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One Last Thought

Jeremy K. Tyler


Dedication

This book is dedicated to the valiant men and women who risk their lives on a daily basis to protect and to serve. I cannot say enough to express my appreciation for all that you do. I can only tell a story that may, in some small way, reflect the spirit of sacrifice and service that embody the title of Law Enforcement Officer.


Chapter 1

Boyer

According to the good reverend Albert Findlay Anderlang, the truest, most highly spiritual understanding that anyone can ever hope to reach can only be attained at the precise moment of death. It is only at that moment that our minds can truly appreciate and comprehend the intricacies of existence on a higher plane. Therefore, he postulates that if our singular moment of spiritual awakening occurs at death, then it is naturally the thoughts that cross our minds at that juncture—and that juncture alone—that determine our existence in the afterlife. For the entirety of his 30 years in ministry, he directed his loyal flock of followers to be ever prepared for that moment, so that they can prepare their thoughts accordingly.

Imagine, then, what he would have thought about Tom Gilford, who was standing outside the Shop Fast convenience store on the corner of Trinity and Stead streets on a very pleasant Tuesday morning, when he noticed a child’s toy left carelessly by the newsstand. The thought that came running through his mind at that very moment was hardly up to par with the great contrivances that Anderlang’s followers would have hoped to put forward just before their last breath. In fact, it was so absurd as to make anyone wonder what kind of bizarre afterlife lay before the man. Tom’s last thought was a question: What is a child’s toy doing out in the middle of the warehouse district?

Mind you, he wasn’t thinking in life and death terms at the moment. He was simply noticing the cheap little remote controlled car that was sitting by the curb, just a few feet from where he had parked. That question had so encompassed his mind, however, that he only faintly noticed the odd sound that was coming from inside the convenience store—a sound that was almost like a deep intake of a deep and monstrous breath.

Tom had just decided to reach down and retrieve the small car…

When the building exhaled.

*

Two hours and fourteen minutes later, Police Detective Oso Boyer arrived on the scene of the gutted and bombed building that once had been a convenience store. At 6 foot and 3 inches and 245 pounds of trim muscle, Boyer was an intimidating figure, physically. He completed the effect with a meticulously groomed appearance that was as well-kept as it was practical. Black pants, gray shirt, light jacket. He never wore a tie, except when required. His hair was short, but not in any kind of militant style. Like the rest of him, it seemed to speak of an inner strength and efficiency that had a way of spreading to those around him.

The overall package was, in and of itself, an icon: a veteran cop, who brought out the best in people even without trying. Boyer would laugh off any attempts to convince him of this, though. He was the only one who never saw it. But, fair enough, if he did realize this about himself it probably wouldn’t work quite so well.

“Detective. Over here, please,” called the medical examiner. He had been waiting for about half an hour for the man, and was anxious to get this part done and over with.

“Ed. Sorry I’m late. I was halfway out to see my nephew when I got the call.”

Ed Fratley just nodded, not wanting to negate the sacrifice that Boyer was making just by showing up, and knowing that Boyer would never accept it as anything less than his duty. Suddenly, he didn’t feel so “put out” by having to wait for the man.

“Of course, detective,” he said quietly

“What’s the story…aside from the obvious?” Boyer asked, making a slow, deliberate circle around the body Ed was hovering over.

“Well,” Ed began, “we got two bodies inside, plus this fellow here.” 

Ed nodded briefly toward the unpleasantly crispy corpse lying on the ground beside him. Professionalism aside, the smell was a force to be reckoned with.

“Did the blast throw him outside?” Boyer wondered out loud.

“No chance. See these cuts?” Ed pointed out several deep gashes along his chest, face, and neck. “These are from flying glass. I’ll be picking out pieces of storefront for hours once I get him back to the lab.”

Boyer could well see what the man was talking about. There were still plenty of embedded shards all across his body.

“So, he was standing in front of the building when it blew,” Boyer observed. The coroner nodded.

“Just some poor dumb soul stopping in for a pack of cigarettes, or coffee. Picked the wrong time to feed a habit.”

Boyer said nothing for a moment. His mind was already moving on to the next set of facts.

“Are we looking at accident, or arson?” Boyer finally asked.

That was Boyer. He had a knack for cutting through to the bare bones right off the bat. It could be a bit unsettling, if you weren’t used to it.

“No accident, I’m afraid. Firemen found what was left of the bomb. The fire marshal will have to confirm, of course…”

Boyer nodded, knowing that the fire marshal would just do a quick walk-through, look at a few pieces of charred ruin, then ask the fire captain what he thought. It didn’t work that way everywhere, but this wasn’t a huge town, so people learned pretty quick who they could trust—who they could count on.

“Who’s the BMOC?” Boyer asked. Ed nodded toward the wrecked building in reply.

“Captain Rell. He’s still sorting through the rubble inside.”

Boyer took a moment to look at the remains in front of him. He wasn’t really sure what he was looking for, exactly. Maybe some divine inspiration or some glimpse into a hidden wisdom… Whatever it was, he didn’t see it. He looked down at the body Ed was examining.

“Any name yet?”

“Tom Gilford, according to his wallet. Poor guy must’ve just pulled in at the wrong time and got caught at the edge of the blast.”

Boyer walked past without comment. It was his way. There were 62,000 people who lived and worked in Gables Crossing, and he was one of only six homicide detectives assigned to keep them as safe as possible. Getting bogged down in an emotional mire over any one of them would just be leaving the others to fend for themselves.

A young crime scene worker looked over to Ed with a curious look on his face.

“BMOC?” he asked, timidly. Ed just shook his head. Did they teach these young bucks anything, these days?

“Big Man On Campus,” he annunciated slowly, for effect. “Boyer’s asking who’s in charge. Didn’t you go to college?” he asked in a decidedly irritated voice. He turned his back to the tech, and went on with his work.

As Boyer approached the cavernous entrance to the building, he called out: “Captain Rell? Permission to enter?”

It was more than simple courtesy. Until the fire captain declared the building was safe, a fire site was under his full jurisdiction, and Boyer had no desire to step on any toes. Especially these particular toes.

“Boyer? Is that you?” boomed the captain from across the building.

“One and the same. Is it clear?”

“Sure, just watch your step. The walls are secure enough, but there are still plenty of soft spots in the floor to fall through,” Rell warned.

“Gotcha.” Boyer worked his way in to where Captain Rell was conferring with two other firemen. They seemed somehow dwarfed next to the fire captain, as he gestured widely as he spoke. Captain Eugene Rell was a big enough man, but his demeanor and bearing always made him seem larger than he really was. 

“A little bird told me that this was no boating accident,” Boyer quipped, misquoting his favorite line from Young Frankenstein.

“No, it was not. And it wasn’t your average firebug, either… Though he sure wanted us to think he was,” Rell replied cryptically. 

“How do you mean?”

“This is something I’ve never come across,” Rell said, scratching his head as he surveyed the area around him. “Ya’ know, most arsonists, they either want you to think it was accidental, or they take some kind of perverse pride in their work, leaving all kinds of trademarks and telltale clues for you to find. Not this guy, though.”

“What do you mean, ‘Not this guy?’ He either wants you to know he did it or he doesn’t. I don’t see a third kind of animal.”

“That’s because, up until now, there hasn’t been one. This is a first, as far as I know. No, I’ll give him this—he certainly made no attempt to cover his tracks, that’s plain enough—but he did try to cover who HE was.”

“I’m still not sure what you mean,” Boyer admitted.

“The source of the blast was the microwave. Common enough, and easy enough. In fact, any idiot can rig up a bomb in those damn things, especially an old one like they’ve got here. But that’s just a false lead.”

Rell held up a burned and charred chunk of metal.

“Here’s our rascal, right here. It’s the core of a compression bomb.”

Boyer had never heard of a compression bomb, and wasn’t ashamed to admit it. One of the first lessons he had learned about detective work was that you never pretend to be smarter than you are, when admitting how dumb you were might get you better info.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Compression bomb? That’s a nasty one. It sucks all the air around it, creating a pocket of dense air around it, and then explodes, using the oxygen around it to carry the blast wave. Doesn’t sound like much, huh? But look around. They are a mess,” Rell answered him.

“You’ve seen this before, then?” Boyer asked. Rell shook his head.

“I’ve only read about these little buggers, but I’m pretty sure that this is the real deal.”

“I take it that they’re a lot harder to build than your average, run-of-the-mill mic-bomb, then?” Boyer suggested.

“Night and day, my friend. Night and day. You have to be a real artist to put this together, and that’s my problem. Guys who build things like this…they want you to know who they are. Hell, they’d attach their picture to it if they could.”

“Alright?” Boyer asked, still not completely certain of the connection.

“This guy built his bomb out of materials that wouldn’t stand out, and stuffed this inside the microwave to make it look like any old bomb. He probably figured that the steel sides of the mic would shred it into so many pieces that no one would be able to identify it. Would have too, if it weren’t such a cheap hunk of junk. The microwave just flew apart from the blast, leaving the core intact.”

Boyer eyed the hunk in Rell’s hand as though it might divulge something of its original owner. But hard as he looked, all he saw was a molten chunk of metal.

“Captain, how sure are you that this is what you think it is?”

Rell gave the thing a short toss in the air and caught it.

“I’m sure.”

It was enough for Boyer. Rell had spent a few years on the bomb squad up in New Jersey. It was the reason he was generally called in on situations like this one. The man knew his stuff.

After a moment, Boyer looked away from the small object and allowed his gaze to wander until it landed on one of the two bodies that had originally drawn him inside.

“Ed got an ID on the body outside. How about the two in here?”

Rell motioned in the direction of the body that had caught Boyer’s attention.

“That one was the clerk. Ed’ll have to make the final determination, but my guess is he was killed before the blast, same as the other guy.”

Boyer was about to ask another standard question, then suddenly caught what Rell had actually just said.

“Before the blast? They were both killed before the explosion?”

“That’s right, my good detective. You’re not the only one with Holmes-like powers of observation,” Rell quipped. He was continuing his survey as they talked, moving around and testing the floor.

“Okay, so just what makes you think they were killed before the big boom, exactly?” Boyer asked, taking an exploratory look around himself. He purposefully walked in areas away from the fire captain, in order to stay out of his way.

“Our mystery man has a distinct rope burn around his neck. I’ll bet that an autopsy will show that our clerk was strangled, too.”

Boyer stopped his visual reconnoiter, and returned his focus back to Captain Rell. 

“And is there any chance that we might know who our special guest might be?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, Boyer. No ID whatsoever. No wallet, no cash, no nothing. Pretty nice watch, though, so I don’t think it’s a robbery.”

Boyer just grunted. It was his way of acknowledging agreement without committing anything. It was a useful thing to do in these kinds of situations. He didn’t need some public defender down the line spinning out some cockamamie story about him and the fire captain conspiring and cooking up tales of professional hit men. It was that kind of bull that got cases thrown out of court, and guilty men off walking free.

“Where is the other body?” Boyer asked, almost idly, as he gave a cursory examination of the clerk’s dead body.

“Behind the counter.”

“Really?” Boyer asked, turning to face the fire captain. That was pretty odd. 

“It could be that our firebug wanted to keep the body out of sight while he worked, just in case someone walked in while he was setting up the bomb,” Rell suggested.

“Maybe…”

Boyer carefully walked around to where the counter used to be, then bent down to take a closer look.

“Ed’s been over this one?” Boyer asked as he looked over the body. He noted the watch Rell had mentioned. It was nice, alright. Boyer couldn’t place the manufacturer, but it had that definitive classy and flashy vibe. It had also held up pretty well in the explosion. He could tell that it was clearly expensive. 

Rell looked over his shoulder to where Boyer knelt and nodded his head.

“But we’re still waiting on the crime scene unit,” he added.

“I know, I know. No touchy, just looky,” Boyer said as he was already mentally photographing the body.

“Thanks,” Rell replied quietly.

“He’s not nearly as crispy as the other one…” Boyer noted.

“Yeah. We ended up pulling half of the counter off of him, so he was pretty well shielded from the brunt,” Rell yelled from where he now stood, across the room, investigating a large bit of exposed ductwork.

Boyer nodded, then looked around one last time, doing a mental inventory.

“Alright, I’ll let you guys get back to work,” he said with an air of finality as he walked gingerly toward the entrance.

“You aren’t waiting for the old man?” Rell asked with a badly hidden smile.

“His report gonna be any different than yours?”

“Probably a little watered down. You know he don’t like to scare you cops too bad.”

That almost brought up a laugh from Boyer. The fire chief was one of the old-time firemen, with a lot of the old-time rivalries still ingrained in his psyche. He thought that cops had little to no business around fire scenes, so he did whatever he could to keep them away. He and Boyer had butted heads a few times, and the chief had more bruises to show for it than Boyer. That’s why he was the one that had gotten the call. Boyer was the only cop the chief came even close to respecting. It’s also why Boyer was leaving early. It was a respect that was best not pushed too far.

“Thanks again, captain,” Boyer said as he started making his way carefully back to the fresh air.

“Anytime, anytime,” Rell said, then after a quick pause, “Hey, you gonna see Mikey today?”

Boyer had hoped he would get through this without him asking, but he should have known better. He turned briefly to face Rell again.

“I was just on my way to see him when I got called in, matter of fact.”

Rell nodded with more than a little understanding.

“Tell him… Well, tell him something smart and clever, then say it’s from me, okay?”

Boyer nodded.

“Yeah, sure. My best material.”

He could feel Rell’s eyes on him as he walked past the crew outside, even as he got into his car and drove away. Five miles away, he had to pull over and shake himself to get rid of the feeling that he was still being watched—being judged. 

His next stop was going to be hard enough all on it’s own. He didn’t need to add this ridiculous sense of guilt into the mix. He wanted to pray, but doubted he could manage to focus his mind enough to do it, so he just slammed the palm of his right hand into the dashboard. It might not have carried much spiritual weight, but it made him feel a little better. After a moment, he had settled himself enough to get back on the road. 

Twenty minutes later, he managed to find a parking place in the annex lot of the medical center, and started the long walk to the burn ward on the 2nd floor. It was a familiar route. He’d been taking it for some time. It wasn’t the most direct path to his destination, but it bypassed some of the more painful images that the main hall supplied.

*

Mike Boyer was so much like his uncle that his mother sometimes joked that she should have just gone ahead and named him after her brother. She told Boyer that all the time. Which made all of this so much worse.

By the time Mikey was 15, he had determined that he would join the police academy, and become a detective just like his favorite uncle. He would sit there for hours on end and pick Boyer’s brain for every bit of information he could get about police procedure. He took an almost gleeful joy in showing his uncle how good a shot he was becoming on those occasions when Boyer agreed to take him to the range. So, of course, it came as no surprise when Mikey asked to go on a ride-along. Boyer refused, in part because he didn’t think it was a good idea, and in part because he was afraid of the boy’s mother, and knew what she would do to him if he even hinted that there was a possibility of it happening. The problem is that Mikey was so very much like his uncle, that he shared one of his most notable assets: He never gave up. Since Boyer had made it perfectly clear that a ride-along was out of the question, Mikey decided on the next most logical course of action. He kept track of his uncle through a police scanner. 

Boyer saw no problem with this, since it kept both Mikey and his mom off his back. In fact, he kind of liked the idea—knowing that his nephew was keeping tabs on everything. It made him feel like someone was watching over him, in a weird way.

As Boyer made his way to Mikey’s room, his mind couldn’t help but wander back to that day when it all changed…

Boyer was following a suspect. This particular nasty was his favorite for the disappearance of a homeless woman that used to squat down by the pier. They had almost enough to bring him in, but Boyer had a hunch that he had a few more skeletons in his closet, and was convinced that he could dig up a few if he kept the guy under watch. On this particular day, Boyer had been tailing him for a few hours now, and he could just feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand on edge the way they did when something big was about to happen. He was sitting in his car outside an old factory building, where his subject had parked his van. He had been there for just over ten minutes when his radio buzzed in, letting him know that the owner of the building had been contacted, had no idea that anyone was there, and had given permission for Boyer to go in.

It’s not how they do it in bigger cities. But that’s the advantage of being a detective in Gables Crossing. You don’t have to wait for a warrant when you can make just a few calls and get direct permission from the owner.  

Boyer was out and making his way to the building in less than a second. He checked his weapon, but kept it holstered. He wasn’t going in to make an arrest, unless he found something that merited it.

He quietly walked inside, his eyes and ears working overtime. He wanted to catch up to the man unnoticed, if he could. To his left, he heard a scraping and shuffling sound, as though something heavy were being dragged across a concrete floor. He followed the sound, moving slowly, carefully. It was coming from one of the makeshift offices. The door was open, but Boyer wasn’t ready to make his presence know, yet. He was, in fact, half-tempted to just wait him out, then take a good look for himself, once the guy had left… But, he risked a lot with that, and there was plenty of old machinery that gave him a good line of vision through the big window, and still provided some decent cover. Choosing a large press nearby, he positioned himself for a good look.

Boyer was right about a lot of things, that day. From his hidden vantage point, he could clearly see his quarry trying to stuff the dead body into an old steel drum. It was clear as day, just as he had suspected, and now it was just a matter of going in and getting him. Boyer pulled his gun and quietly crept down from the press, then quietly crept over to the door.

It should have been a quick, simple takedown. He should have been able to announce himself, and the guy should have just come quietly, inspired by the loaded .45 pointed at him. That’s how it should have been. How it would have been, except for a sneeze. Barely a second before Boyer was about to bound through the door, a loud sneeze broke the silence and alerted the man in the room. It also significantly distracted Boyer, since he wasn’t the one that sneezed. 

It came from the left. It only took a moment for Boyer to glance over, but it was all that was needed for the suspect to throw the lid to the drum through the window. Boyer ducked, but still ended up with a face full of glass. The suspect ran past, heading toward the back of the building. Boyer yelled, identifying himself, then fired off a round over the man’s shoulder.

That was a mistake. The round was meant to be a warning, but it hit an acetylene tank. The resulting explosion sent fire and searing metal all over the place. Boyer was lucky, and nothing hit him. The suspect didn’t fare so well. He was standing directly in front of the tank when it blew, and was killed instantly.

But Boyer wasn’t concerned about him at that moment, his attention was focused on the third person in that old factory—the one whose sudden sneeze had changed everything.

Mikey had skipped school that day in order to try and keep up with his uncle. He had his scanner and his best friend’s moped, and had managed to keep a safe distance so that Boyer never knew he was there. When the word came over the scanner that his suspect was in the factory, and Boyer was going in, Mikey just couldn’t help but get a better look. From his hiding spot, Mikey had a perfect view of his uncle. He watched as he went in for the collar—and that’s when his allergies kicked in. 

When the drum lid went through the window, Mikey knew it was going to get bad. He wanted nothing more than to just get out of there, so he ran. He ran for the nearest exit. The one at the back of the building. Mikey didn’t see the exchange between his uncle and the suspect. He didn’t even hear Boyer yell that he was a cop. He just had his mind on getting out of there as fast as he could. The explosion, and the searing heat, was such a shock, that for a moment, Mikey didn’t even register what was happening. He just knew that, for some reason, he wasn’t running anymore. Instead, he was lying on the ground. As his uncle ran up to him, he wanted to say that he was all right, but he couldn’t seem to get his voice to work. 

Boyer was at his side in just a moment, telling him to stay calm, hold still. He was calling on his cell phone, ordering an ambulance. Mikey passed out after just a moment, leaving Boyer all alone to wonder how this had happened.

*

Boyer knew better than to dwell on it, but he couldn’t help himself. He still kept trying to think of some way that he could have prevented it.

“You’re late,” announced a stern voice as he approached the door to Mikey’s room. Boyer padded up to his sister and gave her a big hug. He wasn’t big on apologies, or excuses either. She knew this, so the hug said everything it needed to.

“He’s been talking about you non-stop since this morning, and I’ll be damned if he refused to let them come near his bandages until you were here,” she groused. Rebecca’s tone was harsh, but it wasn’t for Boyer. He might blame himself for what happened, but she never did. She knew her son well enough to know how far he would go to get what he wanted, and he wanted to see his uncle in action.

If anything, she was angry at Mikey. She could never admit it, and that was probably a good thing, because it would kill her to own up to it, but Rebecca had been living between work and hospital rooms for two months, now—all because her son decided to do something monumentally stupid. 

“Well, I’m here now, so…”

Rebecca pulled on his arm to block him for a moment.

“The doctors were very clear about how it will probably look. He has high hopes, but…”

“I’ve talked with all the same doctors that you have, Sis. I know what we’re about to see,” he replied, then reached over and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “We’ll be encouraging, and then we’ll help him deal with whatever he sees in the mirror.”

“Thank you, Oso.”

Rebecca was the only person alive that was allowed to call Boyer by his first name, and even she was selective about it. So, when she did invoke it, he knew how worried she really was. Patting her hand, he led her into the room. 

Mikey was reading a magazine as they walked in, and from the way the bandages were bunching up around his mouth, it was clear that he was mouthing out what he was reading. It was an odd habit he had picked up as a young boy, and although it was quite obvious, everyone knew to pretend they couldn’t see it, lest he get embarrassed.

“Hey, there, knucklehead. We gonna get those bandages off today, or what?”

Mikey looked up, and he smiled with his eyes in a way that was unmistakable.

“Uncle O, you made it!”

“Course I did. You couldn’t have kept me away for this,” he responded. The nurse, who had been busying herself around the room, politely signaled Rebecca and left to get the doctor.

“They wanted to do this earlier, but I told ’em to go to hell.”

“Mikey! Watch your language!” his mother said, rebuking. She hated it when Mikey swore, even a little. It was one of the few habits she couldn’t blame Boyer for, since the man hardly ever said a bad word.

Mikey let the mischief show in his eyes, knowing that he had gotten a rise out of her. That, he did get from his uncle.

“So, what are you reading today?” Boyer asked as he sat by Mikey’s bedside. “You’re not still into those weird comic books, are you?”

Mikey laughed. Boyer didn’t get anime, but then again, most adults didn’t. 

“Oh, they’re all right. No, this is Popular Mechanics. They’ve got this really cool article about cybernetic arms.”

“Cybernetic, huh? You thinking about upgrading, or is there some future stunt I need to know about?”

Rebecca gasped at Boyer’s directness, but she needn’t have worry. Mikey just chuffed out a short laugh and waved what was left of his left hand up in response.

“No, I’ve pretty much gotten the stupid stunt thing out of my system… I was just thinking that, if they can build a whole robot arm for a guy, maybe they could work up a few fingers for a working stiff, ya’ know?”

Boyer looked at his left hand, with the last three fingers missing.

“Maybe, but you don’t qualify as a working stiff, yet.”

“Hey, I had a job,” Mikey said in mock defiance.

“You worked a register at a fast food joint. Not the same thing.”

“Well, I’m just sayin’…”

Boyer smiled, and all was well. He had that ability with people, especially Mikey. Somehow, you always felt okay about whatever he had to say to you, because you knew he cared.

“I know,” Boyer said after a moment. “You never can tell what modern science will cook up.”

The door opened, then, and the nurse returned, with Doctor Allsetia behind her.

“I see we’re all here…good. I’ve got things to do around this place, you know.”

The doctor walked over to Mikey and sat next to him, practically shoving Boyer over.

“Let’s take a good look at these skin grafts, but… First things first, Michael. You remember what we talked about?”

“Yes, yes, I know. Let’s just get this over with. I’m really anxious to get on with my life so that my friends can legitimately call me butt-face.”

Rebecca shook her head, and Boyer tried not to laugh—with limited success. The doctor, to his credit, neither blanched, blushed, nor burst into laughter, but stoically began cutting away the gauze.

“I suppose we could have gotten the skin grafts from somewhere else,” he said evenly, as he cut, “but your mother insisted. Apparently, she was in hopes that you wouldn’t spend so much time sitting down, if we took a little skin off.”

Doctor Allsetia didn’t joke often, so it sometimes took a moment for it to register when he did. Strangely, the effect was a calming one. When someone as serious as the good doctor took the time to crack a joke, it just reinforced the idea that everything was, in fact, going to be okay—even if the joke wasn’t particularly funny.

The bandages were off in moments, and the four people in the room gathered around Mikey stood and stared for a moment.

“Well?” asked Mikey, “Is it, ‘Oh my God he looks even more handsome, surprise’; or more like, ‘Wow, I’ve never quite seen anything like that on a face before, surprise?’”

Boyer was the first to find his voice, realizing how disconcerting silence could be at a moment like this.

“Not bad, kiddo. Not bad at all.”

“He’s right,” The doctor agreed. “Actually, it’s a lot better than what we should have hoped for.” And with that, he bent over to the nightstand, and produced the mirror for Mikey.

It was difficult to tell, immediately, if Mikey was pleased, or angry, or anything. He simply looked in the mirror. His eyes played over every inch of his newly reconstructed face, as though searching for some trace of his old self amongst the scars and bruising.

Finally, he put the mirror down, leaned back a little, and craned his neck, staring up at the ceiling.

“It’s certainly a face to remember, that’s for sure,” Mikey said after a moment or two of contemplation.

“It’ll take some getting used to, but as the swelling goes down and the discoloration fades, you’ll definitely see how very lucky you are,” the doctor said. He used that compassionate, comforting voice that doctors always employed when comforting patients and family members. Boyer wondered if all doctors took a course on that in med school, or if hospital administrators across the globe sat them down and drilled them on it until they could do it perfectly.

“Mom?” Mikey asked expectantly, looking toward Rebecca for her honest opinion.

Rebecca was silent, and still could not bring herself to speak. Instead, she reached over and grabbed his right hand, managing a smile.

Bless his heart, Mikey accepted that as comfort and support.

“How about you, Uncle O? What do you think?”

Boyer looked over his nephew’s face thoroughly, as though he was searching for clues.

“Honest opinion?” he asked.

Mikey nodded vigorously.

“Please.”

“I think…chicks dig scars.” It was said so matter-of-factly, with such sincerity, that even Rebecca was caught off guard.

“What?” she finally managed.

“Rebecca, the kid’s 15. He doesn’t care if he looks like the guy on the cover of GQ. I’m answering the question he’s really asking. Chicks dig scars.”

“That is NOT what he was ‘really asking,’ and you know it!” she insisted.

“No, actually, that pretty much nailed it,” Mikey said. “I was thinking that I might be up and about in time for homecoming? I’ve already got a killer sympathy thing going, so if I can get this to work for me…”

“Oh, yeah. Totally,” Boyer confirmed.
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