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Chapter One

 


The bottle of antacids slipped from my hand
as I yanked it from Mama’s kitchen cupboard. I made a half-hearted
attempt to catch the bottle before it hit the floor and alerted
family I was into the acid-reducing tablets yet again.

My hand acrobatics accomplished nothing more
than to bump a glass on the counter, causing it to fall and shatter
on the tile floor.

“Jo, I’m going to come out there and hide
those things if you don’t leave them alone,” Mama yelled from the
dining room. “You’re going to get addicted. And don’t cut that pie.
No pie for you until you finish your dinner.”

Jeez-Louise was I ten years old again?

I cleaned up the broken glass, swiped four
antacids from the bottle to slip into the pocket of my sweater, and
returned to the dining room where Mama sat at the head of the large
table. Her live-in boyfriend, Roger, sat to her left. My sister,
Pepper, followed by her two children, Kelly and Keith, were on
Mama’s right. My husband, Glenn, had parked himself next to Roger.
The only people missing from Sunday family dinner this week were
Pepper’s husband, Buck, who was a long-haul truck driver and had
left early this morning for a run to Oregon, and my brother, Hank,
and his wife, Nancy. It made sense Hank and Nancy weren’t here
since they moved to Hawaii nine months ago.

“You can’t get addicted to antacids,” I said
dryly, taking my seat next to Glenn. “They’re mostly calcium, and
that’s good for my bones.”

“You’re wrong, Aunt Jo,” Keith said. “We
studied rocks and minerals in school, and antacids have calcium
carbonate in them. That comes from rocks … and snail shells …
and other stuff I don’t remember. It’s not like the calcium in
milk.”

I was sure he had some of his information
wrong. “I don’t care what’s in them. They’re good for my
bones.” I popped two tablets into my mouth.

“What’s with all the antacids anyway?”
Pepper asked. “Maybe you should see a doctor if you’re having
trouble with your stomach. You might be getting an ulcer.”

“Burpy thought she was getting an ulcer,”
Mama said. “She was just like you, taking antacids all the time,
but it turned out to be a bad gall bladder. When it attacked her,
she thought she was gonna die. That’s why she’s taking a sabbatical
from The Blue Hat Society. She’s in the hospital having her gall
bladder removed tomorrow morning. She probably won’t be back in
action for at least a month.”

Glenn looked worried. “Why is your stomach
so messed up? You’ve been popping those things since before that
body showed up on our lawn, so don’t go blaming the dead guy for
your stomach troubles. What gives?”

A heavy sigh escaped my lips before saying,
“I blame Jackie.”

“Jackie?” Pepper asked with a high-pitched
squeal. “What did Jackie do to you?”

“Ever since her article ran in the Buxley
Beacon about my taking over Baranski and Wheeler Investigations
when Arnie retires at the end of the month, my stomach has been
doing flip flops and turning sour at every turn.”

“Oh, phooey,” Mama said. “Jackie wrote a
fine article. Because of it, your business is growing, and someone
even saved you the trouble of finding a body by dumping it out in
the open in your yard.”

Keith became animated. “Tell us about that,
Aunt Jo. Mom wouldn’t let us listen when she told Dad about the
body, and Kelly and I don’t know how it got there.”

“I can’t believe you found another dead
body,” Kelly said.

“I didn’t,” I said, thrusting a thumb in
Glenn’s direction. “Glenn parked out front last Thursday night.
When he left for work the next morning, the body was right there on
the lawn.”

“Cool,” Keith said with a big grin on his
face.

Kelly punched him on the arm. “It’s not
cool. Someone murdered that body. Aunt Jo and Mom are going to have
to solve the murder now.”

“No we’re not,” Pepper said. “We’re passing
on this one.” She cocked her head toward me. “Has the man been
identified yet?”

I shook my head. “I don’t have a clue. Glenn
found him, so I assumed he was his problem.”

Pepper looked to Glenn. “Do you know who he
is? Was?”

Glenn shook his head. “The coroner came by
to get him, and other than some paperwork, I haven’t been involved.
Chief Collins is heading the investigation.”

Sergeant Rorski, Glenn’s long-time boss on
the Buxley police force, retired two months ago. After Glenn turned
down the offer to take the top job, Officer Tom Collins accepted
the position as Chief of Police.

“Don’t you people keep up with anything
around here?” Mama asked, pretending to be irritated with all of
us. “The man wasn’t murdered.”

My mouth hung open, probably exposing a
chalky tongue from the antacids. “How can you possibly know
that?”

Mama’s recent know-it-all attitude was
exasperating.

“I wouldn’t expect you to know,” Mama
said to me, “but Pepper should be keeping up with the beauty shop
hotline. The news about the dead man has been going around since
noon yesterday.”

Pepper shook her head. “With Buck leaving
this morning, we spent the day together yesterday as a family
hiking. I was too tired to check the town gossip last night.”

Mama didn’t offer additional
information.

“Well,” I said impatiently, “how do you know
he wasn’t murdered?”

She cleared her throat before adopting a
superior attitude. “It was apparent to our fine coroner, Howard
Sanders, this body had undergone an autopsy as noted by the slicing
and dicing and stitching of his chest. One could then assume the
body was stolen from a morgue or funeral home.”

This was a twist. When a body turned up in
Buxley, chances were good the person had been murdered. That might
not be the case this time.

“If you know so much, “I said, “why was he
put on our lawn?”

“I know,” Keith volunteered. “The newspaper
article said you find dead bodies, and someone wanted you to find
this one, so they put it where you’d see it right away.”

“Me and everyone driving past on our
street,” I muttered.

Glenn put a hand on my arm. “I think Keith
might be onto something. Jackie was pretty specific in her article
about the bodies you’ve found, so it could be someone was angling
for you to find and do something about this one.”

“What’s there to do?” I asked. “If he wasn’t
murdered, why would someone steal him and put him on our lawn?”

Keith jumped in his seat some more. “Because
maybe he really was murdered, and the coroner found the cause of
death to be something normal like a heart attack, but someone in
the family knows he was murdered and hopes you’ll investigate.”

Peppers eyes lit up. “What do you think, Jo?
That’s a real possibility.”

I popped a third antacid into my mouth for
good measure. “I think the last thing I want to do right now is dig
into this guy’s life and look for something that isn’t there.
Besides, if he hasn’t been identified, we have no leads and no idea
where to start.”

Glenn’s look was sympathetic. “Stop with the
tablets. You don’t have to do anything about this guy. He’s the
chief’s problem now. We’ll let him deal with it.”

The subject ended with Glenn’s comment, but
I had to admit, the man showing up on our lawn concerned me more
than I was letting on. He was very likely the cause of my stomach
riding its own personal roller coaster. I was nervous enough taking
over the helm of Baranski and Wheeler Investigations, but this man
had put my stomach on the amusement park ride and hadn’t allowed an
opportunity to get off. That someone actually deposited a corpse on
our lawn felt so … personal.

Keith began bouncing in his seat again. “I
want to come. Please, Mom, let me go with Grandmama and Roger. I
want to see their audition.”

Audition? I had missed the turn the
conversation had taken and asked, “What are you talking about?”

Mama looked even more exasperated with me
than before. “Can’t you pay attention to anything? You’ll never be
able to take over that business if you can’t focus.”

Glenn patted my leg. I knew the gesture was
an effort to calm me and keep me from going off on her.

I closed my eyes and silently counted to
three before saying, “I was still thinking about the body on our
lawn, and I missed what you were saying. You don’t have to be
rude.”

Her eyes softened a bit. “Roger and I are
expanding my comedy routine to include him and some of his
magic.”

I had officially entered the twilight zone.
The words coming out of her mouth made no sense at all. I thought
her comedy act at The Broken Nine Iron last fall when I obtained my
private investigator’s license was a one-time thing. She had
considered entering the weekly open mic contest the bar held every
Friday night, but she never followed through with the threat. And
since when did Roger become a magician?

Keith practically yelled with excitement,
“Grandmama and Roger are trying out for America’s Got
Talent. They’re auditioning in Columbus next week, and I want
to go watch. Please, Mom, let me go with them.”

Pepper smiled. “I think we can all go. Your
dad will be home then, and he can drive us over.”

“When did this happen?” I asked. I shot
Glenn an accusatory look. “Did you know about this?”

He looked guilty but maintained a smile. “I
did. Every time I stop at the flea market for coffee, Estelle and
Roger are talking about the upcoming auditions. I’m sorry. I
assumed you knew what they were up to.”

My feelings were genuinely hurt. “I was here
for dinner last Sunday. Why weren’t the auditions mentioned then?
Maybe I want to try out, too.”

Mama bellowed loudly. “It’s a talent
contest. The only talent you have is for finding dead bodies.”

Before Mama could say something to frustrate
me further, Roger spoke up. “We hadn’t yet made up our minds about
auditioning, so we didn’t bring the subject up at dinner.”

I shook my head. I couldn’t believe they
were going to try out for the show. “Do you even have any suitable
material? America’s Got Talent is a family show. You can’t
get up there and do a routine about farts.”

Mama pretended to be offended. “I most
certainly can. Farts are universally funny, and you know full well
I use the word flatulence in my routine.”

Roger laughed loudly. “Not this time.
America laughs at farts, not flatulence.”

Mama laughed, too. “Tru dat,” she said.
“I’ll sail right through to the finals with farts. Maybe I’ll even
get a golden buzzer.”

Tru dat? What was wrong with her
lately? Her attitude that she knew everything about everything,
combined with her desire to be hip and cool - did people still
say hip and cool? - was grating on my nerves. The change in her
behavior and her attitude toward me started about six weeks ago,
and I was clueless as to what triggered it.

“Howie will give you a golden buzzer,” Keith
said. “He loves comedians. Simon won’t like you though. He’s
British, and I think they don’t like farts.”

“The British people love farts,” Mama said.
“Don’t underestimate the Brits or the power of a good fart
joke.”

The headache brewing behind my eyes caused
me to squint. I stood from my chair and nudged Glenn with the back
of my hand. “We have to go.”

“What’s your hurry?” Pepper asked. “We’re
going to play charades, and you and Glenn are the best team
leaders.”

“Yeah,” Kelly said. “Please don’t go. I
don’t want to be on Mom’s team. No offense, Mom, but Jo is so much
better, and no one can ever figure out what you’re trying to
do.”

“That’s why you guys laugh so much when we
play,” Pepper said, defending herself. “I provide the comic
relief.”

Glenn looked up at me. “Is there somewhere
you have to be or something you have to do? I’m flexible, so we can
go, or we can stay. It’s your call.”

I did enjoy playing games with my family.
And maybe if I had a slice of pie, thereby delivering a sugar rush
to my system, my energy would surge, and my headache wouldn’t
develop. A few laughs wouldn’t hurt either.

“Oh, let her go,” Mama said. “She’ll just be
a killjoy with the mood she’s in. You can be on my team, Kelly.
I’ve got some new skills you’ll enjoy.”

That settled it. I wasn’t staying where I
wasn’t wanted. “I don’t feel good,” I told Glenn. “I’d like to go
home and lie down for a while.”

Mama snorted. “It’s all those antacids.
You’ve taken so many, you now have your entire system out of whack.
Your stomach won’t feel better until you wean yourself off them and
quit being an addict.”

Pepper shot a sympathetic look my way. The
tension between Mama and me was undeniable. One of us was being
unreasonable, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t me. I didn’t have a
clue what I’d done to upset her, but I wasn’t sticking around for
more abuse.

On the way home, Glenn asked, “What was
going on back there? Everything was fine until you got upset about
Estelle and Roger auditioning.”

“I don’t know. Mama has been irritated with
me for a while now, but I don’t know why. And have you noticed how
she’s acting like she knows everything? She always has to have the
final say, and it’s as if her word is gospel.”

He reached over to pat my knee and smile.
“Well, she is older and has a lot of wisdom.”

Before I could expound on the benefits of
Mama’s wisdom, Glenn pulled up in front of our house and let out a
low whistle.

There was a man lying spread eagle on our
lawn.

I popped the fourth antacid into my
mouth.





Chapter Two

 


This no longer felt personal. It was
personal. I suspected the same person put both bodies on our lawn.
Jackie’s newspaper article was clearly the culprit in pointing the
thief/depositor-of-bodies to our front door, and these bodies were
for my benefit. But why?

Glenn had already called the station and was
waiting for Chief Collins to show with a few of his men and a crew
from the coroner’s office. I had taken a seat on our porch steps
but stood now to stand next to Glenn and the body.

“Take a peek for me,” I said. “Look at his
chest and see if he’s been autopsied.”

“You know I can’t touch him. This is a crime
scene.”

“You don’t have to touch him. Just lift his
shirt a little and take a peek.”

“Sorry, Jo, I’m not touching him.”

Sirens sounded in the distance. The man on
the ground appeared to be between seventy and eighty years old. He
was wearing jeans, a faded Guns N’ Roses t-shirt, and tennis shoes
but no socks. He wasn’t wearing any type of outerwear.

“Oh, all right, I’ll do it myself,” I said
and quickly lifted the man’s shirt before Glenn could stop me. To
his credit, he did take a step to his left to block the view of the
chief’s cruiser as it came into view.

“What’s the verdict?” he asked.

“He’s definitely had an autopsy,” I
said.

I suddenly had no desire to be out here on
my lawn and talk with Chief Collins, or worse, the county coroner,
Howard Sanders.

I put a hand on Glenn’s shoulder. “You can
handle this, right? I’m going inside to make coffee. If anyone
needs me, send them in.”

Glenn smiled. He knew I was out of sorts
today. “I’ve got it, Sherlock. Try to relax if you can.”

The front door closed behind me just as the
chief stepped out of his car.

I slapped my bag on the table beside the
door and fished my phone from it. I knew I should have sent a text
to Jackie the minute we saw the body, but I wasn’t feeling very
charitable toward her right now.

I tapped out a text. Your stupid article
is messing with my life. Another body showed up on our lawn. Get
over here. I knew calling her article stupid would hurt her
feelings, but I pushed the send button anyway.

When the coffee was ready, I poured myself a
cup. As much as I didn’t want to think about the bodies, I couldn’t
stop my mind from whirring.

I grabbed a small notebook and pen from our
kitchen junk drawer and took them along with my coffee to sit at
the kitchen table. I began making notes.

Two men. Both older and both had been
autopsied. Identification unknown. Both dressed in clothing that
didn’t seem appropriate for their age or even the weather for this
time of year. Both probably stolen from a funeral home or morgue.
Why?

Other questions surfaced.

Had the bodies been embalmed? That would
make their theft likely to have been from a funeral home rather
than a morgue. Why our lawn? I assumed Jackie’s article was the
reason, but what if it wasn’t? Could someone be upset with Glenn?
I’d have to ask him what he and his patrol partner, Clay Carpenter,
had been working on lately. Would our coroner consider doing his
own autopsies? Identifying the two men might be easier if the cause
of death was determined. Newspaper articles and calls to hospitals
in the area might also yield results if we knew how they died.

“Thanks for the text,” Jackie said dryly as
she walked to the coffee pot.

I jumped in my seat. I had been so busy with
my notes and thoughts, I didn’t hear her come in.

“You’re welcome,” I said with the same tone
as hers.

She poured a cup, sat opposite me at the
small table, and didn’t mince words. “What’s your problem now, Jo?
I wrote a nice article about Arnie retiring soon and you taking
over the business. You’ve done some great work under his
mentorship, and I thought it was a good idea to highlight how
skilled you’ve become. You can’t deny Baranski and Wheeler
Investigations has already picked up more business than you can
handle because of my article, so what’s the problem? I had a text
from Howard about the body at least fifteen minutes before I heard
from you.”

I didn’t know if I should give in and be
nice or keep my defenses up. The stubborn streak in me won.

“You knew I didn’t want you to write the
article. I don’t like being the center of attention, and telling
the world about the bodies I’ve found obviously opened the door for
some lunatic to start dropping dead guys on our lawn. I can’t help
but blame you for this, and that’s why I didn’t let you know right
away.”

Anger flashed in her eyes, and I just then
noticed how exhausted she looked. Jackie was a startling beauty who
was always impeccably dressed, groomed to the max, and always
looked rested and fresh even though she and her husband had a
vibrant social life.

Today, her hair was pulled back in a lose
ponytail, her makeup sparse, and her clothing looked more like old
hand-me-downs than her usual stylish duds. Her sweatshirt might
have even had flour on one sleeve.

“You know what, Jo. I quit.” She stood from
her chair and threw her pen and notebook on the table. “You seem to
know what should and shouldn’t be written in the paper, so you
write the story. Call Harry and tell him you’re taking over for me.
Better yet, tell him Nick won. He’s been giving him all the best
stories for over a year now, and I’m done fighting.” She began
swearing under her breath finishing with, “After all I did getting
him started with the Beacon, and he stabs me in the back and
undercuts my work. Well, I’m finished. That’s right. I quit.”

With her head high, she marched out of my
kitchen, out of my house, and probably home. I hadn’t meant to
upset her so much she would quit her job.

Glenn walked in. A look of confusion
registered on his face.

“What’s with Jackie? She only asked a few
questions when she first showed up and then she left without
speaking to anyone. Howard’s out there with his feelings hurt
because Jackie didn’t give him any attention.”

Howard was a bit pervy when it came to
Jackie. She usually took advantage of his obsession with her to
glean information for her news articles. He obviously didn’t matter
to her today.

I let out a loud sigh. “I guess I set her
off when I didn’t text her right away and then complained about the
article she wrote. I told her it was stupid.” I pointed to her pen
and notebook. “She said she quit. I think she was serious and just
walked out on her job at the Beacon.”

He smiled. “I don’t think your lack of a
text and calling one of her articles stupid caused her to quit her
job. She’s been unhappy with her editor and the new guy for a long
time now, don’t you think?”

I nodded. “She has. Harry was always
thrilled with the work Jackie did for him, but after Nick came on
board, it was almost like Nick was the son he never had, and he
gave him the best stories. It also didn’t help that Nick was more
of a sensationalist with the news rather than just reporting facts
like Jackie did, and Harry felt Nick's type of writing sold more
papers. Jackie felt like Harry was kicking her to the curb.”

Glenn frowned. “I didn’t know things were
that bad. No wonder she quit. She must have been at a breaking
point, and you pushed her over the edge.”

“It’s what I do best,” I said with heavy
sarcasm.

He grabbed my hand and pulled me from my
chair to give me a hug. “None of this is your fault. You aren’t the
cause of the bodies on our lawn, your mother’s attitude, or Jackie
quitting her job. You have enough on your plate with your own work,
so don’t start worrying about things you have no control over.
Concentrate on being the best business owner you can. I have faith
in you. So does Arnie.”

I looked over to a small shelf above the
kitchen sink and the lone bottle of antacids sitting there.

“No,” Glenn said, following my gaze. “No
more tablets. They might not be addictive, but too many can’t be
good for you. How about we run over to Chummy’s and get a couple of
milkshakes? That’ll get us out of the house while the guys finish
up out front. The calcium in the milkshake might help your stomach
and it will taste a lot better than those tablets.”

I smiled. Glenn could always temper my sour
moods with his eternal optimism. “Chummy’s sounds like a good idea.
I missed out on pie at Mama’s, and a milkshake sounds great.”

As we headed for the front door, my phone
rang in my pocket. I hoped it would be Mama or Jackie. Either one
calling with an apology would be acceptable.

I didn’t recognize the number. I never used
my personal cell phone for business and should have dismissed the
call but answered anyway.

The high-pitched, squeaky voice was barely
audible.

“What?” I half yelled into the phone. “I
can’t hear you. What’d you say?”

“It’s me. … (crackle) … odes.”

I didn’t recognize the voice. “Me who? What
is this? Some kind of joke? Who are you and what do you want?” The
hair at the back of my neck stood up. What if the call had
something to do with the bodies?

Glenn was watching me with a frown. I had
gone from calm to unhinged in a matter of seconds.

The voice sounded clearer this time. “Burpy.
This is Burpy Rhodes. I want to talk with Mrs. Jo Wheeler.”

Oh, for crying out loud. It was Mama’s crony
from her Blue Hat Society. I stopped yelling.

“This is Jo Wheeler. I think we had a bad
connection there for a minute. How are you, Burpy? I thought you
were in the hospital.”

“I am. I’m having gall bladder surgery
tomorrow morning. I’m trying to take care of all my affairs and
loose ends in case I die on the operating table. I don’t want there
to be any fuss or confusion when I’m gone.”

I couldn’t help smiling. “It’s gall bladder
surgery, Burpy. Purely routine and I’m sure it will go fine.”

“That’s what you say. I signed the paper
telling me I could die from anything at all, and I can’t hold the
hospital responsible. I’m concerned about the anesthesia, sepsis,
MRSA, and the big one … complications.”

My smile widened. “What can I do for you,
Burpy?”

“I’d like to see you in person. My surgery
is scheduled for ten-fifteen tomorrow morning, and if you’re here
at eight-thirty, I think we’ll have enough time to talk.”

Getting up in the morning and heading to the
hospital where I might get sepsis or MRSA didn’t sound like a good
idea.

“Are you sure we can’t talk now?”

She was adamant. “Don’t go all contrary on
me like your mother. I’m an old lady about to die, and I’m asking
you from my death bed to come see me at eight-thirty in the
morning. I expect you to respect my request.”

I rolled my eyes for Glenn to see. “I’ll be
there. Can I bring anything for you?”

The tone of her voice conveyed she thought I
was a moron. “Of course not. I’m having surgery. You can’t be
bringing me an Egg McMuffin or a sausage burrito. Eating right
before the operation would kill me on the table, and the hospital
already has that covered.”

I assured her I would be there on time and
ended the call.

I grabbed my bag from the table by the door.
“I’m ready for my milkshake,” I said to Glenn. “Actually, I might
need two.”

He laughed. “Whatever you say,
Sherlock.”




 Chapter Three

 


Ahh, Monday morning. Was there ever a day
more maligned?

No.

Monday deserved everything it got and
more.

When Pepper was homeschooling her kids,
Keith looked up the meanings of the days of the week and shared
them with anyone who would listen. I didn’t remember any of them
but Monday, which meant day of the moon. The actual meaning
surely was the moon wants you to stay in bed this day.

True to its name, today’s Monday was crappy
and doing its best to send the world back to bed - or at least the
residents of Buxley. Thunder, lightning, and torrential rain
started around seven o’clock and hadn’t let up by the time I parked
on the top floor of the parking deck of Buxley Memorial Hospital at
eight-twenty. My umbrella was effective in keeping my head and
shoulders dry, but by the time I traversed the lot to the elevator
doors, my shoes and the lower half of my pants were soaked.

Once inside the enclosed portion of the
parking deck, I shook myself and my umbrella like a dog. I hadn’t
seen a storm like this since I was in the third grade. I remember
the day well because the principal canceled our field trip to a
local dairy farm, and I was crazy disappointed. The morning had
remained dark until lunchtime, and I couldn’t believe the sun
hadn’t come out. This morning was reminiscent of that one.

“If it doesn’t stop soon, there’s going to
be a lot of flooding,” an elderly gentleman said as he waited for
the rain to subside.

“It’s apocalyptic,” I said. “I haven’t seen
a morning this dark since I was a kid.”

The man smiled. “The weather was different
when we were youngsters, wasn’t it? We had winters where snow piled
up for weeks on end, and you could actually play in the stuff. My
grandkids have barely had an opportunity to make a snowman the
winters are so mild now.”

Was he comparing my youth to his? He easily
had forty years on me. I bet he walked five miles to school in his
bare feet – in the winter.

I held my umbrella out to him. “It doesn’t
look like it’s going to let up anytime soon. This will at least
give you a fighting chance to get to your car.”

He waved the protection off. “You’re very
kind, but I don’t walk around with a lightning rod in my hands when
there are thunderbolts in the area. Had a relative die once that
was hit by lightning. I’m not ready to go yet.”

I never thought about being struck by
lightning, and other than golfers becoming targets with their
lightning-rod clubs, I don’t think I ever heard of anyone being
struck because of an umbrella. I was sure the hospital had
lightning rods in the area, but I didn’t argue with the man. It was
going to take me longer than five minutes to get into the hospital
and up to Burpy’s room as it was, and I didn’t want to dawdle any
longer.

When I finally hit the main floor of the
building, the gift shop beckoned to me. Should I take something up
to her? Some flowers? No. She might have allergies. Maybe a teddy
bear or a mug? I didn’t know Burpy well. She had only been in
Mama’s club a few months.

I decided not to buy anything. She was the
one who insisted I come to the hospital, and I wasn’t buying a
present for her until I found out what she wanted from me.

The woman at the information desk gave me
directions to room 4431, which involved one short flight of stairs,
one long hallway, one elevator to go up one floor, another long
hallway, and one final elevator to go up one more floor. She then
informed me the next time I visit Mrs. Rhodes, I should park on the
street on the opposite side of the hospital. The elevators
immediately inside the door there would then take me to the fourth
floor just outside her room.

I doubted I would be coming back to see
Burpy after today and sucked it up to make the long trek to her
room.

When I exited the final elevator, I found
Jazz standing in the hallway looking down at the cell phone in her
hand.

Jazz was dating Glenn’s patrol partner,
Clay. They met ten months ago at a bridal shower and quickly became
an item. She was tall, thin, and reminded me of a ballerina with
the graceful way she walked. Her long, dark brown hair with copper
highlights was beautiful and, as usual, worn in a thick braid.

For some reason, I never felt inferior or
intimidated by Jackie’s beauty, but when I was near Jazz, I felt
like a Neanderthal. I clumped when I walked, my hair suddenly
became messier than usual, and my features became ugly and scared
little children.

I looked for a corner to dash around or a
room to duck into, but this section of the hallway was without
either. Jazz looked up before I could scurry back onto the
elevator.

“Jo, what a nice surprise,” she said with a
charming lilt to her voice. “What brings you here on a stormy
Monday?”

I stepped closer and noticed the plastic
nametag she wore. Jasmine Hoopengardner, Registered Nurse.

“Hoopengardner. Now that’s a name,” I
said.

Her laugh also carried a lilt. “It’s a
mouthful, isn’t it? Do you need some help? Directions getting
somewhere? I know the hospital can be difficult to navigate between
the old section and the new.”

For some reason, I couldn’t get past her
name. “Is your name Swedish? And I didn’t know you were a Jasmine.
I thought your name was just Jazz.”

Her laugh didn’t carry quite as much lilt
this time. “My ancestors are from Germany, and Jazz is a nickname,
of course. I assume Jo is a nickname, too. Maybe for
Josephine?”

Had I rubbed her the wrong way? I attempted
a warm smile. “No, I’m just a Jo. I was born Jo Frasier.”

Her eyes widened with the realization my
parents had named me after a male boxer, but she apparently had
more self-control than I and didn’t comment on my name.

“I have to run,” she said. “My break’s over,
and Mrs. Rhodes was expecting me about two minutes ago.”

“Burpy Rhodes?” I asked. “That’s where I’m
headed.”

Jasmine looked confused bordering on
disgusted. “Burpy? Her name is Caroline. Caroline Rhodes.”

Now she was rubbing me the wrong way.
“All I know is Mama calls her Burpy, and she was introduced to me
with that name. I’m going to room 4431 if that’s where you’re
going.”

I turned and headed down the hallway.

“Jo,” Jazz called after me.

I was going to pretend I didn’t hear her,
but I knew I would only look childish. I looked back to see what
she wanted.

She pointed to the other end of the
hall.

I always felt like such a blockhead around
her. She waited for me to catch up and attempted to make polite
conversation.

“I’m looking forward to Saturday night. Have
you thought
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