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Chapter 1: The Funeral
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The rain fell in sheets, obscuring the mourners gathered around the grave. David Mitchell stood at the front, his sons flanking him like sentinels—seventeen-year-old Ryan on his right, fourteen-year-old Connor on his left. The priest's words washed over them, meaningless sounds in the downpour.

Sarah had been dead for three months.

Three months since the car accident. Three months since the police officer had knocked on their door at 2 AM. Three months since their world had shattered into a thousand irreparable pieces.

David felt Ryan shift beside him, the boy's jaw clenched so tight it looked painful. Connor hadn't cried since the hospital. He'd just gone quiet, disappearing into his room for hours, emerging only for meals he barely touched.

"Ashes to ashes, dust to dust..."

David's hand tightened on the umbrella handle. He should be comforting his sons. He should be strong. But he felt hollow, scraped clean of everything except a dull, constant ache.

The service ended. People filed past, offering condolences that blurred together. David nodded mechanically, shook hands, accepted embraces from people whose faces he barely registered.

"Mr. Mitchell?" A woman's voice, soft and uncertain.

He turned. She was perhaps forty, with auburn hair plastered to her face by the rain, wearing a black dress that hung loose on her thin frame. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her makeup smudged.

"I'm sorry," she said, her voice breaking. "I'm so sorry for your loss. Sarah was... she was such a light."

David didn't recognize her. Sarah had known so many people through her volunteer work, her book club, the PTA. This must be one of them.

"Thank you," he managed.

The woman's face crumpled. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't... this isn't the time. I just wanted you to know that she touched so many lives. Mine included." She pressed a business card into his hand. "If you or your boys ever need anything. Anything at all."

Before David could respond, she turned and hurried away, disappearing into the crowd of mourners.

Ryan took the card from his father's hand. "Valerie Cross. Life Coach and Wellness Consultant." He raised an eyebrow. "Did Mom know her?"

David shrugged. "Probably from one of her groups."

They drove home in silence, the windshield wipers beating a steady rhythm. The house felt too large, too empty. Sarah's presence—her laugh, her energy, the way she'd filled every room with warmth—was gone, leaving behind only echoes.

Connor went straight to his room. Ryan hesitated at the bottom of the stairs.

"Dad? Are you okay?"

David wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the question. Okay? Would he ever be okay again?

"I'm fine, son. Go on up. I'll order pizza for dinner."

Ryan's expression said he didn't believe him, but he nodded and climbed the stairs.

David stood in the kitchen, surrounded by casseroles from well-meaning neighbors. The business card lay on the counter where Ryan had tossed it. Valerie Cross. He didn't remember Sarah mentioning her, but then again, there was so much he didn't know about his wife's daily life. He'd been so focused on work, on providing, while Sarah had managed everything else—the boys, the house, the entire infrastructure of their lives.

Now that infrastructure was crumbling, and he had no idea how to hold it together.
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Chapter 2: First Contact
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Two weeks later, David found himself staring at his phone at 11 PM, Valerie Cross's business card on the desk beside him. Downstairs, he could hear Ryan moving around in the kitchen—another sleepless night. Connor had stopped coming out of his room except for school.

The school counselor had called. Connor was failing three classes. Ryan had gotten into a fight, something about someone making a joke about his dead mother. David had sat in the principal's office, trying to focus on words like "grief counseling" and "support systems," but all he could think was that Sarah would have known what to say. Sarah would have fixed this.

He picked up the card again. Life Coach and Wellness Consultant. It was probably some new-age nonsense. But what did he have to lose?

He typed out a text before he could overthink it: "Ms. Cross, this is David Mitchell. We met at my wife's funeral. I'm not sure if you meant it, but you said if we needed anything... My sons are struggling. I don't know how to help them."

He hit send before he could delete it.

The response came within minutes: "David, I'm so glad you reached out. Of course I meant it. Sarah would want her boys taken care of. Can we meet for coffee tomorrow? I have some experience with grief counseling. No charge—I just want to help."

Something about the immediate response, the familiarity of using his first name, made him hesitate. But then he thought of Connor's blank eyes, Ryan's clenched fists, and typed back: "Tomorrow at 2? There's a Starbucks on Maple Street."

"Perfect. I'll be there. You're doing the right thing, David. Asking for help is the hardest step."

The next afternoon, David arrived at Starbucks ten minutes early. He almost left twice before he saw her walk in.

Valerie looked different than she had at the funeral. Her hair was styled, her makeup carefully applied. She wore jeans and a soft sweater that somehow managed to look both casual and expensive. When she saw him, her face lit up with a warm smile.

"David." She took his hand in both of hers, her grip surprisingly strong. "Thank you for meeting me. I know this must be so hard."

They ordered coffee—she insisted on paying—and settled at a corner table.

"I should be honest," Valerie said, leaning forward. "I didn't know Sarah as well as I wish I had. We met at a women's wellness retreat about six months ago. She was so vibrant, so full of life. We only talked for an afternoon, but she made such an impression. When I heard about the accident..." Her eyes filled with tears. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't make this about me."

"It's okay," David said, though he felt a slight confusion. Sarah had never mentioned a wellness retreat. But then, she'd never mentioned a lot of her activities to him. He'd been too busy to ask.

"Tell me about your boys," Valerie said, dabbing at her eyes. "Ryan and Connor, right? Sarah talked about them so much that afternoon. She was so proud."

For the next hour, David found himself talking—really talking—for the first time since Sarah's death. About Ryan's anger, Connor's withdrawal, his own sense of drowning in responsibilities he didn't know how to manage. Valerie listened with such focus, such genuine concern, that he felt something loosen in his chest.

"You're carrying too much," she said finally. "You're trying to be both parents, and you're grieving too. That's not sustainable, David."

"I don't have a choice."

"Maybe you do." She reached across the table, her hand covering his. "Let me help. I know you don't know me, but I've been where you are. I lost my husband five years ago. I know what it's like to feel like you're drowning while everyone expects you to swim. And I know about teenage boys—my nephew lived with me for two years after his parents died. I'm not saying I have all the answers, but I might have some tools that could help."

David looked at her hand on his. It felt both inappropriate and comforting. He gently pulled away, but nodded.

"What kind of tools?"

"Family counseling techniques. Grief exercises. Practical stuff—meal planning, routine building, things that create structure when everything feels chaotic. And honestly? Sometimes just having another adult around who understands. Someone the boys can talk to who isn't their grieving father."

It made sense. It made too much sense. David felt the first flutter of hope he'd experienced in weeks.

"I can't pay much," he said. "Insurance doesn't cover this kind of thing, and—"

"David." Valerie's voice was gentle but firm. "I'm not asking for money. Sarah was kind to me when I needed it. Let me pay that forward. Please."

Red flags should have gone up. Free help from a near-stranger. But David was drowning, and she was offering a life raft.

"Okay," he said. "Thank you."

Valerie's smile was radiant. "Why don't I come by this weekend? Saturday afternoon? I can meet the boys, we can have dinner together. Nothing formal, just getting to know each other. Then we can figure out what kind of support would help most."

David hesitated only a moment before nodding.

He didn't notice the way Valerie's smile changed as she looked down at her coffee, or the calculating gleam in her eyes. He was too busy feeling grateful that someone, anyone, was willing to help carry the weight that was crushing him.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
WEB OF DECEIT

Wilhelm van Jaarsveld





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





