	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

GRAVE MISTAKE


[image: ]


A Spencer Funeral Home Niagara Cozy Mystery

Book 3

[image: Logo - Janice J Richardson]

Janice J. Richardson

CANADA

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Grave Mistake

[image: ]


Copyright © Janice J. Richardson 2017

ISBN 978-0-9952395-6-2

eISBN 978-0-9952395-5-5

All Rights Reserved.

Cover design by: MJ Moores, http://infinite-pathways.org

This book is a work of fiction. The characters, names, events, incidents, organizations and events in this novel are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is coincidental.

~ Other books by Janice J. Richardson ~

The Making of a Funeral Director (non-fiction)

A Spencer Funeral Niagara Cozy Mystery series

Book 1  Casket Cache

Book 2  Winter’s Mourning

Book 3  Grave Mistake

Book 4  First Call

* Amazon * Kobo * Nook * iBooks * Chapters/Indigo *

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Writing is solitary work. When the beta readers, cover designer and an editor join in, then it becomes teamwork. The joy is truly in the journey, shared.

Once again, thank you team Brian, Pam, Morgan, Jennifer G. and M.J.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Title Page

Copyright

Acknowledgements

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​1

[image: ]


Elaine, the funeral home administrator, passed the first call of the day to Marcia, who just happened to be readily available. Puzzled by the expression on the usually unflappable Elaine’s face, Marcia looked at her quizzically as she took the handset. Elaine mouthed the word ‘later’ and left Marcia alone in the office. 

When she completed the call, Marcia stayed at Elaine’s desk inputting the information into the computer, before going to Jennifer’s small office off the lounge to update her. She found Elaine and Jennifer deep in conversation. There wasn’t room for the three of them, so Marcia stood at the door.

“The Larson family will be in shortly to make arrangements. Do you want me to see them?”

Jennifer looked up from her computer screen as she and Elaine exchanged glances.

“What? Is there something wrong?” Marcia looked from one to the other.

“The Larson family has a history of problems around town. I was just filling Jennifer in on some of their antics,” Elaine said.

Jennifer interrupted her office manager before she could continue and addressed Marcia.

“It’s your decision. The last few days have been exhausting. You worked hard.”

“So did you,” Marcia reminded her best friend. 

“Here it is.” Jennifer glanced back at her computer screen. Peter had completed inputting all the previous call records on the computer before he left for college, cutting the search time down to seconds. “This is their first visit here.” 

“It could be a challenging call,” Elaine said. 

“Or not,” said Jennifer, sounding upbeat. “Depends on who shows up. We are obligated to serve them.”

“Although, my recollections of them are from years ago, so anything could have happened in that time,” Elaine said.

“Am I missing something here? What challenge? I spoke with Alymer Larson, he was a nice man. His father died of natural causes—nothing out of the ordinary. I don’t mind taking the call Jen.”

Another phone call interrupted their discussion, and the conversation about why the Larson’s were a challenge was set aside. Marcia didn’t get another chance to speak with Elaine, who left to run errands. 

Less than twenty minutes later, two men and two women, all middle-aged, entered the funeral home donning grim expressions. As she met them at the door, Marcia noted their body language and demeanor. It would help her determine how best to make the family comfortable—something they did not resemble in the least.

“I’m Marcia.” 

One of the men shook her hand briefly. “I’m Aylmer, this is Elmer.” He pointed to the man beside him. The other two are Alma and Elma.” He fluttered his hand in the direction of the two women. She did her best to keep her face neutral, trying not to react to the odd far-too-similar names. She did raise an eyebrow as she led the group to the office. That must have been the challenge Elaine wanted to discuss. 

“I’m sorry to hear about your father’s death.” She took a seat behind the desk once everyone was settled, but didn’t get a chance to continue. 

“I’d like to—”

But Aylmer interrupted her and took over, “Yeah, well, that’s life. We want cremation.” He didn’t look at his siblings when he made his rather blunt statement. Marcia was a little taken aback at his seeming indifference.

Alma turned to her brother, her gaze shooting daggers. “No, we want burial, not cremation. He should be beside Mom.”

Marcia’s heart sank. The Larson’s had been in the funeral home barely two minutes and it was obvious this family was not happy in one another’s company. Elma had not stopped scowling since she arrived, Elmer had his arms crossed—his lips pressed into a thin line, and Alma had rolled her eyes several times. 

Aylmer pushed out his chest and puffed up like a frigate bird at his sister’s statement about burial. It was as if he tried to be the alpha male and take up all the space in the room. The siblings’ names could have been a clue—with the Larson parents giving their children names that sounded the same, perhaps as a result, each sibling had felt the need to fight for their individuality. Marcia jumped in.

“Did your father have a preference? Did he discuss his wishes with you? Put anything in his will?”

“We didn’t talk about it,” a rather timid-looking Elma stated.

“No,” Elmer agreed.

Hoping to prevent further discord, Marcia turned to Elmer and Alma. “What do you think your father would have wanted?”

“Cremation,” Aylmer stated.

“Burial,” Elma shot back. Elma had quickly lost her timidity. She sat up straight and leaned over to Aylmer, daring him to challenge her. The four of them started talking at once, each one defending their position on their father’s disposition.

“You’re not the boss.”

“You never paid attention to him.” 

“He wanted to be buried beside Mom.”

“So, he could be cremated, then buried.”

“No one in the family has been cremated. What makes you think dad wanted cremation?”

Marcia didn’t get the sense that any one of the siblings were grieving. It felt to her that a few minutes into the arrangement, they’d stopped trying to keep their anger in check—that any attempt at social norms had given way. She could feel their suppressed rage. The four of them were like an overstretched elastic about to snap. She needed to intervene.

“Perhaps you could compromise,” Marcia stated loudly over the cacophony. Four pairs of eyes, all unfriendly, looked at her. Undeterred, she continued, “Do you plan to have visitation?”

“Yes,” Elma said.

“Not necessary,” Elmer countered.

“What do you mean, not necessary?” Alma snapped. “Of course we will have visitation. Our friends want to pay their respects.”

“What friends?” Elmer snarled, releasing his folded arms and throwing his hands up in the air. He snorted. “You have friends? I don’t think so.”

“Visitation, cremation, burial in the family plot?” suggested Marcia, hoping to diffuse the situation by ignoring him.

Aylmer sat back in his chair, pouting. The siblings did agree on a minister. She helped them write the obituary for the paper, then contacted the minister, who agreed to do the service in the chapel at the funeral home.

One more hurdle to go. “I would now like to take you into the selection room so you can choose a casket for your father.” The four siblings, uncommonly silent, trailed behind. But less than a minute later the harsh discord started again. 

“You are the only one who thinks Dad wanted cremation. You’re wrong, as usual.”

“All you want to do is spend money,” Aylmer growled. Then the four of them started talking at the same time, squabbling over the choice of casket.

It was at that point Jennifer came into the selection room. Marcia caught her gaze and gave a slow blink, a signal to each other that support was needed. They seldom used that signal, but Marcia was glad to have it as Jennifer responded in kind and joined Marcia in her role as referee, listening to what each sibling wanted.

Alma and Elma wanted an oak casket, in keeping with their father’s love of wood carving. Aylmer and Elmer wanted a cloth-covered particleboard, in keeping with their penny-pinching ways, as Alma not so graciously pointed out in a comment about her “cheapskate brothers”. 

In spite of the confusion and squabbling, Marcia managed to negotiate a compromise—an ash casket. Neither funeral director cared about what the casket cost, selling caskets was not their favourite part of the job. A casket, however, was a necessity.

Once the arrangements were complete and the door shut behind the family, Marcia plunked herself in a club chair in the lounge, slid down slightly and let out a whoosh of air. The silence was a relief as Jennifer made tea for both of them and joined her. They didn’t speak for a few minutes, each lost in their own emotional analysis about the dysfunction they’d just witnessed.

“I think we’re going to need a security firm to ride herd during visitation and the funeral,” Marcia said.

“How bad could it be? They’re stressed, they just lost their father, maybe things will settle down.” But even Marcia didn’t believe the note of hopefulness in her friend’s voice.

“The atmosphere in the office crackled with tension. I could feel it before they opened their mouths. Once they started bickering I had to use my ‘outside’ voice.” Marcia reached for her tea and took a sip. “Really Jen, it’s like a cartoon. What kind of parents give their children the same name?”

“With different spellings,” Jennifer added lamely. “It’s hard to believe they were even allowed to do that, you would think a social service agency or the government would intervene. It’s just cruel.”

Elaine, who had returned from running errands, entered the lounge to find the two funeral directors sitting in their favourite chairs, staring into space, each reliving the disbelief in their moments with the Larsons, their tea all but forgotten beside them.

“Hi, girls. How did the arrangements go with the family?” she asked as she prepared a coffee.

Both funeral directors looked at their office manager wordlessly. Elaine looked from one to the other as she poured cream into her coffee. “Not good?”

“Not really,” Marcia said. “They are one unhappy group of siblings. There’s no love lost between them.”

Elaine put the cream back into the fridge and took a seat kitty-corner to them. “I know a little bit about the family, I had started to fill Jennifer in earlier. You see, I went to school with one of the girls. Alma, or was it Elma?” She paused, frowning in concentration, then shook her head. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Their father, Albert, had been a shoe store owner, growing his single shop into a chain of stores. When he retired, he turned the stores over to his sons, who ran them into the ground.” She put her cup down. Jennifer and Marcia hung onto every word.

“Over time, one by one, the stores closed, until even the flagship store was forced to shut down. Each son blamed the other for the failure of the business. I’ve heard over the years that the Larson family had problems. Even the girls fought a fair bit among themselves.” 

“Is that what you were trying to tell us earlier before we were interrupted?” Marcia asked.

Elaine nodded, making a “sorry, I tried” kind of face.

“Great,” Marcia’s voice dripped sarcasm. “We’ll need referee shirts.”

Elaine’s smile was a little weak. “I doubt that would do much good. My husband used to coach for the kids’ hockey teams. Two of the children were on opposite teams. Both sets of parents ended up on the ice and started brawling over the referee’s call. Needless to say, the kids were dismissed from their teams and the parents were charged.”

“That should be a lesson,” Jennifer said, trying to sound positive.

“It wasn’t. There are more than a few places in the area that won’t allow some members of the family on their property, including the mall.”

“That bad?” Marcia asked.

“Yep, that bad.” Elaine looked at them sympathetically. “I didn’t want to say too much about the family because, well, as I mentioned they are older now and I would have thought they’d have settled down.”

“Then after what we saw this morning, I’ll take your advice Marcia, and hire a security guard for visitation,” Jennifer said. “That should be a deterrent. I’ll also phone Brent and see if they have any previous Larson family funerals on record.”
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By the end of the day, Jennifer and Marcia had completed the transfer and casketed the Larson patriarch. The obituary was in the paper and family flowers had arrived, a simple casket spray. It was the first time in over a week that Jennifer was able to say goodnight to her staff and shut down Spencer’s at 5:00 p.m.

She went back to her office and called Brent, her manager at Williams Funeral Home. Once they caught up on what his family was up to and how many calls he had, he put her on hold to check the records on the Larson family. 

He was back in a few minutes.

“Good news or bad news first?”

Her heart sank. “Good news.” He chuckled. “Sorry, it’s not funny. As I scan through the file there actually appears to be no good news, other than the fact that there is a file. It shows that Mrs. Eleanor Larson died fourteen years ago. A note here says the family had been asked not to return after an incident.” Jennifer could hear him flipping pages.

“Uh oh. That sounds ominous.” 

“There’s an old bill here for damages. It numbers into the hundreds of dollars. No record of payment.”

“Thanks, Brent.”

That was all Jennifer needed. She immediately hired a security guard for the next evening’s visitation. Grief expressed through anger was not uncommon and she did not want the funeral home to be the recipient of angry, destructive behaviour. She was even more determined to prevent an injury to other family members or staff. At the very least, she wanted to believe their behaviour was grief but had a sinking feeling Marcia was correct, it was pathologically more.

The next evening as various members of the family trickled in, Jennifer noted a distinct absence of older people. The four Larson siblings were dressed in subdued colours, each one arriving separately.

Elma and Alma looked as if they’d been to the same hairdresser, sporting old-fashioned pin curls. Aylmer and Elmer wore dated suits, their thinning hair combed over the shiny spots on the top of their heads. Aylmer and Elma arrived at approximately the same time and did a double take when they spotted the security guard. Marcia, hoping to distract them, quickly greeted them both by name and led them to the suite. Less than a minute later they returned, striding purposefully down the corridor to the lobby. 

Jennifer stood near the door, opening it for the younger family members who were in and out and had gathered under the portico to smoke and talk. The presence of the security guard did not seem to bother them in the slightest, nor did it settle them down.  They were loud and boisterous, laughing with their friends. They were not dressed in suits like their parents, and it soon became clear that the friends Alma had suggested would be attending the visitation were just the friends of the younger generation. The growing crowd of noisy young people made Jennifer uneasy. So did Elma as she marched over.

“Why is there a security guard sitting there?” Elma griped like an angry parent, startling Jennifer as she came up behind her.

Jennifer had suspected there might be such an inquiry from one or more of the Larsons. The security guard stuck out like a sore thumb. She turned slowly to face the glowering Elma. Aylmer quickly closed the gap behind his sister. 

“Protection,” Jennifer responded politely.

“For whom?”

“For you, your family, the funeral home.” She almost felt guilty over the lie about protection for the Larson family. It was all about her funeral home.

“Well, I’m deeply offended.” Jennifer tried to ignore Aylmer’s scowl. “You might have let us know. We would have gone to another funeral home. It’s insulting. I’ll be reporting you to whatever Board governs your business and the Better Business Bureau.”

As if to reinforce his threat, Aylmer stepped closer to Jennifer, a little too close for comfort, his massive frame dwarfing hers. She did her best to stand tall against his bullying behaviour. Outwardly she remained all business, freezing her face into neutral. Inwardly she was mush. Please, please, please find another funeral home, said the voice in her head. At six feet he towered over her five-feet-two-inch frame. She felt cornered with no way to get around him.

“If there is no damage, then I will cover the cost of the security guard. I am not prepared to ask the security guard to leave. If you wish, you may transfer to another funeral home. I would be happy to facilitate it for you.” She fought to keep her voice from quivering. He was starting to frighten her.

The sharp scent of alcohol lingered on his breath, assaulting her senses. Alcohol and anger. It reminded her of her father’s struggle. As if grief and anger weren’t enough.

“How dare you threaten me,” he growled and moved in closer, backing her up against the wall.

Jennifer felt her courage drain. She hated confrontation. The Larson family were not the ones being threatened. Marcia immediately moved up beside her. The security guard stood up and moved in a bit as well. Having Marcia there was comforting. 

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Mr. Larson. Apparently, there have been a few incidents in the past that involve your family. It is not a threat, its insurance.” Marcia’s voice held firm.

“You’ll be hearing from my lawyers. How dare you! Who do you think you’re talking to? There will be repercussions.” By now he was bellowing and Jennifer was sure he could be heard all the way across the road. She chose not to respond to that question, it would have been a double-bind, no-win answer.

The air crackled with tension as Marcia and Jennifer silently stood their ground. Elma made the first move, tugging at Aylmer’s sleeve as his face flushed a darker shade of red. “Come, we can deal with this later.”

As he followed his sister back to the suite, Jennifer and Marcia exhaled slowly. The security guard sat down again, shaking his head.

“Whew, I thought he was going to hit me.” Jennifer could feel the tension leave her body as she relaxed.

“Me too.”

“I know this family. I’ve had dealings with them in the past,” the guard said. “Our firm has a long list of incidents involving the Larsons. The younger ones can be pretty rowdy.”

“So can the older ones,” muttered Marcia under her breath. She turned to Jennifer. “I should have mentioned this sooner. Ryan told me last night that some of the Larson’s were well-known to the police.” Ryan was Marcia’s boyfriend, a Detective Sergeant with the Niagara Regional Police.

“After we locked up last night I spent a few hours researching court records and the newspapers in the region. There’s been a lot of violence in the family. One has to wonder if it is genetic.”

Marcia looked at her incredulously. “That’s how you spent your evening? Reading court records and old newspaper articles?”

“Well, yes,” Jennifer inadvertently sounded a little hurt. She folded her hands in front of her, feeling very small. “I needed to know what to expect.”

Marcia was quick to apologize as she picked up on her friend’s body language. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to be mean. I try to put work behind me when I leave.”

“No, don’t apologize. Now that I own two funeral homes, work is a constant. I don’t mind. Grimsby and I sort of watched TV at the same time. I was in my apartment relaxing. I had my laptop.”

“Ryan and I were curled up watching a movie.”

“As you should be,” Jennifer responded quickly. She didn’t want Marcia feeling sorry for her. Jennifer was happy with her life and work. Before Marcia could reply, a crash from the lounge interrupted the conversation. 

With the security guard behind them, she and Marcia rushed to the entrance to the lounge. One glance was enough for the security guard, he pulled his phone and dialed 911.

“Don’t go in,” he ordered.

Neither funeral director had any intention of getting close to the escalating brawl unfolding before them. Marcia stood at the door watching with fascination as the adult children of the Larson siblings erupted into a full-contact altercation. 

By the time the police pulled into the parking lot four minutes later, broken dishes were strewn on the floor, chairs were tipped over, and it seemed everyone was yelling and punching and no one was listening. Jennifer watched in horror as one young man threw a healthy punch, slamming his victim against the wall, leaving a hole. She was even more taken aback when another young man took a swig from a flask before taking a swing at the person closest to him. Some of the girls who were hanging out with the brawlers made a beeline for the front door, squealing like baby pigs. It reminded her of a bar room fight from an old western movie. Unfortunately, John Wayne didn’t show up to stop it.

By the time the dust cleared, it required three squad cars and six officers to settle the worst of them down. The police took six to jail and booked them in for the night. Several were taken to hospital for sutures.

Even as the police did their best to settle the brawlers, Jennifer overheard an escalating argument from the suite about whose child was and whose wasn’t at fault. One of the officers went to the suite to intervene. 

A drunken Aylmer tossed the casket spray, then tipped over several chairs as Elma and Alma, who were screeching insults at him, ran for cover as a second officer showed himself. They continued to scream obscenities at their brother as they were escorted down the hall. Marcia came up beside Jennifer, her only comment almost made her smile. 

“You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.” 

Clearly dressing up did not improve one’s behaviour. Jennifer stood at the door and surveyed the scene. The flowers lay on the carpet surrounded by dark splotches of water with pieces of flower oasis scattered across the rug. The lamp that had been hurled at one of the sisters by Aylmer had smashed to pieces. He had single-handedly trashed the suite, ranting and raging. Elmer was missing in action, he’d fled the funeral home at the first sign of trouble. 

The only consolation was that the casket containing Mr. Larson was still upright on the bier. Aylmer was quickly apprehended, handcuffed and put into the back of a squad car. He continued yelling obscenities back at his sisters as the vehicle pulled away. Elmer watched from his car until the police left, then exited the parking lot, tires squealing. The tail lights of his Toyota faded in the distance as a dejected Jennifer stood watching.

The police and security guard ushered the rest of the family out the door, and Jennifer locked it behind them, shaking with a mix of anger and fear. Leaning up against the wall and breathing deeply, she attempted to calm down even as her anger boiled. Alcohol had been smuggled in, her funeral home trashed.

Waiting until the last car left the parking lot, Jennifer and Marcia surveyed the destruction. While insurance would cover the furniture replacement and repairs, it would not alleviate their disgust at the situation. After documenting the damage with photos, the two of them gloved and gowned, cleaned up the blood splatter, and removed the broken furniture and smashed cups in the lounge before cleaning up the suite. 

It took two hours out of an already too-long day. The security guard had reassured them that his report would be available should they require it. As Marcia left for the night, the two them agreed that the Larson visitation was the strangest they had ever witnessed. 
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The next morning, not a single person showed up for the funeral. Jennifer called Aylmer, then Elmer. Both calls went to voicemail, so she left a message. A curious Marcia was eavesdropping. Alma did answer her phone.

“Just bury him,” was the curt response to the question about the funeral service. “We’re done with your funeral home.” She abruptly disconnected. 

Jennifer turned to Marcia. “Should we give the minister the option of proceeding with no mourners or send him on his way?

“It’s my family, guess I should ask. Maybe he’ll do the graveside for us. I don’t want to plunk Mr. Larson in the grave without some kind of service. There’s no dignity in that.”

The minister was only too happy to accept the honorarium and get back to his day, declining to do the service. He’d made it clear he’d had enough of the Larson family when he visited them to discuss the service. Jennifer and Marcia could hardly blame him.

“It’s hazard pay,” Marcia said after the minister left, her voice tinged with sarcasm. “It was good of him to try to help.”

The graveside service was to be held at Whispering Pines, a small cemetery at the edge of town. The manager, Doug, had the opposite personality to Mr. Whitney, the manager at the large city cemetery. He was kind and considerate and Elaine had assured them he would assist them once they reached the graveside. Jennifer called Jeff at Williams Funeral Home to help them get the casket to the grave, making it the four people she required. Jeff was to follow them in the van to the cemetery and he arrived at the funeral home in less than ten minutes. 

Between the three of them and with Elaine’s help, they put Mr. Larson into the funeral coach. Dark clouds boiled in the sky. Jennifer had checked the weather early that morning, the forecast called for rain with possible thunderstorms—a rather dreary late November day, and unseasonably warm for November.

“Let’s motor,” said Marcia as she scanned the sky. “I don’t want to be anywhere near a cemetery in a thunderstorm.”

Jeff looked at her, surprised. “Scared? You’re scared of a cemetery?”

“It’s not the cemetery I’m afraid of, it’s the lightening. Rain and umbrellas with trees around or even open spaces don’t mix. More than one funeral party has been injured by lightning. Jennifer and I did a corner’s call where a cemetery worker was killed by a lightning strike. The accompanying storm was miles away.  One can’t be too careful.”

“I suppose not,” said Jeff thoughtfully. “Now you have me on edge.”

With Jeff following the funeral coach, Marcia drove to the cemetery. 

“Think the rain will hold off?” Jennifer asked.

“Probably not.”

Indeed, as they drove through the cemetery gates a few drops splattered the windshield.

“Go, go, go,” Marcia said, as she accelerated. “Let’s hustle. We may have to do our committal service from the coach.” 

“We won’t melt in the rain. But if I even hear a hint of thunder or a see a flicker of lightning, I’m heading for cover,” Jennifer said. 

Pulling up to the designated section they did not see a cemetery vehicle or staff. There wasn’t time to hunt the manager down. They’d come early, so they would stop by the small office as they left to notify him to close the grave. Jennifer’s rule about four on a casket was tossed aside in order to expedite the burial before the rain hit.

Moving quickly, the three of them lugged the casket to the grave, and with no dignity, plunked it on the lowering device. As the wind picked up, a significant crack of thunder made Marcia squeal. She ran for the funeral coach, Jennifer and Jeff right on her heels, the committal service forgotten. The clouds rolled faster as gusts of wind almost knocked them sideways. Jeff ran ahead of them to the van and disappeared inside. The sky was increasingly ominous and getting darker as the storm grew. The air smelled like sulfur and had a yellowish tint to it. 

“That sounded like an explosion,” panted Marcia as she started the funeral coach. “It wasn’t a rumble or a growl, it was a nuclear event.” The rain had picked up as large drops hammered the windshield.

Simultaneously, both their cell phones alerted. Jennifer pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Tornado watch, we should take cover.” 

She dialed Jeff to see if he was aware of the danger. 

“Yeah. I got the alert too.” 

“Let’s get to Williams Funeral Home, it’s the closest. I’ll watch the sky and stay on the phone with you. If we see anything, we’ll pull over and run for shelter. My main concern is getting out of the cemetery, it’s too open around here.”

Marcia was already speeding for the gate, Jeff close behind. As the wind picked up and the rain and hail pounded the vehicle, Jennifer couldn’t see ten feet in front of them. The coach shook with each blast of the wind and the sound, coupled with the pounding hail, it made them feel isolated, as if they were trapped in a tunnel. She could see hints of Jeff’s headlights behind them. Her skin prickled with fear.

As the darkness increased, and the wind shrieked, Jennifer saw the fear etch onto Marcia’s face. She wasn’t feeling safe either. If there was a tornado near them or upon them, they had no way of knowing. By now the air was electric, almost crackling.

“Are you there, Jeff?”

“Yes,” was his curt response. “This is getting weird.”

“We’re almost there. It’ll be all right,” Jennifer reassured, although she wasn’t convinced, her heart felt like it was going to pound out of her chest. A deafening crash of thunder followed by a lightening flash that made the hair on her arms stand up, made them both scream. The noise of the storm increased to a roar. It sounded like a freight train closing in.

Pulling up to the back door at Williams, both drivers parked as close to the door as they could and made a beeline inside. In the few seconds it took to exit the vehicles and enter the funeral home, they were drenched. They panted more with fear than exertion, as they stood inside the door, relief written all over their faces.

“You OK?” Jennifer asked Jeff. His face, drained of colour, betrayed his fear. His eyes were wide and his freckles looked like someone had dotted them on with a pen.

“I think so.” He looked from Marcia to Jennifer and back again. “To be honest, no. I have never seen or felt anything like that before.”

“I did once, when I was about twelve,” Jennifer said. “A small tornado brushed the edge of town. The hail was huge. The wind took all the leaves off a few trees on our property and blew away part of the fence. We had to run to the basement. I have a healthy respect for any kind of weather watch/warning now. Looks like we may be here for a while, let’s go downstairs and have coffee.”

Desta, upon hearing their voices, met them at the top of the
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