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        This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever experienced construction issues in a residence they thought had been cleared for occupation. Clarissa’s case, though serious and heartbreaking, is a fictionalized example of the disappointment, frustration and anger real people have faced with this issue.
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      Six jokers. Six of the eight jokers possible in mah jongg! This was monumental. Well, maybe not that huge, since this was only one hand in fifteen or so to be played today, but six jokers was still a big deal. Micki Demetrius fought to keep a straight face while she studied the thirteen tiles before her. Not easy. She adored life in her central Florida home of Serendipity Springs, but of late, her days hadn’t been particularly exciting. Winning this round would certainly spark up her day.

      And winning this round was almost guaranteed, except when the hand like the one she was going for included three pairs for which jokers couldn’t be used.

      She could do this. All she needed was the 8-Bam. She already had the other two pairs. Her lips itched to smile, but she didn’t dare give away her good fortune to the three other women at the table, even though they were her best friends.

      Sydney Bonner, tall like her though she’d let her shoulder-length bob go gray, was the logical one, the unofficial leader of their foursome, probably the result of her years as dean of students at a small northeastern college.

      At a little over five-one and the shortest in the group, Marianne Putnam, a former pharmacist, stood tall when it came to technical and scientific skills. She was the analyst of the group.

      Though Katrina was an introvert and the most empathetic of the quartet, Kat Faulkner’s extrovert alter-ego emerged when she sang in local cabarets. A few years back, she won a national lottery and became an overnight millionaire. She moved to Florida from Illinois and purchased one of the town’s mini-mansions as one of the few splurges she allowed herself with her newfound riches.

      “Micki?” Across the table, Marianne’s eyes were a blue question mark. “It’s your turn.”

      “Oh, right.” She drew from the wall of tiles in the center of the table. A 7-Bam. With pairs, the player had to draw the required tiles on their own; the only way a player could pick up a discarded tile to complete a pair was when it completed the hand and gave them mah jongg. Thanks to her six jokers, she was now in that enviable position. If her luck continued, she’d either draw the 8-Bam on her own or someone else would discard it soon, before anyone else got a mah jongg. What an embarrassment if someone else won the game while she was holding so many jokers.

      Her hand actually shook when she reached for her next draw. What had gotten into her? This was only a game. One hand of a game. But six jokers? She couldn’t throw away this opportunity. How would the headline read if she were writing her own story? Writer botches mah jongg game.

      “Eight Bam,” Sydney called.

      Eight Bam? What was there about that tile? Just in time, it registered. “Mah Jongg!”

      “How many jokers do you have?” Marianne asked, dumbfounded, once Micki revealed her tiles. She counted them out loud. “Six! Wow. No wonder none came my way.”

      “I should’ve switched to a Quint hand when the jokers started mounting and gotten more money for my win,” Micki replied, “but I let myself get cornered into this one with three pairs. I was afraid someone else would throw that 8-Bam before I could take it, since two had already been played.”

      When it was clear her hand was legit, the other three threw in their tiles so they could build their walls for the next game. Kat shook her head. “I know I told you all not to go easy on me while I’ve been in chemo, but six jokers, Mick? You really took me at my word.”

      The next two hours dragged by, even though she won two more games. No way to repeat the excitement of six jokers.

      “Want to get coffee?” Sydney asked as they packed up and prepared to leave the community center. “When my grandchildren get here, I won’t have time for such things.”

      “Their mom’s coming with them, isn’t she?” Kat asked.

      Sydney slipped the few quarters she’d won into her change purse. “Yes. I wish her husband was coming with them, but he isn’t able to get away right now, and Nora could really use a break. Trip and I have volunteered to take charge of the kids as much as we can, though as little as we see them, we’re out of practice with small children.”

      “I’m in,” Marianne replied. “Beau’s out playing golf.”

      “I can’t stay long,” Kat said. “These days, I can only go so long before I need a nap, but I’m getting stronger, now that my last chemo session is over.”

      Before Micki could chime in, a player from one of the other tables, Clarissa White, approached and placed a hand on her wrist. “Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

      “Uh, sure.” Strange, although she and Clarissa knew each other socially, they weren’t exactly bosom buddies. What could she want to talk about?

      “If you’d follow me to my car?”

      Even stranger. “I’ll be a little late,” Micki called to the other three.

      Outside, another warmish central Florida October day greeted her, brilliant sun, slight breeze and, thankfully, lower humidity.

      Clarissa waited by her car, a luxury sedan about five years old. Micki climbed into the passenger side. The comfy leather seats didn’t help her relax. It wasn’t unusual to huddle in one of her three friends’ cars for a conversation they didn’t want others to hear, especially when they’d been investigating a couple of local murders, but those days were over. This was different. She really didn’t know this woman.

      Clarissa didn’t begin immediately. She stared out the window and wrung her hands together as if giving them a harsh massage. At length, appearing to realize her actions, she gripped the steering wheel instead.

      “This probably seems so cloak-and-dagger,” she began, “but I didn’t feel I could talk to you in public, even around all our mah jongg friends. You’re a journalist, right?”

      The abrupt question caught Micki off guard. Proceed with caution. “I freelance, yes. Do you have something for me?”

      “Yes, if you’ll take it. There’s a certain amount of risk involved.”

      Risk? For a nanosecond, her heart skipped a beat at the thought of stirring up her life until she reminded herself she liked things this way. For the most part, since she’d retired from teaching English in a private school up north, her days were calm, relatively safe. Her curiosity now got the better of her. “Why don’t you tell me what you think I’d be interested in reporting and let me decide.”

      Clarissa removed her hands from the wheel and twisted around to face her. “Ted and I moved to Florida from Indiana five years ago and settled into a place on Pelican Lane. Since his death last year, it’s been too much house and too many maintenance details for me to handle, so I bought a condo in the Herrington Estates project.”

      “I’ve driven by there. It looks like a nice place, especially for a single person.” Somewhat out of her price range, though.

      “Exactly my thoughts, which is why I decided to make the move. Almost immediately, I regretted my decision as I discovered defects in the construction: mislabeled faucets, poorly finished baseboards, uneven painting. More recently, I found a few kitchen cabinets that weren’t attached properly. Supposedly, the facilities management people were there to address those issues.”

      “No follow-through?” Micki guessed.

      “At first they sounded like they were more than willing to keep me and the other new owners happy. They talked a good line. But like you said, no follow-through. We were going through a cold spell at the time, so I didn’t go onto the balcony much. Just set a few potted plants there. It was only when I bought new patio furniture that structural flaws came to light.”

      “What kind of flaws?”

      “First it was the railing. One end wasn’t attached properly. The guys who delivered the chairs noticed and warned me not to go out there until repairs were made. I called the facilities people immediately, but they didn’t get back to me. After two weeks, I checked again. They claimed to have no record of my earlier call. So I started the process all over. A couple days later, they informed me that I’d have to hire my own repairperson because the subs were no longer around.”

      “For the railing? That should have been inspected and approved before the building was ever released to occupancy.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Clarissa replied. “My son was even more outraged when he learned what happened. He’s taken on my cause for me, at least complaining to the various parties involved.”

      Although she was following Clarissa’s story, Micki had no idea yet where she fit into this revelation. “Your son, Campbell, right? I met him at your Christmas open house. I think he told me he owns the town’s only hardware store.”

      “That’s right. Serendipity Hardware. He was particularly concerned about the loose guardrail on the balcony until he went out there to check and discovered worse. The balcony floor wasn’t attached securely. It could give way at any time.”

      Micki had heard about such structural problems in buildings in the area, but this was the first she knew of the problem in Serendipity Springs. “That’s horrible! Surely you’re not staying there? It’s not safe.”

      “Campbell insisted I move in with him temporarily, until we can get this settled. But he only has a one-bedroom condo. I told him I’d be fine as long as I avoided the balcony. But I want to get this resolved as soon as possible.”

      Fixing the balcony sounded like a good plan, but building issues like this didn’t tend to get resolved overnight. Given the lack of assistance Clarissa had received thus far from the facilities people at her complex, the timeline didn’t look good. Did her friend realize this?

      “How about your neighbors?” Micki asked. “Do they have the same problem?”

      “I’m the first to buy on the top floor, so at least there’s no one else on my level with this situation. I don’t know about those on lower floors.”

      “That’s a building code violation the city or county needs to be aware of.”

      “That’s what Campbell says. But he can’t get in to see the people who inspect these new residential properties until next week. I guess budget cutbacks have affected staffing.”

      “How can I help you? I only have a one-bedroom condo myself, but I have a sofa bed you could use.”

      Clarissa shook her head. “Oh, no. I wasn’t hinting for a place to stay. I asked about your being a journalist because I want the power of your pen, so to speak, to get this noticed. Not just noticed, but addressed. Campbell means well, but he’s got so much going on with his business right now. The store’s former owner didn’t stay on top of his inventory, although his operations passed muster enough during the due diligence phase. Campbell installed a new computerized system, but it has come with learning curves. I really could use another warrior.”

      “Me, a warrior?” Never had anyone seen her in such a light. Nor did she see herself as one. She was a teacher. A writer. A good friend to Kat, Marianne and Sydney. Kat’s caretaker while she recovered from breast cancer and cheerleader for her singing career. But warrior, no.

      “Yes, you. I don’t know much about your writing style, but if it’s anything like who you are in real life, it’s exactly what I need to make my case.”
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      Kat stared at the vehicle parked outside the community center and at the incredible hunk of man leaning against it. Her insides went to mush every time she saw Sheriff Rick Formero, though she wasn’t ready to admit as much to him, let alone herself. “Fancy seeing you here,” she said, coming up to him.

      “Thought you could use a lift to wherever you’re going for coffee with the girls.”

      “Women,” she corrected. “Actually, I’d planned to ride with Syd.” She checked over her shoulder to assure herself Sydney was right behind her.

      Syd didn’t return her look. “That’s okay. I’ll see you at the coffee shop.” She headed off to her car.

      It still was odd riding in his official car with him, but she was becoming more accustomed to seeing the looks she received from passersby. She’d learned to either smile or ignore them. “You really didn’t have to pick me up. You had to know I’d get a ride with one of my friends.”

      He lowered his brown eyes in a sheepish grin as he started the car, his long lashes in stark contrast to his rugged face. “Yeah, I know. Just wanted to check on you. I still worry about you, even though the chemo’s over.”

      Sweet, but this tendency toward overprotectiveness had to be curbed before it destroyed their blossoming relationship. In his defense, his concern stemmed from his experience with his late wife’s bout with cancer. She hadn’t been as lucky as Kat; her condition wasn’t caught soon enough. Rick had suffered right along with her as her health continued to decline. His willingness to see Kat on a social basis now, years later, spoke volumes about his interest in her.

      “Thanks, but couldn’t you just text me when you’re on duty to see how I’m doing? I feel like I’m taking you away from your duties.”

      He bit a lip, out of character for the lawman. “Uh, sure. It’s just that now that you’re beginning to get your strength back, I wanted to run something by you as soon as I could.”

      Uh-oh. Rick Formero might impress the people in the county with his decisiveness and crime-solving ability, both of which were notable, but he was also a planner. So was she, but it was unnerving when someone else beat her to the punch. She took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Sounds intriguing. What’s up?”

      “The department helps the rodeo folks with security detail every year. As their way of thanking us, they’ve offered us free tickets for one guest in the VIP section while we’re working. I’d like that to be you.” His jaw clenched, even though he was attempting to appear casual.

      “I’ve never been to a rodeo. Is it an all-day event?” She hoped her question would buy her time to decide how to respond.

      “This would be Thursday night. Next Thursday night. Do you feel up to it?”

      “I guess so.”

      If she went, it would be the first time they would have appeared in public as a couple. Was she ready for that? Rick was ahead of her on the emotional path they were treading. His heart had determined him ready to seek companionship again; hers hadn’t quite reached that point.

      He pulled up to the coffee shop. Time to answer. She brightened her expression and added more cheerfulness to her tone. “I’d love to be your guest. Does that mean I need to buy myself some cowgirl duds? Do they even sell them around here?”

      He returned a hearty laugh. “Oh, lady, how long have you lived in this town? This is a big deal. They even let the kids out of school for a day to attend.”

      “I’ll read up on it so I don’t embarrass you with my lack of knowledge when we get there.”

      He reached over and patted her hand, a habit he’d developed since she started chemo. “You could never embarrass me. Frustrate and drive me crazy with your inability to stay away from murder cases, but that’s all in the past. Right?”

      Every so often he managed to slip this concern into their conversations. She hadn’t realized how worried he’d been when she and the other three had agreed to help a few of their friends prove their innocence when murder had entered their lives. “I hear you, Rick. By now you should know I haven’t gone looking for these cases. Nor have my friends.”

      “Maybe not, but that hasn’t stopped them from finding all of you. In the future, I expect you to let me know of any situation suggesting the least whiff of homicide.”

      No point arguing or telling him he couldn’t control her actions. She simply continued to smile.
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      Sydney and Marianne had already secured a booth in the back when Kat arrived at the coffee shop. “Hope it was okay to leave you alone with the sheriff?” Syd asked.

      Kat had to chuckle. “That’s funny, worrying about leaving me alone with the law. The thing is, he wasn’t just checking on me, which is getting old. He wanted to invite me to be his guest at the rodeo.”

      Marianne’s eyes grew wide. “You’re going to the rodeo?”

      Apparently the rodeo truly was a big deal. “One night. The sheriff’s department receives guest tickets in appreciation of their help with safety and security during the event.”

      “Things are moving right along between the two of you,” Syd commented.

      Kat tried not to frown, but she couldn’t help herself. “Maybe too fast for this period of recuperation. I may be done with chemo, but my energy level isn’t back to what it used to be. I don’t know whether I can sit there for several hours, and I’d hate to embarrass Rick by having to leave early.”

      “Then we have to build up your stamina. Fast,” Marianne pronounced. “Let’s go to a movie tonight or whenever you’re available. That’ll be an easy way to extend your time out.”

      “Or you can spend more time at the gym,” Syd suggested. “I’m surprised you haven’t used some of your lottery winnings to outfit one of the rooms you don’t need in that mansion with your own fitness center.”

      She loved these women like sisters, but could she share her concerns with them? She’d barely begun to define what was troubling her in her own mind. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but there’s more to my dilemma. I’m having second thoughts about my relationship with Rick.”

      Marianne offered a sympathetic smile. “Cold feet? That’s understandable. You haven’t been with a man in some time.”

      Kat slumped back in her seat and released a long sigh. “Cold feet, but for a different reason. I don’t want to commit to someone at this point in my life and then lose them like I did Henry.”

      “Henry? That was your fiancé?” Syd asked.

      “Yes. I guess I’ve never mentioned him by name to you guys.”

      Marianne furrowed her brow. “Was he a lawman too? Did he die in the line of duty?”

      “No. He was a systems engineer in information technology. What you’d consider a safe occupation. He was killed in a horrendous car accident.”

      “I don’t follow,” Syd said. “You told us it had taken some time to work through your grief but that you’d come out on the other side years ago.”

      Kat sipped her coffee while she considered how to answer. “I thought so too, but apparently I took that grief, wrapped it in box and tucked it away in the attic of my mind. But memories like that never totally disappear.”

      Marianne and Syd eyed each other. Marianne took the lead responding. “You know we’re here for you, no matter what you decide about the sheriff. But you need to share these concerns with him.”

      Kat set her mug on the table and enfolded it with her hands, the warmth welcome. “When the time is right, I will. Thanks for listening. For now, I just need to get through this rodeo thing.”

      “What rodeo thing?” Micki asked. She’d come up to them unnoticed.

      Kat caught her up on the rodeo part as soon as Micki put in her order. Micki beamed. “That’s great.” A few beats slipped by. “Does that mean we get to dude you up?”

      Trust Micki to seize on the wardrobe aspect of this event. The woman’s tastes outdistanced her pocketbook, thus she was always willing to help Kat spend some of her millions. “I knew that would be your first reaction. Here’s your chance to take me shopping again.” As much as she disliked trying on one garment after another, she’d gut it out for her friend.

      “Fabulous, although my time may be limited for a bit. That’s why I was late. I was meeting with Clarissa White. She wants me to write an article about the shoddy workmanship on her new condo.” She related the high points of their fellow mahjonggista’s problems.

      “That’s terrible,” Syd replied. “Wasn’t it inspected before she was allowed to move in?”

      “Supposedly,” Micki answered. “Her son has been so busy with his business, he wasn’t available to check things out for her until she was all moved in and started to discover the issues. He’s attempted to talk with the inspection people but hasn’t been able to meet with them yet.”

      Marianne stirred her latte. “So you write this great article detailing how Clarissa got taken with this condo. What do you do with it? I can see how it could be an effective platform for telling her story, but how does she intend to get action from it?”

      “I’m hoping you guys will be able to help me with that part,” Micki said. “I’m a writer, not a strategist or a marketer.” She directed her gaze at Sydney.

      Syd raised her hands. “Don’t look at me. I wouldn’t know who to contact around here, plus my time will soon be gobbled up with the arrival of my daughter and grandchildren. But surely we know someone else who could work with you.”

      Micki sank her chin in her palms. “Maybe someone in mah jongg has a connection. I’ll ask.”

      “Have Clarissa ask. It’s her problem. She has more to lose.” Marianne sipped her drink.

      “Even better,” Micki agreed. “I’ll focus my energies on the article. Clarissa said her son has been taking copious notes on his efforts with those concerned. She’s supposed to set up a time for me to interview him.”

      “This project could be a good way of getting your name out there, Mick,” Syd said.

      “Especially now that I don’t need as much help,” Kat added.

      Micki glanced at first one, then the next, and finally the third of her friends.

      “What are you telling me or trying not to tell me? Have I been that much of a pain while I’ve been at loose ends?”

      “Oh, no!” Marianne said.

      “Of course not,” Syd echoed.

      Kat summed it up. “But we love you anyway.”
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      Two days later, Kat gave in to the fitness regimen Micki inherited from Syd, who now awaited the arrival of her daughter and grandchildren. It only took a few minutes on the treadmill at the busy Serendipity Springs fitness center before Kat was ready to call uncle. She gripped each handlebar fiercely, fearing her legs would buckle if she let go. Was she still breathing? “How much longer?” Her voice rasped.

      Micki checked the timer on her phone. “Two more minutes. Hang in there.”

      Easy for her to say. Her chest wasn’t threatening to implode. A hundred and twenty seconds was an eternity. When Micki finally gave the high sign, Kat flipped the switch and collapsed over the right arm of the machine. She remained there for several beats, gathering her strength. “Are you sure this will revive my body?” she said between gasps. “Right now, it feels more like my body needs last rites.”

      “You were only on there ten minutes. Next time, we’ll add five more so we can gradually build up your strength. It would have been so much easier if you’d listened to me and purchased your own equipment. Then you could go right to your shower.”

      As much as she appreciated her friend’s offer to “coach” her back to full health, Kat wasn’t quite ready to commit to an on-site gym. It remained to be seen how her body would take to this sudden exercise. “I like Marianne’s approach to building up my strength better. I was able to sit through the entire movie last night. She’s the one who fell asleep.”

      “Must have been a drama. Marianne prefers romantic comedies.” Micki handed her a bottle of water and a towel. “Here. These will help. I’ll drive you home. It will be better next time. Promise.”

      Next time? For now, a long, hot shower and then a nap were all she could see in her future.

      Kat let Micki guide her off the equipment and out to the car. “I know I complained, but thanks for staying with me. And assuring me I’ll live.”

      “You can thank me tomorrow by letting me outfit you as Annie Oakley.”

      To Kat’s annoyance, Micki had not forgotten that outing. “No pink boots or hat, okay?”

      “Red?”

      “Mick, please.”

      “Okay, okay. Let’s just see what they have to offer.”

      Once in Micki’s compact car, Kat sank into the seat, then pursued the other topic on her mind. “How’s the article you’re writing for Clarissa coming?”

      Micki released a sigh. “I’ve got a basic outline and direction I want to follow, but until I can talk to her son, I can’t fill in the blanks.”

      “What’s the holdup?”

      Micki shrugged. “According to Clarissa, his business is demanding all his time.”

      What was up with Micki? She wasn’t one to wait around for her sources when she was on the trail of a story. “That doesn’t make sense. If he’s so committed to help his mother get these repairs made, why can’t he spare you an hour?”

      “He apologized for the holdup in an email and offered to call me at the earliest opportune moment. I’ve been wondering if he believes he asked too many questions of too many people and now he’s backing away.”

      “Why not go to his store and tell him you can’t move forward with the story his mother wants until he talks to you.”

      Micki pulled over to the curb. “To be honest, I’ve been dragging my feet because I wasn’t sure I wanted to tackle Clarissa’s situation. It could mean stepping on some toes.”

      “Since when has that stopped you?”

      Micki started to respond then clamped her mouth shut. “You’re right,” she said when she finally responded. “It’s not like me to hang back. Maybe it’s because I don’t know Clarissa that well and I’m not convinced she really wants this level of publicity.”

      “I don’t know her that well either, but my impression is that she’s even more an introvert than me. She may realize bringing such notice to her concerns is more public exposure than she’s willing to face.”

      “Good point. But for now, since she approached me, I have to follow through. Let’s get you home, and I’ll give it a shot.”
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      Half an hour later, Micki made her way through the parking lot to Campbell’s store. Serendipity Hardware was located adjacent to one of the town’s older strip malls. Although its prices were slightly higher, or so Micki had heard, locals flocked there because it was nearer than the bigger home improvement stores several miles away.

      A man in his thirties of about medium height bent over a computer behind the counter. “I’d like to speak to Campbell White,” Micki told him.

      “Wouldn’t we all. He was here earlier, got a call and told me to hold down the fort; he’d be back within the hour. That was three hours ago.”

      Micki’s palms began to itch. Why would someone who couldn’t spare her even a half hour because his business was supposedly tying him down now be gone from that business for several hours? “Did he say where he was going?”

      “Even if I knew, I wouldn’t feel comfortable telling a stranger.”

      “I’m a friend of his mother.”

      “Maybe she knows then.”

      She couldn’t blame him. If the situations were reversed, she, too, would be reluctant to tell someone she didn’t know her boss’s location. She thanked him and went outside to call Clarissa. No answer. It wasn’t mah jongg day, unless Clarissa was playing with a private group. Not the monthly meeting day of the Women’s Club. Micki could either give up for the day or stop by Clarissa’s condo complex. Her curiosity won.

      Herrington Estates was located on one of the arterial avenues that only recently underwent development. Clarissa’s building was the last of four to be completed. Several sheriff’s cars, an EMS vehicle and two fire trucks blocked the entrance to the parking area surrounding the fourth building, her destination.

      The itching of her palms that had begun back at the hardware store increased at the same time her stomach toppled into the nether regions of her abdomen. Please don’t let this be what I think it is. She parked her car as close as she could and exited, her heart banging in her chest.

      She spotted a deputy about fifty feet away and headed toward him for answers. “What’s up?”

      “Do you live here, ma’am?”

      “Uh, no. I was coming to see someone who does. Is something wrong in the building?”

      “There’s been an accident. I can’t let you pass.”

      About then, the EMS vehicle came through, although it couldn’t go very fast due to all the onlookers and other cars parked willy-nilly around the area.

      Unable to get any specific information from the officer, she did the next best thing and joined the group of spectators. “Anyone know what’s going on?”

      A young woman in running clothes stuck her water bottle in an oversize jacket pocket. “Someone fell from the building.”

      Micki’s heart lurched. “Do you know who? Someone who lives here?”

      “They won’t say. That woman over there, the one talking to the deputies, is supposedly the one who found him.”

      “Him? So it’s a man? Or a boy?”

      “I think it’s a man, but they wouldn’t let us near enough to see,” the runner replied.

      “Is he … ”

      “Dead? Don’t know for sure.”

      Maybe there were other balconies with defects in the building besides Clarissa’s. She’d hang around a bit longer to see what else she could learn. All she knew was that this was serious business. If the balconies were at fault, she might not have to write the article. The public would surely notice now.

      “Micki?” The woman’s voice that called her was a hollow whisper of a more familiar one.

      Clarissa was being led to a sheriff’s car by Rick Formero. At least it appeared to be Clarissa, although this woman’s face was streaked, makeup running, and she could barely put one foot in front of the other. She leaned into the sheriff and said something.

      They stopped, and Formero gestured for Micki to join them. “Are you a friend of Mrs. White’s?”

      “We play mah jongg together.”

      “She’s had a terrible shock and could use a friend right now.”

      “What kind of shock?”

      Clarissa turned her tearful eyes toward her. “It’s Campbell. He’s dead.”
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      Stunned, for once without words, all Micki could do was enclose Clarissa in her arms and hold on to her while the woman’s body trembled against hers, sobbing. Micki rubbed the distressed mother’s back, attempting to soothe her, knowing full well Clarissa would not be consoled for some time to come.

      Micki glanced at the sheriff over Clarissa’s shoulder, seeking reassurance things were not that bad. But he simply lowered his eyes and shook his head. He allowed Micki time to comfort Clarissa. “We have to take the, uh, your son to the hospital so the medical examiner can do his thing.” He appeared to take in something or someone in the distance, then turned to Micki. “The media just arrived. You might want to get Mrs. White out of here before they find her.”

      “Uh, sure,” Micki replied. “I’ll drive, Clarissa. You can pick up your car later.” She had to guide the woman, almost drag her. Clarissa kept looking back and shaking her head. “This can’t be. It just can’t be.”

      Once in the passenger seat, Clarissa seemed to fold in upon herself, an occasional mewl escaping her. Before starting the car, Micki dug in her purse for a handful of tissues. Clarissa wept openly into the wad as they drove.

      At her condo, Micki moved as an automaton, settling Clarissa on the living-room sofa, then wrapping an afghan around her. She made tea, which Clarissa didn’t touch. The next hour or so was a blur as both Micki and her guest explored the unfamiliar ground of the aftermath of sudden death.

      “Is there someone else you need to call?” Micki asked at one time.

      “No. It’s just been the two of us since his father passed.” She flinched, as if her statement drove home the realization it was now just her.

      “You should probably be thinking about arrangements.”

      “Arrangements?”

      “Uh, did your son leave instructions for his estate? Or for a funeral?” That last word sounded so horrible, Micki immediately regretted having uttered it.

      Clarissa appeared to shudder. “Can’t I put that off a while? I can’t think straight at the moment.”

      “I suppose so, although the sheriff will probably ask when he arrives.”

      Whatever eye makeup Clarissa had worn earlier now trailed down her cheeks in two desolate trails. Clarissa burrowed even farther into the sofa. “Can’t we put him off too? At least until tomorrow?”

      “You can ask, but I don’t think Rick Formero is the kind to procrastinate.” He certainly hadn’t been the other times she’d had the misfortune to be involved in circumstances requiring his presence. “Plus, he said the media are already aware of the accident. You need to decide how you want to deal with them. Would it help to talk about it before any of this starts so the questions won’t throw you?”

      “I guess so, although I don’t know much. They were wrapping up their investigation by the time I got there.”

      Micki scooted her chair up closer to her guest. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I … we … ” That’s all the further she got before she burst into a crying fit stronger than what she’d exhibited in the car.

      Micki went to her and cradled her in her arms. “There, there. Go ahead and cry all you need. We can hold off talking about any of this until you’re ready.”

      Clarissa didn’t reply. She just burrowed closer to Micki.

      Micki let the woman go on for several minutes without saying anything more, other than making occasional soothing sounds and rubbing her back. She didn’t know what else she could do. As a writer, she dealt with words and facts, not human feelings. Even as a former high school English teacher, she’d never been called upon to comfort grieving students. She had to improvise as she went now. She hated being thrust into this role because she had no idea what to do.

      Clarissa continued to weep uncontrollably. At one point, she stopped, sniffed several times, grabbed more tissues and then resumed the tear storm.

      Pains ripped through Micki’s shoulder and down her back, but when she attempted to disentangle herself from the grieving mother, Clarissa held on tighter. “Okay, okay. I won’t leave you, although you’d be more comfortable lying down.

      Clarissa ran the back of her hand across her face, attempting to wipe away the moisture. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to rest my head a few minutes.”

      Two hours later, Clarissa was still out to the world. Micki used that time to seek counsel.

      “I don’t know what more to do for her,” she told Syd after relating the sad events of the afternoon.

      “Sounds like you did as much as you could for her.”

      “Maybe for now, but she should be waking up soon. What do I do then?”

      “She may be hungry. Grief sometimes manifests itself through the appetite. Can she stay with you overnight? She probably shouldn’t be left alone.”

      “Why? Do you think she’d try to harm herself?” What had she let herself in for? She was no good at babysitting.

      “No, I don’t think that will be a problem, although we can’t rule it out. We don’t know her that well. But she probably needs company right now. Not necessarily to talk. Just for comfort.”

      Hadn’t she done enough “comforting” already? Her back still ached from cradling Clarissa in her arms so long. “I guess she could take my bed and I’ll sleep on the couch, that is, if she ever wakes up.”

      “You’re up to this, Mick. She’s lucky you came along when you did. Who knows what she would’ve done if she’d had to deal with her son’s death all alone.”

      Syd’s pep talk helped. A little. While Clarissa
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