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      Jennifer did her best to ignore the soft sound of her mother weeping and concentrate on the reason for the tears.

      And what she could do about it.

      Their townhouse complex looked exactly the same as it had when she was last outside early that morning. Row after row of narrow, two- and three-story houses. Faded yellow garage door on the bottom, then either speckled tan brick or muted dove-gray aluminum siding.

      Almost all the units—sorry, houses—had at least one late-Eighties model car or truck parked in the short asphalt driveway, nothing too new or flashy. Either more than two drivers at home, or too much junk shoved into the garage.

      Stubby little yards on the side units with a holly bush and a leafless stunted maple tree. A few merry souls had draped those weird nets of Christmas lights over the hollies to try to liven up the place and install the holiday spirit. Even in late December, the ghosts of barbecues and cigarettes past drifted through the blustery cold air, damp and smelling of oncoming snow.

      That was it, more or less. It was so flat in this bland suburb of Columbus, Ohio, that as far as Jennifer could see, the entire world was made up of dozens of the exact same townhouses on the exact same street, forever and ever, amen.

      Except in front of the unit she’d lived in with her father, mother, and usually annoying little brother. That one looked quite a bit different on this day before Christmas Eve, 1994.

      The sharp bits and pieces glittering all over the stubby driveway, for starters. The front passenger side window of an old Chevy conversion van held a remarkable amount of glass when shattered with a brick wrapped in an old white t-shirt covered with red and green stains.

      The van’s side doors hung open along with the passenger door, with one of the side doors screeching as it swung back and forth in the wind. A few bits of travel junk were scattered in the broken glass. A huge Rand McNally road map book from a couple of years ago lay open and face down, beside a bag of garbage from McDonald’s.

      For some bizarre reason, the bag had been ripped open and stomped on. Maybe because the mediocre at best food had already been eaten by the people who bought and paid for it.

      Jennifer’s mother stood a few steps away from the van, wearing her run-around-at-home blue sweatpants and a puke-green housecoat gripped tight around herself. Her long red hair whipped loose and free around her scrunched up crying face.

      Little brother Scotty clung to their mom, still in his thin pajama bottoms and Jurassic Park t-shirt, silent and staring at the mess. He might be too young at seven to be as hurt as their mom or as furious as Jennifer, but he knew something bad was happening.

      Jennifer wasn’t sure if she was glad her father was still at his crappy factory job, the one he’d gotten after a long layoff from his much better job in the coal mines in Illinois. Regular shift since it was Thursday, no matter what time of year it was. He’d be working the week between Christmas and New Year’s for the first time ever, too.

      That layoff had included the loss of their beloved ranch house (entirely separated from any neighbors and with a real yard on all four sides), and the move to this dreary neighborhood in a lame city in a rotten state.

      Right before Jennifer’s senior year in high school, now underway hundreds of miles away from her lifelong friends.

      If her father had been home, he’d be stomping around and swearing, maybe throwing things if the van wasn’t completely empty. The assholes had even taken the tire jack, spare tire, jumper cables, and toolbox.

      Jennifer was old enough to know he only acted that way to cover up how upset he really was, and to keep himself from crying like mom where someone might see.

      As the oh-so-joyous holiday spirit thrived all around them.

      The day all the Christmas gifts and the luggage packed for the long drive back home to Illinois were stolen right out of her family’s van. And in broad daylight, no less.

      Ho-ho-fucking-ho.

      “I just don’t understand how nobody saw them,” her mom said in a rough and shaky voice, probably for the tenth time. “Or heard the glass break. It’s not like we live out in the middle of nowhere. Or it’s the middle of the night.”

      “They’re probably all inside,” Jennifer said. “Never saw or heard a thing.”

      Or they were in on it, at least a couple of them. She already had an idea who to ask, and who to suspect.

      “All the presents,” mom said. “All our clothes. Scotty’s books and games. I guess it was a good thing this time, Jen. You waiting until the last minute to bring your stuff out.”

      Jennifer closed her eyes, ordering herself not to say the angry things careening around in her mind.

      Oh yeah, Mom, this is a great thing, being the only one in the family who didn’t get ripped off! I’m so happy to see you crying like that, like I’ve seen way too many times over the past year. It’s great to know some jackasses are running around with what you and dad worked so hard to buy.

      Instead, she said, “Did the cops say when they would show up?”

      Her mother shook her head, wiping at her eyes and nose with her housecoat sleeve.

      “I don’t think they’re treating it as much of a priority. Not with so many people already on the road for Christmas. I’m sorry, honey. Both of you. I’m so sorry.”

      This time she covered her face with her hand and cried a lot harder.

      Jennifer tried to stay where she was, shaking, furious, wanting to hold onto that until she made some kind of plan to deal with this. Or at least until she found the place to start.

      But her mother’s sobs along with Scottie’s were too much.

      She walked over and put her arms around both of them.

      She still didn’t cry herself, though. Not yet.

      She had too much to do for that.
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      When the police finally did show up—almost two hours after the call—Jennifer wasn’t surprised to see her mom had been right. The man and woman dressed in turd-brown uniforms seemed bored and in a hurry to get somewhere else as soon as they showed up. They only asked a couple of questions, barely took any notes in their little flip notebooks.

      Jennifer wasn’t even sure they bothered writing down their van’s license plate number or their phone number.

      She clenched her fists so hard her wrists hurt when not one but both of the officers (protect and serve my ass) took the time to scold her mother for having the van packed up and sitting outside like that. Never mind that the townhouse was so small they had half their furniture jammed into the garage. Or the van’s locked doors. Or that the van’s lack of widows past the front two seats except for a small tinted back window meant someone couldn’t just walk by and see everything.

      No. Whoever did this had to have watched Jennifer’s mother and little brother packing that morning.

      Jennifer’s flesh crawled when she realized the thieves had probably watched her go out for her early run, trying to keep herself in shape in the winter gap between volleyball and track seasons. She sent up a quick thank you to the weather for making her wear sweatpants and a jacket instead of her normal shorts and t-shirt.

      As soon as the cops drove away, Scotty reattached himself to their mother’s side.

      Apparently he hadn’t noticed how red mom’s face was, how the muscles along her jaw showed.

      “What did Daddy say? About all our stuff and the van?”

      Mom stared up at the gray clouds overhead, starting to spit snow.

      “What do you think he said, Scotty?” she said, her voice rising with each word until she was shouting. “‘That’s wonderful, we’ll go out to dinner to celebrate? Just as soon as I get fired from my job for taking a call at work and running home before my shift is over?’ Why do you think I’m stupid enough to call him at work for something like this?”

      Scotty stepped away, staring with his eyes wide and his mouth a little round O. Then he ran sobbing over to Jennifer, hitting so hard that she took two steps back. She hugged him and stroked his curly brown hair, glaring at the empty van instead of her mother.

      Yeah, of course. Angry, upset, embarrassed by the way the jerks who were supposed to help had made it sound like it was all her fault. And Scotty could be annoying, no doubt. But Jennifer hated it when either of her parents yelled at her little brother like that.

      Mom took a deep breath and blew out wintertime fog.

      “That’s just perfect. Of course it’s going to snow.” She stepped forward and slammed the van’s doors hard enough to make it shudder, one after the other, as if it had caused itself to get robbed. She turned around, her eyes now red and her face pale. “I’m sorry, Scotty. That wasn’t fair. I’m upset, but it wasn’t your fault.”

      She held out her hand. “Come on, let’s get out of this wind. I’ll make hot chocolate. We’ll figure it all out.”

      Scotty squeezed tight, then ran back to mom. She’d said the magic words for him, no matter the time of year or the weather, and as usual he couldn’t resist no matter how upset he was.

      Jennifer was tempted herself for a second, then shook her head. Mom’s extra rich hot chocolate and marshmallows with her stomach knotted up like this sounded like a great way to make herself sick on top of everything else. She’d grabbed a heavy hooded sweatshirt to go with her sweatpants on the way out the door this time, so she was warm enough.

      Time to get away instead of getting more angry, maybe yelling right back at her mother and scaring Scotty even more.

      Time to do something.

      “I’m going for a walk,” she said, and she left without looking back.
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      Which way to go was a no-brainer, even on a day that was shaping up worse than the day they’d left their house in Illinois behind forever. After a right turn out of the short driveway, Jennifer let her feet lead the way, turning onto one featureless street after another without thinking about it.

      She was thinking about one of the townhouses a few doors down and to the left of hers. Identical like all the rest, with a Honda several years old parked out front. But right beside it sat a brand new gray two-door Mitsubishi.

      The same one Jennifer saw in the high school student parking lot.

      Playing back things she’d seen at the townhouse, but even more, remembering what she’d seen and heard at school. No one had ever known of Bonnie Lantz working or doing anything else to earn money. But she stood out like a tail light without a cover from the mostly working-class kids from the neighborhood.

      New clothes all the time, too, and shoes and jewelry to match. Light brown hair with perfect (and perfectly maintained) highlights, hair that changed constantly, from sleek straight to curly to caught back with a bunch of glittering butterfly clips. Face carefully made up to match whatever painted-on notion of beauty hit the cover of the grocery store magazines each month.

      Jennifer was anything but a fashion hound, and she wouldn’t have been even if her family could afford it. Money from her
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