over her shoulder, she kept seeing “that darned actor Spencer Tracy.”

			Dad joined me. He took my hand in his big palm, and squeezed. “Those flowers look good. Thought I’d call by before I hit the road. Say a prayer. Kind of chilly out.”

			Yellow roses were my mom’s favorite. My father wore a beige scarf around his neck, his breath fogging in the cold air. He tugged down at his hat flaps, rubbed his hands, and blew air into his fists. “Even colder up north. Snow in parts.”

			“You’d better take care on the roads.”

			“You know me. Like the best of criminals who evade the law, I never do more than sixty.” He winked.

			I managed a smile. “So it should take you about three days to reach Michigan.”

			“Day and a half, tops, with the wind to my back. Should be there by tomorrow noon.”

			For a man who’d jumped out of airplanes in his military career, my father had a strange aversion to flying, and he drove everywhere. His hatred of flying became even more pathological after Jack and my children disappeared. His excuse: “Driving gives me time to think.”

			About what, I wondered? He was retired. Aside from tinkering in his workshop in the back of the barn, hiking, devouring books, some occasional travel, and his lady friend Ruby, what did he need to think about?

			He was always close to Amy and Sean, to Sean in particular. I recall not long after he retired, my dad was lying on the couch in his study, reading yet another book while recovering from a bout of prostatitis, a blanket over his groin. Sean was snuggled up to him.

			“Why do you read so much, Grandpa?”

			“Because reading is good for your brain, son. Keeps you alert.”

			“Any other reason?”

			“Yeah.” I remember Dad picked up a golf ball from a mug on his study desk. “See this golf ball, son?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Well, as a man gets older, his prostate enlarges, to about the size of a golf ball. At the same time as his prostate enlarges with age, his brain shrinks. When the two are about equal in size, that’s when a man starts to take an interest in historical novels. You’ll get that one when you’re older, son.”

			Sean had a bemused look, but Jack cracked up.

			Now my father’s face became more serious as he rubbed my arm. “You doing OK, honey?”

			I wasn’t—visiting the graves always troubled me—but I nodded. “You called Ruby? How is she?”

			“They’ll operate tomorrow. Depending on how it goes, they’ll start chemo. But she’s a tough lady. She’ll hang in there. And come out the other side fighting, you wait and see.”

			“It’ll help, you being there.”

			It seemed a total irony. A year ago my father went online to a seniors dating site and met a woman from Michigan, the first real relationship he’d had since my mother’s death. There had been occasional dates he picked up at the bridge club. The ones he discovered to be serious drinkers he ditched. The wacky ones lasted a little longer, but Dad didn’t tolerate troubled women for long. I guess he’d had enough of it in his marriage.

			But Ruby Alice was just what he needed—sweet, sane, vivacious, a widow with a grown family. Ruby was good for him. Her husband was ex-military. They shared interests—hiking, movies, books, travel. Best of all, she had a sense of humor and was able to handle my father’s occasional Irish moodiness.

			Then, four weeks ago, just when they were talking marriage and she was getting ready to move down south to join my father, Ruby got the crushing news that she had ovarian cancer. I saw the weariness and anguish in my father’s face. As if he’d run a long race and the course wasn’t getting any easier—first his wife, now a prospective wife. But once a fighter, always a fighter. Colonel Frank Kelly wasn’t the kind to ever give up.

			I loved him for that. He’d always been a good father, loving, supportive, tough but kind, a no-nonsense man but with a soft heart. In Iraq, he always insisted that his unit carry gum, candy, coloring books, and pencils to hand out to Iraqi kids, not only to win hearts and minds but because he felt for those kids, trapped in a war zone and a battle not of their making.

			“How’s the writing going?” Dad asked, changing the subject.

			Dad knew my writing habits. He knew I was struggling right now. He ought to know. My home was my father’s ten-acre farm on Lake Loudon. There were lots of reasons I’d moved back into the family residence, not just because of his Parkinson’s, but we’ll get to those. “You’ve heard of writer’s block?”

			“Sure. Like hitting a wall, huh?”

			“Well, I think I haven’t just hit a wall, more like a mountain.”

			I’d gone and done the unthinkable, given up teaching at Bearden High School, where I’d taught full-time for almost six years. I had enough money saved and figured I’d take a year off to try to write a novel. I needed to get writing again. Not just because it was bugging me to finally attempt to write a book but because I hoped—prayed—that writing would in some way help me to come to terms with my ghosts. They say writing is like taking off all your clothes in public, and by so doing you in some way purge yourself. I hoped so. My soul needed it.

			My father half smiled. “The block, it’ll pass.”

			“I hope. What’s in the package?”

			He took the heavy parcel from under his arm, weighed it in both hands. “Something I made.”

			He unwrapped the crinkly brown paper. It was a heart-shaped gray marble stone, about a foot long and an inch thick. Inscribed in the center were some words that look like Latin: Dilexisset, numquam oblivione delebitur. Whatever that meant. But I could see he’d put a lot of work into it—cutting, shaping, chiseling, polishing.

			“That explains all the screeching and squealing noises I heard from your workshop.”

			“Yeah?”

			“I thought you were torturing a cat.”

			“My stone grinder. Sounded like it, huh?”

			“Close.”

			He held up the marble heart. “The Latin inscription means ‘Always loved, never forgotten.’ Archaeologists sometimes found that inscribed on the tombs of respected ancient Roman nobles. If it was good enough for ancient nobles, I reckon it’s good enough for us Kellys. I’ve been meaning to do it since I mastered that chisel and grinder.”

			I felt touched. “Thanks.”

			“You bet.” Taking his hat off, he went to lay the inscribed piece on the white marble chips between the two graves.

			As he leaned over, holding on to my mom’s gravestone for balance, with a tremor in his hands and jaw, I saw the crown of his head, his gray hair thinning on top. I noticed the raised veins on his outstretched hands as they placed the marble, the skin on the backs of his hands starting to take on that crepe-paper look. The strong-man father I adored was getting older. That day in Florida when he faced off against those two macho idiots seemed a lifetime away. Yet I knew he’d still protect me with his life if he needed to. He was still my shining knight.

			My father was no pushover. He kept a loaded .45 in his nightstand and an array of weapons around the house. “Be prepared, honey. That’s one thing the Army always taught me.” He kind of reminded me of Clint Eastwood in Gran Torino, the same lean but tough look. You don’t mess with Grandpa, even if he had Parkinson’s.

			It’s hard watching a parent grow old. You see your own mortality in theirs. An entire life and your shared past receding, the brightest days gone, certain death and your own future looking you in the face. Dad was still fit and able, but you could see the cracks beginning, hear the wheels starting to creak.

			He laid his handiwork down between the two graves, lovingly touched the marble of both gravestones, and then said a prayer and stood, tugged on his hat again, and tightened the string of his hat flaps. “Guess I’d better go if I’m to make good time.”

			“Call me on the way.”

			Dad never liked lingering long here, even when it was just my mom’s grave. And we never talked about our loss. But we both know how deep the void is and how cruel. That was another thing about my dad, maybe a Celtic flaw—he tried never to show pain if he could help it.

			“You bet.”

			But then I saw his shoulders hunch and shake, and I heard it, a whimper that sounded like an agonized cry. He suppressed his pain. His eyes teared. He wiped them. I hugged him, kissed his cheek hard. I loved the smell of my father. Soap and workshop oil, all maleness.

			Dad kissed me so hard on the cheek it hurt, and his big arms went around me, smothering me in a bear hug. When he let me go, he looked over at the graves.

			“I loved her so much, Kath. Loved her like crazy. I’ve never stopped. Loved them all. Jack, Amy, Sean.” There were tears on his cheeks.

			I met his stare. There were tears on mine, too. “We both did.”

			I sat there alone after Dad left.

			It must have been half an hour, maybe less, of getting lost in memories, the kind that only those who remember their dead can understand. I remembered Amy’s birth, how she came eleven weeks early, and in the hour after she was delivered, when things were touch and go, Jack was pacing the hospital room like a madman. Chewing gum, reeking of the cigarettes he smoked outside the hospital lobby, and worrying that Amy was not going to make it.

			Until I begged him to stop pacing, my own nerves frayed, and he stopped, sat beside my bed, held my hand tightly with tears in his eyes, and told me that somehow everything would be OK. His reassuring smile and the grip of his hand told me that he really loved me.

			I recalled Sean’s first day at school and my son turning to wave at me one last time before he entered the classroom, beaming uncertainly as he said good-bye.

			I mentally pushed Sean’s and Jack’s smiles away. They were too painful. Too deep. I was ready to leave. I touched the gravestones one last time, felt their glacial coldness seep into my fingers.

			That’s when I heard the whisper of a car engine somewhere behind me.

			I turned and saw a gleaming silver chauffeured Bentley glide up to the cemetery entrance.

			I recognized the man who climbed out, talking on his cell phone. Handsome, wearing a long black tailored overcoat, his dress shoes polished like porcelain.

			My pulse went wild.

			Because the moment I saw the man’s face turn toward me, I knew there was trouble.
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			You never really fall out of love with a face you fell in love with.

			It can still lure you, twenty-odd years on. And sometimes I still felt the lure of Chad Benton. You could smell power and money on him. Old money. The kind that never goes out of fashion and never gets squandered, because there’s so much of it.

			Chad was West Point and Vanderbilt. His grandfather had been a Supreme Court justice. His father was once a senator for North ­Carolina, before his passing from a heart attack at fifty-eight. The news­papers said he’d died in the ER while on a business trip to Miami. The rumors said he’d suffered a cardiac arrest in a brothel with an ­eighteen-year-old Brazilian girl for company.

			They said Chad’s family had serious presidential ambitions for their golden boy. I knew that wasn’t just a rumor. Chad ventured into politics five years ago and languished a little, not making much headway in the polls. But it was still early days, and he was still young at forty-two. And most of all, his family had connections, and the vitally important requisite for any electoral ambition: a truckload of money.

			I once heard the rumor that his family were gangsters, classy gangsters, and that the old riches weren’t all that old and mostly earned illegally.

			I also knew that Chad’s maternal great-grandfather made a fortune during Prohibition, running whiskey and rum from the Caribbean. “Thugs with money,” I overheard someone once call the family at a party. Which was kind of ironic, because the first time I ever saw Chad, I thought he looked like Gatsby in the old movie when Gatsby was played by Robert Redford. Chad was that kind of handsome.

			Chiseled jawline, a perfectly shaped nose, thick fair hair graying attractively at the sides. He could have been an actor if his life had not been mapped out by his old man. Kind of a bad boy with a good streak, the kind some women can’t resist.

			And when I was sixteen, he was the first guy I ever had a serious crush on, when I saw him on parade in his lieutenant’s uniform at Fort Campbell. Even then, I knew he was out of my league.

			Now he slipped his cell into the pocket of his overcoat. With a wave of his leather-gloved hand, he strode toward me.

			Chad didn’t seem his usual confident self. Maybe that was what alerted me to trouble.

			Overconfidence and arrogance were qualities in men that never usually attracted me. But Chad’s self-assurance, his powerful family connections, his striking looks, and his strong sense of personal destiny always made him an exception to any rule. Not that he was arrogant—well, maybe he could be—but the general aura he gave off was that he was a man of importance, in control, the kind who always earned your attention.

			Even today, as he walked up the rise to join me, and as distracted as I was by my family’s graves, Chad wrenched my focus from the past.

			President of Brown Bear International, Chad ran a lucrative empire that specialized in corporate security and risk-management consulting. He provided military and law-enforcement training to governments worldwide, and his company logo was an enormous grizzly bear, rearing up on its hind legs, wielding its claws. The company’s slogan—“A Trusted Ally. Ultimate Training. Elite Protection”—was always right below the grizzly.

			Chad’s company operated in places like Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, and a dozen other hot spots around the world. He had served for twelve years in the military before resigning his commission and taking over running the firm his father had started.

			Chad and Jack were comrades in the 101st, and after Jack left the military, he went to work for Brown Bear as a security adviser. So did my dad for a couple of years. Jack was working for them at the time of his death. He was good at his job and traveled the world, usually on short assignments.

			Brown Bear was a good employer. It had a reputation for looking after its personnel and for generous pay scales. Health plans, pension plans, payouts to family in the event of an operator’s death on active duty were far from tight-fisted. For a year after Jack’s disappearance, Chad made sure to check up on me, phoning or visiting, to make certain I was OK. He had his secretary do it sometimes, but more often than not, he called me himself.

			His daughter, Julie Ann, was the same age as Amy. They often played together, and they liked each other. Julie Ann reminded me so much of Amy. After the plane went down, she brought me comfort.

			Exactly when my relationship with Chad morphed from him comforting a widow to a physical thing I still don’t exactly recall, but it kind of sneaked up on me. About a year after Jack and my children disappeared and the aircraft had not been found and it was obvious my family was not coming back, Chad started to get more serious. I figured later that he was being proper about it, giving me time to grieve. Besides, he had just come through a divorce.

			Then, two years after Jack’s death, Chad asked me to marry him. I took a long time to think about it—a month—and finally said yes. We were married in a small, quiet ceremony in Key West. My dad seemed happy for me, but I knew by his reluctance to talk about my marriage that he was uncertain about whether I was doing the right thing.

			For two years it was intoxicating. A lot of good memories, fun times, trips abroad, and building a relationship with Julie Ann. And then—well, then it just seemed to fizzle out. Or at least it did so on Chad’s part. Too many overseas trips and business meetings. He seemed to have little time for me or even for Julie Ann.

			One weekend I got a call from Courtney. “I’m e-mailing you a pic. You’re not going to like this.”

			“Of what?”

			“Just take a look.”

			I opened her e-mail. It was a snapshot from the New York Daily News, taken at a gala political fund-raiser. A pic of Chad and a mid-twenties glamour model with her arms wrapped around his neck. I called Chad.

			“It’s nothing, Kath. The woman was just a guest. It was a fund-raiser.”

			“What else did she raise?”

			“Not funny.”

			“I need more commitment, Chad. We hardly see each other.”

			That’s when I heard the silence, and I knew we were doomed. “Kath, I just can’t seriously commit more time to us right now. I’ve too much business to take care of.”

			I knew by his tone that the dance was over. In Courtney’s words, when a man says he can’t commit, there’s just one word you need to answer him with. Good-bye. We split, amicably enough, in the end. Once we did, I decided to revert my name to Hayes.

			All in the past, as they say, even if the past keeps knocking on your door now and then.

			But in fairness, Chad had helped ease my pain. He was just what I needed at the time. He had been a rock, caring and patient, and helped bring me out into the world again. And being around his daughter, Julie Ann, had made me feel what it was like to be a mother again, and I had cherished that feeling. I didn’t have any real bitterness at our parting, just sadness. No, actually, that’s a lie. I did feel bitterness. I was angry that Chad cheated on me, although he always swore he hadn’t. But all men will swear that. In the end, we remained civil to each other. No point in hurling bombs in a war that’s over.

			He walked up the rise to join me. “Kath. Good to see you. It’s been a while.”

			Chad had put on a little weight in the few months since I’d last seen him, his shirt collar was a little strained, and there was a touch more gray hair at the sides. Rarely did he look uncomfortable—Chad was a calm, composed guy—but today he appeared uneasy, rubbing one gloved hand with the other. There was no kiss on the cheek—that would have been too much, too intimate, in a relationship that was dead—but he touched my arm.

			“How are you? I tried to get you on your cell.”

			“I left it off.” I usually did when I came to the cemetery, not wanting the jingle to intrude. “What brings you here?”

			Chad gave a fleeting, unhappy smile. “I . . . I need to talk about something important.”

			His hesitancy set off alarm bells in my head. Chad’s voice was deep, Southern, alluring, but with a hint of New York, where he’d spent some time running his father’s various other business enterprises. To be honest, Chad sounded like one of those news anchors, the bass-voiced, tight-lipped macho brigade I always suspected had a third testicle. With that kind of throaty, masculine tone that had an instant effect on women.

			Before he could say another word, my eyes drifted over his shoulder. I saw the Bentley’s rear door open. A striking dark-haired woman was seated inside the limo. She looked Middle Eastern. I glimpsed a tanned leg, a spray of well-cut hair, and then the rest of her. Perfect figure, pretty face, about thirty. It made sense. Chad was a single guy again.

			Then a thirteen-year-old girl with almond-brown hair climbed out of the back of the Bentley and ran toward me. She was all smiles, a beatific face, like a Botticelli angel, gushing with excitement and energy.

			Julie Ann was Chad’s daughter from his first marriage. For a rich kid, she was the sweetest thing you could imagine. Kind, well mannered, fun, energetic. She so reminded me of Amy. But it wasn’t all sweetness and light. Adolescence is a battlefield, no matter what part of town you live in. Wealth might cushion the blows, but it doesn’t let you avoid them. Once in a while, Julie Ann threw blazing tantrums that were like an array of rockets going off, but usually they were over quickly. Chad said she got her fiery temper from her mother, who had died in a Jet Ski accident in Key West.

			“Kath!” Julie Ann threw her arms around me.

			She hugged me hard. I kissed her. “How are you doing, sweetheart?”

			“Good, and school’s OK. What will we do for our next weekend?”

			She was smart and pretty. I could see her being a boy magnet very soon. “We’ll figure it out.”

			“Manicure and pedicure, movie and dinner?”

			“Sounds good.”

			“And a little gossip?”

			“Why not?” I smiled back. Julie Ann delighted in gossip the way an adult Southern woman did. After our divorce, Chad still obviously had prime sole custody of his daughter, but I had her overnight two weekends a month. A prenup drawn up by his family’s lawyer meant that I agreed to only a modest settlement, but that didn’t bother me. I was never into Chad for his money. It made life interesting for a few years, that’s for sure, but the truth was, he reminded me of Jack in many ways. Except with more class and polish, as much as I hated to say that.

			Chad touched Julie Ann’s arm. “Can you give us some privacy, honey? Kath and I have some things to talk about.”

			Her face tightened a little, as if she’d rather have stayed but knew this was adult time. “Sure. See you on our next Saturday, Kath.”

			“It’s a date. Take care, honey.”

			A final kiss, and she was gone, back to the car, waving at me as she went.

			“She loves you so much, Kath.” Chad met my eyes as he said it. I held his look. Something seemed to pass between us. Attraction or simply familiarity? Probably the former, I thought. Was the spark still there a little between us? Or was I fooling myself?

			“You know the feeling is mutual. What brings you here?”

			He glanced at his watch, as if there was some kind of urgency. “Actually, I drove out to your home first. I’ve been looking all over for you. I knew this was the anniversary, so I figured I’d drive by. I saw your car. Your dad isn’t here?”

			“He’s on his way to Michigan. A lady friend is having medical treatment, and he wanted to be there. Why, what’s up, Chad?”

			The clatter of helicopter blades seemed to erupt out of nowhere, like a volley of gunshots. I looked up, shielding my eyes. I recognized one of the private Bell helicopters belonging to Chad’s company. A white-and-burgundy-striped logo on the tail, “Brown Bear” beneath an upright grizzly bear, the chopper polished and gleaming. It descended, hovered. The pilot, wearing sunglasses, deftly landed in the field beside the cemetery, the blades dying to a dull swish.

			Chad raised his voice above the noise. “I need to take you someplace.” He held out his hand for mine and nodded toward the helicopter. “It’s pretty inaccessible, but the chopper can get us there.”

			I felt a strange flutter in my chest. “Take me where?”

			He glanced over at the grave of Jack, Amy, and Sean, a lingering look before he turned back to me.

			“They’ve found them, Kath. They’ve found Jack’s aircraft.”
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			The past

			Kyle was always my mother’s favorite.

			I know she loved me, too, but Kyle reminded her of her young brother, Tom, who died of TB in childhood and whom she nursed in his illness. Kyle had the same sandy-blond hair, sapphire eyes, and freckled grin. Familiar features passed in memoriam through DNA, in what can either be a cruel trick of nature or a comfort. It’s sometimes hard to tell.

			My mother was never keen on Kyle joining the Army, wary of the dangers. But the Army was in our blood, and Kyle had only one ambition after he graduated from West Point: to join my father in the 101st Airborne, be posted to Iraq as a second lieutenant, where my husband-to-be, Jack, was also serving.

			Five years older than me, Jack had followed in his own father’s footsteps and became an Army helicopter pilot, much later transitioning to fixed-wing aircraft, flying transporters, and then back to choppers. I’d known Jack since I was seventeen. We had the same base brat upbringing, laughed at the same wacky jokes and movies. We loved the outdoors, going hiking in the iciest of winters or canoeing on the lake in summer. We didn’t date until I was eighteen, but we sparked instantly, became soul mates, best friends, and lovers. Marriage was the logical next step, but we were in no hurry.

			Before my brother deployed, Kyle bought Courtney a silver engagement ring from Meyer’s Jewelry. They had kept their relationship going all during Kyle’s four tough years at West Point. They were a good match. I had a feeling they would start a family once they married. Kyle loved kids; he was a kid himself. Put Kyle with a bunch of kids, and he was in his element, joining in the horseplay.

			I was happy. Courtney was delirious. My mother was uncertain. She liked Courtney, even if she thought my best friend was a tad slutty and no stranger to a cocktail, my mom being pretty well qualified to judge the latter.

			But my mother’s worry came to nothing. Late in January, Kyle flew to Iraq to join my father’s battalion. Jack, a captain by now and with the 101st, promised to look out for Kyle, to keep my brother safe. My dad thought it would be better if they could both keep a protective eye on Kyle.

			Courtney and I read and watched the news reports, always fearful. The word from the base was that both sides fought like dogs in Fallujah during the spring offensive, the fighting so intense against Iraqi insurgents that many combatants lost limbs and minds in the savage battles that raged for four long months, until the ancient Persian city resembled the ruins of a mini-Stalingrad. The bombing was so intense that even dogs and cats lay down and died during the massive, thunderous blasts of heavy shelling.



OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/title.jpg
UNQUIET
GHOSTS

GLENN MERDE

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD





OEBPS/font/ATSacGotLig.otf


OEBPS/image/9781476797755.jpg
“Glenn Meade knows what thriller readers crave—that heady mix of sizzle, punch,
and danger—and h\e delive}rs in this high-octane game-changer.”

—}IEVE‘BERRY,-[VEW YOR "I‘MES:BE‘STSELLING'AUTI"‘IDR OF THE 14

b






OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


