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Marcia and Jennifer didn’t see it coming. The casket slipped from the hands of the two elderly pallbearers who were bringing up the rear and crash-landed on the edge of the grave with a sickening thump.

The flower spray slid off, landing face down.

Peter did his best to stop the casket from smashing onto the lowering device. He lunged forward to grab it ... and missed. The heavy unit crashed on his foot.

The widow fainted, folding gracefully into the moist grass. Peter nearly passed out too, from pain. A strangled groan escaped his lips.

Both funeral directors stood rooted to the spot, it was like watching a slow-motion clip from a comedy scene, except it wasn’t a comedy show, it wasn’t funny, it was a funeral. Their funeral.

Jennifer reacted first. She went straight to the widow, whose eyelids fluttered like a goose’s wings as it takes flight from the water.

Marcia reacted next, heading straight to Peter whose breath came in short gasps. “The pallbearers,” he managed to say as he collapsed onto the wet grass.

Marcia turned to look at the pallbearers. One of the men held a hand on his chest. He didn’t look good. She got to the elderly man quickly, took him firmly by the shoulders and led him to the closest gravestone, easing him down gently.

“Do you have a heart condition?” 

He nodded.

“Nitro?” she asked. He patted his pocket. Marcia wasted no time digging out the bottle of little pills and getting one under his tongue.

Fortunately, one of the family members snapped out of it and came over to help. “I’m a nurse,” she said.

You are an angel, thought Marcia as she turned the poor man over to the nurse’s expert care, and went back to Peter.

The widow had recovered enough to attempt to sit up. A couple of family members tried to yank her to her feet.

“No!” said Jennifer firmly. “Not yet.” She wondered if the woman should lie down again so Jennifer could place her into the recovery position, but decided against it. The muddy ground had the widow’s suit wet and dirty as it was.

Jennifer looked around for the limo driver. He stood staring at the scenario unfolding in front of him, frozen to the spot.

“Jeff—may I speak to you please?” He didn’t move. At least he looked at her when he heard his name. “Now, please.” He sprang into action, slipping twice on the moist grass. “In the trunk of the lead car is an oxygen tank and mask. Here are my keys,” Jennifer instructed quietly. “Don’t run.”

“Oh my, oh my,” came from a family member who fluttered her gloves in the widow’s face. Jennifer wanted to swat them and yell at her to stop it.

“It’s OK ma’am, Mrs. Werther will be alright,” she opted for instead.

Jennifer pulled her cellphone from her pocket and dialed 911. Peter, fully supine now, writhed in pain.

“Police, fire or ambulance ...”

“Ambulance. The cemetery. Second Street entrance, section 4, grave 13. We have a pallbearer with a heart condition and a funeral employee with a fracture. The widow fainted and we are administering oxygen.”

For a few seconds the 911 operator didn’t respond. She probably thinks it’s a crank call, thought Jennifer as Jeff approached from behind and handed her the oxygen.

“Pull the wrapper off the mask—don’t touch the mask. Here, let me take it from the wrapper,” said Jennifer to Jeff, who complied. She put her phone down, placed the mask on the widow and slipped the elastic over the woman’s head to hold it in place. The valve on the oxygen tank stuck and Jennifer struggled with it. Jeff reached over and helped turn it on. Jennifer heard the satisfying whoosh as the oxygen went to work. She picked up her phone. The dispatcher would have heard the conversation. “Hello?” asked Jennifer.

“The ambulances will be there shortly. We dispatched two.”

“Thank you.” Jennifer disconnected.

The minister moved up beside her. “I’ll take over here if you want to check on your employee.” Jennifer rose and thanked him, then went over to Peter. Marcia was still with the pale, unhappy Peter.

Jennifer stooped down. “I’m so sorry. The ambulance is on its way. I’ll let Angel know.” He groaned. Angel was Peter’s pregnant wife. 

“What do you suggest we do now?” she whispered into Marcia’s ear.

“Run?”

Jennifer did her best not to smile. Marcia had a point.

“Let’s see if we can proceed with the committal and let the cemetery staff take care of placing the casket on the grave. One of us will check for damages to the casket, which means we may have to make a trip back to the funeral home to replace it, with the deceased in it of course.”

Marcia had a knack for being quite witty when confronted with difficult situations. Jennifer remembered her response the night the funeral home had been broken into. Marcia made her laugh then, and she was close to making her laugh now.

“I’ll check with the minister.” Jennifer made her way over to the widow. The colour in Mrs. Werther’s face started returning to normal. “Rev. Stone,” she said. “There are two ambulances on the way. Perhaps we should proceed with the committal?”

“Excellent idea,” he stated as he moved purposefully to the head of the grave. The casket was at the foot of the grave with the flowers still upside down on the grass. Seeing the minister step up to begin the graveside service, one of the pallbearers quickly picked up the spray and placed it back onto the casket. As Jennifer walked by on her way to join the minister she touched the pallbearers arm and quietly thanked him for his consideration. In his booming voice, the minister ran through the committal service in record time, the sirens in the background getting louder and louder.

At the final amen, which could barely be heard above the shriek of the sirens, Jennifer watched the lights of the ambulances closing in. Taking a deep breath to compose herself, she calculated it would take about two minutes for the cemetery manager to show up.

Calmly, she met the first ambulance crew. “The gentleman lying in the grass has a fracture, the gentleman sitting on the gravestone has a heart condition, he has had one sublingual nitro, a nurse is with him. The widow is sitting on the ground with the oxygen mask on.”

“Geez Louise, what the heck happened here?” one of the paramedics asked.

“A series of unfortunate events,” said Jennifer, her shoulders slumping. Gone was the urge to laugh, now she wanted to cry.

It didn’t take long for the ambulances to load up. Peter went first, followed by the pallbearer and the widow, who shared the second ambulance. Jennifer could feel and sense the discomfort of some of the family and friends of the Werthers. She had already willed the ground to open up and swallow her. Short of falling into the grave, that wasn’t going to happen. She had no idea how to ease their discomfort over the fiasco. Heads shaking, unhappy faces casting looks at Jennifer and Marcia, the mourners headed for their cars. Jeff took the remaining family members to the limo. Jennifer followed and apologized to the family, quietly backing away when they responded with silence. She returned to the graveside wanting to change careers—her heart wrung with a lingering tightness. The sun disappeared behind a cloud and she shivered.

Marcia bent down, inspected the casket carefully and stood up. “It’s broken,” she announced to no one in particular.

She pulled back the fake grass covering the edge of the grave. “Ah ha.” She flipped it back farther. “Do you see what I see?”

Jennifer could only nod.

The cemetery manager had been standing on the periphery waiting for everyone to leave. As the family limo pulled away, he hurried across the grass.

“Ms. Spencer,” he said in his annoying whiny voice. “What happened here?”

“Pallbearer mishap.”

“Well, perhaps you should screen your pallbearer’s better.”

Jennifer looked at him. At that moment he was the most hated person in her life. “Perhaps, Mr. Whitney, your staff could do a better grave set-up.”

“Precisely,” said Marcia. “Look.” She pulled back the fake grass again exposing the grave hardware and pointed at the lowering device. 

With the ground wet and soft after the recent rain, the cemetery staff had placed lumber under it. The boards helped keep the sides of the grave from caving under the weight of the casket. The foot of the grave had two boards, the head had none. When the pallbearers tried to place the casket on the lowering device it started a chain reaction: The lowering device tilted forward from the weight of the casket; Peter had tried to get the men to lift the casket and move it back; It was too much for the elderly pallbearers and as they struggled to lift and move to the foot of the grave, one of them tripped over the lumber and let go of the handle. A domino effect resulted as one by one they let go.

“It’s been my experience,” continued Jennifer in an icy tone that did not disguise her anger, “four boards are used when the ground is soft.” She didn’t mention it was also her responsibility to check the grave setup ahead of time. She was hoping he would forget that part.

Jennifer heard a car pull up. Glancing over she saw a familiar face. Marcia saw it too. Mr. Whitney had his back to the road, he didn’t see Detective Sergeant Ryan Gillespie get out and walk quickly to the graveside.

“Well,” said Mr. Whitney. “If you women would stop playing funeral director and stay at home where you belong, then the male directors who should have been here would have had the strength to stop the casket’s fall.”

“Marcia, Jennifer, are you alright?” asked the Detective Sergeant.

Marcia wasn’t alright. She was livid. “We’re fine, thank you Ryan,” she said sweetly. “Mr. Whitney was just suggesting we women should stay home and stop playing funeral director.”

“Let’s get you out of here,” said the Detective Sergeant after a quick look at Marcia’s face. “Good day Mr. Whitney.”

Jennifer turned and walked to the lead car, the minister in tow. She was shaking with rage and shock from the day’s fiasco. Ryan walked Marcia to the funeral coach. Jennifer nearly made it to the lead car when she realized she’d forgotten something—something important. She asked the minister to wait at the car and turned and met the other two at the coach.

“The casket,” Jennifer said, opening the back of the coach and pulling out the church truck. “We. Forgot. The casket.”

“That’s a first,” said Marcia sarcastically. “Let’s take it out of the grave and back to the funeral home why don’t we? This was supposed to be an interment, not a disinterment.”

She looked at Jennifer, her sarcasm gone. “I can’t believe we nearly forgot the casket. Really? Can this day get any worse?”

“I’ll help,” said Ryan politely, knowing it was best to keep his conversational input to a minimum. Between the three of them they placed the broken casket, with Mr. Werther inside, onto the church truck and pushed it to the coach. It was heavy and awkward, but they managed to maintain some small level of decorum. The minister, the only other person left other than Mr. Whitney, watched the three of them wheeling the casket to the coach and stepped in to assist.

Mr. Whitney made no attempt to help; he turned on his heels and marched back to his car, driving over the posted cemetery speed limit back to his office.

“I’ll meet you at the funeral home,” Jennifer said as she walked to the lead car, followed by the minister. She reached into her pocket for the keys. They were not there. It took a few seconds for her to clue in. 

Jeff had them. 

He was long gone. His job was to get the family to the post-funeral reception.

“No keys?” asked the minister.

“One key,” Jennifer sighed, stooping down and reaching into the wheel well. She pulled out a little magnetized box, opened it, and presented the spare.

“Oh,” laughed Rev. Stone. “Brilliant.”

On the way back to the church Jennifer asked Rev. Stone to let her know how the pallbearer and Mrs. Werther were doing. He promised to call.

“That was quite the funeral,” he said cheerfully. “All’s well that ends well my mother used to say.”

As soon as the Rev. Stone disappeared into the church, Jennifer hit the Bluetooth button on the console. “Peter’s Home please,” she asked the device, oblivious to the fact she’d said please to her Bluetooth device. 
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As Jennifer pulled up to Peter’s house, she saw an older woman emerging from a cab. She pulled up behind the taxi, paid the fare for Angel’s mother then waited on the sidewalk for Angel, who came down the walk less than a minute later. 

On their short ride to the hospital Jennifer did her best to keep the conversation flowing by asking Angel about her pregnancy. Angel happily chatted on about how excited she and Peter were about the new baby. Pulling up the Emergency Room entrance, Jennifer said, “Please let me know about Peter as soon as you can.”

“Thank you, I will.” With a little wave, Angel disappeared through the automatic doors and into the hospital. 

Jennifer drove straight to Williams Funeral Home, worrying about the widow and the pallbearer which made her wonder again if she really should consider a career change. Am I cut out for this, she wondered. Owning my own funeral home?

She pulled into the parking lot just in time to see Althea, the owner’s wife, emerge from her vehicle. Jennifer’s heart sank. When she had agreed to cover the funeral home for Althea’s ailing husband, Dimitri, she’d assumed it would be business as usual. The interment today did not go well. What would Althea think of her now?

Putting on a brave face, she greeted Althea, “How is Dimitri?” 

Althea beamed. “Dimitri, he is doing well thank you. He is going home with nurse soon.” Jennifer smiled at her. Althea was clearly happy about the positive turn of events. She was thinking in Greek and speaking English which always caused her to jumble her words slightly.

“I’m so glad to hear that,” Jennifer said warmly as she opened the funeral home door for her. Althea dropped her coat and bag in the front office.

“I will meet you downstairs,” she said.

“OK.” Jennifer walked went down as she heard Althea opening desk drawers, her dread of having to tell Althea about the day’s events made her stomach clench. She paused at the bottom of the stairs, light headed.

Detective Sergeant Gillespie sat next to Marcia in the lounge. The two of them were deep in conversation when Jennifer entered.

“Pull up a chair,” said Marcia. “We must debrief.”

Detective Sergeant Gillespie couldn’t keep the grin off his face.

“When the dispatch office called me I thought you two were involved in some kind of attack,” he said. “A two-ambulance response at a graveside service?”

“Stop,” groaned Marcia. “It’s not funny.”

“It’s very funny,” said Ryan. “Only the two of you could get yourselves into so much trouble. You should have heard the chatter on the ambulance band.”

Jennifer knew the ambulance and police were not being disrespectful, it was part of a day’s work. It must have been a strange call to respond to, three down in a graveyard.

“Someday we will laugh about this,” said Jennifer. “Just not today.”

“Or tomorrow,” said Marcia glumly. She got down to the debriefing. “I ordered another casket for Mr. Werther,” said Marcia. A chuckle emanated from Detective Sergeant. It threatened to erupt into a full-blown laugh. Marcia poked him. It didn’t help. She soldiered on. “I’ll make sure the bill covers the cost of the casket and I’ll remove the charges for the graveside service.”

Little snorts of laughter kept escaping Ryan. “I believe you meant caskets,” he responded. Marcia did her best to ignore him.

“It’s my fault,” said Jennifer unhappily. “I was in the lead car. I should have checked the grave set-up.”

Marcia looked at Jennifer bleakly.

“Should we call Mr. Duncan?”

“I don’t know,” Jennifer voice came just short of a whisper. She really didn’t know what to do.

Ryan stepped in. “No, you don’t have to call Mr. Duncan unless the family sues, which I doubt they will do. When Mr. Whitney went on the offensive and criticized your choice of career, he was just being a bully. He knew his crew messed up. It was his responsibility. You didn’t break any laws, no one suffered irreparable bodily harm, except maybe Peter.”

“How is Peter,” asked Marcia. “Did you check on him?”

“No. I picked Angel up and took her to meet him.”

As Althea entered the room, Ryan stood. Jennifer made the introductions. Ryan shook her hand and sat down. He was in no hurry to leave.

“How are things?” asked Althea, her heavy accent made the word things sound like thinks.

Marcia spoke up. “We had a bad day, Althea.”

“How so?”

Marcia told her the whole story. Detective Sergeant Gillespie settled back in his chair and folded his arms. Althea didn’t interrupt once.

When Marcia finished, Althea looked at Ryan. “You were there too?”

“No, no,” he said pleasantly, “not right away, not until after the ambulances left.” He chuckled.

Althea started to laugh, until it evolved into full-blown merriment and howls. Ryan joined in. Jennifer and Marcia stared at the two of them, looking from one to another, the bewilderment written on their faces.

A couple of time Althea attempted to speak, but the laughter took precedence. Wiping her eyes, she finally composed herself.

“You girls, you so young,” she said. “It is not disaster. Dimitri, he tells you stories. Bill, he told stories. You laugh. It’s not end of the world. Peter though, he is OK?”

“We don’t know yet,” Jennifer said miserably.

“We have insurance for these things. Peter is young, he will bounce back,” said Althea.

“Exactly,” said Ryan. He and Althea nodded at each other and smiled.

Jennifer rose, wanting to make her escape. “I have to get back to Spencer’s.” She was starting to feel the effect of the emotional drain from the day’s events.

“Wait, Jennifer” said Althea. “I will talk to Marcia later. I need to see you first.” Linking her arm in Jennifer’s Althea took her upstairs. She pulled a large brown envelope from the tote bag she had placed in the front office. “Dimitri will see you in two, three days. You will come?”

“Where shall we meet?”

“We meet at hospital. Dimitri has his own room now. OK?”

“What time?” Jennifer tightened her grip on the envelope.

“I text you. Now you go and relax. It is not the end of the world.” She patted Jennifer on the back gently, then turned to go back downstairs.

Jennifer walked out to her car and drove straight to Spencer Funeral Home. 

After the day’s events it was a relief to be back. She wanted to hide. I wonder what Uncle Bill would have said about today? she mused. If he’s looking down now, is he sorry he left the funeral home to me?

Elaine had left a note on Jennifer’s desk to tell her she’d hired a receptionist for Williams Funeral Home. Desta would be starting tomorrow morning. At least something went right today, she thought. 

The theme from Rocky startled her. It was Peter’s ringtone. I hope this isn’t bad news.

“Hello, Peter? Angel?”

“Hi Jennifer, it’s Angel. Just letting know what’s going on. Peter had an x-ray, then a CT scan of his foot. He has four metatarsal fractures and a fracture of the tibia, apparently as a result of him twisting too quickly. The surgeon is going to put pins in his foot. They’re waiting for a free operating room.”

“Oh dear,” distress added extra weight to her words. She leaned back in her chair, twirling a stray strand of hair that escaped.

“He is not in too much pain. They’ve given him drugs. He said you’re not to worry about him, he’ll be fine.”

“I’ll ask Elaine to start the paperwork for the insurance company. Is there anything you need?”

“No thanks. I’ll go home after he gets back from the recovery room.”

“I can pick you up.”

“No need. Peter’s mother is coming, she can run me back and forth. It’s not the first time Peter’s had surgery for broken bones. Irene said he gave her more than a few sleepless nights in his youth.”

“Thanks for calling. All the staff is worried about him.”

“I’ll call tomorrow morning. Bye.”

Jennifer disconnected and then hit speed dial.

Answering on the first ring, Marcia said, “how is Peter?” before Jennifer could even say hi.

“Angel called.” Jennifer relayed the details of the pending surgery.

“That’s awful. Just horrible.”

“I do have some good news though. You have a new receptionist. She can start tomorrow.”

“Wow, that is good news. Great news actually.”

“Her name is Desta. She’ll be in at nine. I’ll fax over her resume. You and Althea will be more than pleased. Some more resumes came in today from funeral directors, so I’ll work on those this evening. What are you doing for dinner?”

“Ryan and I are going out. Unless, of course, one of us gets a call for work.”

“I can cover the evening for you.”

“Awesome, thanks Jen. I’ll tell the answering service.”

“Tomorrow is another day,” Jennifer said in her Scarlett O’Hara voice. “Enjoy your evening.” She tapped the off button on her phone.

Jennifer glanced at her texts before pocketing her cell. Gwen, her good friend since their teens, had sent her a text earlier in the day asking if she was free to go shopping. She replied, apologizing for not getting back to her.

Don’t apologize, Gwen responded. Know U R busy. We R all fine. Off to my daughter’s dance recital. Should B good 4 a few laughs. U OK?

Perfect, Jennifer lied in her text back. She wasn’t perfect, but she wasn’t down for the count either and she didn’t see the point of complaining about it. Have fun tonight! 

She pocketed her phone, picked up the tea cups and ran the hot water in the sink. For the first time since the graveside incident she felt grounded. The warm water and the bubbles soothed her frayed nerves. She took her time, enjoying the task and the peace and quiet. She was stiff and sore from the unexpected heavy lifting, getting the casket back to the funeral home. Tomorrow morning, once the new casket had been delivered, they’d be going back to the graveside again. She’d make sure they had help.

After drying the cups, Jennifer went to her office to check the resumes that had come in. Both were from experienced directors. She decided to check their references before making contact them. An hour later she knew which candidate made the short list—Brent Vaughn. He’d been licensed for ten years, had excellent references, and his Board check was clean. She decided to call him in for an interview.

He answered on the second ring.

“Brent speaking.”

“Mr. Vaughn, Jennifer Spencer from Spencer Funeral Home. I’m calling about your application.”

“Ms. Spencer, delighted to hear from you.” 

Jennifer liked his voice and tone. Things were looking up, perhaps with the hiring of Desta and the potential to hire Mr. Vaughn the day would end on a positive note.

“Can you tell me a bit about yourself?”

“Call me Brent,” he said pleasantly. “I’m 6’1” or 185 cm, 180 lbs or 81 kg, have brown eyes, brown hair. I like dogs and kids and I have two of each.”  

Jennifer chuckled and sat back in her chair. Brent was making the call easy for her with his gentle humour.

“My wife and I want to get out of the city and settle near a town on a little plot of land. When I was a child I wanted to grow up to be a funeral director, my friends thought I was crazy and it would never happen. I proved them wrong. I couldn’t have any career other than this one. Oh—my wife’s name is Julie and she’s a legal assistant. That’s about it or is that TMI?”

“It’s perfect. Niagara is a great place to live and raise a family. Let me tell you about the position. William’s Funeral Home is currently under the supervision of me and my staff while the owner recovers from major surgery. We are in the process of hiring a director for him. We just hired a receptionist.”

“Sound’s like you lost a few people?” said Brent warily.

“More like fired a few. Dimitri, the owner, is ill. A few of his staff took advantage of his absence. We fired the director, who had been licensed less than a year. He’ll be facing the Board for disciplinary action. The receptionist had no training or skills. It was a train wreck. Dimitri would never have let it get to that state had he been well. He’s been the number one funeral home in the area for years and my goal is to get it back to that position for him with the right staff.”

“Sound intriguing,” said Brent.

“Are you able to come down for an interview? We could talk, you could explore the area, visit the falls, look at housing options.”

“I would be delighted. I can get away anytime.”

“What’s good for you?”

“Tomorrow or the next day?” asked Brent.

“Could we meet at William’s Funeral home at 10 a.m. the day after tomorrow?”

“We could indeed. I look forward to it. Nice speaking with you Ms. Spencer.”

“And you too, Brent. Have a good evening, see you soon.” They disconnected. She had a good feeling about him.

She picked up the envelope Althea had given her, closed up the funeral home for the evening, and headed upstairs to her apartment. As usual, Grimsby sat waiting by the door, having heard her come up the stairs.

“Hi, bud!” As she picked him up, he settled in her arms and purred. Dropping the envelope on the table she sat on the couch and released Grimsby, who wasn’t ready for his mistress to stop scratching behind his ears. She idly complied, mentally reviewing the events of the day, feeling the need to put it all behind her. The stress had taken away her appetite; she didn’t feel like dinner. Starting her bath, she relaxed in the bubbles until she felt her eyelids getting heavy. Sleep didn’t elude her, she barely remembered going to bed.
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The phone jolted Jennifer awake the next morning. It was Anne, her twin sister.

After the usual catching up about Anne’s work as a journalist in Ottawa, Jennifer told Anne about the graveside service. The usually reticent Anne exploded with laughter. Jennifer was a bit miffed, she didn’t see a speck of humour in the situation.

“What’s funny about that?” she said crossly. Anne composed herself.

“You and Marcia are taking yourselves far too seriously. I—” 

“It’s a serious business. What do you mean too seriously? The family lost someone they loved and you see the humour in it?”

“You’re not listening. That is not what I said,” Anne responded calmly. “Losing someone is serious, grief is hard work. I am talking about you and Marcia and the events at the graveside. You can’t repair the world Jennifer. You did your best, it fell apart, it’s not your fault. Even if it was your fault, you’d own up to it. You have integrity.”

“But—” 

“No but. The Detective and Althea have more life experience than you and Marcia. They see the humour in this situation because it is humorous. They see the sad in life, and the bad, and the horrible, and the unspeakable that goes on around them every day because life isn’t linear, nor is it fair. All I’m saying is don’t take yourself so seriously. I’ve said this to you before: you can’t change other people, you can only change yourself. Mr. Whitney on the other hand ...” Anne started to laugh again. “Mr. Whitney sounds like he needs an attitude adjustment.”

Anne had a point. Jennifer knew she was right. She just wasn’t quite ready to admit it.

“I gotta run,” said Jennifer. Anne would understand she wasn’t in the mood to continue the conversation.

Over coffee, Jennifer thought about the events of the previous day. Peter had Angel’s mom and his mom, Marcia had found a friend (maybe more) in Ryan, Althea had Dimitri, Elaine had her husband, Gwen had her family. She wondered if she would have a partner some day. She knew she didn’t want children—she and Anne both felt the same way. The majority of the time she enjoyed being single, but once in a while, like today, she had doubts. What if she was injured on the job? Who would look after her? Would it be different if she had chosen another career?

Her cat sat watching her from his favourite spot on the back of the couch. “Grimsby, there is no right or wrong to wanting to be alone, is there?”

He ignored her. “All right Grimsby, I get it, I’m having a bit of a pity party and I need to snap out of it. Let’s see if Dimitri signed the management agreement.”

The document felt a bit thick for a letter, she hadn’t noticed it earlier. Dimitri, as owner of Williams Funeral Home, was to have signed a letter giving Marcia and Jennifer full permission to manage his funeral home during his illness. There was a covering letter addressed to her and Anne and copied to their lawyer Mr. Duncan.

It took a few minutes to take it all in. In his letter, Dimitri outlined the offer by the corporation that wanted to purchase his funeral home. He clearly stated his intent to refuse it. He mentioned that his heirs were not interested in a funeral home, leaving him with two choices: put the funeral home on the market or offer it to Jennifer and Anne. He was giving them first right of refusal.

Jennifer was stunned. She sucked in her breath when she saw the asking price.

I have to call Anne, she thought. Jennifer looked around for her phone. It was not under the paperwork. She rose, checked the last few places she had been and found it on the couch starting to work its way between the cushions. I have to stop putting it there, she told herself. One of these days it’ll disappear inside and I won’t hear it ring.

Jennifer reached Anne’s voicemail. She left a detailed message about the offer and the meeting. If she was reading the financial statements correctly, Williams Funeral Home was making twice as much as Spencer’s. Her heart pounded with fear and anticipation. Could she and Anne come to an agreement? She wondered why Anne hadn’t mentioned it when they talked earlier.

With two days to go before she had to make a decision about whether or not to accept Dimitri’s offer and interview Brent Vaughn, she decided to take a long walk before she opened the funeral home for the day. If I leave now I’ll have plenty of time to get back to the funeral home by nine, she thought as she headed to her car and drove to the falls. 

She found a parking spot in an empty lot on the parkway and walked towards the glorious rushing water. It was cold and blustery, the wind whipped her hair threatening to destroy her carefully crafted bun. Jennifer found it exhilarating. She stood at the railing listening to the roar of the falls, her eyes closed, revelling in the chill of the mist on her face. 

There were few tourists out and as she walked farther down the parkway she found herself alone. Claiming a bench, she sat down and considered her options. For over twenty minutes she mentally examined every inch of Dimitri’s offer and her own abilities to run one funeral home, let alone two.

Checking the time, she started the long walk back to her car. The weather worsened: the wind had picked up, and the rain stung her face. She flipped up her hood, lost in thought.

Approaching her vehicle in the empty parking lot, she thought she heard a cry and stopped to listen. It was like a keening. Must just be the wind, she surmised but it repeated. Jennifer looked around to see if an injured animal lay nearby. She didn’t see anything. She flipped her hood off and listened intently. 

She heard it again, then once more. Now oriented, she walked in the direction of the sound. As she got closer to the end of the parking lot, battling through the elements, she was shocked to see a young woman dressed in a t-shirt and jeans. The girl knelt on the ground near a tree, rocking back and forth, wailing and sobbing. Jennifer hesitated, quietly observing for a minute to assess the situation, then tentatively, she approached. The young woman didn’t notice her.

“Excuse me, are you OK?” 

The girl continued to rock back and forth. Jennifer studied her closely, guessing she might be in her early twenties. Her long dark hair glistened in the wet. Her hazel eyes looked through Jennifer as Jen’s gaze calculated cheeks flushed with the cold, a red nose, and violent shivers. She seemed oblivious to the weather, her t-shirt and jeans were soaked through. Water ran down her face and arms in little rivets.

“Do you need help?” 

No response. 

Jennifer moved up beside her carefully. “I’m Jennifer. It’s awfully cold, can I give you a lift somewhere?” The woman seemed unaware of Jennifer’s presence. Jen was stymied. She couldn’t leave the girl here in the driving rain. 

Removing her coat, Jennifer placed it gently around the girl’s thin shoulder’s and looked around. There was no one else to be seen.

“Come on. Let’s get you warmed up.” The young woman didn’t seem to mind that she was being helped to her to her feet. She didn’t look at the mud and grass clinging to her soggy clothing. As Jennifer tried to direct her to the car, the young girl turned back to the tree. Only then did Jennifer notice initials carved in the trunk. Pulling away from Jennifer, the girl sank back down onto the wet ground. Once again Jennifer tried to get her to come, placing her arm around frail shoulders in an attempt to lift the woman. Under her wet coat, Jennifer felt her shiver or tremble ... or both. 

“What’s your name?” 

Still no response. 

“Do you live in the Falls?” 

Silence. 

Jennifer worried about the girl. She also felt the chill from the wind and rain, her suit jacket now soaked through. She crouched down in front of the young woman whose eyes seemed empty, almost lifeless, as if her soul had left her body.

“Should I call an ambulance?” Jennifer asked gently, hoping the question would garner a response. The situation was not resolving, it required action.

“I’m just going to reach into my coat pocket for my phone.” She retrieved her phone. Protecting it from the rain as best as she could, she dialed
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