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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to my beautiful daughter, Mya and to my sister, Jennifer.  

You can get just so much from a good thing

You can linger too long in your dreams

Say goodbye to the oldies but goodies

Cause the good ole days weren't always good

And tomorrow ain't as bad as it seems

From Keeping the Faith by Billy Joel
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CHAPTER ONE
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So here it is.  I’m sitting in my apartment, alone, trying to pack my clothes for a trip I don’t want to take.  Last week, my mother called to say that my father’s illness had worsened and that his condition was deteriorating.  She said that I should come home as soon as possible.  I should have dropped everything but I had been in the middle of a shit-storm and couldn’t get away.  That plus, I really didn’t want to acknowledge what might be happening with my father.  

My sister, Jane had been visiting with her two daughters, Gertrude and Virginia when I got the call.  The three of them had boarded a flight back the day after Mother’s call.  Three days had passed and here I was, still pissing around trying to decide what to do.  

My name is Rona Shively.  I’m a private detective and I hate pretty much everything right now.  At age thirty-nine, I’m single with no prospects.  Well, that’s not quite true.  I have prospects; I just don’t like them.  One is a lying, cheating bastard and the other is an ex-boyfriend who just got out of jail and nearly landed himself right back there within days of his release due to a series of head-in-the-ass decisions he made while walking home one night.  

I have no children, no relatives that live within one hundred miles of me, and no real direction in life other than to float aimlessly from case to case keeping my fingers crossed that someone doesn’t shoot me.  And believe me; the cases I take bring with them just that kind of drama.  

My father has been sick for a while.  He was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s a few years ago.  From what I understand, it was considered early-onset because he was only fifty-nine years old when the symptoms began.  I had pushed all of this to the back of my mind because I hadn’t wanted to deal with the idea that my dad was getting older and I really hadn’t wanted to face the fact that he was losing ground.  

I have always been close to my father and even after I left home many years ago, the connection between us remained strong.  Up until the last few months, we talked on the phone every few weeks and I had always thought there would be plenty of time for us to reconnect later, after my disgust for my mother had diminished.  I’ll explain that a little later. 

After a lot of hesitation, I decided that I needed to get moving.  Without much ceremony, I headed for my bedroom to pull the suitcases from my closet.  I laid them open on my bed and began throwing things in haphazardly.  I wasn’t being judged for neatness, so who gives a shit.  I threw in several pairs of jeans, several tops, and a couple of dressy items just in case I had some need to look better than average during my stay in Ohio.  I grabbed a handful of underwear from my drawer and three of what I considered to be my comfortable bras.  I turned and reached into my closet for my sneakers and a pair of loafers.  I piled them on top of the clothes and zipped up the first suitcase.

Just as I was getting ready to fill the second bag, my phone rang.  Since I didn’t feel like talking to anyone, I let it ring.  The answering machine picked up after several rings and I heard Norm’s voice.  Norm was my ex-boyfriend, the lying, cheating bastard.  I heard him start in with the same, “Rona, this is crazy...” bullshit so I tuned out the answering machine until I heard the telltale end of call beep.  We had broken up after he admitted to screwing around with his assistant while he was away on a “business” trip.  I swear you can’t let some men out of your sight.  I say this with a false sense of self-righteousness, though.  

While Norm had been away on “business,” I had become entangled in a strange relationship with my ex-boyfriend Trey Marsdon.  We found ourselves trapped in the basement of a local high school and for some reason, having sex had seemed easier than striking up a conversation.  Granted, I justify my actions by saying that I was angry because Norm hadn’t called when he had promised to call and for days I was left wondering about the status of our relationship.  I had taken his lack of communication as an indication that he was trying to give me the brush-off and I was a little miffed.  So, in a moment of weakness, I had succumbed to Trey’s charms.  Of course, I hadn’t meant for it to turn out that way, but shit happens.

I walked down the hall and headed into my bathroom to retrieve my meager selection of toiletries.  I grabbed my toothbrush, toothpaste, hairbrush and hair dryer and carried it all back to my room.  My makeup consisted of an eyeliner pencil and some foundation which I kept in a worn-out Zip-loc baggie on the sink.  I might want to rethink that someday.  I was getting to the age where I needed to embellish a little more to hide some of the battle scars left on my face by years of frowning and being pissed off.  For now, this would have to do.  I dumped the whole mess into the smaller suitcase and looked around the room for more stuff to take.  It was the middle of October, so the weather wouldn’t be too cold there yet.  I decided to take a sweater just in case.  

I went back to the bathroom and collected my shampoo and body wash from the shower.  I might need those.  After I had stashed them in the suitcase, I zipped it up and then rolled both bags out to the living room.  I went into my kitchen and looked through my refrigerator to see how much stuff was going to spoil while I was away.  Fortunately, my sister’s kids had gone through much of the food I’d had and I wasn’t much on restocking.  I grabbed the half gallon jug of milk and poured the contents down the sink drain.  That was pretty much all I needed to do to secure the kitchen.  I looked across the room at my fish tank.  My pet guppies, Opie and Aunt Bea were hovering near the front of the tank, looking out at me.  I like to think they pay attention to what I‘m doing.  It keeps me from feeling lonely.  I walked over and picked up the fish food container, sprinkling several flakes into the water.  My neighbor, Mrs. Shuble had agreed to watch over my apartment and feed the fish while I was gone.  I just hoped she wouldn’t die while I was in Ohio.  She was pretty old and I had mixed feelings about her ability to keep up with her own responsibilities let alone watching my place.  Unfortunately, she was the only person I had to ask.  Now that Norm was pretty much out of the picture, I didn’t have a best friend and I was trying to avoid Trey.  

The saddest thing about breaking up with Norm was that he had been a good friend for years.  He was probably the only person I had trusted in my adult life.  In losing him as a lover, I had also lost the one person I could talk to about anything.  This was especially hard to think about now because I really wanted to talk to someone about what was happening with my dad.  Most people never know if something is bothering me.  I’m not the type of person to whimper around and ask for sympathy.  Norm had always known when something was on my mind.  He had learned how to read me over the years and that had always driven me crazy.  I hated to give someone the upper hand and his uncanny knack for knowing what made me tick had been unnerving.  That’s why his betrayal had hit me so hard.

After the fish had been fed, I walked over to the desk and opened up my laptop.  I hit the power button and let it boot up.  The computer, a recent addition to my arsenal, had proven valuable over the last couple of weeks.  I had acquired it through a client who was in the process of upgrading the computer system in his office.  He owed me some money for catching his wife with the pool man and had offered me the laptop as partial payment.  I needed a computer, so I had agreed.  Though I often use a computer for research, I hadn’t committed to owning one out of shear laziness.  I enjoyed being able to surf the web and find what I needed without actually having to talk to people.  Since my natural dislike for most people has often presented itself as a hindrance to doing my job, having a computer at home to work from was almost like having a reasonable accommodation.  That would probably make more sense if I didn’t work for myself.  

As the computer made its usual noises, I tidied up the room a little waiting until I could begin working.  I sat down at the desk and punched in my login and password.  Once I had gotten “online,” I pulled up one of those map programs so that I could decide whether or not I wanted to drive to Ohio or hop on a plane.  I had been wrestling with this for that past couple of days.  I hate to fly, but I also hate the thought of driving across country by myself.  I’m not sure which one I hate worse, so I figured I’d let the directions help me decide.  The directions came up and I was surprised to see that it was only about a twenty-eight hour drive.  I had been thinking it was longer, but then, I had only made the drive once before and that was several years ago.  I had only gone back to Ohio a few times in the last ten years and I had usually opted to fly since I couldn‘t spare the extra days that driving would take.  

My memories of those flights were not ones I care to recall.  One time they had lost my bag and another time; I thought for sure they were going to crash the damned plane.  After that, I swore I’d never get on another plane unless the flight was under an hour long.  Of course, that wasn’t a hard and fast rule, only the spontaneous declaration of a woman who had been freaked out by a terrible flying experience.  If I drove, I would be on the road for at least two days.  If I flew, I could be there late this evening.  But, I would be there without my Jeep.  That wasn’t appealing at all.  I didn’t want to leave it here and have to deal with getting a rental car.  The only way to make this decision, I decided, was to flip a coin.  I looked around for a quarter and found one in the desk drawer.  I tossed it into the air and whispered to myself, “Tails.”  The coin landed on the desk and rattled around until it finally stopped on heads.  

“Well, shit,” I said.  Looks like I’m flying.  The drive would have let me stall for a couple more days.  But I knew that I needed to get there soon and I had already taken too much time as it was.  I pulled up the website for the airline and proceeded to book a round trip flight for Clarkston, Ohio.  My options were limited, but I settled on a ten o’clock flight that would put me in Ohio sometime after six in the morning Ohio time.  That gave me about two hours to get to the airport which was a mere fifteen minute drive from my apartment.  

After I had received my confirmation number and printed off my boarding pass, I shut down the laptop, closed it and stuffed it into its carrying case.  I set the case with my other bags and then rummaged through my closet to find something I could use as a carry-on.  I stuffed a couple of Lisa Scottoline paperbacks into the tote bag and then grabbed some snack cakes from the cabinet.  I threw them into the bag and set it on the floor.  I realized then that I would also need to take my purse and that it was big enough to hold the books and the cakes.  I transferred everything into my purse and put the tote bag back in the closet. Jesus this was exhausting.  

When I was satisfied that I had packed everything, I walked down the hall to Mrs. Shuble’s apartment and knocked on the door.  After a few moments, she opened the door a crack and peered out at me.  She smiled once recognition set in and then opened the door up to invite me in.  

“Rona, dear,” she said, voice creaking, “how are you this evening?  Any word about your father?”

“No, nothing new,” I said, “I just booked my flight and wanted to tell you that I’m taking off in about an hour for the airport.”

“Oh, ok,” she said, “don’t worry about things here.  Everything will be fine.”

“I wanted to give you some extra cash for the fish food just in case they run out,” I said, “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone and I don’t want you to have to spend your money.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, “It’s no problem at all.  You just go and make sure your father’s ok.  We’ll be fine here.”

We talked for a few more minutes and I gave her my cell phone number and my sister’s home number.  I assumed I would be staying in a hotel, but would probably spend some time at Jane’s while I was there.  I left her, feeling a twinge of panic about leaving my precious guppies alone with this lady.  As long as she didn’t sprinkle any Metamucil into their tank, they should be fine.  

Once I was back at my apartment, I saw that the answering machine had two messages waiting.  One from earlier and then another, evidently from just before I got in the door.  I played the first message and listened to Norm’s blubbering for about ten seconds before hitting the skip button.  The next message was from Jane.  She was asking when I’d be there and telling me that Mom had something she wanted to ask me.  I picked up the phone and dialed Jane’s number.  After a couple of rings, she picked up, sounding disgustingly chipper.  

“Hello,” she said.

“Hey, Jane,” I said, “it’s me.  What’s up?”

“Oh, hey Rona,” she said, “I was just checking in with you to see if you had taken off yet.  I was hoping you were already on your way.”

“I had some things to wrap up here.  I scheduled my flight a few hours ago,” I said.  I decided not to tell her that I’d just scheduled it about twenty minutes ago.

“Oh, great,” she said, “then you’ll be here tomorrow?”

“Sometime tomorrow, yeah,” I said.  “How’s dad doing?”

“Well,” she said, hesitating slightly, “he’s not doing too well.  He is much worse than he was before I came to visit you.  I can’t believe the decline.”

“Does he remember you when you go to visit?” I asked, not really wanting to hear the answer. 

“Most of the time, he’s in a funk,” she said, “he seems to know who I am, but he doesn’t show a lot of interest in talking to me.”

I felt the heat rise in my cheeks at her comment.  I really didn’t want my next conversation with him to feel forced.  By the time I got there, he might not know me at all.  The idea scared the hell out of me.  

“Are you there, Rone?” Jane was asking.

“Yeah, I’m here,” I stammered, “sorry, I was just trying to put it all together.  I’m due to leave here on a ten o’clock flight, so I should be getting in sometime tomorrow morning.”

“You’re staying at the house, right?” she asked.

“The house?  I hadn’t planned on it,” I said, “You know the situation, Jane.  I don’t feel like dealing with Mom right now.”

“You’re going to have to deal with her at some point,” she said, “She’s expecting you to stay with her while you’re home.”

“I was expecting her not to screw around on Dad, but that didn’t come out right either now did it?” I snapped.

“Well, don’t get snippy with me over it,” she said, “I didn’t like it any more than you did, but that’s been years ago, Rona.”

“I know, but I have a hard time acting like it didn’t happen,” I said, “If she hadn’t been such a tramp, I might not have ever left home.”  

“So you owe her for helping you develop your independent spirit,” she said with a slight chuckle.

“I guess that’s one way to put it,” I said. “I should probably get off the phone and get going.  Do you know what Mom wanted to ask me?”

“Oh, yeah, I think it’s something about a friend of hers who needs some help,” she said.

“Really?” I asked.  I wasn’t too thrilled about this.  My mind was on other things and the last thing I needed was another problem to resolve.  

We finished our conversation and I told Jane that I would stay in the hotel until I talked with Mom.  I wanted to make sure I could stand to be in the same house with her before I committed to an ongoing slumber party.  I turned off everything but a lamp by the door and dragged my suitcases into the hallway.  I locked the door and headed down the stairs to the parking lot.  I loaded up the Jeep without incident, got behind the wheel and drove toward the airport.  

On the way over, I put my cell phone and car charger in my purse.  I didn’t want to be stranded in Ohio without a phone.  I pulled into long-term parking, got my luggage and headed for check-in.  Within a half an hour, I was sitting in the cramped cabin of an Airbus A-320 for anyone who cares about the details.  I started to think about all of the things that could go wrong and decided quickly that I would need alcohol to make it through this.  The security check had been fairly painless, other than having to explain the gun in my purse.  I had forgotten it was there and airport security had forced me to surrender it to them until my return from Ohio.  I was more worried about getting it back than needing it while I was gone.  Things have a way of getting lost at airports and I was sure someone would find my gun appealing enough to make it disappear before I could get back.  I was too stressed to argue about it, so I turned it over to them and proceeded to board the plane.  Once I had settled in, I pulled a paperback from my purse and made an effort to concentrate until the flight attendant wheeled the drink cart my way.  I ordered a drink and chugged it.  After that, I can’t remember much because I fell asleep with a dog-eared copy of Dirty Blonde on my chest.  The next thing I saw was the sun shining through the window as we landed at Port Columbus Airport.  

As I walked through the terminal to baggage claim, I had the worst feeling.  My pulse was racing, I was sweating and I was hyper-aware of everything going on around me.  I really didn’t want to be here and this panic attack was just the physical manifestation of my emotional state.  Coupled with the jet lag, the panic made it seem like I had entered some kind of alternate universe.  I quickly found my bag at the baggage carousel and headed for the car rental counters.  I had reserved a compact car for the week and hoped that they wouldn’t stick me in something crappy, like a Yugo.  When I got to the counter, I gave the clerk my name and she typed it into her computer.  Past experience with car rentals had given me reason to worry that they wouldn’t have any cars for me.  I was surprised, however, to find that they not only had my reservation in their system, but they were also offering to upgrade me to an SUV for free as part of some special promotion.  I chose a black Hyundai Santa Fe.  It wasn’t quite the Jeep, but it would do for now.  I loaded my things into the vehicle and took off out of the airport lot.  

As soon as I was out of heavy traffic, I used my cell phone to call Jane and let her know that I had landed safely.  It was only around 7 a.m., but she’d asked me to call as soon as I got in.  I told her I’d be going to the hotel to get showered and changed.  I had slept some on the plane, but I was too wired to go back to sleep now.  It was broad daylight and I was a bundle of nerves worrying about dad.  After I had checked in, I lugged my suitcases up the two flights of steps to my room.  There had been too many people getting on the elevator and I hadn’t wanted to stand around waiting for it to come back down.  When I stepped inside the room, I was pleasantly surprised once again.  This room was clean and appeared to have everything I would need for the next week or so.  There were two beds, a television, a small refrigerator and an apartment sized stove with a microwave tucked up under a cabinet above the stove.  It was comfortable and I immediately began to feel like I could handle things a lot better than I had originally anticipated.  

I never really unpack when I stay in a hotel, so I opened my suitcases to get the items I would need and then stashed them in the closet.  I just don’t trust leaving my underwear in the dresser drawers of a hotel.  I don’t know who else’s underwear have been there and I certainly don’t feel good about allowing my unmentionables to come into contact with whatever might be living in the drawers.  Even the cleanest of hotels don’t waste time disinfecting the insides of dresser drawers.  I took a quick shower and by the time I was ready to go, it occurred to me that I was pretty hungry.  It was about 10 a.m. and I had driven past a McDonald’s on the way into the parking lot.  I decided that Egg McMuffins were in order.  I grabbed my purse and the room key and headed out the door.  

As I was getting into the Santa Fe, my cell phone rang.  It was my mother.  I thought about it for a minute and then decided that I really didn’t want to answer this call on an empty stomach.  She’d just have to wait.  I pulled through the drive-through and ordered two Egg McMuffins, a large Coke and an order of hash browns.  As soon as I had my food, I drove out of the lot towards the Clarkston Medical Center.  It wasn’t far and I intended to sit in the parking lot and enjoy my breakfast before facing what troubles lay ahead.
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My breakfast feast was mediocre.  The Coke was good and one of the McMuffins was pretty good, but the other tasted like it had been lying around for a while.  After I finished wiping the grease from my fingers, I picked up my cell phone again.  My mother had called three times while I had been trying to eat.  What the hell?  I guessed I should call her back.  I punched in the number and waited, feeling the knot in my stomach grow tighter with each ring.  When she finally picked up, I said, “Mom, it’s Rona. What did you need?”

“Well, Rona, dear,” she said affectionately.  It was as though in her mind nothing had ever been wrong between us.  “I thought you were going to be here this morning.”

“I am here, I’m sitting in front of the hospital right now,” I said, struggling to keep the note of contempt out of my tone.  What the hell did she care?  She knew that I couldn’t stand talking to her and yet, she persisted.

“What time did you get in?” she asked, “Did you have a good flight?”

“Yes, I got in a couple of hours ago,” I said, “I checked into the hotel down the street from the hospital and got cleaned up to come over and see Dad.”

“Hotel, don’t be silly, I have your room all ready for you,” she said, “Aren’t you going to stay here with me?”

I held my phone out and looked at it as though it, and not my mother, were the nut-job.  “No, I hadn’t planned on it,” I said.

She grew quiet on the other end of the line and for a moment, I wasn’t sure she was still there, so I asked, “Are you there, mom?”

“What, oh, yes, I’m here,” she said, “sorry about that, the mailman just brought the mail up.  Well, you know the room is here for you if you need it.”

“I know, I just feel more comfortable in my own space,” I said, holding my ground.  

“I wish you’d change your mind, Rona,” she said, “really, it’s not a problem.”

“I know, we’ll see how things go,” I said, “If I have to be here longer than planned, I might take you up on the offer.”

“Before you go, I wanted to ask you about something,” she said, “Do you remember the pastor at our old church, Reverend Taylor?”

I thought back for a minute and then it clicked, “Yes, I think so, why?”

“Well, there’s some craziness going on and he asked if I knew anyone who might be able to help him.  You remember he was a good friend of your father’s, right?” she asked.

“Yeah, I guess, what kind of craziness are you talking about?” I asked.

“I don’t have all of the details, I just told him that I’d have you get in touch when you got into town,” she said, “I might know more when you get here.  Would you mind giving him a call?”

Well, of course I minded.  I didn’t come home to spend time wrestling with church politics especially for a church I hadn’t attended since I was in elementary school.  I was here to see Dad and I really didn’t appreciate Mom’s volunteering me for this kind of crap.  Even if it was what I did for a living, that didn’t mean I wanted to be doing it right now.  This is what I thought, but when my answer came out, it sounded more like, “Yeah, I guess.  Sure, I can call him.  Do you have his number?”  

She gave me his number and thanked me for taking the time to call him.  She also asked if I would change my mind about staying at the house with her.  To this, I responded with the standard thanks, but no thanks.  From there, the conversation deteriorated further and we finally hung up.  I had jotted down Reverend Taylor’s number and planned to call him after my visit with Dad.

I checked my face in the rearview mirror before getting out of the vehicle.  There wasn’t any McMuffin residue, so I figured I looked about as good as I could look under the circumstances.  I walked into the hospital lobby and approached the information desk.  

“May I help you, Miss?” the lady behind the counter asked keeping her voice low.  I thought the only place you needed to use that tone was in the library, but I guess it applied here as well.  Trying to match her volume, I answered, “I’m here to see Ronald Shively.”

She turned slightly to type the name into her computer and then said, nearly in a whisper, “He’s in room 226, do you need someone to take you there?”

“Oh, no,” I said, “I can find it from here.  Thank you.” 

She nodded quietly and I headed down the hall to find the elevators.  There were three sets of elevators tucked into an alcove about fifty feet from the information desk.  I pushed the up button and waited quietly as the car made its way down to my floor.  As the doors opened, I stepped inside.  I was relieved that the elevator was empty.  The thought of having to smile and exchange bullshit small talk with someone right now was more than I could bear.  

When I got off the elevator on the second floor, I checked the signs to find room 226.  It was off to the right, so that’s where I went.  Probably wouldn’t have made much sense to go the other way.  The door was closed and I hesitated before knocking quietly.  I was immediately filled with anxiety and sadness at what I saw next.  My father, who had always been in good health until his diagnosis several years ago, lay in a heap on the hospital bed.  He was slumped to one side, tucked under a series of white sheets and blankets and he had several different wires and tubes hooked to his arms and I guessed, to his chest.  He was sleeping, his mouth slightly opened, with a pained look on his face that made me wonder if he was having bad dreams while he stumbled through the darkness that was settling over him.  I swallowed a sob as I moved closer to the bed and it took everything I had not to burst into tears.  The room was small, only about 10 feet by 10 feet, it was dimly lit and the temperature felt just a little too cold.  The air smelled of alcohol and hospital food.  Not an appetizing blend of aromas by any means.  

I sat down beside his bed and waited for him to wake up.  While I sat, I tried to avoid thinking about when he was well.  It was hard not to remember the times we had gone fishing together, back when I was only five years old.  I used to love spending time with him.  We were so much alike and he always understood me.  He always knew what to say to make things better.  I think that’s why I was so pissed off when I found out that my mother had been cheating on him all those years ago.  Back when I was about fifteen years old, I stumbled across a situation I just couldn’t understand.  My mother was having lunch with a man who wasn’t my father.  I just happened to be shopping with a friend of mine for new sneakers or something one day and walked past one of the restaurants by the mall.  My mother must have forgotten that I was likely to be there because as they were eating lunch, mother reached across the table and brushed his face with her hand.  Something about the gesture had made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.  I ran away from the restaurant leaving my friend gawking after me.  I don’t think I ever explained it to her, either.  I just took off, mad as hell and headed for my house.  

Back then, it was safe to walk around town.  You didn’t have to watch every move you made wondering if some murderous pervert was lying in wait ready to grab you, molest you, kill you, or all of the above.  I had waited on the front porch for my mother to get home so that I could confront her about what I had seen.  At that age, I’m not sure what I thought I had seen.  When I look back on it now, I guess I really didn’t know what was going on.  I assumed that something was going on between my mother and the man in the restaurant, but I really had no proof.  If I looked at the situation now, it occurred to me that I should have waited for more proof before deciding that I had witnessed some mortifying act of adultery.  By the time I began to think about things more clearly, too many years had passed and I had built up so much hatred towards my mother that I couldn’t even talk to her.  I remember very clearly the day I asked my father if I could move away.

My father had been in our family room, reading yet another hefty novel.  I approached him one afternoon and said, “Dad, I don’t want to stay here with Mom anymore.” 

He had turned away from his reading, put the book down on the table beside him and focused his full attention on me.  With his hands folded in his lap, he said to me, “What on earth would make you say such a thing, Rona?”  I remember the look on his face was a mixture of surprise and pain.  I had hurt him by saying this.

“I don’t want to tell you why, but I just don’t like mom much anymore,” I had said, “I need to get away from her.”

He had scratched his head at this, looking confused by my steadfast plea to leave the family home.  “What has your mother done to you to make you feel this way? She cooks and cleans, takes care of you, makes sure you have decent clothes to wear.  What makes you say these things?”

My plan hadn’t been all that well-thought-out.  I hadn’t figured out how I would break the news to him, I had just decided that I was leaving and he needed to know that it was Mom’s fault.  I guess I figured he would just try to convince me that I couldn’t go anywhere and he wouldn’t be concerned about why I suddenly hated my mother.

My lips trembled as I recalled the part where I told him about seeing her in the restaurant.  It had hit him like a ton of bricks.  I could see how the wind had been knocked out of him.  I might as well have kicked him in the gut as to say what I had just said.  He didn’t get upset with me, though.  He had simply shook his head and asked, “Are you sure it was your mother?”

From there, our conversation had gone to figuring out where I could go if I was really determined to leave.  He asked me not to say anything to mom about this.  He told me that he would advocate for me to go and live with my father’s friend whom we called Uncle Jack out in Nevada if I would just promise him not to tell Mom that I had seen her or that I had told him about seeing her.  We worked out an elaborate explanation of why I needed to go stay with Jack.  The plan involved telling Mom that Jack needed some clerical help for the summer out at his ranch and that he had asked if Rona could come out and work for the summer.  We agreed that I would wait until the school year ended and then I could go out and stay with Uncle Jack.  If I decided that I didn’t want to come back, I had to promise that I would at least finish high school whether it was here at home or out in Nevada.  As it turned out, working at the ranch suited me.  I learned a lot from Jack’s girlfriend, Lena and from there I was able to land a job at the car lot where I first met Norm.  It’s a whole big bunch of crap that I hate to look back on, but I remember that once it had dawned on Mom that I wasn’t coming back, she had been really hurt and pissed off at my dad.  She blamed him for my leaving and he had never spoken up to tell her that she had in fact, been the cause.  This was the time in my life when I had lost my faith in people.  I had become very judgmental and my general disposition turned to shit.  

I’d like to say that it ended up like one of those after school specials and that the time I spent at the ranch had built some special moral character that kept me
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