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      The first time Chris buried a part of herself by her son’s roadside cross, it was an accident. A cut, deep and oozing for much of the day, broken open again as she cleared fallen leaves and highway detritus from the base of the cross. She’d had an accident with a box cutter early in the morning before anyone else was at the office. It had bled like anything, and now it was doing it again. Thick drops leached into the dry earth before she noticed—it was the striking red against that painted white wood that drew her attention.

      “Damn.” She put the dirty finger in her mouth, sucked away the blood, and watched the dark spots in the soil recede. It had been a dry September, and the ground drew her blood deep.

      “Gross, Mom. You really think that’s sanitary? You used to tell me I’d get worms if I sucked my fingers after playing in the dirt.”

      The voice came from over her left shoulder, where it always was—where he always was, but she wasn’t going to look. That wasn’t part of the game. Instead she pictured him, the way his mouth would curve on one side only, his hair, long on top, sliding over one eye as he dug his hands into the pockets of his too-big jeans.

      She smiled, knowing he wouldn’t be able to see it, bent over as she was. She spat onto a tissue and worked at scrubbing the smear of blood from the cross. “I’m too mean. Worms don’t want any of this.”

      A groan from Trey. “Ugh, that brings back memories. Here, your face has a smudge on it, let me scrub my saliva into it.”

      She took a final swipe and tucked the wadded tissue into her pocket. “Mother spit has magical properties, brat, and you know it.”

      “Cures all ills. I remember.”

      “Not quite all,” she said in a soft voice, one hand on his cross.

      A rude noise from over her left shoulder. “What have I said, Mom?”

      She flicked away the single tear that had snuck down her cheek, replacing it with another smile. “I know, I know. There’s no crying in baseball.” She settled back, her legs folded, hands braced behind her.

      “My grave, my rules.”

      “They were always your rules.”

      Though it wasn’t his grave, not really. He was buried at Elmwood, near Chris’s father. At first, she’d gone to visit him there because she felt like she was supposed to, despite how much it scared her. But this cross, here in the hollow where her only son’s life had ended, this felt closer to him.

      She hadn’t known what she’d set in motion that night, leaving her unintentional blood offering, but it wouldn’t have mattered. Like most evenings, she’d stayed until the sun was nearly down, the too-bright final rays piercing the shadows of the overhanging trees. She talked to Trey, catching him up on what had happened at work and smiling when her update on the recurring adventures of the bathroom bandit made him do that snort laugh she’d always loved. Passing traffic was a distant hum, dropping in frequency as it got later. Coming onto fall, the days were still long but getting shorter. Her favorite time of year. At least it used to be. Before.

      She stood, rising in a graceless lurch, leaning for a minute with her hand on the cross, making believe it was his shoulder. She bent down and kissed it, the painted wood a far cry from his downy, little boy cheek.

      “It hasn’t been downy for years, Mom.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I know, you’re a grown man. Don’t expect me to ever get used to it. See you tomorrow, kiddo.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      She made it back to her car without turning around. She never turned around when she visited Trey—it would kill the illusion, chase away with logic the almost-certainty that he stood at her shoulder each time she visited and silence his voice forever.

      She climbed into the Jeep Wrangler that Trey had been so excited about, back when she’d bought it, and pulled into traffic with what was probably excessive caution. It came with the job. Adjusting claims for a living, Chris had seen what a moment of inattention or haste could do to a human body.

      She felt a stab of pain again thinking of Trey. How his body had ended up here, broken and bloodied, was a mystery. A single-car accident two years ago, a few months shy of his twenty-second birthday. No adverse road conditions, no driver impairment, no cell phone involvement. His Camaro—the car he’d begged for and worked since he was sixteen to help pay for—stranded, nose crumpled into the earth with the force of the impact. Trey, no seat belt, was launched through the shattered windshield, neck broken on impact with the tree his cross now stood under.

      The way the cops at the scene, the doctors, even former friends, had latched onto that lack of seat belt as though that evened things out—as though it made it right that her son had died. There had to be something, some extenuating circumstance that could explain it. Something to separate her loss from their lives, so they wouldn’t have to face the same thing she’d avoided facing all those years she’d had with him. That it can be you. That one day, one night, you might get that call.

      She pushed it aside, refusing to let those images make a home in her head. Instead, she thought of Trey at his high school graduation, with the mohawk his father hated. His grin as he hugged Chris one-armed. There, much better. She kept her focus on the memory of that grin until she made it home.

      She pulled into the drive for the little, one-and-a-half story, brick place she’d moved to when Trey started high school. It was in a better district, and she’d liked living somewhere they’d chosen together. The kitchen light was on, the way she always left it in the mornings, so she wouldn’t come home to total darkness. There was no garage, just the drive, and the house was on a court, so she saw Dan sitting on his back deck in the near dark. He raised a hand, and his pit mix, Tootsie, sat up and thumped her tail.

      “Hey, Dan. Hey, Toots.”

      “Chris. How are you?”

      “I’m good,” she said, because it was what she always said.

      “It’s a nice night,” he called when she started to go inside. “Want to come have a beer?”

      “Rain check,” she said, without even thinking about it. “I’m beat.”

      “Hold you to it,” he said, and she waved, trying not to feel bad about the note of disappointment in his voice. Dan was a nice guy, a lifelong bachelor who’d been living there since long before Chris moved in. He wasn’t bad looking, either—thick dark hair, eyes a bright blue behind his glasses, a Tom Selleck mustache. He’d been trying to get her to go out with him for years, especially after Trey moved out. She’d been over to his place a couple of times and always enjoyed herself, but it just seemed like so damn much trouble.

      Or was it really that, she wondered as she let herself in through the kitchen door, set her purse on the counter, and her keys in the dish. How much trouble could it possibly be to drop her things off, check her makeup and her breath, and walk all of ten yards next door? It wasn’t like Chris was a hermit—she leaned toward introverted, but that didn’t mean she liked always being alone.

      Part of it was the way Dan’s presence silenced Trey’s voice. Or rather, his voice in her head, the ongoing conversation she manufactured each night once she got home. Like being at the cross—pretending he was just out of sight, over her shoulder, in the kitchen, or thundering down the stairs from his bedroom. So many of their exchanges had taken place like that when he was alive—shouted across the house, spoken through open doors, disembodied voices that nevertheless connected multiple times a day. That made it easier, now, to ignore the looming dark truth that her son was dead. Gone, never to return.

      No. Shove it away. Don’t look at it, she thought as her chest tightened, her airway beginning to constrict. “I’m home,” she called, as though it wasn’t just for the benefit of the little white cat who came running from the living room.

      The cat gave an inflected chirp as she jumped onto the kitchen table, and Chris picked her up. “Get off, Penny Lane. You’re not allowed up there.”

      The cat was a stray Trey had brought home four years before. He found her, sopping wet and almost too small to survive, on the site of a construction gig he’d worked that summer. He was grown by then, a nineteen-year-old man, but he still looked to Chris to save the cat, to make things right, with a trust that took her breath away.

      She went to the pantry, opened the food container, and gave Penny a scoop. The cat purred while she ate, with a gratitude unusual in her species.

      Chris went to the fridge, then closed it again when nothing appealed to her. She stood at the sink, looking out into the backyard, and wondered if Dan had food. He usually did. He was a good cook, and it was grilling season. Probably burgers or hot dogs, at the very least. Her stomach growled, and she opened the fridge door again. Nothing new and enticing having appeared, she made a decision.

      Three minutes later, having popped two mints but skipped the makeup, Chris tapped on the fence between her backyard and Dan’s, a paper plate of dark chocolate brownies in hand. She didn’t like cooking, but baking was another story. She loved the way the smell permeated the whole house, crept up the stairs and woke her sleeping son. How he’d come trailing down from his bedroom and sit in the kitchen with her, waiting for the day’s treat to come out of the oven. She still baked every week, which was at least part of the reason for the way her jeans squeezed at her hips and thighs. She didn’t much care about that; she’d just gone and bought new jeans when she noticed. She wasn’t going to go through life uncomfortable, and the baking made her happy.

      Dan looked up and smiled. “Change your mind?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “What’s on offer.”

      His brows went up, a hopeful expression on his face until he noticed the plate in her hand. He smiled again. “No dinner again, huh?”

      “None to speak of,” she answered. Shameless, she heard in Trey’s voice, just over her left shoulder, but still with that grin. She didn’t realize she’d grinned back until Dan asked her what was funny.

      “Nothing. Me, I guess. Shamelessly over here begging for food.”

      His smile widened, his teeth neat and white under his mustache, and he came to take the plate from her. Tootsie stood, stretched, and came to her side, knowing a soft touch when she saw one.

      “C’mon up and have a seat—I’ll fix you a plate.”

      He did better than that, and it was with a full stomach that she joined him on the wicker porch swing on the back deck, a beer in hand. Dan drank dark beer; she’d never seen him with anything else. But he always kept wheat beer in his fridge, which was the only kind Chris liked.

      They sat in companionable silence for a while, Tootsie curled up beneath the swing, and Chris thought about going home. Already she missed Trey, his voice, the way she didn’t have to pretend not to be pretending. But it was nice here, too—the weather just cool enough to be comfortable, and Dan smelled good, something with sandalwood, maybe.

      “D’you go today?” he asked, and she nodded.

      “Most every day.” That was something she liked about Dan—he knew about her daily ritual and never made her feel like it was weird, or something she needed to overcome. There were a couple of times she thought someone had been weeding over there, or cutting some of the overgrowth back, and she wondered if it was him. It seemed like something he’d do.

      “And, how was he?”

      “Same as always.”

      “Mm.” He let the silence sit for a beat or two. “Glad you changed your mind—Toots and I haven’t seen much of you the last little bit.”

      She scrubbed a hand across her face and sighed. “Yeah. We lost two adjusters recently, so I’m picking up the slack until we get replacements trained.”

      He listened, told her about his work when the opportunity presented itself, and Chris accepted another beer. One thing led to another, as it had from time to time over their long acquaintance, and he leaned over and kissed her, one hand grasping the chain of the porch swing just above hers. He tasted good, dark and malty, and he was always careful to wipe the foam from his mustache before he kissed her. She was tempted to stay, had almost accepted his unspoken invitation, when she saw a shadow move through her kitchen window.

      Her breath caught; she waited. Dan murmured something in her ear, but she didn’t hear it—there it was again, movement, over by the sink. There the shadow stayed, out of sight, but by now she knew someone was in the house.

      She sat up, made her excuses, barely heard Dan’s disappointed response. It would have been smart to tell him what was up, since what her heart hoped for wasn’t in the realm of possibility, but she couldn’t do it; couldn’t risk bringing him over. Her stomach roiling, breath coming shallow, she made her way across the yards and to her back door. When she glanced back, Dan was watching her, barely visible in the moonless dark. She stepped inside, breath held, and waited to see.

      “Chris?”

      She didn’t register her name at first, just the voice that called to her from the kitchen, and it damn near stopped her heart. She took two trembling steps before reality fell on her like an anvil, and she recognized her ex-husband’s aftershave.

      For a moment it hurt so bad she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t answer him, and she wondered if this was it, if her heart would finally give out as she’d been expecting it to every day since Trey’s death. But of course, it didn’t, and she made herself take a breath and step into the kitchen, arms crossed over her chest.

      “Beau. What’re you doing here?”

      Beau leaned against the sink, his back to the window with a glass of wine in hand. He didn’t like her kind of wine—white, sweet—but Beau would drink anything on offer, with the exception of bourbon. “Your door was open. Thought I’d see how you were.”

      Acting like he hadn’t been watching her through the window, Chris thought, but didn’t bring it up. “No, it wasn’t,” she said instead, getting a glass for herself and reaching across him for the bottle. He’d left it on the counter instead of putting it back in the fridge, which was irritating, but not as much as when they’d lived together.

      He grinned behind his glass, one side of his mouth creeping higher than the other, a wolfish canine appearing over his lip. Beau was aging well, the eight-year age gap between them closing swiftly as he grayed gracefully. “Busted.” He didn’t look the least bit sorry.

      “You’re only supposed to use the key in case of emergency,” she said, without hope of being listened to. She went to the table and sat down, and he settled in the chair across from her. Her lip twitched—it was Trey’s seat, but she reminded herself it didn’t matter.

      “I know.” He gave her the overgrown schoolboy look that had never worked on her, even when she was young and in love.

      “And is there an emergency?”

      He frowned down at his glass and her heart sank. Fuck. Not this again.

      “I came by because I was worried.”

      Chris sighed and sat back. “I’m fine, Beau.”

      “It’s next week,” he said, like he hadn’t heard her.

      “You think I don’t know that?” she snapped. She felt light pressure on her left shoulder, and it reminded her to chill.

      Beau looked at her, his mouth turned down, hurt in his eyes. Trey had been his son, too, she told herself, and she took a deep breath before speaking again.

      “I remember the anniversary, Beau. It sucks, but I’m okay.”

      He nodded, looked down at his glass again. “It’s just that Nat saw your car again on the way home. It was getting dark, and she was worried. I was worried.”

      Chris bit her lip. Tell Nat to call me when she’s got a dead kid to visit. She wouldn’t say it. It wasn’t fair to Beau, or his wife, who was actually a sweet girl. Chris knew she meant well. By the time Beau had met and married Natalie Temple, who was fifteen years his junior and seven years younger than Chris, their own marriage had been long over. They’d managed to skip over most of the drama that goes along with combining families, and Chris liked Natalie. Trey had too, though he’d been a moody teen at the time, and Chris liked to think that had something to do with the good job she and Beau had done co-parenting since their split when Trey was two. Trey had been apprehensive when Natalie got pregnant, but they’d had a long talk about how he’d have the best of both worlds—an only child at Chris’s, and siblings at Beau’s. He’d ended up loving his two young half-sisters, in large part because Natalie had been savvy and thoughtful in the way she included Trey, and Chris had enjoyed getting photo updates on the girls from her smitten son.

      She sometimes wondered if Lana and Emily were why Beau had seemed to have an easier time coming to terms with Trey’s death. It was another one of those things she’d never say out loud, but she thought even Beau would have agreed. He’d told her, during one of those hazy, hellish sob sessions in the early days after the accident, that they should have had more kids after Trey, that it would have made things easier for her. She knew he hadn’t meant it to sound the way it had, as though Trey could be replaced, his absence mitigated, and she supposed that for him it was true. Not that he hadn’t loved his son, but after the visitation and the funeral, that surreal graveside service when they’d put their boy in the ground, he’d gone home to his wife and held his living, breathing daughters. Chris knew that was what was on his mind, so she forgave him, but she had never wanted anything but Trey, and losing him hadn’t changed that.

      “Please tell Natalie thank you, but I’m coping.” Nat would like that word. She was a counselor, though she usually refrained from wielding it against her family. “It’s not unusual to spend time at a loved one’s grave, especially a child’s.”

      She nearly flinched at the kick of betrayal stirred up by her own words, as though Trey would be wounded at the idea of his death. He is dead, she told herself, even as she turned her face from the words and tucked them elsewhere out of sight.

      Beau still couldn’t look at her—he’d always had a hard time talking about feelings, but it was kind of him to make the effort. “It’s not even his grave, Chris. Trey’s not buried there, it’s just where he...and it can’t be healthy, spending so much time where...where that happened.”

      Chris raised a shoulder. “It’s where I feel close to him,” she said. “I don’t like cemeteries, you know that.”

      He nodded, finally met her eyes. “You still get those dreams?” he asked, his expression softened. He was back on safer ground now, their shared history, the small things he still knew about her from the time before everything hurt so much.

      She grimaced. “Not as much as I used to,” she lied. “It’s still unpleasant.”

      Chris had dreamed for years now of suffocation, of sliding beneath a soft surface of dirt and dying as the air was pressed from her lungs. Night terrors ran in her family, and when she and Beau were still together, he’d had to wake her as she thrashed and screamed. She wasn’t sure where the dreams came from—to her knowledge, she’d never had personal experience with suffocation, and she wasn’t claustrophobic. It had been with her as long as she could remember, and after the first time she’d attended a graveside interment, the dreams had changed to accommodate this new wrinkle. Now, it was always in a cemetery at night. Chris would be at a grave head, unable to read the inscription. She’d move closer, bending down to get a look, and the ground would open up, swallow her whole, filling her mouth with dirt. She’d barely made it through Trey’s service, sweating and hyperventilating the whole time, but no one had thought her behavior out of line. It was, after all, her own son’s funeral.

      Beau nodded and drained half his glass. “Good. I was afraid it might get worse, you know, after. . .”

      She sighed. “Yeah, I know. Tell Nat I appreciate it, and that I said hi.” She stood, and after a minute he did, too. She walked him to the door, not touching, but sensing his deflation, his sadness. She knew he’d be hurting too, this close to the anniversary of their son’s death, but she didn’t have it in her to talk him through it. He had Natalie for that.

      He gave her a lingering hug and stopped on the top step. “You should come over. We’re going to cook out—steaks and hot dogs. The girls would love to see you, and you don’t need to be on your own.”

      Chris gave him a tight smile, arms wrapped around her middle. “Maybe. I might be working late.”

      He nodded and walked to his car, giving her a wave as he pulled out of her drive. Chris glanced over at Dan’s and thought she might have seen him watching out his own kitchen window. She went inside and sat in the darkened living room, waiting for the pain to hit her. Instead, a weight settled at the other end of the couch, and she flipped on the television.

      “Up for a horror movie?” she asked.

      A snort, from a place just out of sight. “When am I not, Mom?”
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