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      I’d seen the headstone before. Once, when I was about to take a bite of toast on a Sunday morning. Another time it happened when watching a member of the Jazz miss a free throw with only seconds left in the game. And then that sunny Tuesday morning at the corners of Kensington and Fillmore Avenues.

      I get these flashes without warning. Insight some might call it. It’s damned aggravating if you ask me. It’s been more than two years since the mugging that nearly killed me—fractured my skull and broke my arm—but I’d pretty much recovered, except for the flashes and the stuff that came with them. Precognition some call it. I call it a pain in the ass.

      That day I was sitting on my new-to-me Schwinn Prelude racing bike. It was a recent purchase and I was riding alongside my co-worker, Dave Morris, from The Whole Nine Yards. Back in my high school days, I rode a used ten-speed I’d bought for twenty bucks from a schoolmate. It served me well for more than two years and I’d ridden it to school and my various part-time jobs. I don’t know whatever happened to it. I’d left Buffalo for the army at eighteen and when I’d returned eighteen years later to my brother Richard’s home, it was gone.

      Dave was into bicycle racing big time and had tried to get me hooked on the sport ever since I’d come to work at the bar. I’d finally caved just three weeks before. It was, after all, good exercise and there was a kind of freedom associated with riding with the wind—and actually faster than it. I’d joined Dave several times on long rides through most of the cemeteries nearest Richard’s home, as well as a couple of forays to Forest Lawn Cemetery farther along. Dave liked Forest Lawn because it was such a challenge with its hills and valleys, and the beautiful park-like scenery was easy on the eyes, as well.

      We were on our way there when I got that same flash of the headstone. This time it was different. More detailed. The stone was granite, and the grass around its base was shaggy. No flowers. Odds were nobody had visited the grave for years.

      “Light’s changed,” Dave called as I lagged behind.

      I had to scramble to get going and catch up with him. We moved to the side of the road and rode single file.

      The rides in the cemeteries were peaceful, although getting there could be nerve wracking. Dave usually rode to my brother Richard’s house, where I lived in the apartment above his three-car garage, and we’d set off to a pre-determined destination. That morning, Forest Lawn was again our target. I preferred to take the back route, especially since this cemetery was farther out and we had to contend with commuter traffic.

      Bicycles have to obey the same laws as motorized vehicles and Dave and I drew abreast at the next light. We still had a couple of miles to go before we arrived at the cemetery, which was sure to have little to no traffic—just what I liked.

      I adjusted the strap on my helmet while we waited for the light to change, pulled it a little tighter, then gripped the bike’s handholds, getting ready to take off again. Then suddenly there was the roar of a powerful engine to my right. I started to turn my head when the handlebars on my bike were wrenched out of my grasp. I tipped to the right and the bike and I were dragged into the intersection. The big black vehicle sheered away and the bike and I went down, sliding across the sea of asphalt, which was littered with dirt, pebbles, and shards of glass—ripping open my T-shirt and tearing the skin on my face and shoulders until I slammed into the granite curb on the west side of Fillmore Avenue.

      That’s when everything went black.
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      “Your résumé is very impressive, Dr. Alpert,” Mark Jordan, Personnel Director of Buffco Diagnostics said, looking over the crisp white piece of vellum on the tidy desk before him.

      But. Here comes the but, Richard thought bitterly.

      “But we couldn’t possibly pay you what you’re worth.”

      “I’m negotiable on salary,” Richard said, keeping his tone level.

      Jordan shook his head. They weren’t going to hire him, and salary had nothing to do with it. It was the zero he’d acquired behind his age on his last birthday that was the stumbling block. He was too damned old. Washed up at fifty.

      “Besides,” Jordan continued, “I’m sure your volunteer activities must take up a lot of your time.”

      That was an excuse. Jordan was less than a decade younger than Richard. Would Buffco Diagnostics decide he was too old in the not-too-distant future?

      Richard didn’t bother to offer a smile and stood. “I can see I’ve wasted your time.”

      “Not at all. It’s just that we’re looking for someone a little bit—”

      “Younger.”

      “We don’t discriminate by age, race, or sexual orientation,” Jordan said with conviction.

      Yeah, and they probably had a bridge in Brooklyn for sale, too.

      “I’ll see myself out,” Richard said, crossed the room, and opened the door to the neatly appointed anteroom where several other men in suits waited their turn for interviews. There wasn’t a gray hair on any of their temples.

      Richard passed the security checkpoint at the company’s main entrance, heading for the visitor’s parking lot. Scratch one more possible place of employment. Not that he needed to work. He had more money than he knew what to do with or could ever spend in a lifetime. What he wanted was something meaningful to do to occupy the long hours of the day. He missed the routine that accompanied gainful employment. He loved his wife, Brenda, and their eight-month-old daughter, Betsy, but he wanted more. He just wasn’t sure what “more” should entail.

      The temperature was already rising on that morning in early June and Richard peeled off his suit coat, then retrieved his keys as the reached his car. His cell phone gave a jangle as he unlocked the driver’s door. He grabbed it from his slacks pocket and glanced at the unfamiliar number. He opened the car door, tossed his jacket onto the passenger seat, and got in the Mercedes before tapping the talk icon.

      “Hello?”

      “Richard? It’s Dave—Jeff’s friend from the Whole Nine Yards.”

      There was something amiss about the tone of Dave’s voice. Richard’s gut tightened. “What’s wrong?”

      “Jeff and me were riding our bikes—heading for Forest Lawn.”

      “Cut to the chase,” Richard said firmly.

      “An SUV clipped Jeff while we were waiting for a red light.”

      “My God. Where is he?”

      “Sisters emergency room.”

      “And?” Richard asked, dreading the worst.

      “He’s pretty bashed up. They won’t tell me how bad.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “A couple hours ago. I called the bar, but Tom didn’t come in until about ten minutes ago. He called your house, and your wife gave him your number, and he just called and gave it to me.”

      “I can be there in about twenty minutes.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you here.”

      Richard tapped the end call icon and sat there, staring at his phone, stunned—his own disappointment already forgotten. Should he call Brenda? Yeah, call her and tell her what? Jeff’s banged up—I don’t know how bad. Go ahead and panic.

      He felt panicky enough for both of them. Still, after getting a call from Tom at the bar, she was probably already frantic. He hit the call button, flicked through to his landline’s number, and hit call.

      Brenda picked up almost immediately. “What happened?” she asked, sounding panicked.

      “Jeff was on his bike and got hit by a car.”

      “Is he alive?”

      “Yes.”

      He heard her let out a relieved breath. “Where is he?”

      “Sisters.”

      “I can be there—”

      “No. I’m on my way there now. I’ll give you a call as soon as I know anything.”

      “Okay,” she said, but she didn’t sound it. “Go!”

      They didn’t even say good-bye.

      Richard tossed his phone on top of his jacket, started the car, and put it in gear.

      The drive across town might well be the longest twenty minutes of his life.
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      Richard stormed through the emergency room doors of Sisters of Charity Hospital, waved his hospital ID at the guard on duty, and stopped dead, looking around. His first instinct was to head straight for the receptionist, but he caught sight of Dave seated in one of the ubiquitous plastic chairs in the crowded waiting area, head down and looking pale.

      Dave glanced up, his expression grim, and practically leapt to his feet, none too steady. Richard charged forward, then hesitated and turned back to the receptionist’s desk.

      “I’m Dr. Richard Alpert. My brother, Jeffrey Resnick, has been admitted. Can you tell me his condition?”

      The pretty Latina consulted her computer before answering. “Serious condition. If you’d like to see him, he’s in unit three. Through those doors to the left.”

      He knew the way. “Thank you.” But before he left the waiting room, Richard turned back to meet Dave. “What the hell happened?”

      Dave placed a hand on Richard’s arm, pulling him aside. “It was an accident. It wasn’t anything Jeff did. It was just an accident,” he said, but it sounded more like he was trying to convince himself. “Hit and run, too. The guy behind the wheel never even stopped.”

      “I’m glad you were with him, Dave.”

      “It could have been me,” Dave said sounding shell-shocked. “I’ve been riding for twenty years and … it could have been me.”

      Yeah, but it wasn’t.

      “You don’t have to stay. If you want to leave—”

      Dave shook his head. “Tom is okay with me being here until we know….” He let the sentence trail off.

      “I’ll see what’s what and come back to let you know how he’s doing,” Richard promised.

      “Thanks,” Dave said, but his expression was still shadowed by guilt.

      The ER was bustling and Richard headed straight for unit three, but instead of entering the cubicle, he paused to grab Jeff’s chart, giving it a quick read through. He let out a long breath. Things weren’t great, but they weren’t horrible, either.

      “Excuse me,” said a twenty-something nurse in pink scrubs, “but you shouldn’t be looking at a patient’s chart.”

      “Sorry. I’m Dr. Richard Albert. I’m affiliated with the hospital. Mr. Resnick is my brother.”

      “Sorry, sir. It’s just that—”

      “Has he been scheduled for surgery?”

      “Not yet. It’s been a hectic morning.”

      Richard nodded and replaced the chart. “I’d like to speak to the resident on duty.”

      “I’ll let her know, sir.”

      “Thank you.”

      The nurse nodded, and stepped away.

      Richard turned back to the draped cubicle before him, steeled his courage, pulled the privacy curtain aside, and entered.

      Jeff lay on the ER gurney, his face a swollen mass of raw pink flesh, swathed in a sea of blue: blankets and hospital gown, and surrounded by white—sheets and gauze. Richard had seen plenty of fractures during his internship at this very same hospital, and was thankful because despite the damage to Jeff’s femur and ankle, it could have been much worse. An IV bag hung over the bed, dripping into the back of his hand. Eyes glazed, Jeff lay semi-inclined, staring into space.

      “Jeff?” Richard called, stepping close to the bed.

      It seemed an eternity before Jeff swung his gaze in Richard’s direction. He seemed to have a hard time focusing. “What are you all dressed up for?” he asked, his words slurring.

      “I—I had to be somewhere this morning. How do you feel?”

      Jeff’s laugh was half-hearted. “I can’t feel a goddamned thing. I don’t give a shit about nothing … ’cept….” He frowned. “Now I’ve fucked up your day. Your week. Prolly your year, too.”

      “You haven’t fucked up my year. The day, maybe the week, but not the year,” Richard said, pulling up another one of those horribly uncomfortable plastic chairs. He sat down, practically shoulder-to-shoulder with his younger brother. “Do you remember what happened?”

      Jeff’s eyes closed and he shook his head ever so slightly. Then his brow furrowed, and he seemed to struggle to concentrate. “A tombstone. I saw a tombstone.”

      Richard’s heart froze. “Was there a name on it?” he asked, dreading the answer.

      Again, Jeff barely shook his head. “No. Jus’ from the back. Been seein’ it for a week or two. Seems like somebody—or thing—wants my attention.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Not the first time I seen it….” He reiterated, closed his eyes, and was asleep.

      Richard bowed his head and rubbed his eyes with both hands. He should ask to see the x-rays. He should call Brenda. He should walk back into the ER waiting room and give poor Dave an update, but he didn’t. He sat for long minutes, not thinking, just listening to the cardiac monitor behind the bed, knowing it was going to be one hell of a long day.
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      “Welcome home, Jeffy!” Brenda squealed as she approached Richard’s Mercedes with little Betsy Ruth attached to her left hip. She circled around to the passenger side of the car and pulled open the back door. My crutches were on the floor, and I wasn’t sure how the hell I was going to extricate myself from the car without a hell of a lot of help thanks to the calf-to-toe cast on my right leg, and the hinged brace on my knee. I hurt just about everywhere. I wished I had a date with a deep soaker tub, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

      “Ja-Ja!” Betsy called. She knew Ma-Ma and Da-Da for her mom and pop, and that I was her Ja-Ja. I’m surprised she wasn’t freaked by the road rash wounds on my face, but she held out her little arms for me. Unfortunately, there was no way I could hold her.

      “I’m gonna need some help,” I admitted.

      Richard got out of the car and circled around to join Brenda. “Can you scooch forward?”

      It was a painful trek across the seat, and it took more than a minute. The effort and discomfort to wiggle forward enough to get my ass poised on the edge of the seat and my legs out of the car left me panting and sweating.

      “My life is in the toilet,” I muttered.

      “You’re lucky to be alive,” Brenda said.

      Betsy reached for me yet again. “Ja-Ja!”

      “No, no!” Brenda said and moved behind Richard.

      He grabbed my crutches and leaned them against the car before helping me to stand.

      I’d thought a broken arm was inconvenient after I’d been mugged a little more than two years before—but four days into it, I could see a broken ankle and fractured femur was going to be much, much worse.

      “God, this sucks,” I managed with a grimace, and looked up to the big picture window of my apartment over the garage. My cat, Herschel, sat behind the glass—another part of my welcoming committee, but I wasn’t going to stay in what I’d come to feel was my home. No way was I going to be able to navigate those stairs, at least not for another six or eight weeks.

      I tucked the crutches under my arms and hobbled across the short expanse of driveway to the two steps that led to the back door of Richard’s house. Brenda held it open and I carefully stepped up into the butler’s pantry. I’d once again be staying in the bedroom right off it that years before had been occupied by the chauffeur who had driven Richard’s grandparents around town. It was known as Curtis’s room—after Curtis Johnson—but it bore no resemblance to the place where he’d lived for more than a decade. When I’d returned to Buffalo some twenty-seven months before, Richard, Brenda, and I had repainted it a calming beige. Since then, it had undergone a total transformation from a bedroom to Brenda’s craft room.

      The room contained a twin-sized daybed, but the bolsters and frilly spread were gone, replaced by a couple of standard-size pillows, sheets and a light blanket. Her crafting supplies had been put away in wicker baskets on the built-in shelving, and her gift-wrapping station had completely disappeared. The room was also a warehouse of baby equipment: stroller, toys, and a playpen that could double as a place for Betsy to nap, but they had been folded up to take up less space. The walls were all pink floral chintz and girly as hell—not my style at all.

      I turned in the opposite direction toward the kitchen, shuffling toward the maple table and collapsed into one of the chairs, setting my crutches aside. Richard took his usual seat, and Brenda placed Betsy in her highchair. “Want some coffee?” Brenda asked.

      I was going to have to crash soon, so coffee was out of the question. It amazed me how exhausting it was just to maneuver around. And though the morning was warm—soon to be hot—I didn’t want anything cold to drink. “Cocoa?” I asked.

      “Coming right up.”

      Betsy flexed her fingers, reaching for the small Tupperware container that sat in the middle of the table. Richard made a grab for it and spilled Cheerios onto the highchair’s tray.

      Brenda got to work making cocoa with milk and expensive powdered chocolate, and I looked out the window toward my apartment. I was too far away to see if Herschel was still sitting on the window sill. I turned to Richard. “Any chance Herschel can come across the driveway to stay while I’m here?”

      He frowned. “We can feed him while you mend.”

      “I’m gonna be in this cast for at least a month and a half—maybe longer.”

      “We don’t mind.”

      Yeah, but there was no way I wanted to let my cat live alone for that length of time. I decided not to push it on day one of my recovery in their home.

      “Maggie’s coming for dinner,” Brenda said, stirring the pot of warming milk. “I bought a chicken and thought I’d roast it. But we’ve got steaks—or we could get a few lobsters. You can have anything you want,” she offered.

      “Chicken’s great,” I said, my gaze straying back to the window and the garage apartment beyond. And then I was hit by that stinking vision of the back side of a tombstone. It had happened so many times that I knew I was going to have to address it soon. I got the feeling that the grave might be somewhere in Forest Lawn Cemetery—Dave’s and my destination on the day of my accident. I needed to go there, but there was no way I could do it on my own—not in my present condition. And how was I going to convince Richard—or anyone else—to take me there?

      Richard must have noticed my suddenly vapid stare. “Jeff, are you okay?”

      I shook myself. “Sorry. I got lost in thought.”

      “Ja-Ja!” Betsy cried, and offered me a Cheerio. I let her feed it to me—which made her giggle.

      “We’re glad you’re here,” Richard said, taking in his wife and daughter. But this was his place, not mine. All I wanted was to just go home to my own couch or bed.

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” Brenda said as she took a big blue mug from one of the cabinets. “There was a message on your phone. The bank called. Something about your credit card. They want you to call them ASAP.” She reached into her pocket and withdrew a slip of paper. “I wrote down the number.”

      My cell phone had arrived at the hospital DOA, and I couldn’t reach the phone on the wall across the way. “Can I borrow your cell?” I asked Richard.

      He retrieved it from his pants pocket and handed it to me. I punched in the number, sorted through the options, and surprisingly enough got a live person in no time flat. After giving them answers to my security questions, and supplying the last four digits of my Social Security number, the woman on the line got down to business.

      “There’s been a charge against your account made in Florence, Italy.”

      “When?”

      “Yesterday.”

      I sighed. “I broke my leg and have been in the hospital since Friday, so it wasn’t me.”

      “That’s what we thought. We put a freeze on the account and will now cancel it. You won’t be responsible for the charge, and we’ll send you a new card.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You should receive your new card in seven to ten business days. And please let us know if we can assist you in any way in the future.”

      “Thank you. Bye.” I hit the end-call icon and handed the phone to Richard.

      “What was that all about?”

      I shrugged. “My credit card was compromised. They’re going to send me a new one.”

      He shook his head. “That seems to happen way too often these days.”

      “I guess it’s better it happened now—when I’m not likely to have to use it for a while. Otherwise, it could be really inconvenient.”

      Richard nodded.

      Betsy offered me yet another Cheerio, which I gladly received.

      Brenda finished making the cocoa and brought the mug to me. “Do you want some cookies to go with that?”

      “What kind?”

      “Oatmeal.”

      “Sounds good.”

      She headed across the kitchen, snagged a handful from the jar on the counter, placed them on a plate, and brought them to the table. I took one, and so did Richard.  Brenda sat at the table and did likewise.

      I nibbled on my cookie, sipped my cocoa, and looked out the window once again. I still couldn’t tell if Herschel was in the window.

      “Have you got any plans for the day?” Richard asked.

      “You mean besides crashing?” I shook my head. “But I don’t want to go to bed, and I’m afraid I might fall off the couch.”

      “Then it’s a good thing we bought a new recliner for the living room. It arrived just this morning,” Brenda said.

      I knew that Richard despised the idea of a recliner. He associated them with lower middle class TV stereotypes—think Archie Bunker from a million years ago. He preferred to use a hassock, which matched his favorite chair in his study.

      “Whoa, what great timing.” My bum ankle began to throb. I might have to switch chairs at the kitchen table so that I could rest it on the unused one.

      I sipped more of my cocoa. Richard and Brenda polished off their cookies while CP tossed Cheerios onto the kitchen floor. We seemed to have lost the art of conversation.

      And then I saw it … again. That damned, stinking tombstone! But this time there was movement off to the left. I wasn’t sure what it was—maybe the swish of fabric—but the vision winked out before I could be sure. I hitched in a breath.

      “Is that leg bothering you?” Brenda asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “We should have stopped at the pharmacy to get your meds,” Richard said. “I’ll do that right away.” But probably not soon enough to stop the pain that was already escalating.

      I drained my cup. “I’d sure like to try out your new recliner, if you don’t mind, Rich.”

      “Not at all.” He stood and handed me my crutches. I still didn’t feel comfortable using them, worried they’d slip out from under me and I’d fall. The last thing I needed was to take a tumble and break something else. As it was, the helmet I’d worn the day of the accident had probably saved me from suffering a concussion, but it hadn’t done a thing to save the skin on my face. Thanks to the ointment that covered my cheeks, chin, and nose, I looked like some kind of gunky monster.

      A nurse at the hospital had gone over a long—a very long—list of things that I would need done for me in the next few weeks. Richard had assured her that Brenda would be up to the task. I hadn’t heard Brenda’s take on that pronouncement.

      I struggled to my feet and Richard led the way to the rather gloomy living room. It wasn’t my favorite room in the Alpert family manse. Later, when the sun swung into the west, it would be a more welcoming place. But at just after eleven in the morning, it was a rather depressing space.

      The couch and other chairs had been moved to accommodate the rather large, dark brown leather wing chair that faced the big plasma TV. It didn’t look at all like a recliner, which I’m sure was the point. Brenda joined us, with CP straddling her left hip.

      “Take a seat,” Richard invited.

      I did, and was surprised at how comfortable the chair was.

      “Just push back and the leg rest will pop up,” Brenda encouraged.

      I did so. Not bad.

      Brenda handed the baby to Richard. “I’ve got a nice fluffy pillow over here to prop up that leg.” She retrieved it, gently moving my leg, making sure I was comfortable.

      “Is there anything you want—need?” Richard asked.

      I let out a long breath. Yeah, a fully functional leg. “Just a nap.”

      He nodded.

      “Thanks for the chair. It’s great,” I said, feeling guilty at how they’d had to change their lives to accommodate me once again.

      “We needed a new one,” Brenda piped up, which was a lie since now the symmetry of the room was totally off balance. Brenda would figure out how to fix that—but not anytime soon. “Would you like me to draw the drapes?”

      I shook my head. “I’m good. I just need to crash.”

      Brenda made a grab for something on the coffee table and pressed it into my right hand; a little brass bell. “Just give a ring if you need anything, okay?”

      I could have used a trip to the john, but things weren’t dire, and really, it was getting difficult to keep my eyes open. I pushed back farther in the chair until it was in the full reclining position. “I feel rotten putting you guys to so much trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble at all,” Richard said, but again, I knew a lie when I heard it. At that moment, there was nothing I could do to alleviate the problem, and that’s just what I had become to them once again: a big fucking problem. The thought made my throat constrict, but before I could say anything, I’d fallen into an exhausted sleep.
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      I awoke with a start, realizing someone was holding my hand.

      “It’s okay,” said a familiar voice. “It’s just me.”

      Maggie—my lady of two years.

      She’d been a regular visitor at the hospital, but had never stayed long. Same with my friend Dave, whose visits I’d come to dread. He felt terrible about my accident, blaming himself, which was just ridiculous. It was an accident. Period. He wouldn’t listen to me. When he wasn’t apologizing, he was talking about life at the bar. How our boss, Tom Link, had been interviewing potential bartenders to take my place. I didn’t like the sound of that, either. But there was no way I was going to be able to go back to work for at least two months—and it wasn’t likely there’d be a job for me until I was able to stand on my own two feet for several hours on end. The thought depressed the hell out of me and I tried to put it out of my mind.

      “Brenda says supper’s going to be ready in a while. Do you need anything right now?” Maggie said.

      I wanted to stop hurting.  I wanted to be whole again. I wanted the past few days to have been just a terrible nightmare that I’d awaken from and all would be well.

      “No, thanks.”

      I still hadn’t gone to the can, but I got the feeling Maggie wasn’t going to be too interested in taking me there. Or rather, helping me once I got there.

      I pushed myself up into a sitting position, which made the situation all the more urgent. Maggie removed her hand from mine. “I guess I should hit the can.” I could see by the angle of the sun that I’d slept far later than I’d expected.

      “Sure.” Maggie stood.  Back at the hospital, she had at least learned the basics of helping me to stand, and had my crutches at the ready. Too bad the doorways were the narrow standard of the nineteen twenties; it would’ve been cool to zoom around the floor in one of those motorized scooters, but it was going to be crutches or nothing.

      Maggie followed me out of the room but stopped me.

      “You’re going the wrong way.”

      I craned my neck to take her in.

      “The powder room’s over there,” she insisted.

      “There’s not enough room for me to maneuver. I’ll have to head for Brenda’s craft room.”

      She nodded. We continued down the hall that led to the kitchen, where Brenda was stationed at the counter making a salad, and CP was strapped in her highchair, taking a snooze.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” Brenda called. “It’s about time you woke up. Want a beer?”

      “A real one?” I asked.

      “Well, no. Non-alcoholic. But you can pretend.”

      “Maybe later. I’m heading for the bathroom.”

      “I spread your meds out on the dresser.  You’re in line for a pain pill if you want it.”

      Did I ever. “Thanks.”

      I nodded and hobbled through the butler’s pantry and into Brenda’s craft room. I noticed and stopped in front of a newly installed dresser and pulled open a drawer. Brenda had already filled it with clothes—none of which I recognized. There seemed to be about a dozen pairs of shorts and sweatpants, and I guessed that would be my wardrobe for the foreseeable future. I’d have to thank her. She’d gone to a lot of trouble to accommodate me.

      Leaning half on the crutches and half against the dresser, I shook out a pain pill. Once in the bathroom, I washed it down with water. Maggie hung back while I took care of business, and seemed antsy to get back to a part of the house that wouldn’t be used as a sickroom. Truth be told, I felt the same way.

      We made it back to the kitchen and found Richard had joined Brenda and had made himself a drink. “What can I get you, Maggie?”

      “A G and T will work fine.”

      “We’re going to have dinner in the dining room. Would you like to have your drinks there or in the living room?”

      Everyone looked at me, and I felt like a pinned bug. “The living room, I guess.”

      “Go on in, and I’ll bring them out,” Richard said.

      “Can I help you with anything, Brenda?” Maggie asked, sounding just a little desperate. Thanks to my funny feelings, I can tune into Maggie pretty well, but I wasn’t sure what was going on with her just then. I wasn’t sure I wanted to, because it didn’t exactly feel good.

      “If you want, you can set the table.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “I’ll meet you in the living room as soon as I finish Maggie’s drink,” Richard said.

      I nodded, heading in that direction.

      I’d barely gotten settled in the recliner by the time my brother arrived with my so-called beer. He handed it to me. “Thanks.”

      He sat down on the couch, took a look around the room, and frowned. He didn’t like the furniture placement, either. He sipped his scotch. “You mentioned something at the hospital the day of your accident. Something about a tombstone.”

      “Yeah,” I said, and took a swig of my pseudo beer and fought against a grimace. It wasn’t very good. “I saw it a few times before and several times since that day.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “I have no idea. I’m thinking it might be a while before I have an opportunity to figure it out, too.”

      “Do you know where this tombstone is?”

      I thought about it.  “Not exactly.”

      “Have you ever been there before?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You don’t sound at all sure.”

      “I’m not. But once these things start, they keep bugging me until I figure them out.”

      “Maybe when you’re feeling up to it, we can take a drive around the cemeteries you and Dave rode your bikes through.”

      “Maybe,” I said. The thought of ever riding a bicycle again didn’t exactly thrill me. “Have we heard from the cops about the accident?”

      Richard took another sip of his drink. “Not since the first time I spoke with them. Unfortunately, my guess is it’s not a high priority.”

      “That’s occurred to me, too.”

      We sipped our drinks. The silence felt awkward.

      “By the way, Dave called,” Richard said at last. “He wants you to call him. I guess Tom hired someone to take your shifts.”

      “It was bound to happen,” I said, and wished the damn pain pill would kick in. My leg hurt so much, and in two different spots, and I wondered if I’d be able to eat the dinner Brenda had gone to such trouble to prepare. I changed the subject, looking on the bright side. “I’m so glad to be out of that lousy hospital.”

      “Now, now—you got great care.”

      “But it wasn’t home. And as much as you guys have done for me—and I sincerely appreciate it—when can I go home to my cat?”

      “At least six weeks,” Richard said, but he didn’t face me. He didn’t seem all that crazy about the idea of me being his guest for the bulk of the summer, either.

      “That’s an awfully long time for Herschel to be separated from me.”

      “It’ll go by in the blink of an eye.”

      Considering the time I’d spent in the hospital had gone by at glacial speed, I doubted that. I glanced at the clock on the mantle. It was just after seven and I wondered how long it would be before I could make my excuses and hit the sack. But what if I couldn’t sleep? There was no TV in my recovery room. At the hospital, I’d left the TV on all night long so that when I awoke—which seemed like every fifteen minutes or so—I could flip channels until I found something to interest me, and then conk out for a few minutes before waking with a start once again. There wasn’t even a book or magazine to help pass time in Brenda’s craft room.

      The next couple of months looked pretty damned bleak indeed.

      “Supper’s ready!” Brenda called from the open doorway, then turned and disappeared.

      “We’d better go,” Richard said and stood. He took the half-empty bottle from me and picked up and handed me my crutches. God, how I hated those damn aluminum sticks. That I had to depend on them for the next six to eight weeks made me loathe them even more.

      I made my way to the seldom-used dining room. The overly bright chandelier over the table scorched my retinas. “Where should I plop?”

      Richard shrugged. “Anywhere.”

      I plunked down on the next-to-last seat on the right side and somehow managed to maneuver my injured leg onto the chair where Richard’s wizened grandfather used to sit at the head of the table. Richard took the seat where his nasty grandmother had resided at the west end of the table. Brenda came in with Betsy on her hip once more, while Maggie hauled in the highchair. The baby’s chair went on Richard’s left.

      It took another couple of minutes to bring all the food to the table, and then the passing of bowls and platters commenced. Again, the conversation was virtually nil as we chowed down. I still couldn’t understand what was going on with Maggie, but maybe it was because the pain pill had begun to kick in.

      Something felt wrong—very wrong—but then everything felt wrong from the time the handlebars of my bike got snagged by that damn SUV.

      I had a feeling it was going to take an awfully damn long time for things to feel right again.
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      I didn’t catch up with Dave at the bar for another couple of days. I just didn’t feel like calling him. Thanks to damn Vicodin, I didn’t feel like doing much of anything except lying in that recliner with the TV on. The pills made me feel all gummed up, but going without them made me feel even worse.

      Maggie called me a couple of times a day, but seemed distracted—or maybe it was me who couldn’t focus. The days ran into one another with no real start or end.

      I waited until dinner that night to broach the subject so near to Dave’s heart; me checking out my replacement at the bar. That night, Brenda made scampi, but my stomach roiled at the thought of garlic, so my evening meal consisted of buttered slices of Italian bread and a bite or two of salad.

      “Are you doing anything tonight, Rich?”

      My brother’s gaze seemed focused on his plate, but he’d only been toying with his entrée. I don’t glom onto what he thinks or feels like I do with so many others, but I could tell he’d been preoccupied by something for days and that whatever it was had been eating at him. No doubt he’d kept it to himself to spare me, but I didn’t need coddling. Maybe we’d get to it later, but first I needed to placate Dave.

      “What have you got in mind?”

      “Dave’s pretty upset because Tom hired a woman to take my place at the bar.”

      “Male chauvinist pig,” Brenda muttered, and stabbed a grape tomato in her salad.

      “I don’t think so. Dave’s sister is a Special Ed teacher in the Iroquois School District and he couldn’t be more proud of her. He even speaks well of his ex-wife.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Richard asked.

      I shrugged and offered a wry smile. “He said that woman gives off bad vibes.”

      “That I can understand,” Brenda said. She too had a smidge of what she called ‘the second sight.’ Not as pronounced as my own so-called gift, but enough to make even Richard a believer.

      “I wouldn’t mind a night out of harness,” he said.

      “Oh, yeah?” Brenda asked. So far, she’d been my primary caregiver, as well as taking care of CP and the house.

      “I’m not sure I could stay much more than half an hour,” I said, “but I’d like to go—if only to shut Dave up.”

      “Brenda?” Richard asked.

      “You don’t need my permission,” she said, but the three of us knew that wasn’t exactly true. Still, I was happy she wasn’t opposed to us having an abbreviated boys night out.

      It was just after eight when the two of us left the house and I wedged myself into the front seat of Richard’s Mercedes. It wasn’t comfortable because I had to recline the seat in order to accommodate my leg, but I hadn’t taken my scheduled pain pill because I wanted to be acutely aware of what was going on at The Whole Nine Yards. I’d probably be sorry about that decision, but I was also curious to learn about the person who had superseded me.

      Richard pulled up to the driveway in front of the bar’s parking lot and stopped. “Do you want to get out here?”

      Since it was easier to hobble an extra ten or twenty feet than struggle out of the car on my own, I shook my head. “Grab the handicapped spot in the lot and we’ll go from there.” I grabbed the red temporary parking tag Richard had acquired on my behalf, ready to hang it from the rearview mirror, but the spot was taken by an illegally parked Jeep. We ended up leaving the car two blocks out. He helped me get out of the car, handed me my crutches, and we started down the sidewalk.

      During the past two years, my schedule at The Whole Nine Yards had pretty much been in flux depending on Dave’s whims. He’d worked for our boss, Tom, for nearly ten years. Tips were better on the weekends, so Dave worked those evening hours. He also worked the more lucrative evening shifts on days when there were likely to be more customers. It wasn’t fair, but that was the way it was. If I didn’t have a wealthy brother who cut me tons of slack, I’d have been up shit’s creek.

      Then again, the sliding schedule had actually worked to my advantage, since I might have to call in sick if I got one of my skull-pounding headaches thanks to the mugging that had nearly killed me a little over two years before. But they’d diminished with the ever expanding span of time between them.

      A creeping uneasiness began to inch up my spine as we approached the bar’s front door. We could hear boisterous laughter and saw the bar was packed, which was unusual for a Tuesday night.

      “I’ll get the door,” Richard said, and held it open as I staggered up the steps and into the tavern. The joint was really hopping. All the stools at the bar were full, as were a majority of tables. Both of the big-screen TVs were tuned to competing baseball games, with the sound off and closed-captioning on, while satellite radio played adult-contemporary music booming from a stereo on a newly installed shelf on the western wall.

      “Hey, Jeff!” called my boss, Tom, from across the crowded room. He had to elbow his way through the mob to join us. “Hey, how ya doin’?” he asked, taking in my cast, brace, and crutches.

      “Better,” I had to practically shout.

      “Hey, Richard,” he greeted my sibling, who nodded in return.

      “Siddown, siddown,” Tom encouraged me, but
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