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Chapter One

 

With the top down on her cherry red, 1964 Thunderbird convertible, Autumn Marie Jensen accelerated and raced down Route 93, the two-lane desert highway that could take her all the way to Vegas if she wanted to go there. From Kingman, it was only a couple of hours away. But Vegas wasn’t her destination. Nowhere was. She had to get out of the house, away from the madness so she could be alone and clear her mind of the millions of thoughts colliding inside her head, each one vying for front seats of the greatest shitshow on earth.

Away from the dispute with her husband over the news she’d received that day. He’d disagreed with the course of action she’d chosen to take, giving her a ton of reasons why she should rethink her decision, none of them changing her mind. From the kids arguing and fighting over whose turn it was to wash the dishes. From the dog barking at every vehicle that drove by, every car door that slammed, every person who passed by in front of the living room window. Normally, those things wouldn’t have bothered her in the least. They were all typical noises inside the Jensen household at any given time. But the day she’d had was anything but typical. And more than unsettling.

Ironically, as she sped down the long stretch of dark highway, the night air tossing her auburn hair about her face, Hotel California blasted from the oldies station tuned in on the radio. Autumn drove faster, singing along with the song, horribly botching the lyrics, seeing nothing but blurred flashes of the lane dividers strobing a bright shade of yellow in the glow of the car’s high beams.

Cops patrolling that particular stretch of highway were about as rare as a wooden nickel. Even if a trooper or deputy did suddenly approach from behind with their red and blue lights flashing, she couldn’t care less. Citing her for speeding or arresting her and throwing her in jail for eternity was nothing compared to the deadly citation she’d already been given. The cop could write her a thousand tickets and there still wouldn’t be a comparison.

To ensure a patrol car wasn’t creeping up on her, she glanced in the rearview mirror. Seeing only the red glow of taillights and fading blacktop, Autumn floored the gas pedal, not giving a damn if her high-speed adventure resulted in a fatal crash. Maybe one of her tires would blow out, sending her and the car catapulting through the air. Or propel it off the road, flip repeatedly and kill her instantly. She wouldn’t feel a thing if one or the other of those happened. Either was better than the undignified and painful death sentence she was facing.

“No,” she muttered. “You don’t want to do that. Your body would be so mangled and twisted that your casket couldn’t even be opened. Hell, there might not even be enough of you left to bury.”

As she mentally scrolled down the checklist of what Dr. Palmer had referred to as “her options,” she recalled there was a convenience store nearby. It was the only sign of life that existed in that desolate area. She and Simon had stopped in there a couple of times when they’d been out that way, but never to purchase what she was planning to buy. Under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t have even considered doing what she was about to. Other than an occasional glass of wine, she didn’t drink alcohol and had never been drunk in her life.

At this juncture, she needed something to help calm her nerves and ease the tension that’d been building inside her ever since she’d decided what she must do, concluding that her exit from the world would be on her terms, in the manner she chose, and with her pride and dignity still intact.

And nothing would work better to eradicate that fear than a good old dose of strong, liquid courage.

 


Chapter Two

 

“I have all of your test results,” Dr. Palmer announced as she entered the examination room where Autumn anxiously waited. Pulling a lowered portable stool up to the counter, she placed Autumn’s medical chart on the countertop, sat down, and turned to face her patient. “The news isn’t good, Autumn.”

“What’s the problem, Doc? Am I pregnant?” 

Being told an unplanned child was forthcoming wasn’t necessarily unwelcome news, unless it was being received by a thirty-five-year-old woman with two pre-teens at home who’d had no intentions of raising another baby so late in life.

While it wouldn’t be a hailed pregnancy, she and Simon could adjust to a third child because terminating the pregnancy wouldn’t even be a consideration, regardless of how old she was.

“No,” Dr. Palmer stated flatly.

She’d always hated going to the doctor. And didn’t care much for hospitals, either. 

If what Dr. Crystal Palmer was about to divulge to her was sad news, then she had no one to blame but herself.

For more than a year, she’d put off scheduling an appointment, finding one excuse after another not to go, even though she knew she should. The aching in her abdomen and right side felt much like ovulation when it’d first started, but over time, the pain had become so much worse that it was nearly unbearable. The only reason she’d decided to make the appointment at all was because she was afraid she might have been experiencing an ectopic pregnancy. Left untreated, a growing fetus in the fallopian tube could cause the tube to rupture. The internal bleeding caused by such an event would lead to almost certain death.

“What is it, then?” Autumn asked. “And don’t beat around the bush, Dr. Palmer. Give it to me straight.”

Dr. Palmer laid her pen down on the open file. “Alright,” she said with a nod. “You have stage four ovarian cancer, Autumn.”

“Wow, Doc, that’s pretty straightforward.”

“Sorry, but you asked me to be honest, and you deserve to know the truth.”

Autumn took a deep breath. “Alright, I have cancer. Now that the bad news is out of the way, what’s the good news?”

“There isn’t any, I’m afraid,” Dr. Palmer stated with a shake of her head. “The cancer has metastasized.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” Autumn asked, a sickening knot forming in the pit of her stomach.

“It’s spread to other organs.”

“Such as?”

“Your uterus, fallopian tubes, bladder, and liver.”

“Damn, I hit the trifecta, huh?” Autumn said softly, attempting to lighten the gloominess that had enshrouded her in only a few short minutes. “What treatment do you have planned to cure me? Chemo? Radiation?”

Dr. Palmer stared at Autumn momentarily, uncertain if she was fully grasping the seriousness of her condition.

“Well?” Autumn prodded.

The old adage of hindsight being twenty-twenty certainly rang true for her. Looking back, she should’ve known Dr. Palmer suspected something more serious than an ovarian cyst or endometriosis or any other gynecological ailment when she’d ordered additional tests after her pap smear came back abnormal.

“Pap tests aren’t always one hundred percent accurate,” Dr. Palmer had told her. “And x-rays only provide a limited view. What I’d like to do is follow up with an MRI so I can get a good look inside. Not only at your uterus, but at the surrounding organs and tissue as well. Those particular tests are more in-depth and will produce much more accurate results and tell me if what I suspect is going on actually is.”

“What do you think is wrong?” she’d asked.

“I’d rather not speculate without confirmation, Autumn. I see no need to give you cause to worry unnecessarily. Once I have the results of your MRI, then we’ll sit down and discuss all the findings.”

Not being medically educated and trusting that Dr. Palmer knew what she was doing since she was the expert, instead of asking questions, she’d allowed her to move forward with all the testing. Vial after vial of blood, abdominal x-rays, and a uterine biopsy that’d hurt like hell and caused vaginal bleeding for several days afterward. When those tests came back abnormal, an MRI of her entire abdominal and thoracic area were performed.

That had been less than a week before.

Now, as she sat in Dr. Palmer’s office listening to her explain the reason behind her pain and discomfort, she wished she’d never made an appointment in the first place. Sometimes, not knowing details about a certain situation can be for the best. Without this particular knowledge, she could’ve simply succumbed to the cancer without facing options that were ridiculously expensive and most likely a huge waste of time and resources. No matter the strength or duration of cancer treatments, victims still eventually died from the disease. The only thing the treatments offered the sufferer was a prolonged period to stare death right in the face by giving them just enough time to repeatedly think about their mortality while facing the inescapable end result that would occur no matter what. And sometimes the treatments administered to the sick were more painful than the disease itself. Was all that suffering really worth another six or twelve months of life?

“I wish it were that simple, Autumn, but it isn’t.”

“Then explain it to me, doc. Without using fancy, hard to understand medical terminology, tell me what I’m looking at and what options are available to me.”

“You have malignant epithelial carcinoma, one of the most aggressive types of cancer there is. It’s very difficult to treat because of its aggressiveness and ability to spread quickly.”

“Which is why it’s all over my body?”

“Yes.”

“Then there’s no treatment?”

“I didn’t say that. But producing a treatment plan that’s right for you isn’t as easy as prescribing an antibiotic to treat an infection, Autumn. You need to understand that.”

“How do we do this, then? Surely there has to be something I can start right away.”

“My recommendation would be to begin chemotherapy immediately to try to reduce the size of the tumors before surgery.”

“Surgery? For what?”

“A radical hysterectomy. Uterus, cervix, fallopian tubes, the whole shebang,” Dr. Palmer explained. “My concern with chemo prior to surgery is that I fear the side effects from the chemo will make you too ill to be a candidate for the surgical procedure. And the longer the diseased organs and tissue remain inside your body, the more time it has to spread even further.”

“Then do the surgery first,” Autumn stated. “I wasn’t planning to have any more children, and not having a monthly period anymore doesn’t bother me in the least. In fact, I kind of like the idea of not having one.”

“My concern with that, Autumn, is that the surgery is a major procedure, and time to a full recuperation is generally right around six to eight weeks. Subjecting your already weakened body to chemo would take a rather jolting toll on you physically and mentally.”

“Like what?” 

“Hair loss, nausea and vomiting, lethargy, loss of weight and appetite.”

“I could be wrong, Dr. Palmer, but what you’re saying sounds like a damned if I do, damned if I don’t situation. The odds are stacked against me regardless of the choice I make, and none of them end on a positive note.”

“No, they don’t.”

“If I do all this, the surgery and chemotherapy, is the cancer survivable?”

Dr. Palmer took a deep breath and exhaled heavily through her nose. “If the combination of the two is successful, there’s about a seventeen percent chance of surviving another five years. But you also need to understand that the likelihood of a recurrence is about ninety to ninety-five percent.”

Autumn grunted and shook her head. “Then why go through all that hell for nothing?”

“Most cancer patients wouldn’t consider living another five years nothing, Autumn. I certainly can’t force you to do either, but by doing nothing…” Dr. Palmer said, her voice trailing off.

“I die.”

“Yes.”

“If I choose not to have chemo or the surgery, how long do I have?”

“I can’t give you a definitive answer, but my estimation would be three to six months, if that.”

Autumn fought back tears as she stared at the floor, imagining the patterns in the tile as miniature animals, pointing at her and laughing while chanting, “ha ha, that’s what you get for not going to the doctor.”

“That long, huh?” 

“I won’t be offended at all if you decide to seek a second opinion, but if you do, you’ll need to get it as quickly as possible. The longer you wait to address this issue, the more damage the illness can and will do.”

“How confident are you that you’ve given me a proper diagnosis?”

“Quite,” Dr. Palmer answered. “I’ve reviewed all of your test results, including the MRI images, and had two of my colleagues review them as well. They all agree with my prognosis.”

“Then I see no reason for a second opinion,” Autumn replied flatly, continuing to stare at the floor tiles. If those damn elephants and monkeys didn’t quit laughing at her, she’d get up and stomp the shit out of them with the heel of her shoe, then she’d be the one saying ha ha.

“If you prefer to start with the chemo, I need to know as soon as possible so I can set up the appointments to get you started.”

“I’d prefer not to give you an answer right now, Dr. Palmer, not without discussing this with my husband. This is a decision we need to make together.”

“I understand.”

“I don’t even know what to tell him,” Autumn said, wiping a tear from her cheek.

“The truth,” Dr. Palmer told her. “Be honest with him and don’t leave your children out of the conversation. They should be told as well.”

Autumn shook her head. “They’re too young to understand.”

“Don’t underestimate them, Autumn. It’s best they know ahead of time so they can be prepared, too.”

“Prepared for what? Watching their mother gradually die?”

“Or learning what to expect should you opt for treatment,” Dr. Palmer reminded her. 

Autumn nodded, although she disagreed with disclosing such macabre information to her children and had no intentions of doing so. Not yet. “I’ll talk it over with Simon tonight and let you know tomorrow,” Autumn said, rising from the chair. “Thanks for being truthful with me, Dr. Palmer.”

“You’re welcome. I expect to hear from you by tomorrow afternoon,” she said, ushering Autumn out of the examination room.

“You will.”

 


Chapter Three

 

“You can’t do that, Autumn,” Simon protested. “You have to at least consider what’s available to you treatment wise.”

“I’ve already weighed my options,” she responded. “All the way home from the doctor’s office. My mind is made up and I’m not changing it.”

“You’re unbelievable, you know that?” Simon huffed, turning away from her in frustration. Swiftly regaining his composure, he stated, “How could you be so selfish? You’re not the only one this affects, you know.”

“My body, my choice. Besides, why would I put myself through that kind of hell and allow everyone to see me wither away into a fraction of the woman I am now when none of the treatments are going to work, anyway? When all is said and done, I’m still going to die.”

“You don’t know that. People recover from cancer every day because they opted for treatment. Doctors aren’t always right, no matter how good they are in their fields. They’re still human and they make mistakes. Perhaps Dr. Palmer did as well.”

“The way she explained it to me is enough to convince me that surgery and chemo are futile attempts at prolonging the inevitable and will only make me sicker overall. If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to die with my grace and dignity remaining intact.”

“My God, Autumn. I can’t believe you’re admitting defeat so easily,” he stated harshly. “What about the kids? What about me? Do you expect us to give in as easily as you have, call it a day and move on with our lives as though nothing has happened? This is unacceptable. Medicine has advanced so much over the years and there are cancer treatments available now that weren’t there ten years ago. You really should reconsider.”

“You’re speaking as though I purposely chose for this to happen,” Autumn snapped. “As if I made the choice for no other reason than to piss you off.”

Simon blew out his breath. “I know it isn’t your fault, honey, but you do have the right to fight. Moreover, you have the right to live. You can’t possibly know what treatments might work for you if you don’t even try,” Simon stated. “You’re content on giving up without even trying.”

“Fight for what, Simon?” Autumn shouted. “Three months longer to live so the excruciating pain can suck every ounce of life out of me while the cancer continues to ravage my body? You call that living?”

“Why, Autumn? Why are you not willing to combat this? Do you care so little for your family that you think only your feelings matter?”

“Of course not,” she retorted. “What a preposterous thing to ask.”

“Explain it to me, then,” Simon exclaimed, snatching a chair away from the table and sitting down heavily. “Go on,” he said with a wave of his arm. “Educate me.”

Autumn stared blankly at her half-empty glass, contemplating whether she wanted a refill, deciding against it, knowing the sweet tea would make her have to pee, and where she was planning to go, no bathrooms would be available. And she had no desire to get a head start on her loss of self-esteem by pissing herself.

“Do you have any idea how high the cost of cancer treatment is, Simon?” she finally asked. “First, the surgeries and recoveries, then the chemo and more hospital stays. It would run into the hundreds of thousands of dollars. Money we simply don’t have.”

“Isn’t that why we carry health insurance?” Simon asked.

“It’ll only pay a certain percentage, and that’s after the deductible is met. We’d be so far in debt we’d never be able to get out of the financial hole this would cause. I’m a grocery store cashier,” she said. “You’re a social worker. We’re not exactly swimming in pools of money.”

“I can take out a second mortgage on the house.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Autumn protested. “If we do this my way, and by that I mean letting me die naturally, you and the kids will collect from my life insurance, keep the house, stay out of debt, and go on with your lives. I see absolutely no reason to subject myself to all that pain, suffering, and costly procedures only to sustain my life for a couple of months. It’s not worth it.”

“It is to me and the kids,” Simon stated.

“I don’t want to argue about it, Simon,” Autumn stated, holding up a hand to silence him. “My mind is made up. You’re either with me, or you’re against me. Your choice.”

“Why are you guys fighting?” Isabel, their twelve-year-old daughter asked as she appeared in the kitchen doorway.

“We’re not fighting, sweetheart,” Autumn answered. “We’re having a discussion.”

“A discussion that involves yelling?” Isabel asked, glancing back and forth at her parents. “I can tell by the surprised looks on your faces that you were having more than a friendly debate. What’s it about?”

“A decision we need to make,” Simon offered.

“Are you considering letting me have a puppy?” Isabel asked, raising an inquisitive brow.

She’d been begging her parents for months to let her have a dog of her own. Autumn and Simon both agreed their daughter was too young and irresponsible to be strapped with the duty of caring for a puppy. Getting her to walk the Great Dane they had now practically took an act of Congress. A puppy would require much more attention and devotion. Multiple trips outside to potty while attempting to housebreak him, feeding him three times a day, keeping him from chewing on furniture and electrical cords, cleaning up after him. Autumn had been against it from the very beginning, knowing she’d be the one tasked with all the chores of tending to it. Now that she’d been diagnosed with terminal cancer and would have a struggle of her own on her hands, she was adamantly against it. She simply wouldn’t have the strength or energy to take care of a puppy. They were cute and fun, but there was a lot more to caring for one than simply snuggling beneath a blanket with it while it slept.

“No, Isabel,” Simon told his daughter. “We’re talking about something else.”

“If you say so. Promise me you’re not fighting?”

“Promise,” they said in unison.

“Please take Scooby upstairs with you. His constant barking is driving me nuts,” Autumn said. “I swear that dog barks if he hears a fly fart.”

“He does seem to be more talkative tonight than usual,” Simon said. “Maybe he’s got a girlfriend outside the window teasing him.”

“Don’t know what he’d do with a girlfriend,” Autumn stated. “With no family jewels, he’s worthless to her.”

“I know what family jewels are, mom,” Isabel remarked as she turned away. “You could’ve just said he had his balls cut off.”

Autumn and Simon burst into laughter. For a brief moment, Autumn was able to forget about the conversation she and Simon were engaged in before Isabel interrupted them. It all seemed so surreal to her, like being stuck in a nightmare she couldn’t wake up from.

“I love you so much, Autumn,” Simon said, taking her hand in his and kissing it. “The kids adore you. Chantel would be lost without you. I’m begging you to please reconsider your decision. I simply can’t imagine life without you.”

Chantel had been her best friend since elementary school, always having been her go-to friend, the kind she could tell anything to and never had to worry about it being repeated. She’d been her matron of honor when she and Simon were married, been at her hospital bedside for the births of both of their children. Sure, she’d be hurt by her absence. But lost? No. Like everyone else who’d suffered the death of a loved one, she’d learn soon enough that life goes on, and with time, the pain gradually subsides.

“I love all of you, too, but it isn’t fair to ask me to put myself through such a painful surgery followed by chemo with no certain outcome. Do you know what happens to people who are treated with chemotherapy, Simon? They puke their guts out, go bald, lose weight because they can’t eat. I’m sorry, but I’m not willing to do that.”

“Will you at least do me a favor, then?”

“What?”

“Get a second opinion.”

“Dr. Palmer doesn’t feel that’s necessary since a team of her colleagues reviewed my records and test results and all came to the same conclusion.”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what Dr. Palmer or her cohorts think,” Simon stated firmly. “I’m asking you to get another evaluation. As your husband and father of our children. I’m not asking for much, Autumn, and I think it’s the least you can do for us. If you get a second opinion and the results are the same, then I’ll support your decision regardless of what it is.”

“I’ll think about it. You know what I need right now, Simon?” she asked, rising from the table, and putting her empty glass in the sink. “A drive,” she told him, snatching her keys from the pegboard next to the refrigerator.

“I’ll come with you,” Simon offered. “Not to pressure you, but to keep you company.”

“And leave the kids here alone at night?” Autumn protested. “No offense, sweetheart, but I prefer to be alone for a bit. What I need is a nice, long cruise down the highway, feeling the night air in my face, seeing the stars over my head. It’ll give me time to think some things over.”

“Including seeking another opinion?”

“I’ll consider it.”

“That’s all I wanted to hear,” he said, hugging her tightly and giving her a quick peck on the cheek. “When are we going to tell the kids?”

“We’re not.”

“Autumn, this isn’t something we need to keep from them. We have to tell them.”

“And we will. Eventually. Just not now.”

“Let’s not wait too long. I hate the thought of them resenting us for not being truthful with them.”

“Simon, I’ve barely digested the diagnosis myself. Give me some time to let it sink in. I promise, when the time comes to tell the kids, we’ll do it together.”

“Alright,” he said, kissing the top of her head before she pulled away. “Go on and cruise the open highway. Take as long as you need. I’ll make sure the kids are bathed before they go to bed. Be careful out there.”

“I will,” she called over her shoulder as she exited the kitchen into the garage where her prized possession awaited her.

Simon sighed heavily when the garage door slid open, and Autumn revved the engine of her treasured T-Bird. “Don’t do anything stupid out there, Autumn,” he whispered.

 


 Chapter Four

 

Autumn eased off the gas when she saw the distant colors of multi-toned lights flashing brightly against the dark night. Had the owner of the convenience store already strung Christmas lights around the roof of the store in the middle of October, or had they always been there? In her defense, this was the first time she’d ever seen the store at night, so she couldn’t say one way or the other because she’d never really paid attention.

The way the lights were laced around the two wooden poles at each corner of the parking lot, running in loose lengths to the roof’s edges made the store look more like a car lot running specials on their inventory.

Attention shoppers. Blue light special going on right now on our lovely floor models. All cars must go. Buy yours now before they all disappear.

Only two other cars occupied spaces in front of the store. Parked to the left of the walkway was a battered pickup truck covered in so much rust that it looked polka dotted beneath the flickering lights. As she got a closer look, she realized the white spots were primer, the truck seemingly in the process of getting a new paint job. Since it was parked away from customer slots, she assumed it belonged to the clerk on duty. Autumn pulled into the last slot on the right end of the platform. It was much brighter than the other parking spots because of the string of Christmas lights hanging overhead. Not that she expected any trouble, but being alone, she preferred not to be careless.

Taking her wallet and keys, she hid her purse beneath the front passenger seat and exited the car, locking the door before stepping up onto the concrete footpath, glancing back at her car before entering the store.

The clerk behind the counter glanced up when the door chime rang.

“Ev’nin,” he grunted, quickly focusing his attention back to the magazine he was reading. A small deli and dining area occupied the right back corner of the store. Wieners and sausages spun slowly on a multi-pronged rotisserie. Behind glass display cases, silver chafing dishes held what she assumed were diverse types of pre-cooked food. From where she stood, she couldn’t see what was in them. But if Gunney’s deli was like any other, it was most likely fried chicken, vegetables, and salads. The soda fountain, coffee pots, and hot chocolate dispenser were all self-service, the serving station situated directly beside the soda machine. Two elderly men sat at a table across from each other munching on nachos and cheese, sipping their coffee while engaged in a friendly chat.

Autumn made her way to the chip aisle. She needed a snack that would both kill the taste of the booze she intended to purchase, and one salty enough to keep her from getting nauseated from it. Settling on a large bag of plain potato chips, she headed for the refrigerator section where iced bottles were stored, stopping in front of a case that held multitudes of various types of drinks. Beer, wine coolers, cheap bottles of wine that undoubtedly tasted like horse piss lined the cold shelves. She couldn’t even stand the smell of beer, wrinkling her nose in disgust at the thought of drinking it.

Cheap wine would give her heartburn. But the wine coolers had several tastes to choose from. Removing a margarita flavored cooler, she used her elbow to close the refrigerator door.

Not being one who consumed alcoholic beverages, she’d be drunk and numb after drinking only half the bottle. Numbness was exactly the feeling she was aiming to accomplish. Because in reality, she was a chicken shit to even attempt to pull off what she had planned while sober.

Behind her, bottles began rocking back and forth, rattling, and clinking together as dozens fell from every shelf tier, crashing onto the bottom of the case and shattering, their liquid contents spilling through the door and puddling onto the floor. She thought she’d slammed the door too hard, preparing herself to apologize profusely for any damages caused by her negligence and offering to pay for the broken drinks.

When the ground began to shake and tremble, causing a continuous vibration to ripple through her body, she knew the disturbance hadn’t been caused by anything she’d done. And since earthquakes didn’t take place in Arizona, there had to be another explanation for the nerve-rattling tremors.

A deafening explosion came from somewhere nearby, the intensity of the blast startling her, causing her to drop the wine cooler and chips onto the floor. Fearing the thunderous roars would rupture her eardrums, she covered both ears and dropped to the floor on her knees, squeezing her eyes shut to shield them from the sudden sheath of bright white light covering her, bathing her in an intense wave of fiery heat. Even with her ears guarded to block out the sound, she could still hear the sharp screeching of a whistle, like a boiling tea kettle on the verge of blowing its lid.

The throbbing rhythm of the aftershock had an indelible effect on her, comparable to receiving an electrical shock. She wanted to scream, opening her mouth to release it, but intense fear kept it frozen in her throat.

After several seconds had passed, the shaking subsided. Autumn slowly opened her eyes and glanced around. 

There was no visible evidence that any type of disturbance had occurred. Even her chips and broken wine cooler bottle were nowhere in sight.

Whatever caused the explosion hadn’t affected the store at all. To her knowledge, there weren’t any structures within several miles of Gunney’s where such a powerful blast could’ve been heard and felt so far away. So what the hell had blown up?

Autumn inspected the interior of the store as she gradually rose to her feet. The two old men who’d been sitting in the deli only seconds before were gone, replaced by four other men who’d entered the store in the short span of time she’d been hunkered down on the floor. Apparently, shifts had changed as well because there was now a different clerk behind the counter.

Strange all that could’ve happened in only a few minutes during what had felt like an atomic blast.

“What the hell was that?” Autumn asked the purple-haired girl who stared curiously at her.

“What the hell was what?” she asked.

“You didn’t feel that?”

The girl shrugged. “Feel what?”

“And you didn’t hear it?”

“Lady, I didn’t see or feel anything,” she replied tartly.

Autumn huffed angrily, shaking her head as she dashed out of the store, afraid her baby may have suffered damage from the blast.

What she discovered was much worse.

“Son of a bitch!” she shouted. “Great. Just frigging great.”

She was astounded such a criminal act could have happened in such a fleeting period. Whoever was involved must be a professional to have pulled it off so quickly, and without being caught.

“Do you have a phone?” she asked the clerk when she reentered the store.

“Don’t you?”

“Would I be asking you for one if I did?” Autumn asked in the same sarcastic tone the girl used, her patience wearing thin with the smartass Goth wannabe.

Instead of answering, the girl rolled her eyes, finally handing her cell phone to Autumn.

“What the hell is this?” she asked, turning the turquoise-colored gadget over in her hand. If what she was holding was a cell phone, she seriously needed to educate herself better on modern technology because she’d seen nothing quite like it. To use hers, all she had to do was flip it open and dial the number. The one she held in her hand had too many buttons and images on the display screen that she didn’t know which one worked to dial a number.

“You’ve never seen a cell phone before?”

“Of course I have,” she answered. “Not one like this, though. And since I’m not sure how to use it, I’d rather not take a chance on messing it up. Can you please place the call for me?”

“I guess,” the girl sighed. “What’s the number?”

“Nine-one-one.”

“That’s the number to call for emergencies.”

“I know that. This is an emergency.”

“What is?”

“My car’s been stolen.”

“Stolen?” the girl asked curiously. “From where?”

“Your parking lot,” Autumn answered impatiently. “Please make the call and get the police out here.”

“Where was it parked?”

“Down there,” Autumn answered, pointing towards the end of the store. “In the last slot at the end of the walkway.”

“Are you sure about that?” the girl asked, her voice high pitched.

“Yes, I’m sure,” Autumn snapped. Taking a deep breath, she said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so harsh. I’m not trying to be difficult. Honestly, I’m not. I drove my car here, came into the store, and when I went back out, it was gone.”

“If you say so,” the girl replied as she punched the number into the phone’s keypad. After disconnecting, she turned to Autumn and said, “They’ll be here in about ten minutes. Why don’t you go sit at one of the dining tables and have a cup of coffee while you wait?”

“I seem to have lost my wallet,” Autumn stated as she patted the pockets of her jeans. “And my purse was in the car.”

“My treat, then.”

“Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”

“No problem.”

Autumn sat at a table facing the window so she could see the police car when it arrived. The coffee was old and strong, but the warmth was comforting. As she sipped it from a Styrofoam cup, she thought about her wallet. It’d been in her hand when she’d entered the store, but somewhere between the explosion, the blinding light and hot wave of air, and the quaking of the ground, she’d dropped both her wallet and keys.

“Sorry to bother you again,” she said, returning to the register. “Did anyone turn in a wallet and car keys by chance?”

“Nope.”

Whoever possessed her wallet now had access to all of her credit cards, bank account, and driver’s license, along with every other important document she carried in it.

The hundred dollars she’d tucked away inside the flap was as good as gone.

She made a mental note to contact all the credit card companies and her bank to have the cards canceled and reissued, and to make an appointment with motor vehicles to get her license replaced.

“Bastards,” she muttered, pissed that the one possession she owned and adored was now in the hands of a perfect stranger who happened to be an expert car thief.

The more she thought about everything she’d carried in her wallet, the madder she became, angered by the excessive number of phone calls she’d need to make to straighten everything out.

 


Chapter Five

 

“You say you parked it here?” the officer asked, identified by his name tag as Sullivan. He appeared to be around thirty years old, his physique more fitting for the cover of a men’s modeling magazine than that of a police officer. His arm muscles bulged against the short sleeves of his uniform shirt. The blue material looked ready to burst at the seams.

“Yes.”

“How long ago?”

“I wasn’t in the store more than ten minutes. When I came back out and realized it was missing, I immediately went back inside and asked the clerk to call you.”

“What kind of car was it?”

“A ‘64 Thunderbird convertible.”

Sullivan let out a low whistle. “Nice.”

“Yes. She’s my pride and joy.”

“Color?”

“Red with a white top.”

“Removable fiberglass or retractable fabric?”

“Fabric.”

“Did you leave the top down while you went inside the store?”

“No. And I also locked the doors.”

“Automatic locks?”

“No.”

“The kind you have to use a key to lock, or the type you can press the button down and close the door?”

“Key.”

“Did you double check to make sure the door was locked before leaving your vehicle?”

“Yes.”

“Where are your keys now?”

“In my pock…” Autumn began, recalling that she’d already checked her pockets while inside the store looking for her wallet. “I lost them.”

“We’ll go inside and have a look around when I finish getting the information I need to file the report.”

“Alright.”

“Do you know your tag number?”

“No, sorry,” Autumn answered with a shrug.

“Is the car registered in your name?”

“Yes.”

“So, if I run your name through the vehicle registration database, it’ll show you as the rightful owner?”

“Yes.”

“Whoever took it must’ve had a Slim Jim in order to force the locks open to get inside. There’re no signs of forced entry. If the thief broke any windows, glass would be scattered everywhere.”

“What difference does it make how it was taken, or whether they broke the windows to get in? The point is that someone stole my car.”

“I’m simply making an observation, miss…?”

“Jensen. And it’s Mrs.”

“I’m only mentioning it because those are the types of details that will go in my report.”

“How could someone steal a car in less than ten minutes?” Autumn asked, glancing around the parking lot. “Surely someone who owns one of these cars saw something.”

“You’d be surprised to know how fast professionals can steal and strip a car.”

“Professionals?”

“Car thieves, Ms. Jensen. That’s what they do. Steal them, strip them, and sell the parts. Or refurbish and sell them.”

“Unbelievable,” she grumbled. “What you’re saying is I might never see my car again? Or that only pieces of it might be recovered?”

“I didn’t say that Ms. Jensen. I’m only stating what could be a possibility. That doesn’t mean I think that’s what happened, or that I won’t look for it.”

“I understand.”

“I’ll need to see your driver’s license.”

“I don’t have it. My wallet is missing, too.”

“Along with your keys?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure you didn’t leave either of them in your car?”

“Positive. I was carrying the wallet in my hand when I went inside. The keyring was hooked around my finger. After I rose from the floor after hearing the explosion, I no longer had either of them.”

“Explosion?” Sullivan asked, puzzled by her statement.

“That’s what it sounded like to me.”

“If there was, no reports have been filed about it, or else I’d know. Hanks?” he called out to his partner. “Have you heard anything about an explosion around here within the past hour or two?”

“No.”

“Didn’t think so. Are you sure that’s what you heard, Ms. Jensen?”

“No, I’m not sure that’s what I heard. I said that’s what it sounded like.”

“Yes, you did say that. Come with me to my patrol unit,” he said, walking towards his cruiser. “You can verbally give me the information I need.”

Sitting inside his car, Sullivan turned on the mobile digital terminal, rotating the screen away from Autumn’s view. “Full name?”

“Autumn Marie Jensen.”

“Address?”

“Seven-thirty-seven Del Mar Circle, Kingman.”

“Hmm,” Sullivan grunted as he stared at the results displayed on the terminal screen.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, no,” Sullivan said, clearing his throat and quickly turning off the computer. “No problem.”  Stepping out of the car, he said, “Let me ask you something, Ms. Jensen. What were you doing out here on this highway alone at night?”

“Taking a drive to clear my head. I received some rather disheartening health news today and didn’t handle it well. Driving my baby always makes me feel better and think clearer.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Hope everything works out okay for you,” he replied. “Any idea what time you began your drive on this stretch of highway?”

Autumn shrugged. “Around eight, I’d say.”

“And you started from your home?”

“Yes.”

“From there to here is roughly fifteen miles. Shouldn’t take more than half an hour to get here, depending on the speed you were traveling. Did you stop anywhere else along the way before you arrived at this location?”

“No,” Autumn answered, growing increasingly frustrated with his questions. “I really don’t see what any of that has to do with a stolen car.”

“Maybe nothing,” Sullivan answered. “But it’ll help me establish a timeline. Bear with me for a minute if you don’t mind.”

“Alright,” Autumn sighed. “Whatever it takes to get my car back.”

“You’ve already told me you weren’t in the store for longer than ten minutes.”

“That’s right.”

“Is there a possibility you left your house much later than what you thought?”

“No. I specifically remember looking at the kitchen clock before I left the house. It was seven-fifty-five.”

“Which would’ve put you at this location at roughly eight-thirty, eight-forty-five at the latest.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s right. I don’t understand where you’re going with this.”

Sullivan scratched his cheek with the corner of the aluminum clipboard he held. “Trying to figure out what happened to the four hours that lapsed between the time you left your house until I received the call of a stolen vehicle from this location.”

“Four hours?” Autumn shrieked. “That’s literally impossible. I’ve already told you I wasn’t in the store for more than ten minutes.”

“Look at your watch, Ms. Jensen. Tell me what time you have.”

Autumn tapped the glass and put her watch to her ear. “It’s not working.”

“What time is displayed?”

“Eight twenty-two.”

Sullivan extended his arm. “Look and tell me what time you see on my watch.”

“Twelve-thirty am,” Autumn breathed. “How the hell could four hours have passed without me realizing it? Simon must be worried sick.”

“Simon?”

“My husband. I told him I’d only be gone for a little while. I have to get home,” Autumn cried, wringing her hands. “Knowing him, he’s probably already called the hospitals and every police department in the area.”

“Would you like me to call and ask him to come pick you up?”

“No. He’d have to leave the kids home alone.”

“Is there someone else you can call?”

“Not at this hour.”

“How about a cab?”

“I have no money to pay for it. My wallet’s gone, remember?”

“Why don’t the two of us go inside and look around to see if we can find your keys and wallet?”

Together, they went up and down every aisle checking shelves, candy box displays, underneath every metal case, opening every refrigerator door. They were nowhere to be found.

“Maybe someone saw them on the floor and walked away with them,” Autumn offered. “I’ve already checked with the clerk to see if anyone turned them in.”

“And?”

“She said no.”

“You keep looking, Ms. Jensen,” Sullivan said. “I’ll go talk to her myself.”

Autumn glanced towards the deli, considering whether she should inspect that area, but saw no reason to since she hadn’t gone in there. She did, however, notice something else strange she hadn’t noticed before, although irrelevant to her missing wallet and keys. The color and style of the décor differed from when she’d first walked into the store, and booths had been installed along the walls next to the windows.

“This shit is getting weirder by the minute,” she whispered, heading toward the front counter.

“No luck,” Sullivan said. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do, Ms. Jensen. Your address isn’t that far away. Your residence isn’t part of my jurisdiction, but it’s in the same county, so I see no harm in helping you out. Why don’t I give you a ride home? We are here to protect and serve, after all. I can’t very well let you wander off into the night all alone, can I?”

“I appreciate your offer. Thank you.”

Autumn remained silent the entire drive home as she listened to radio operators dispatching calls to other officers and the casual conversation between Sullivan and Hanks. Dozens of questions swirled around inside her head, but what worried her the most was wondering who’d stolen her most cherished possession, and whether she’d ever see it again. How had she managed to lose both her keys and wallet at the same time? And how in the hell had four hours lapsed without her knowledge?

“Is this your house?” Sullivan asked, stopping in front of a two-story brick home.

“Yes,” Autumn answered, pulling on the door handle. “Thanks again for the ride.”

“I’ll have to come around and let you out,” Sullivan said. “Door doesn’t open from the inside.”

Remaining on the sidewalk beside Autumn, he asked, “Are you sure this is where you live?”

“Of course I’m sure. We’ve lived here for years.”

“Just confirming it before I leave you here and drive away, Ms. Jensen,” he said, closing the back door. “Wouldn’t want you to get stuck in the wrong neighborhood with no way to call anyone.”

“I assure you, Officer, this is my neighborhood, and that house right there,” she said, pointing. “Is where I live with my husband and our two young children.”

“I guess that’s good enough for me, then. You have a nice night now.”

Autumn quietly opened the gate and stepped into the front yard, careful not to make any unnecessary noise that might wake her family or the neighbors.

“Hanks?” Sullivan said as he watched Autumn amble through the gate and make her way to the front door.

“Yeah?”

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

Hanks gave him a puzzled look. “Yeah,” he said. “I do, actually. Why?”

“I think we may have just given one a ride home.”

“That lady?” Hanks asked, hitching a thumb in Autumn’s direction.

Sullivan nodded.

“No way, man. Ghosts are transparent. She’s as solid as we are.”

“You’re probably right. But what I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall inside that house right about now so I could see how this ends.”

“You think maybe she had a spat with her hubby before ending up at Gunney’s and you want to spy on them to see how they make up?”

“Nothing like that at all,” Sullivan replied, still keeping an eye on Autumn as she reached for the doorbell.

“Then what?”

“This whole thing has been one strange occurrence after another ever since we responded to the call.”

“What’s so strange about someone reporting a stolen car? We’ve worked dozens of them.”

“That’s not what has my curiosity piqued,” Sullivan said
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