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    To my wife, Sue. My biggest blessing. 

      

    

Chip Smith
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Tuesday changed the life of Jo Stuart forever. Short for Josephine, the girl had led a charmed life thus far. But Tuesday changed all that. There was nothing specific about that day. Just another third day of the week. 

Jo and her parents lived in Scranton, Pennsylvania, in a lovely upper-class neighborhood. Brandon was an executive at a software company and his wife, Julia, was the local librarian at the public high school. 

Their combined salaries afforded them a privileged lifestyle, including trips to Hawaii regularly. Life was good. 

Jo was a precocious eight-year-old whose blond hair broke with family genes. Her parents were both brunettes. She was a friend to everybody at school, and her personality sparkled. Jo’s teacher knew the little girl would have a bright future. How could she not?

“We will be right back, Jo. You and Mary stay here and we’ll all go out for supper at Wendy’s. Fries included,” her mother Julia called out.

Mary Stanton was in the same class with Jo and lived just down the street. The girls were inseparable. They could laugh and giggle all day long and start all over again the next day. “Let’s dress our dolls,” Mary said. “We can make them look silly,” she laughed.

“I’ll give mine crazy hair for Halloween,” Jo smiled. When Mary finished with her doll, the girls laughed so hard, tears rolled down their cheeks.

About an hour later, Jo and Mary were getting hungry. Jo kept an eye out for her parents from her bedroom window. It was almost dark when a police car with lights flashing pulled into their driveway.

“Oh no,” Jo said as they dashed downstairs. Jo threw the door open before the officers could knock. “What’s happened?” Jo asked in a panic. She could see tears in the female officer’s eyes.

“May we come in, young lady?” Jo swallowed hard and held the door open. “Let’s sit, if you don’t mind,” the male officer said.

Looking at Jo, he asked. “Are you the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Stuart?” Jo nodded yes. “I’m afraid there has been a terrible accident and your mom and dad didn’t make it out alive. We are so sad to have to bring you this news. Is there anyone we can call that can come take care of you?” the woman asked.

Jo just stared ahead as though she didn’t comprehend the news. Mary was in tears and put her arm around her friend. “You can stay with us, Jo. My folks won’t mind at all.”

Finally, the dam broke, and Jo was overwhelmed by wracking sobs. She couldn’t speak. Though it was against protocol, the female officer, Beverly, got up and held Jo until the sobs slowly faded. When Jo was coherent enough, Beverly asked her about any extended family.

Jo shook her head and finally spoke. “I want to know what happened before we talk about that,” she said firmly.

Beverly looked at the other officer for guidance. She was a rookie and had never encountered this situation before. He nodded for her to proceed. “It had sprinkled,” Beverly began. “A semi-truck took a corner too fast and slid off the road and into your parent’s car. There was nothing they could have done. I can tell you they didn’t suffer. I wish we could say more. Just know that it wasn’t their fault. Now, can we talk about family?” Beverly asked.

“There is no one that I know of,” Jo answered. “I don’t have any brothers or sisters. It’s just me. My grandparents died when I was five. It was a plane crash, if that matters.”

“I’m so sorry,” Beverly said. “We need to call child protective services and have them come here so we can be sure you are well taken care of.” Tom, her partner, made the call.

The bond between the two girls was clear. Mary took Jo’s hand and led her to an overstuffed chair. They huddled together; no words were spoken.

About thirty-minutes later, a grey-haired woman, who seemed older than her fifty years, arrived from the county. Once apprised of the situation, she got down on one knee and spoke to Jo. “I’m so sorry, dear girl. My name is Connie. I can’t imagine how hard this is for you, but we need to find a place for you to stay tonight. Tomorrow we can see what’s best in the long run.”

Mary repeated her offer about Jo staying with her family. “Do they live close by?” Connie asked.

“Just down the street. 1029 Cumberworth,” Mary said matter-of-factly. “Jo is my best friend, and my parents and Jo’s are good friends too.”

“I’ll take the girls to Mary’s house while you two officers can follow up on the accident, if that is all right with you?” Connie offered.

“That sounds like the best course of action,” Beverly nodded. “Is that all right with you, Tom?”

“Sounds right to me,” he nodded.

Jo and Mary walked hand-in-hand to Connie’s car and slid into the back seat. “Just turn that way,” Mary said, pointing to the left. “It’s the house with the red car in front.”

As Connie and the girls walked up the driveway, Mary’s mother, Claire, rushed out the front door. She could tell something was wrong seeing a stranger with the girls.

“You wait here a moment,” Connie said to the girls. “Mary, let me talk to your mother.”

The two women spoke quietly for a moment. Claire’s knees almost buckled with the dreadful news. Connie’s steadying hand kept her from falling. 

At that moment, Bruce, Mary’s dad, came outside. His wife told him what had happened to Jo’s parents. His first instinct was to run over to Jo and swept her up in his arms. “Oh, sweetheart, this is terrible news. We are so sorry. Let’s all go inside and have something to drink. We have hot coco if that sounds good?”

Jo slid to the ground and nodded. “Ok, Mr. Stanton. I’d like that.”

Claire took the girls to the kitchen and fixed the cocoa. Bruce can’t boil water, she smiled to herself.

The girls drank their cocoa in silence. “Why don’t you two go up to Mary’s room so the adults can talk together, if that’s ok?” Claire suggested.

Mary took a paper towel from the counter and smiled at her friend. “You have a chocolate mustache,” she giggled. Mary tore off a piece of the towel and wiped her friend’s face. They went upstairs while the adults watched the two friends disappear into Mary’s room.

“This is awkward,” Connie said to the Stantons. “It’s pretty late in the day to find a foster home for Jo. Mary mentioned you might have her stay overnight. She has no relatives, so it may take a while to get her settled.”

Claire and Bruce looked at each other and knew from their years together what each other was thinking. “Could we keep her permanently?” Claire asked.

Connie was taken aback by their question. “Don’t you need to talk with one another before making such an offer? It’s an enormous responsibility to take on, and there is a lot of paperwork and home inspections.”

“Mary and Jo have been joined at the hip since they were three,” Bruce said. “Jo’s father and I played golf together almost every week. It’s what the Stewarts would have wanted. We have the room, as you can see.”

“Do you agree, Mrs. Stanton?”

“Of course. There is no way Jo is being shuffled off to a foster home. No slight to you and the system intended,” she offered.

“I have the needed forms for you to sign in my car that will allow you to keep Jo for at least a week. In the meantime, we will arrange for your interviews and a home visit, if you’re sure.”

“We are,” the Stanton’s said in unison.

Thirty minutes later, Connie left after she talked with Jo for a few minutes. Jo was happy to stay. “I’ll be praying for you, young lady. I’m not supposed to say that, but there it is.”

“Thank you for letting me stay here,” Jo said, and gave Connie a hug. It brought tears to the social worker’s eyes. “God bless you, Jo. I hope to see you again soon.”

The Stanton’s gained custody of Jo as foster parents a month later. The days after the accident were difficult. Jo woke up several nights a week crying, but Mary was her comfort. Eventually, good days outnumbered the bad. By the end of the school year, Jo seemed to have adjusted to the new reality. Her irrepressible personality emerged, and life became as normal as possible considering the circumstance.

Jo was nine, going on twenty, her new parents laughed. “The Stewarts did an amazing job raising Jo,” Claire said to Bruce one night in bed. “I hope she knows how much we love her.”

“The way you dote on her assures that,” he smiled. 

“Do you mind telling me if there is something the matter?” Claire asked. “You seem a little down these days.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Just a few work problems to solve. Not to worry,” Bruce smiled.

“Ok. Just checking. You know how much I love you,” Claire said.

“I know. You’re the best.”

Bruce was a loving husband and father to his newly expanded family. His Achilles heel was his penchant to stuff his emotions. This time, it would cost him dearly. Not wanting to disappoint his wife, Claire, he hid his growing anxiety over his increasingly desperate situation.

A few months later, after Jo came to live with them, Bruce found a note under his windshield wiper. “Pay up by Friday or live to regret it.” No signature was needed. Bruce knew he was in deep trouble. What he hadn’t told his wife was that he had lost his job a few months previously. The company downsized, and he fell victim. 

However, the worse problem was his now unmanageable gambling addiction. Trying to make up for his lost income, he made the terrible decision to win it back on sports betting. Besides being in debt to unsavory people, he had mortgaged the house to the limit. His financial troubles were snowballing. His credit cards were past due. I’ve got to tell Claire somehow, he promised himself, but it never happened. 

Friday arrived, and Bruce didn’t have the cash to repay his loans. He was sitting in a parking lot when the window of his BMW shattered next to his head. An arm reached into the car and grabbed him by the hair. “We warned you, Bruce.” 

The noise from the pistol fired next to his head was ear-shattering. Blood poured down his cheek from a ruptured eardrum. “You have one more week and next time it will be permanent,” the man growled.

The stress of his situation made clear thinking impossible. I’ve destroyed my family’s future, he thought while wiping the blood from his face. They are better off without me.

Of course, that wasn’t true, but in Bruce’s mind, he saw no way out. He drove home and parked a few houses down from his address. Entering the back door, he went upstairs and retrieved his pistol from the gun safe. He knew his plan was drastic, but a debt of $250,000 dollars would be impossible to repay. I have to get to them before they kill me. It’s them or me.

Bruce drove downtown to one of the sleaziest area of Scranton and waited until it was dark. Light from the loan shark’s office window made it clear that Sal was in. I’ve no other choice, Bruce said over and over.

He waited a few more minutes to screw up his courage and stepped out of his vehicle. Staying in the shadows, Bruce made his way to the front door and tried the handle. The door was unlocked. He threw the door open and stepped inside, gun in hand. 

To his shock, Sal was not at his desk but stood in a dark hallway. The loan shark had seen Bruce and was ready. “If that’s the way you want to go,” Sal sneered, “say goodbye. You should have just paid your debt.”

The blast from Sal’s own weapon hit Bruce in the head. He crumbled in a heap by the front door. His lifeless body fell awkwardly, with his legs badly twisted. 

Sal couldn’t exactly call the police, so with considerable effort, he hauled Bruce’s body outside and put him in the trunk of Bruce’s car. Next, he drove the BMW down an alley and parked it several blocks from Sal’s office. He walked away with no regrets. People should honor their debts.  

That night, Claire was getting panicked. Bruce was never late for dinner. She called his office to see if he was stuck in a meeting. Her first understanding of Bruce’s situation came when the switchboard operator told her that Mr. Stanton no longer worked at the company. “There has to be some mistake. Bruce is a senior executive,” Claire insisted. 

“Not as of three months ago. The company had to downsize, and your husband was let go. I’m sorry you didn’t know. Can I help you in any other way?” the woman asked.

“Claire didn’t respond and hung up the phone. What is going on? Why wouldn’t Bruce tell me?”

Claire panicked but tried to put a good face on it. Maybe he got another job? But he would have said something if that were true. When he gets home, we are going to have a serious talk. 

But Bruce didn’t come home. Claire called all their friends, trying to find out anything that would help find him. By the next morning, she called the police. By chance, the officers who arrived at her door were the same partners that had delivered the bad news about Jo’s parents months before.

When the doorbell rang, Mary and Jo happened to be the closest and opened the door. It shocked Beverly to see the two girls together. “Hello, Jo,” Beverly said. “We didn’t know this was your house, Mary. Is Jo staying with you now?”

“We’re a family,” Mary beamed. 

“May we come in, please?” Beverly’s partner asked. Just then, Claire arrived on the scene. She didn’t want to alarm the children and invited the officers inside. 

“You to go up and play while I talk to these nice people,” Claire said a bit too firmly.

“Is something wrong, Mom?” Mary asked.

Thinking fast, she made up an excuse. “No, dear. We are just going to talk about a fundraiser for the police. Now run along, please.”

Jo and Mary looked doubtful, but did as they were told. Once they were out of earshot, Claire led the officers to the living room. “Thank you for coming. How did the children know you?” she asked.

“We had the sad job of telling Jo that her parents were killed. Jo and Mary were so loving together. We were impressed. Mary says you are a family now. Are you adopting?” Beverly asked.

“We are in the process,” Claire said. “The reason I called for help is that my husband Bruce didn’t come home last night. I called his cell several times, but it goes to voicemail. There must be something wrong. He’s never even late for dinner.”

“What else can you tell us that might explain his absence?” Beverly’s partner, Tom, asked.

“In the process of calling, I spoke with his office. They say he’s not been employed there over three months. That was a shock to hear. None of our friends know where he might be.”

“How is your relationship with your husband?” Tom asked.

“We have a solid marriage,” Claire said defensively. “I can assure you he’s not having a fling with another woman.”

Beverly changed the subject. “What kind of car does he drive?”

“A BMW sedan,” Claire responded. 

“If it’s a new model, we might find it with GPS or, even better, we can search for his phone.”

“I didn’t think about that,” Claire admitted. She gave the officers Bruce’s phone number and license plate. 

“It’s not been forty-eight-hours yet, but we can at least try his phone and car to be of help. If he doesn’t turn up by tomorrow, we will file a missing person’s report. That’s all we can do for now,” Beverly said. “In the meantime, try not to worry and stay home with your phone. Let us know immediately if he comes home, please.”

“Thank you. Not worrying will be impossible, but I’m grateful for your help,” Claire said as the officers departed.

Since she couldn’t leave the house, Claire ordered pizza for her and the girls. Jo and Mary were thrilled. “Can we have a Hawaiian Pizza?” Jo asked.

“How about half and half?” Mary countered. “I don’t like pineapple on my pizza.”

“Ok,” Jo said. “Just no anchovies,” she giggled.

Beverly and Tom went back to the station and pinged Bruce’s phone. It put him in downtown Scranton in a less than savory neighborhood. They narrowed the search and got a hit on his vehicle with GPS. “Let’s go see what Claire’s husband is up to,” Tom said.

“In that neighborhood, it can’t be anything good. After a twenty-minute drive, they spotted Bruce’s BMW in an alley
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