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			Chapter 1

			Patrick Kowalski

			I hate the smell of nursing homes. It’s the smell of piss, dust, and death. Friday January 17, 1986, my eighteenth birthday, found me visiting a nursing home. It was a Friday and the start of the most important two months of my life. 

			The day had started shitty and had not improved. I honestly think my mom forgot it was my birthday. Hard to imagine since she was there, but things were going seriously south in our life. So, no cake, no card, and definitely no gifts. My dad was in the hospital, sick with something we’d just found out was called Goodpasture’s syndrome. They were bringing in a machine from a big hospital in Indy the next day, Saturday, to try and cure him. He’d been in and out of hospitals enough for me to know they only did shit like that on a Saturday. If they thought that otherwise, you might not make it to Monday.

			I’d also found out that the bank was foreclosing on our house. Dad had been in and out of hospitals for two years now, first when he lost his leg and now this not-so-goodpasture stuff. The only way we’d had food for Christmas dinner was that the IGA where Mom worked had given us a ham and let her take some dinged and dented cans home. But when you’re eighteen, you still have to go to school – or at least I did, until I graduated in May or dropped out to live under a bridge, whichever came first. So I was at a nursing home, interviewing my great-grandmother for my Senior project – an oral history of Eastville.

			At the time, I thought the project, let alone school, was a stupid idea. Later, when, because of the project, I found myself staring down the barrel of a gun, I was sure it was stupid. I was wrong.

			Oral History Project

			Oral History Project by Patrick Kowalski, Eastville High School, May 2, 1986. I started this project by asking my oldest living relative, Barbara Pikus, who we in the family called Great Barb, what her earliest memory was. This interview was conducted on January 17, 1986. Here’s what she said.

			──────────

			My oldest memory is of the day when the man with the good boots showed up. He was the first person I ever saw die.

			I must have been four or five, so that meant I was speaking only Lithuanian. It was a cool day and dry. I remember that the trains weren’t running. They usually roared by our house, belching big clouds of black smoke. I later learned this was during the big railroad strike. Anyway, my very first memory of that day was seeing some men walk down the road in front of our house.

			House. Big word for a shack with an outhouse in the back and a pump well by the barn. But I was little, and it was all I knew.

			Anyway, I saw some men walking by. They were waving black flags, and I waved at them. My mom came out, and I asked her if we could join them. Mom said something I didn’t understand and took me by the hand into the house. She probably called them anarchists because that’s what they were. Besides the flags, they were carrying big wooden beams to block the railroad tracks.

			No, now I remember. It was the day before my fourth birthday, so that would have been May 21. May 21, 1894. I remember being excited about my birthday. We made church mice look rich, so I wasn’t expecting anything. But thanks to the man with the good boots, I got a rag doll and a piece of candy. 

			I don’t know if Mom sent me out to pick strawberries or I just did. My brother Luidas, your great-great uncle, was just starting to crawl and always underfoot, so Mom wouldn’t get upset if I wasn’t around. There were wild strawberries in patches along the dusty road which ran parallel to the creek. I went to one of my usual spots, carrying a wicker basket. It’s the little one over the fireplace. [Note: interview held in her room in the nursing home. I have no idea what basket she was talking about.] I remember back then thinking it was so big. 

			Anyway, I found some strawberries. I picked a few and ate a few, working my way into the patch. I came to a little clearing where a storm had claimed a big tree. From there, I could see the men standing on the tracks behind the pile of wood they were carrying. One of them, Robby Cee, we called him, waved at me. 

			At the time, I really liked Robby – he was friendly. My mom wasn’t so fond of him. As I got older, I realized he was, well, you’d now say retarded. Back then, we weren’t so nice. Anyway, he waved, and I saw one of the men he was with had an ancient gun he was holding. Even I knew it was old, and I think it was a muzzle-loader, which was obsolete even then. But it was probably all he had. 

			I waved back at Robby Cee and went back to picking strawberries. When I got my basket and tummy full, I went back to the house. Mom thanked me and said we’d have a pie.

			I got to the muddy patch just before the creek when I saw him. The man with the good boots, I mean. He had a funny look on his face, like he’d eaten something that didn’t agree with him, and he was walking down the road faster than my little legs could carry me. 

			I picked my way carefully through the muddy area, which Dad told me was caused by an underground river coming up to meet the creek. I’m still not sure if he was serious or just telling tales. 

			I didn’t know how, but I beat the man to our house. Well, I eventually figured it out, but I’m getting ahead of myself. I think I had just given Mom the strawberries when we heard footsteps on the bit of gravel in front of our house. I remember running out, followed by Mom carrying Luidas. I saw the man, swaying, pale and sweaty, standing in front of our house. 

			Dad walked out front from the garden, hoe in hand. The man said something which I didn’t understand. Like I said, I didn’t speak English back then. The man swayed again, then went face-down in the dirt. 

			Dad walked up to the man and said something I also didn’t understand. For Mom and my benefit, he repeated it in Lithuanian. “Good boots.”

			Mom handed me Luidas and ran over to the man in the dirt. With Dad’s help, she rolled him face up. Curious, I walked over, carrying Luidas as best as I could. The man’s face was frozen in pain.

			“He’s dead,” Mom said to Dad.

			“You sure?” Dad asked. Mom glared at him. “Okay. So what do we do?”

			My memory cuts out there. The next thing I remember was Mister Calabro rolling up in a wagon. It was dark, and the only light was a lantern on Calabro’s wagon. 

			Dad and Mister Calabro talked a bit, and then the two of them got the dead man into the wagon. It wasn’t done particularly gracefully, more like tossing a sack of potatoes. Once they got the body situated on the wagon, Mister Calabro climbed up, took the reins, and rolled out. Dad came walking back in.

			“What’s he going to do?” I asked Dad.

			“Bury the man, I suppose,” Dad replied, settling heavily into a chair. 

			“What about his people?” I asked. “He’s got a mommy and a daddy.”

			Dad chuckled. “I suppose he does,” he replied. “But we couldn’t find anything on him with his name. Just a train ticket to Chicago.”

			Back then, Chicago might as well as been the moon. “He’s from there?”

			

			Dad shrugged. “Don’t know.” Dad looked at Mom. “And?”

			Mom smiled and lifted up a blanket. Underneath it was three big gold coins and a gun. The revolver I keep in my bedstand, in fact. [Note: I’m pretty sure they don’t let 96-year-olds keep revolvers in their rooms in the nursing home.] “There were four in his pocket,” Mom said, pointing at the coins, “and some paper money and change.”

			“Need to leave the man enough money to get buried,” Dad replied. “Besides, Calabro might look funny at us if a well-dressed man like that had no money at all.” I remember he ruffled my hair. “Looks like you get to pick out something at the store tomorrow. Happy birthday, Barbara.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Monday, May 21, 1894

			“Why isn’t this damn train moving?” Dan Forrest asked the conductor. As he did, he winced from the sharp pain in his chest. Heartburn. That’s what I get from eating at backcountry train station restaurants.

			“Strikers have blocked the tracks,” the conductor replied. A frown flickered across his pinched face.

			“Strikers?” Dan asked.

			The conductor shrugged, his too-tight jacket bunching up. “That’s what I said.”

			“Damn anarchists,” Dan replied, trying to ignore another sharp pain in his chest. “They should be shot.”

			“The National Guard’s got some men on a train behind us,” the conductor replied. “I expect that’s what they’re going to do.”

			“When’s the Guard getting here?”

			Another shrug. “As soon as they can, I suppose. They might be having trouble getting an engineer to move the locomotive. Some of the engineers went on strike, too.”

			Anarchists. Reds and anarchists. All of them should be shot. Dan reached under his coat and fingered the revolver he kept there. It was one of the new-fangled Colt Army .38 revolvers. He’d finally retired the .45 – damn thing was getting too heavy to lug around. “Are the trains running north of the blockage?” he asked.

			“As far as I know, yes.”

			“And how far are we from a station?”

			“Not far,” the conductor replied. “Five miles.”

			Dan looked out the window, glad the wind was blowing the coal smoke from the engine away from the train. He could see a dirt road running parallel to the tracks, and it looked like there might be some houses just off in the distance. “Think I could get a horse?” 

			Yet another shrug. Did this damn man know anything? “Probably. Or at least somebody to give you a ride.”

			Dan looked at the sturdy leather pouch at his feet. That gold needs to be in Chicago by morning. It ain’t gonna get there at this rate. He stood up, ignoring the sudden dizziness he felt. “Get me off of this train.”

			“I can’t issue a refund...” the conductor said, backing away from Dan.

			“Hang the refund,” Dan growled. “Ain’t my money anyway.” Dan traveled light. Everything he had was either on his back or in the bag, which he picked up. It felt a lot heavier than it had that morning in Nashville. He glared at the conductor. “Well?”

			“Follow me.”

			The pair went to the rear of the car, ignoring the curious looks of the handful of other people on the train. The conductor stepped out onto the car platform and produced a metal folding set of stairs from somewhere. He put them from the steps of the railcar to the ground and clambered down. “You’ll want to go north,” the conductor said, pointing in the direction they were traveling. “Nearest station is Eastville.”

			“Thanks,” Dan growled. He stepped off, grateful for the light and cooling breeze. He shifted the revolver into a coat pocket for easier access.

			As Dan drew even with the locomotive on the road, one of the strikers, more of a boy than a man, saw him and waved from their barricade on the single set of tracks. The boy didn’t look quite right in the head. One of the other strikers, a Dago by the complexion and holding an antique musket, had followed the boy’s eyes. He glared and said something to his companions, too quiet for Dan to hear. 

			Probably talking Dago, and I wouldn’t understand anyway. Dan fingered the revolver in his pocket. Six beats one any day of the week. After a quick conference with his fellow anarchists, the Dago contemptuously waved Dan on. Apparently, the blackguards are still okay with shanks’ mare. Dan walked on, half-sad there hadn’t been any trouble.

			The farmhouse he had seen from the tracks was just past the barricade. There was a black flag, really just a cheap strip of cloth, flying by the door. Anarchists, Dan thought, and probably not of a mind to help a train passenger. He kept walking. 

			As he walked, he pulled a rag from his pocket to wipe the sweat from his brow. Getting soft in my old age, he thought. Hell, I’ve carried heavier loads in hotter weather than this without breaking a sweat. 

			The road curved to the right, aiming to avoid a small creek which the railroad had tressled over. He came out of sight of the anarchist’s nest and into a tree-lined road. It didn’t look like it had rained, but this bit of road was still muddy. Must be the shade and the creek, Dan thought. 

			After about a hundred yards or so, the road finally crossed the creek via a bridge made of a few logs, bark still clinging to them, laid over the creek. Man could have waded the creek, Dan thought, then got a whiff of the creek. Somebody was dumping sewage into it from the smell. 

			Good thing the bridge is here, Dan thought, glancing at his new boots. He wiped his brow again and inhaled deeply, trying and failing to catch his breath. Gotta lay off the pie, he thought, patting his gut.

			The road straightened out north of the bridge. It was lined on both sides by trees and uninhabited. The tracks had to be to Dan’s left, but with the trees in leaf, there was no way he could see it. He kept walking. Something was moving around in the bushes. Small, by the sound of it. He patted the revolver again. Probably a squirrel or maybe a fox looking for a squirrel dinner. 

			About a half-mile down the deserted road, Dan came by a freshly cut tree stump just on the right of the road. He sat down on it heavily, putting the bag at his feet. The pain in his chest had gone from occasional to continuous, and he just couldn’t catch his breath. Despite the cool May air, he was sweating, his shirt clinging to his back. He looked down at the bag. 

			“$24,000 worth of double eagles is damn heavy,” he said, his voice startling a squirrel. It was ten times what he’d make in a year, and he was comfortable.

			He looked around. The light was fading, and the only creature in sight was the squirrel busily chewing on a nut. 

			“Damnation.” He said it again, the squirrel too busy with his nut to even look up. “This gold is not going to get to Chicago tonight.” Not at this pace, at any rate. 

			The squirrel dashed away, running into the forest. “You’re supposed to take the nut with you,” Dan said to it. He looked down at the bag again. “I’ll hide the bag,” he said. I’ll hide the bag. Without the bag, I can move faster. I’ll walk into town, hire a horse, come back for the bag, and then move on. 

			He got up and put thought into action. Just a few steps deeper into the woods, and even with the stump, he came to a tree that had grown up next to a big exposed rock. Rain had gotten at the tree, creating a gap between the rock and the tree. A brown leather suitcase-sized gap. 

			It took longer than he’d liked – hell, everything was taking longer than he’d liked today – but he got the bag in the gap. Covered with a few leaves, the brown bag was well-hidden. Since it was a few feet from the stump, Dan could easily find it. He stepped back into the road. Maybe I’ll get a hotel room in town tonight. Sleep this off. Telegraph ahead. Not like I can control a herd of damn anarchists. 

			Another half-mile down the road, he walked over a tiny stream bridged by a few planks. Probably the same damn stream, meandering its way off to find the Mississippi. To his right, the stream was flowing out of the wall of the valley and had cut an arch through some rock. The arch looked just barely high enough for Dan to walk through. He stopped for a second on the tiny bridge to catch his breath, then continued. No more than a hundred yards down the road, he came to a tiny, unpainted shack. A girl, no more than five, peeked out at him from the open door of the shack.

			“Do you have a horse?” Dan asked, stopping in the road. Probably not. Probably don’t have a pot to piss in.

			The girl stared at him. 

			Dan suddenly felt very dizzy. He tried to steady himself but lost his balance on the road and crumpled to the ground. The fall somehow knocked the wind out of him. He struggled to breathe, his mouth kicking up dust on the road. The pain in his chest went from strong to shooting. He let out an involuntary scream, but all that came out was a croak. 

			Dan lay on the dirt, unable to move. The last thing he heard was a man’s voice saying in a heavy Russian accent, “Nice boots.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Amy Burton, Land of Lincoln Legal Aid, Champaign, IL

			I glared at my wristwatch again. The Kings were late. I let out a sigh. What did I expect? Maybe if they came in soon I could still get out to happy hour at Houlihan’s. 

			Fortunately for my temper my phone rang, the two short rings that signaled an internal call. I picked it up, and Lisa, our receptionist, told me that the Kings were in the waiting room. I went to collect them and led them back to my tiny office.

			“What seems to be the problem?” I said as soon as my ass hit the chair. I decided not to add ‘this time’ to my question.

			“Damn bank is screwing us,” Mr. King said.

			I glanced at him. He was a white dude, short and wiry, sporting long black hair and a mustache. His t-shirt had seen better days. “How so?”

			He tapped his wife’s arm. “Show them.”

			Mrs. King, a mousy little woman with strawberry blonde hair, handed me an envelope that had been ripped open by hand. I extracted the letter and read it.

			The letter was from a local bank claiming that they were two months behind on their house payment. Why any bank had given the Kings the time of day, let alone a loan, was beyond me, but mine was not to judge. “Did you make the payments?” I asked.

			“Of course,” Mr. King replied.

			“Then all we need to do is pull a cancelled check,” I started.

			“Not check,” Mr. King said. “Cash. I took it into the bank myself.”

			“Then let’s find the receipt...”

			“I looked,” Mrs. King said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I couldn’t find it.”

			“She must have thrown it out when she was cleaning,” Mr. King said.

			I’ve had the misfortune to be in the King’s house on several occasions. Not much cleaning got done. If Mr. King had actually come into the $449.56 monthly payment in cash, it was highly likely said cash went into booze, maybe drugs, and probably the services of some entrepreneuring woman he’d met at the bar. 

			“Without a receipt,” I said, spreading my hands, “there’s not much I can do.”

			Mr. King glared at me. I’d seen that same glare used on his wife, and the woman just melted. I was made of sterner stuff, so I just sat there and waited. After a minute in which it finally sank into Mr. King that glaring at me would do nothing, he softened and said, “So, what do we do?”

			“Ideally,” I replied, “you pay them what you owe. And get a receipt.”

			“Like I’ve got that kind of money lying around.”

			Surprise, surprise. “In that case, I’ll call the bank Monday and see if I can make other arrangements.”

			“Couldn’t you call now?” Mrs. King asked.

			I gestured at my watch. “It’s five ‘til five on a Friday. I doubt anybody with the power to make a decision is still at their desk.” And if they were, the chances they’d be willing to delay their departure to cut a favor for a crappy customer like the Kings was slim to none.

			“I’m just so worried,” Mrs. King said.

			I screwed on a smile. “I’ll handle this,” I said. I held up the letter. “I’ll keep this so I have the details for Monday.”

			“Thank you,” Mrs. King gushed. 

			I stood up. “If that’s all, I have an appointment to get to.”

			The Kings stood up, and Mrs. King said something about how she was sure my appointment was important. It was – happy hour ended at six.

			John B. Hood, Dallas, Texas

			“You want me to go where?” John Hood said. He looked past his boss to the window outside. Another rainstorm was brewing. He hoped it had gotten above freezing outside. The city of Dallas, not to say the whole state of Texas, shut down when any freezing precipitation hit the ground. As it was, the dark clouds fit his mood. Nothing good ever came out of a Friday afternoon meeting.

			“Chicago,” his boss, Brian Wells, said. “Actually, a suburb of. Downer’s something.” Brian looked down at a paper on his desk. “Downer’s Grove.”

			“Why?”

			“We build motels, John,” Brian replied. “And we got a contract to build one there.”

			I’ve only worked for this company for ten years. I know we build motels. “For who?”

			“SleepTight.”

			Oh, Christ on a stick, Hood thought. SleepTight was the biggest pain in the ass client they had. Tighter than bark on a tree, slow to write a check, and acted like the cookie-cutter bargain-bin motels they ran were the fucking Ritz. Other than that, they were great people to deal with.

			“Why me?” Hood asked.

			“It’s a demo and a tight lot,” Brian replied. “It needs your expertise.”

			“And this couldn’t be done when the weather breaks?” Hood asked. “I mean, Chicago in January...”

			“They were supposed to start three months ago. The former owner of the property put up some last-minute roadblocks.”

			“Great. Go up to Siberia to get behind the eight ball.”

			“Would a five-grand bonus make you happy?”

			Well yes. “Ten would make me even happier.”

			“We seem to have settled on seven-and-a-half. Marge will book your tickets when she gets in on Monday.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Patrick

			Saturday, January 18th, dawned gray and cold. Mom had me drive to the hospital. It was a quiet ride. Once we got to the ICU, Dad’s doctor, Doctor Thing, met us. He’s an Indian guy (Asia, not American) and was wearing a lab coat over jeans and a knit pullover. I think ‘Thing’ was short for a longer Indian name, but I really don’t know. 

			“Doctor Hansen is getting the plasmapheresis machine ready,” he said. I assumed that meant the blood-filtering doohickey.

			“Can we see Mike?” Mom asked.

			“He’s pretty out of it,” Thing said, “but yes.”

			We both went into the ICU. A gray-haired white guy and a younger man were hooking something up to Dad’s right arm. He had more tubes in him than I thought was possible. We both went to Dad’s left. He looked at us, smiled, and said hi.

			“We love you,” Mom said to him.

			“I know,” he replied. He waved a feeble hand at me. “Take care of her.”

			“You’ll be out of here in no time,” I said. “They got the box to fix you.”

			He just smiled at me. To Mom, he said, “I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry for what?” she said.

			“The money. Leaving you alone.”

			“You’ll pull through this,” she said.

			He gave her another wan smile.

			The younger medical guy said to the older, “We’re ready, doctor.”

			“Will it hurt?” Mom asked them.

			“No,” the older guy said. He pushed a button on the machine, which started to make a low whirring sound. Blood came out of a clear tube from Dad’s arm into it, and after a few ticks, blood came back via another clear tube. “Looks good,” the younger man said. 

			The older man turned to us. “We should step outside,” he said.

			Once we were in the hallway outside Dad’s room, watching him from the window, the older man introduced himself as Doctor Hansen. 

			“Will this work?” Mom asked.

			Hansen stood there gravely for a long pause. “I’ll be honest,” he finally said, “this is a Hail Mary.”

			Thing walked up to us. “I’m still trying to figure out how he got this.”

			“When he lost his leg,” Hansen said, “did he get a blood transfusion?”

			He’d lost the leg a few years ago. He was cutting trees one weekend with a chainsaw, and it got away from him. It got his leg so badly they had to take it off. Still, he’s a tough old man – he used his belt for a tourniquet and got to the road where he flagged down a car.

			“Two liters,” Thing said. “Barely had time to type him.”

			Hansen shook his head. “I’ve been seeing an uptick in these cases. Most of them are tied to blood transfusions.”

			“How long will this take?” Mom asked, gesturing at Dad. 

			

			“Six to eight hours,” Hansen replied. “We need to take all the blood out we can, filter it, and put it back.”

			“You should go home,” Thing said. “We’ll call you with updates.”

			──────────

			“How was your great-grandma?” my mom asked as we drove home from the hospital.

			“She was having one of her better days,” I said, wondering why the health of her grandmother was important enough for her to ask about it. In truth, for Great Barb, a better day was one in which she remembered to talk in English.

			“Good,” she replied. 

			“So that’s it?” I asked.

			“About Great Barb?”

			“Well, no. About Dad. About the house.”

			“What about the house?”

			“The bank’s foreclosing.”

			She gave me a surprised look. “Who told you that?”

			“I saw the damned letters, Mom. I’m not a kid.” I didn’t have to ask why we weren’t paying the bank. When Dad lost his leg, he was out of work for a year. You can’t be an auto mechanic at Brown Chevrolet if you can’t stand. He finally got back on his feet, as it were, but Brown had hired somebody else, so Dad went to an independent shop. They didn’t pay nearly as well.

			She sighed. “I’ll handle it.”

			“How much do we owe?”

			“I’ll handle it.”

			“Mom!”

			Another heavy sigh. “Around fifty thousand,” she replied. “Plus, we’re still on a payment plan with the hospital for the leg.”

			Plus this round of hospitals, I thought. I’d been to the hospital in Indy – that was too nice of a place to be cheap, and the doohickey they were bringing over probably wasn’t cheap either. I didn’t think Dad had real good health insurance. I felt my face flush – damn greedy hospitals!

			It wasn’t a long ride from the hospital to our house. I parked in front, and we walked into the house to find my grandma, Mom’s mom, Mary Balthus, sitting at the kitchen table. 

			“One of these days,” Grandma said, pointing at the door.

			“Some crazed drug addict is going to bust in,” Mom finished for her. We’d heard it before. Nobody locked their doors in Eastville. Well, except Grandma Mary.

			“I hear the bank is foreclosing on this house,” Grandma said.

			“Did Pat tell you that?” Mom asked sharply.

			“He did not,” Grandma replied. “I heard it from somebody at my euchre club, who probably shouldn’t be spreading gossip. Is it true, Ruth?”

			Mom just nodded a yes.

			“So he’s worth more to you dead than alive?” Grandma said.

			“Mother!” my mom exclaimed.

			“It’s a fact, right?” 

			“My husband, the father of your only grandson, is sick, and you’re worried about money?”

			Grandma glared at her. “Hell, yes.” Her face softened. “I don’t want you to end up like me.”

			My grandfather, her husband, had died when I was in grade school. The details were never explained to me, but he didn’t leave her much, if any, money. What she had was mostly what she’d earned from Social Security. 

			“I love him!” Mom said.

			“And I loved Ollie,” she replied. “Look what it got me.” She shook her head. “I told you...”

			“Not now,” Mom said, a dangerous tone in her voice.

			I got up to head to my room.

			

			“Where are you going?” Mom asked. 

			“I don’t know,” I replied.

			“You’re on break, right?” Grandma asked. “From school.”

			“No,” I said.”

			“Darn,” she replied. “We could get you a job.”

			“I can drop out.”

			“The hell you can,” Mom said. To Grandma, she said, “He’s got one semester left to graduate.”

			“Then he should finish it,” Grandma replied. “You are going to graduate, right?”

			“Of course,” I said. “My last major thing is finishing my senior project.”

			“What’s that?”

			“An oral history of Eastville,” I said. “Mr. Olsen assigned it to us just before the break.” 

			“The teacher thought they’d have a chance to meet with their relatives over the holidays,” Mom said.

			“I picked Great Barb as my subject,” I said, “and she had some interesting memories.”

			“Great Barb?” Grandma said with a scoff. “Anything she tells you is more like fiction than history.”

			“Mom,” my Mom said.

			“She’s senile,” Grandma said. “And Ruth, you didn’t answer my question.”

			“What question?” she said.

			“How much more is he worth to you dead?”

			I sat down reluctantly, not wanting to listen to the two of them argue. My Mom, who I love dearly, would let her Mom chew her out over the phone. It got worse in person.

			“Actually, no, he’s not worth more to me dead,” Mom said, much louder than needed.

			“You don’t have life insurance on him?”

			“Dave’s doesn’t offer it,” Mom said, referring to Dave’s Auto Repair, where Dad worked. “And we couldn’t afford it.”

			“What about all those ads on the TV?” Grandma offered. “The ones with life insurance and no medical questions.”

			Mom turned and glared at her. “I called them. Every. Single. One. Of them.”

			“They all say you don’t need to answer any health questions.”

			“And what they all don’t say until you call is that they don’t pay jack if you die within twelve months of paying the first premium!” Mom said, frustration in her voice. Dad had gone into the hospital for the first time just before Halloween. “So no, he’s not worth more to me dead.” She waved her hands around the house. “We might have to move in with you!” Mom stormed out, heading to her room. 

			Grandma sat there like a fish just landed on a hook. Grandma had a one-bedroom apartment at the old Wolfburg Hotel. The hotel had closed before I was born, and the county had bought the building and turned it into subsidized housing for senior citizens. Moving in with her was not really an option.

			I guess Grandma didn’t know what to do when her daughter didn’t take her shit, and I wasn’t in a mood to help her. She got up and left without saying a word. I cleaned up and went to my room to start typing up my interview with Great Barb.

			──────────

			We went back to have dinner with Dad. My grandfather and namesake, Pat Kowalski, met us there. He didn’t say much, mostly complaining that they wouldn’t let him smoke. As far as I was concerned, if he needed nicotine, he could get some from licking his clothing. 

			Grandma Mary met us in the hospital just as we were finishing. She patted my dad’s pillow. “You look great,” she told him. He did, in fact, look better after the treatment. That wasn’t saying much – when I saw him that morning, I kept watching his chest to see if he was breathing. Mom, Grandma, and I all told him he was going to beat this.

			Dad knew better. He smiled at our lies and told us he loved us, even saying that to Grandma Mary. (They never seemed to get along.) We left after an hour or so and went home.

			The next day, Sunday, we visited again. He looked better and seemed happy. 

			The next morning, Monday, January 20, the hospital called. He’d passed around two in the morning. They said it was quiet and quick. 

			It felt like I’d been punched in the gut. I mean, my gut literally hurt. I cried for the first time in years, as did Mom. We sat on the bed for a while, still in our nightclothes, until the tears stopped.

			“I’ll call the relatives,” Mom said. “Why don’t you get showered and dressed?”

			She’d finished calling everybody who needed to be called by the time I got out, so we ate breakfast. Cereal for me, toast for her, coffee for the both of us. We finished in silence, and then Mom asked me if I wanted to go with her to the funeral home. 

			I really didn’t. “Are they open? It’s a holiday,” I said.

			“Only for schools and banks. The rest of the world is open.”

			It didn’t seem like I had a choice. “Sure. I’ll go brush my teeth.”

			──────────

			There are two funeral homes in Eastville – Calabro’s and Mroz’s. We’ve always gone to Mroz’s, and that’s where we ended up. Mister Mroz’s daughter, Stephanie, met us at the side door. She’d been a senior and cheerleader when I was a freshman and a klutz.

			“I thought you’d be back at college?” Mom said to her as we stood in the foyer, taking off our coats.

			“Well,” she said, looking bashful, “school is in session. But I’ve got a light load, and Mom and Dad got a deal on a trip to Hawaii, so here I am.”

			“And you graduate this year?” Mom asked.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Stephanie replied.

			“What kind of degree do you get to be a funeral director?” Mom asked. She was asking for me – I hadn’t thought much about college, even though I was graduating in May.

			Stephanie, who was leading us back through the parlor area, replied over her shoulder. “You can get a two-year degree in mortuary science, but Southern offers a four-year program. It combines mortuary science with business.”

			“How nice,” Mom said.

			Yeah. Four years of school so you can work with stiffs. Sounds like fun to me.

			We had passed through the front parlor of Mroz’s, which was decorated with a lot of light-colored prints of flowers and old-style looking chairs, to arrive at a more plainly-decorated office. There was a big wooden desk, but Stephanie put us on a small pale pink couch with a coffee table in front of it. She brought out a big binder and sat it on the coffee table, then moved to take a seat in a matching armchair. “I’m sorry,” she said, stopping mid-sit, “do you want anything? Coffee, water?”

			“Any more coffee, and I’ll bounce off the walls,” Mom said. “I’m good.”

			I waved Stephanie off, and she took her seat.

			“When does your dad come back?” I asked, more to make conversation than because I cared.

			“They just left,” she replied. “Not for almost two weeks.”

			“So you’ll run the funeral?” Mom asked, a note of concern in her voice.

			“Unless you want to wait until they return, yes,” she replied. “I should ask before we get started – will there be an autopsy?”

			“I have no idea,” Mom replied. “Are they required?”

			“Usually not,” Stephanie said. She bent over to the coffee table and opened the binder to remove a thin letter-sized pamphlet. “Here’s a little guide we provide to our families,” she said, handing it to Mom. “It gives you a starting point to organize Mister Kowalski’s affairs.” She reached behind her and took a clipboard from the desk. “In the meantime, I’ll need a couple of things. I assume he was at Riverview?”

			Mom nodded yes. Stephanie asked who his doctor, or more accurately who his ‘primary care physician’ was and his phone number. “I’ll call Monday and find out about the autopsy. Usually, when somebody dies after a long illness, there isn’t one. But Mrs. Balthus said he died of a rare disease, so they may request one.”

			“Would I have to pay for it?” Mom asked. 

			The critical question, I thought to myself.

			“If the doctor wants one, no. You only have to pay if you want one.”

			We discussed burial versus cremation and church service versus at the funeral home (burial, no church service. The last time Dad was in church was for his wedding.)

			“Then we should look at caskets,” Stephanie said.

			“What about flowers?” Mom asked.

			“You may want to coordinate flowers with the caskets,” Stephanie said. She stood up. “Would you like to follow me?”

			No, I thought, but we really didn’t have a choice, did we? She led us back even further to a more-or-less heated garage with a slab floor. There were eight coffins sitting on shelves along the back wall.

			“These are what we have in stock,” Stephanie said. “We can order just about anything from Batesville and have it here by Tuesday. The factory is just the other side of Indianapolis.”

			“Ah, Stephanie,” Mom began. “We need to discuss something.” Mom stopped, clearly trying to figure out what to say.

			“We’re broke,” I blurted out, feeling my face blush. “I mean really broke. What’s cheapest?”

			“Son!” Mom said.

			“It’s true!” I said.

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Stephanie said. “But I appreciate the honesty.” She sat her clipboard down on top of a coffin. “So I’ll be honest. Cremations are much less expensive.”

			“How much less?” I asked while Mom stood there with her mouth open like a fish out of water. 

			“With a burial, we offer a package deal for $3,000,” Stephanie said. “That’s a casket, hearse, visitation, graveyard, and a small flower package. You still need to pay the priest or minister and cover the funeral lunch, plus buy a plot if you don’t have one.”

			“That’s a lot.”

			Stephanie gave me a wan smile. “I did one Friday that went for double that.”

			“Cremation?”

			“Assuming you don’t buy a casket, fifteen hundred.”

			“So we just lay Dad out on a slab?” I asked. I felt weird like I was watching myself.

			“No, I rent a casket for viewing,” she said. “Actually, I’ll let you use that one for free.” She pointed at a coffin off to one side of the display area.

			“Why that one?” I asked.

			“It got dropped when they took it off the truck,” she said. “The other side’s got a ding. But I put the dinged side against the wall, and nobody knows.”

			“Or cares,” I said.

			“Son!” from Mom.

			“Mom,” I said. “We’re broke. Do you have three grand under your mattress?” She didn’t say anything, so I turned to Stephanie. “So, how’s this cremation work?”

			“The remains are in a box designed for cremation, which we set inside the display casket,” She said. “We do a visitation like normal. When the visitation’s over, I close the casket, and you leave. I take the remains and the cremation box out, drive to Urbana, and we cremate the remains. You can come and watch if you want or not. I recommend not. We put the ashes in a very nice urn and give them to you. You can scatter them or keep them on a shelf.”

			“We may not have a house to keep them in,” I said, getting another glare from Mom. “And I’d like to have someplace to go visit later.” My voice broke on that.

			“Do you have
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