
		
			[image: ]
		
	
		

		
			[image: ]

			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			The Director

			Booger McClain Ozarks Detective Series Book 8

			by

			Alan Brown & Brian Brown

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			[image: WCP Logo 7]

			World Castle Publishing, LLC

			Pensacola, Florida

			Copyright © 2024 Alan Brown & Brian Brown

			Smashwords Edition

			Paperback ISBN: 9798891263185

			eBook ISBN: 9798891263192

			First Edition World Castle Publishing, LLC, December 16, 2024

			http://www.worldcastlepublishing.com

			Smashwords Licensing Notes

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles and reviews. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Cover: Karen Fuller

			Editor: Karen Fuller

		

	
		
			

			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to those who need our help, the homeless, the underprivileged, the abused, the hopeless, and the forgotten. You are in our hearts and prayers. In a country as great as America, we need to take care of the weak, the sick, the old, the homeless, and the helpless. Our dream is that it happens and the needy receive the same respect and support that we all deserve. My God Bless you!
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			We stand against antisemitism in all its forms. Nothing in this book should be taken to promote or support racism in any way. 

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 1: FROM NEW YORK WITH LOVE

			No one could have known from the road. Had they driven down Bluegill Lane on the morning of Jan. 26, just off Main Street near the church, they would have seen a man in his mid-twenties in a modest black suit dusting off a big, shiny gravestone. Perhaps, had they caught him at just the right moment, they would have seen this skinny, unassuming gentleman with black, curly hair swaying between the cemetery rows with arms outstretched, his head tilted back as if in earnest prayer or receiving a blessing from the heavens. If the passersby were from the town of Reeds Spring, Missouri, they might have recognized Chet Rosenburg from behind, but no local would have thought he was out of place. Chet belonged in the Hillside Cemetery if anyone did. He was the owner of the only funeral home in town, Johnson’s Mortuary, located on the far side of the cemetery. 

			No one from the street or the parking lot by the old Bur Oaks could have heard the tune he hummed softly at first before breaking into the traditional Hebrew under his breath. It was a hymn his grandmother in New York used to sing in her tiny kitchen in the Tremont section of the Bronx. Even if somebody had been near enough to hear, it would have appeared Chet was acting in care, blessing the newly installed tombstone of a recently buried friend. Of course, Chet’s simple song had a depth of personal meaning: 

			“Had He never lit the burning sun aflame,

			Had His tears of compassion never filled the oceans,

			Had His sturdy hands never carved mountains from clay,

			Had His birds of mercy never sang from the sky,

			This day of mine I would not know.

			And could not love.

			Praise God. Praise God.”

			To sing it aloud, Chet’s voice cracked. His eyes swelled with tears. But the funeral director was not in mourning as the song he sang was no dirge heavy with sorrow. Chet was crying tears of joy. No one who could have by chance seen Chet Rosenburg on that cold January morning would have understood what they were seeing or hearing. There were no clues in the setting, tone, or person of Chet to give away his secret. No one who might have passed him would have guessed the man standing at this new grave might have easily sung another tune from his childhood to fit the mood: 

			“Ding dong, the witch is dead. Which old witch? The wicked witch.”

			Chet smiled. It’s a smile he’d carry briefly. No man stands in the sun for more than a few good moments. However, if the funeral director could look back on his life and pinpoint the time when he was happiest, most content, most satisfied, and at peace – the time when he was the most fully realized version of himself – it would be this cold morning in the foggy Ozark hills. The irony of it all wasn’t lost on Chet. He was the kid who fought the move to Missouri.

			“You can’t do this to me,” he told his mother, Roberta, before they trekked the 1,300 miles from New York to the town of 1,300 in southwest Missouri. “There aren’t Jews in the Ozarks! I just have one year left!”

			The truth was more complicated than that. Chet feared the change, but New York was no safe haven for him. Scrawny and self-conscious, Chet had been a target for big-city bullies most of his life. 

			“It is unfortunate timing, I’ll admit, but you know your grandpa Mike is from Reeds Spring. The people are friendly there given time. You’ll see,” his mother said. 

			Roberta Rosenburg, formerly Roberta Stein, spent her childhood growing up in a modest ranch home just south of town. Her father, Michael Stein, landed a position as a surveyor working with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers at Table Rock Lake Dam just after college and would meet his wife, a local through and through, in Branson. Most of Roberta’s young life, she dreamed of moving to New York, where much of her father’s extended family lived. But home was home, and she yearned for the easy-going lake life after her divorce from Chet’s alcoholic father, Mitchell Rosenburg. 

			Roberta had received top grades in high school and managed by a force of will to secure a journalism scholarship at Columbia University. Her dream was to become a respected reporter for an East Coast newspaper. Her plans began to fall apart during her junior year when she became pregnant with Chet. She dropped out before the start of her senior year to focus on motherhood, a pivot point in her life that would come to add tension between her and then-husband Mitchell, a workaholic stocks trader on Wall Street. It was his idea for her to shelve the writing dreams. He was a year ahead of her and had landed a junior clerk position at Goldman Sachs. There was no need for her to work. Though she’d never say it out loud to her only son, she’d always blame Mitchell for her ever-present feeling that her life had veered off course. By the time Chet was 12, his parents were divorced, and he lived with his mom in a modest Brooklyn flat. Once divorced, she took on two and three jobs to keep up with the cost of living in the big city, eventually settling near Chet’s paternal grandmother in the Bronx. 

			Roberta was a loving mother and a hard worker. She did whatever it took to support her son, put food on the table, and pay the bills. But the absence of a father was not easy for young Chet. He was awkward and socially challenged. He had no real friends, and growing up in a neighborhood where alliances and gangs ruled the streets made life nearly unbearable for him. He was constantly harassed, often beaten up, and threatened both at school and in the neighborhood where he lived. He was a jumpy fox surrounded by wolves. 

			Roberta, called “Bobbie” by friends, was a loving mother but a distracted one. She was a dreamer. With one foot in Missouri and one in New York, she was never fully happy where she was. 

			When Bobbie went to her 20-year high school reunion, she reconnected with an old crush: Gus Johnson. They had worked on the yearbook staff together. He was a year her junior. Gus had taken ownership of the family funeral home, and it was on a tour at Johnson’s Mortuary that they had their second kiss in front of the 20-gauge steel caskets. The first had come almost exactly 20 years before at Betty Sue Dockets’ birthday party at the Port of Kimberling Marina. It was the summer before college, and Roberta would not allow her newly found feelings for Gus to interrupt her plans. 

			A long-distance relationship soon followed the reunion, and before the start of Chet’s senior year of high school, his mother and Gus were engaged, and plans to move to Missouri were being made.

			“Can’t you guys get married after I finish high school?”

			“We’ve been over this,” his mother said, exasperated. “You know your father is not an option.”

			“Why? Why is he not an option? Tell me like I’m dumb,” Chet said, tears building now. 

			“First, your dad is never home,” she said, calmly.

			“That’s not a reason.” 

			“It is. Second, he’s an alcoholic. Third,” she said before her son could interrupt, “if he agreed to take you on, which he hasn’t, you’d have to change schools anyway, and you know he wouldn’t know what to do with you. He’d be sending you to me two months into your senior year, and that would be worse than anything.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“It is true. And it doesn’t matter, anyway. He hasn’t agreed to take you on,” she said.

			The truth stung. Chet had reached out to his dad a total of four times that summer to see if there was any way he could stay with his father and never received a real answer. One time, Mitchell told his son that “the Ozarks really is a pretty lovely place.” This was the same man who had often quipped slurred jokes before the divorce about Chet’s mom being a hillbilly whenever they’d argue. It had been three years since Chet saw his dad – a chance meeting at his grandmother’s house. Given any other situation, he would avoid his father, and it wouldn’t be hard to do. Chet opened his mouth to argue back with his mother, but he couldn’t muster the strength. He wouldn’t admit that his mother was right, but he couldn’t argue she was wrong either. “This is bullshit!”

			“Watch your mouth!” she yelled back.

			

			Three weeks after his mother’s engagement announcement, they packed their essential belongings and boarded a train for St. Louis in the late summer of 2011. Four days and three more trains later, they arrived at the depot just west of downtown St. Louis. 

			That’s where a short, heavy-set man with balding hair and a puffy, round face with a double chin ran up to Roberta, arms wide open and a smile a mile wide, and gave her a bear hug and a long, tender kiss.

			Holding her shoulders with both his hands, he leaned back and examined her face as if he were admiring a prize bull at the county fair. 

			“Why, Miss Bobbie,” he said with a smile so big Chet couldn’t help but smile too, “I know it has only been a few weeks, but my darling, you are a sight for sore eyes.”

			Then he turned his attention to Chet. “You must be Chet. My, I’ve heard so many good things about you. It’s mighty good to finally meet you,” he said, holding out his right hand to shake.

			“It’s good to meet you, sir,” Chet replied, holding out his hand until it was swallowed inside a massive, rugged hand that gripped his with the strength of a nutcracker slamming down on a peanut shell.

			“Please call me Gus,” he said, releasing his hand. “Maybe someday, you’ll call me Dad, but for now, Gus will do just fine.”

			There was something about Gus that made Chet feel completely at ease, as if he had known the man all his life and felt safe around him. Chet wanted to be more suspicious of Gus, but the young man couldn’t help but like someone who seemed interested in being his dad. His own father never seemed to care. 

			“Well, we better get a move on. It’s a five-hour drive home if we make stops,” Gus said, motioning toward the parking lot and picking up several bags. “You’re probably hungry. We’ll grab some burgers and eat them on the way.”

			The trio moved through row after row of cars until Gus stopped at a large, black hearse with a sign on the side that said, “Johnson’s Mortuary.” He opened the back and threw the bags inside.

			The drive to Reeds Spring from St. Louis was long and uneventful, but Gus filled the time with colorful stories of his days in Reeds Spring and his time growing up in the family funeral home.

			“A few years back, I got a call for a pick-up. It was an old, broken-down shack with no indoor plumbing and an out-house and well out back. The old man had passed days earlier, probably peacefully in his sleep, I figured, since he was found in bed with his night clothes on. Well, it was the middle of summer, and the temperature had been in the 90s most of the week. Anyway, the old man wasn’t in good condition and smelled to high heaven.”

			He continued: “Pa knew the man. They were good friends. Pa had told me stories about him. The old man was a loner with no family. He also had a bit of a reputation. Norman Maxwell was his name, and he was known by just about everyone in Stone County for one big reason. Old man Maxwell had been struck by lightning three times and lived through each of ‘em. He was locally referred to as the luckiest man in the Ozarks. Well, like I mentioned earlier, the old man had no family, no relatives, no one to claim his body and give him a decent funeral. So, I fixed him up. It was a hell of a good embalming job, meant to last, if you know what I mean. He was stiffer than a young dog’s pecker in heat. Looked damn good, too, better than old man Maxwell ever looked. Then I attached his body to the wall of the garage, standing up to greet anyone that walked into that garage, so lifelike people had to touch him just to know he was dead. Well, word got around town that the old man was in my garage, and what do you know, people started showing up to see him, then to touch him for good luck. It worked, too. Some people swore that good things happened soon after touching him.”

			Chet’s mouth was open, listening to Gus, until his mom looked at him and shrugged her shoulders with a smile. 

			“Lizzy Jackson, an old woman in her eighties who had grown up in Reeds Spring and was known by everyone in town, came down with cancer,” Gus continued. “Doctors gave her six months. Her son brought her into our garage to touch Maxwell. She said a prayer before touching him, figuring having the Lord and Maxwell work together couldn’t hurt. And do you know she swore that she felt the cancer leave her body the second she put her hand on Maxwell’s leg. That old woman is still alive three years later.”

			“Do you still have Maxwell in the garage?” Chet asked rather nervously.

			“Na. About a year ago, we had a hell of a storm. Lightning striking all around the hills. One of those bolts struck the garage. I figured it was looking for Maxwell, trying to test him one more time. Well, that lightning set off an awful fire in the garage. The Reeds Spring volunteer fire department, God Bless them, did their best to put it out, but not before it burned the whole garage down.”

			“So, Maxwell got burned up in the fire?” Chet asked.

			“Na. Funny thing is the old man was the only thing that didn’t burn to the ground. When we checked the ashes after the fire cooled, I found Maxwell on the ground covered in ashes but looking every bit the way he looked before the fire. Well, I figured the old man’s luck had traveled just as far as it could go, so I cleaned him up and buried him underneath a big oak tree in our cemetery. Gave him a big monument, too. And do you know, to this day, people come to visit that grave just to touch the ground he is buried in for good luck.”

			“Does it work?” Chet asked.

			“Townspeople swear it does. And do you know in the time since he’s been buried, Reeds Spring hasn’t had one bad storm, snow fall, or any type of bad thing happen to the town or the people that have touched his grave.”

			The four-lane highway from St. Louis to Springfield gave way to a two-lane highway south through Ozark hills. That was the part of the trip that gave Chet pause. He suddenly realized that he was going into a whole new world, different from anything he had experienced in life. He was entering a more relaxed, slower time, a time where he couldn’t help but pause and inhale the unique beauty of the Ozarks. It was different from anything he had experienced, yet he didn’t fear it or fight it. He welcomed it with open arms, like a place he had longed for all his life but had no idea it even existed. He wanted a change from his life in New York, and he could feel his prayers being answered here. This was God’s country, a magical place. Time had paused long ago here, and Chet appreciated the peace he thought it could bring to his scared, awkward, needy, and hopeful heart. 

			Reeds Spring, nestled in the hills northwest of Branson and located near the majestic Table Rock Lake, was like a Norman Rockwell painting. Surrounded by never-ending beauty on all sides, the small town looked untouched by the progress of the 21st century. It was the “Mayberry” of the Ozarks, a mythical hamlet in the hills where Chet hoped he might finally be at home.

			Life living above a funeral home was not much different than anywhere else. Except when there was a funeral. That was quiet time: no television, no walking around, and no loud conversations. It was the respect for the dead and the families that loved them that everyone in the household needed to honor. Other than that, the adjustment at home was not unpleasant. The space was much bigger than their 800-SF apartment in New York.

			Sleeping became a challenge at first for both Chet and his mother. The quiet of the hills was in direct contrast to the streets of constant noise. It took a little getting used to, even for Chet’s mother, who had become accustomed to the city. But soon, both learned to welcome the quiet solitude and sleep became better than either had ever experienced.

			However, Chet’s dreams that he had escaped the demons who wandered the neighborhood streets of the Bronx were soon squashed by the reality that he could not fit in and may never be accepted by his fellow students in school. The demons had followed him to Reeds Spring.

			Chet was a likeable boy, if not just a little shy. But there was no getting around the fact that he was awkward. He looked different, talked different, and acted different. He was the only Jewish boy in Reeds Spring. He just didn’t seem to fit in. If only the other kids would give him a chance, he knew things would work out. But no one was willing to give him that opportunity except for a popular, attractive young girl by the name of Heather Weaver.

			She was a cheerleader, a homecoming queen, and the most admired girl in his class, but she was also the girlfriend of Breck Miller. Breck was the quarterback of the football team and captain of the basketball team. They had dated off and on for two years. Everyone figured they would marry someday. He was a local, good old boy who had lived in Reeds Spring his entire life. His family settled there three generations earlier. They owned the local grocery store and the only tavern in town. Everyone knew Breck and his family. He was a born leader, respected by some and feared by most. He was somehow both the bully everyone knew and the most charismatic person his age. He and Chet were opposites, and Breck recognized an opportunity to make the new kid’s life hell right away. There was no real reason for his dislike of Chet except that he was different. 

			From the very first day Chet entered Reeds Spring High School, Breck turned on him. He was like a cat with a captured mouse, all the time toying with it to maximize the fear before going in for the kill. The other students joined in, afraid to go against their leader.

			Chet had been down this road before. He was no stranger to being bullied. Still, he couldn’t solve the riddle of how to handle Breck. Had Chet fought back, maybe things would have been different. But he didn’t. It just wasn’t in his character. So, he took the verbal, emotional, and physical abuse day in and day out. He was often beaten up, always after school and just off the school grounds. His lunch was taken or destroyed on too many occasions to count. He was called names, tripped, thrown in the locker, and head shoved into the toilet. If they weren’t abusing him, the other kids completely ignored him. He often ate alone and sat alone. Feces were left in his locker. He never complained; he never told anyone about the abuse, not even his mother. It was his cross, he felt. He just had to find a way to survive. 

			Heather was the only thing that made high school life bearable for him. She wasn’t like the others. She even tried talking to her boyfriend, asking him to let up on Chet. But that only made things worse. Maybe Breck was jealous of the friendship she had with Chet. Or maybe he just didn’t like being told what to do. Regardless, the torment of Chet stayed strong though their senior year. 

			Life wasn’t completely bad for young Chet. His home life was better than it had been in a very long time. In the early fall, as the trees of the Ozarks turned to a beautiful shade of orange, red, and brown, his mother married Gus. Nearly everyone in town showed up for the outdoor wedding on the bluffs overlooking Table Rock Lake. “Big Don” Schmidt, the town sheriff and Gus’ best friend, was the best man. And several of Gus’ hunting buddies and Chet were the groomsmen. Several of the women from the local Baptist Church, friends of Roberta from Bible study, were bridesmaids. Chet had not understood why his mother got involved in the Baptist church. “It is because that is Gus’ church,” she told him once. “Besides, there aren’t any synagogues close, and I need to give thanks to God.” 

			It was a beautiful wedding on a gorgeous October afternoon. Many of the townspeople brought potluck and members of the church set up tables and put out refreshments and desserts. A local country band even set up and played late into the night. Gus was known and loved by just about everyone in town. 

			Gus Johnson was a good man and a caring, loving stepfather. Gus was an avid outdoorsman. He took Chet fishing, hunting, and camping. It was a world Chet had never known. The truth was, Chet hated fishing. He didn’t like worms or minnows, but he ate up the attention given to him by this new father figure. And, whatever his dislike for the activity was, Chet enjoyed being with Gus. 

			“Were you ever married before, Gus?” Chet asked one day on a camping trip.

			“Yeah, a long time ago. I was young. She reminds me a lot of your mother, a truly good woman. She loved the Ozarks. We’d go on long walks together, holding hands and talking about whatever crossed our minds. She knew more about this area than anyone I had ever known. Mary – that was her name – loved the simple things in life. She wanted kids, lots of kids, and I have no doubt she would have been a wonderful mother. But she never got the chance. The accident took care of that.”

			“What accident?” Chet asked.

			“It was a car accident at night just outside of town. Her mother was sick and in the Branson hospital. She went to visit by herself. I couldn’t go. We had a funeral that day. I asked her to come back before dark. The roads in this area can be treacherous at night. But she wanted to spend as much time as possible with her mother. She called me right before she left the hospital. I remember her last words: ‘love you.’ It started to rain just a few minutes after the call ended. Slow at first, but then a downpour. These blacktops get slick as hell when it rains. Just about two miles east of town there’s a series of sharp bends in the road. The speed limit is only 25 around those turns. The state police say she was going faster than that when she hit the first turn. She went off the road and rolled over several times down a steep hill. Before the car stopped, it caught fire. There wasn’t even enough of her left to bury. Pa had to cremate her.”

			“I’m sorry,” Chet said softly.

			“Well, Big Don was on the scene before the state police got there, and he said, based on what he saw, Mary was likely dead before the car caught on fire. That was a blessing that I take comfort in to this day.”

			“Oh,” Chet said, unsure of what to say. “What about your parents? What were they like?”

			“Aww, they were great. My mom was hilarious, and my dad was very organized and disciplined. I like to think I have some of both of their traits. I got really lonely after they died.”

			Chet felt bad for asking about Gus’ dead parents right after Gus was talking about his dead wife. Chet had a way of making uncomfortable situations more uncomfortable. “How’d they die?”

			“It was a plane crash. Every year, my parents would go to the National Funeral Director’s convention. It was their only vacation and something they looked forward to all year. That year, it was in Chicago. A few months before the convention, Pa scheduled a private plane to take him and Ma and another couple, a funeral director from West Plains and his wife, from Springfield to Chicago. The people from West Plains were good friends, and they had been traveling together for the NFDA convention for a number of years. But the weather was bad that day, raining like hell. No one knows exactly what happened, but the plane went down just south of Quincy, IL. They were all killed, including the pilot.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Yeah, I miss them a lot. Anyway, with them gone and me running the funeral home by myself, I became lonely. Reeds Spring is a great town but not exactly the type of place that can satisfy a man’s loneliness, if you know what I mean.” 

			To Gus, Chet became the son he always wanted but never had and to Chet, Gus was the father to replace what he had lost many years before. Their relationship grew from friendship to respect to love. Chet finally had a complete family again.

			As his senior year came to an end, Chet’s feelings for Heather grew from infatuation into love. He found no faults in her. If anything, he put her on a pedestal that nobody could possibly live up to. He imagined life with her. But it was all a fantasy.

			Though her relationship with Breck Miller was off and on, Heather had fallen in love with Chet’s nemesis. In Heather’s mind, Chet and she were good friends, and their relationship would never go beyond friendship. 

			A month before the senior prom, Chet confided in his stepfather that he was in love with Heather.

			“Does she know how you feel?” Gus asked.

			“No, I don’t think so,” he replied.

			“Then you have to tell her,” Gus insisted.

			That would not be easy for Chet. His self-worth had been shattered by Breck and his cohorts, who had constantly harassed him during his time at Reeds Spring High. Breck could see Chet asking Heather out as a threat. Or it could be a joke to him. From Chet’s perspective, Heather was just a fun time for the aggressive star football player. 

			Also, Chet was afraid of rejection. But he knew Gus was right. He had to tell her. He had to put his heart out there and pray for the best. He had to start being brave in this new world, or he’d never survive. 

			So, he planned on asking Heather to go with him to the prom. He would tell her about his feelings for her that night. Three days later, Chet got up the nerve to ask Heather to go. He was nervous all day and when the bell rang at the end of the day and Heather was alone at her locker, he approached her.

			“Heather,” he said, clearing his throat.

			“Yes, Chet,” she replied.

			He hem-hawed around, nervously looking around to see if anyone was listening. “Heather, if you’re not doing anything, would you like to go with me to the prom?”

			That question took her by surprise. She thought he knew that she and Breck were going to the prom together. Heck, they were even favorites to be prom king and queen.

			“That’s so sweet of you, Chet,” she said with a smile and putting her hand gently on his shoulder, “but Breck already asked me. We’re going together.”

			Chet was devastated but careful not to show it. He would say to himself that he should have known better. He should have read the signs. It was obvious to everyone else that Heather was in love with Breck, that her only feelings for Chet were that of a friend. He felt like a fool. Like he had nothing to offer her or anyone else. He simply didn’t want to believe there was no chance with her. It would hurt too much to accept it. 

			The rest of the school year was a fog to him. He didn’t go to the prom, and he never told Heather how he felt about her.

			The night of graduation, his mother and Gus took Chet to Branson for a nice dinner and to celebrate. It was that night that Chet told Gus that he wanted to follow in his footsteps and go to Mortuary School. He would train to become an embalmer and funeral director so he could assist Gus and his mother in the family business.

			Gus was ecstatic, so much so it caused his eyes to well up with tears. He finally had a son who would follow in his footsteps and take over the business.

			What his parents didn’t know was that there was an alternative reason for the decision he made. Chet realized he wanted to stay in Reeds Spring. From conversations he’d had with Heather, he knew that she had no plans to leave. Her family owned the town diner, and she, too, planned on following in their footsteps to take over the family business someday. Even despite the rejection he had experienced, Chet still believed he could win Heather over, given enough time. He would play a long game, he thought. He would become someone and win her over eventually. It was easier than accepting the fact that he could never be her true love. When he looked for reasons to believe that she could change her mind eventually, they weren’t hard to find. He’d seen how people around town knew and respected his stepfather. Maybe, one day, Heather could see him that way, too.

			Two weeks before he was scheduled to leave for school, Gus and his mother surprised him with a 2006 bright red Ford Mustang convertible. He was so happy he drove it around town a dozen times that night just to show it off. God, he loved that car.

			So off to St. Louis, he went two weeks later. It would take him two years to graduate and then another two years of apprenticeship which he would serve at his family business.

			To his surprise, things were different in mortuary school. Unlike his experience in high school, he was in his element in St. Louis. Chet was no longer looked at as the weird, awkward kid that no one liked. There, he was a round peg in a round hole. He had friends, and life was good. Except that he missed Heather.

			Every chance he got, Chet would drive back to Reeds Spring and visit her in the restaurant. She was learning the family business from the ground floor up, waitressing to begin with. He would spend a good part of the day in the restaurant talking to Heather on her breaks and during slow periods of the day. Over cup after cup of coffee, they would catch up on each other’s lives. Chet talked about school. Heather talked about work and Breck. Unlike Chet, Breck had stayed in Reeds Spring. He was working at his family businesses.

			It was on one of those visits during his second year of mortuary school that he noticed an engagement ring on Heather’s finger. “Breck and I are getting married,” she announced.

			In one instant, Chet’s dreams and hopes for the future came crashing down. He was devastated, but he didn’t let it show. He smiled, congratulated her, and fought back his real emotions.

			

			“I want you to come to the wedding,” she added. “We’re hoping to have it in June.”

			“Sure,” he said with a forced smile. “You’re my best friend.”

			Going to that wedding would be the hardest thing Chet had ever done to that point, but he would do it for her.

			The wedding would be the first week of June, just a few weeks after Chet graduated. The wedding was held on the bluffs overlooking Table Rock Lake just south of town. It was a beautiful summer day, not a cloud in the sky, crystal blue waters on one side, and the Ozark hills thick with trees, glowing with the sun bearing down on it. It was the exact type of day, the exact place where Chet had dreamed he would marry Heather.

			Chet kept telling himself – I’m her friend now, but I’ll win her over eventually. It buoyed his spirits to know he had a plan, however unrealistically hopeful it might be. 

			Every morning before going into work, he would stop at the restaurant for breakfast and a cup of coffee. Even as her role at the restaurant expanded, she would make a point to come to his table and spend a few minutes talking to him. They were friends, after all. Nothing would change that. Besides, she could tell him anything. He didn’t judge her, and Chet was a good listener. As far as Heather was concerned, there were no secrets between them. 

			Chet had no girlfriends. Around that time, he never even went on a date. Until his love for Heather disappeared, he felt he could not move on.

			His entire life consisted of her, his mother, Gus, and the funeral home. The two years of apprenticeship went by fast, and soon, his role at the funeral home expanded. Life in Reeds Spring was getting good. Even though he had no strong sense of faith to cling to, he would go to the local Baptist church on Sundays. It was something Gus said was expected of the local funeral director. And it was through the church, and with the help of Gus, that Chet really started to be accepted as a member of the community. He was no longer the Jewish kid from New York. In the Ozarks, much like the South generally, time spent with locals is what makes you one. Chet had been in Reeds Springs for a few years. He had gotten to know the neighbors, and in an unspoken way he became a unique thread accepted as part of the patchwork of the community. 

			It was his life in Missouri that Chet reminisced about as he stood hovering over the newly placed gravestone that cold January morning at Hillside Cemetery. It was a nice stone. Not obnoxious, but notable, dignified. Of course, the family of the deceased could afford it. 

			Chet bowed his head and pulled a pint of bourbon out of his jacket pocket. He opened the bottle and took a long, big drink. Then he poured the remainder on the grave before putting the empty bottle back in his jacket pocket. “This is for my dead homie,” Chet said with a laugh. 

			He was happy. Chet had made it. He paused for a few seconds and took in the gorgeous Ozarks’ scenery. Then, he glanced around carefully to make sure he was, in fact, alone before he unzipped his pants and pissed all over Breck’s grave.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2: ENTER MILLIE

			Gus remodeled the second floor of the funeral home not long after Chet graduated from mortuary school. His son would occupy an apartment on the second floor, separate from Roberta and Gus’ home. It had a different entrance and all the amenities of a nice apartment: two bedrooms, one bath, a kitchen, a dining room, and a living room. It even had a deck that looked out to the ancient hills of the Osage, which climbed about 300 feet behind the premises. Chet was comfortable there. He enjoyed the quiet solitude that his home provided him. 

			Young Chet was a bit of a natural as an embalmer. He enjoyed working alone, and he was detail-oriented. The time he spent in the embalming room relaxed him and took his mind off Heather, if only for a while. His skills and comfort level with the embalming process were a relief to Gus. That had always been his least favorite duty in the funeral home.

			Gus knew most of the deceased bodies that came into Johnson’s Mortuary. He had lived in Reeds Spring all his life and when a death occurred, he was often working with someone he knew and may have been a friend with. It was hard embalming those bodies, and consequently, it took a toll on him over the years.

			That toll was noticeable by his increased drinking. Gus had one good friend who knew a bit about his struggles. That was the sheriff of Reeds Spring, Donny “Big Don” Schmidt. They had grown up together and hung out together since their days at Reeds Spring High. Lately, they had been spending a lot of time together at Lucy’s tavern on Main Street in town. 

			Big Don had been sheriff of Reeds Spring for nearly 20 years. He wasn’t the sharpest knife or the most energetic. But he was a good old local boy who got along with just about everyone in town, so he was a perfect fit for a lazy hamlet like Reeds Spring. For most of those 20 years, the only crimes he had to deal with were speeders through the city limits, a few domestic squabbles, a couple of meth busts, and a few drunk and disorderlies on Friday nights after a high school football game. 

			There was one major crime. About six years earlier, the First Bank of Reeds Spring was held up by a single man wearing a ski mask and toting a handgun. When the bank alarm sounded in the sheriff’s office, it woke Big Don up from a sound sleep. He’d closed Lucy’s tavern the night before and had a hell of a hangover. The sound of that alarm sent echoes of pain through his head and nearly caused him to fall out of the bed in the single jail cell.

			He put on his shoes and rushed out of the office, completely forgetting his gun, which he’d stored in the desk drawer just before taking his nap.

			Big Don jumped in his police car and sped to the bank two blocks away. It was there that he learned the bank robber had just sped away in a late-model gray Chevy pickup truck. So, Don took off in high pursuit. It was about six miles south of town that the robber took a hairpin curve too fast and landed the car into a tall oak tree. As he was crawling out of the wrecked truck, Big Don came around the corner also taking the curb a little too fast, going off the road and stopping his car just inches before colliding with the gray pickup truck. 

			As he exited the police car, Don reached for his gun. It was in that instant that he realized he’d left his gun back at the office. “Shit,” was the only word he could muster as he saw the robber lift his gun and point it at him. When the shot rang out, the pain was not instantaneous like Big Don figured it would be. He’d never been shot before and had always figured that if he was, the pain would be intense. But it wasn’t, not at first, anyway. The bullet entered his upper left shoulder and exited through his back. Initially, he barely felt it. It was like a wasp sting. Adrenaline delayed the real pain, but the impact of the bullet did cause Big Don to fall back into his police car, his right foot pounding down on the gas pedal and hurling his car directly into the pickup truck. It was that impact that ejected the bank robber from the vehicle and loosened the gun from his hand. As he tumbled to the ground, his head landed on a small rock embedded in the ground. That rock saved the officer’s life. The rock knocked out the robber and allowed Big Don to put handcuffs on his suspect.

			Big Don was a hero to the citizens of Reeds Springs after that. He became the chief without a gun that single-handedly took down an armed bank robber. Big Don didn’t have to buy his own beers in Lucy’s for months afterwards. 

			The friendship between Gus and Big Don had grown over the years, from fishing and hunting buddies to drinking buddies. It wasn’t unusual for both to close down Lucy’s several times a week. Gus’ drinking and friendship with Big Don caused the first wrinkle in the marriage of Roberta and Gus. 

			“I’m tired of you coming home drunk in the middle of the night,” Chet heard his mother say to Gus one weekday morning around 3 a.m. when Gus staggered up the stairs to their apartment. 

			But despite his drinking, Gus remained a very likeable person. He was a sort of gentle teddy bear with an addiction. He was a happy drunk. Their fights always evolved into make-up sex, and the next morning, their relationship was fine.

			And business at the funeral home never suffered despite Gus’ drinking problem. Somehow, he always pulled it together whenever there was a funeral. That’s when everyone saw the most loving, caring side of him. He was a great funeral director.

			As much as Chet loved and admired his stepfather, friction began to develop with time. Chet and Gus had two conflicting philosophies about the future of Johnson’s Mortuary. Gus was comfortable with the way things had always been, a small family business that did enough to get by but not so much that it interfered with Gus’ love of fishing, hunting, and camping. He was completely content with having one or two funerals a week. Chet was not.

			Chet wanted to grow the funeral home, expand into other markets, advertise, and increase market share. He wanted to increase his income and be admired as one of the largest and most respected funeral homes in the Ozarks. And more importantly, he wanted to win Heather back and figured prestige and money were the quickest ways to her heart.

			Every morning, Chet stopped off at Dianne’s Place, the town diner name after Heather’s grandmother, who had passed less than a month after it first opened. There, he would sit, usually at the same table every day, have a cup of coffee, and wait for Heather to join him. She always did. No matter how busy the restaurant was, she would find time to sit and talk with Chet.

			Just seeing the smile on Heather’s face when she sat down across from him made him look forward to anything he had to face that day. He needed her because he loved her. She needed him because he was her best friend. Neither recognized the other’s needs, but neither could deny they enjoyed being around the other.

			They talked about anything and everything but mainly Chet talked about the funeral home and his plans for expansion. Heather talked about local gossip, the restaurant, and her volatile marriage to Breck.

			Every time the subject of Breck came up, Chet listened to every word, looking for any sign of a crack in their marriage. But she was careful. She knew how Chet felt about her husband, and she never wanted to let on that things were as bad as they were.

			“Breck is working a lot of hours at the family business. He’s taken over the management of Lucy’s, so he’s having to go in early and stay late into the night. But he says it’s temporary, that he just has to do it until he gets the place in shape,” Heather said.

			“How long will that be?” Chet asked.

			“A few months, he says,” she responded. “Then he says we can work on having a baby. I want three, two girls and a boy. Breck would be fine with one child if it’s a boy.”

			Every time Heather talked about her future with Breck, Chet had to hide a grimace. He fully believed Heather’s husband would break her heart at some point, and Chet planned to be the caring guy there to pick up the pieces. But when would that occur? It had been over two years since their wedding. He hadn’t expected their marriage to last this long.

			

			Still, Chet would find reasons to keep hope alive. His stepfather was sitting in Lucy’s one night with Big Don. The two friends had been drinking heavily, as usual. It was close to closing time, and the bar was empty. Breck had left a half-empty bottle of Old Crow at the table. “I’ve got some cleaning up to do in the back. Sheriff, can you let yourself out when you’re done?” he said.

			“Sure, no problem,” Big Don replied.

			Breck had figured the two friends would be too drunk to notice the young, attractive brown-haired woman that he let in through the back door. He was wrong.

			The door leading to the back room was open, and it provided a decent view of the back door. Gus and the sheriff watched as the two lovers embraced and passionately kissed. They watched as both began to undress each other before they disappeared to a corner of the back room that was out of view of the doorway.

			“Shit, that boy’s a dog,” Big Don said. “He’s married to the best-looking gal in town and still he cheats. It must be nice to be young and foolish.”

			It was the next day that Gus shared what he saw with Chet. It was news Chet had been waiting for, but he wasn’t happy like he thought he’d be. Chet envisioned he would be ecstatic at the news. He wasn’t. It would be heartbreaking for Heather, and Chet knew it. He wished there was a way to end Heather and Breck’s marriage without the pain he knew it would cause. Regardless, Chet decided that he would not be the one to tell Heather about her husband’s affair. Reeds Spring, after all, was a small town, and a man’s indiscretions could not be silenced for long. That news would need to come from someone else, and when it did, he would be there for Heather to pick up the pieces.

			Every morning, Chet sat down in Dianne’s Diner sipping coffee, and he’d look across at Heather, waiting for her to break down and confess her husband’s indiscretion. But day after day, it didn’t happen. If she knew, Heather was keeping the secret inside of her and wouldn’t even confide it to her best friend.

			There would come rumors of other affairs that Breck had, lots of rumors, numerous affairs. Still, Heather did not admit knowledge of them to Chet.

			Then, one day, Chet decided to confront Heather about the rumors. She could sense when she first sat down at the table across from Chet that something was weighing on his mind. His hand was shaking as he picked up his cup of coffee, spilling several drops on the table. Heather reached for his hand and gently put hers over his.

			“What’s the matter, Chet?” she asked with a look of concern.

			“Listen, Heather. The last thing I want to do is hurt you. You know that, right?”

			“Yes, I do. Tell me what’s wrong.”

			“Heather, I don’t know how to say this to you, so I’ll just come straight out and tell you. There are rumors that Breck is cheating on you.”

			“Oh,” Heather responded softly with her head lowering.

			Chet decided to rip the band-aid all the way off. “In fact, my stepfather and Sheriff Schmidt caught him with another woman at Lucy’s late one night.”

			Although her head was lowered, Chet could see the tears rolling down her face. He handed her a napkin to rub her eyes.

			“I’m so sorry, Heather. God, I didn’t want to tell you that, but I thought you needed to know.”

			Seconds seemed like minutes before Heather spoke. Her head lifted slightly in an attempt to seem strong.

			“I know about the affair,” Heather admitted in a tone not much louder than a whisper. “I confronted Breck about the rumors and he admitted it. He said he had one affair, and he deeply regretted it. Breck cried on my shoulder, said the affair was over and that
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