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CHAPTER ONE

In memory




Some days Nash is all too aware that his funeral clothes see more action than his good blue jeans. If he's not in scrubs or sweatpants, he's stuffed into black slacks with worn knees and frayed hems, a black button-up with too-tight cuffs, and his only necktie. Black, if you were curious.

"Nash Owens!"

He looks up from his contemplation of the flower arrangements and searches the crowd for the source of the warbling voice. He spots Cheyenne first, a pink beacon in her scrubs, with a scowl that could wilt carnations at twenty paces. In front of her, waving from one of Cherished Hope's shitty manual wheelchairs, is Darla Biggins.

He fights a frown.

Darla is the smallest of his residents—positively dainty with thin wrists and a frail poof of white atop her head—but she's the liveliest. It settles on him all wrong, seein' her mobility restricted when he's accustomed to her zipping anywhere she pleases with the turn of a joystick. He gets it; power chairs are a bulky pain in the ass to transport. He'd have done it though.

He musters a wave and a smile in return, and they come easy enough. Smiles aren't a difficulty when faced with Darla's unabashed delight, and she seems awful tickled at catching him out and about off the clock, even though she sees him five days out of seven and he told her Sunday he'd be here to say a last goodbye to Geraldine.

It's one of the easier goodbyes to make. She'd been ready for a while now. Dementia is a heartbreaker.

He meets them beside the stained glass panels that wash the room in lifeless indigo and has another smile pulled out of him as he clocks Darla's signature sunshine-yellow Crocs peeking from under the hem of her dress. She evangelizes comfortable shoes, regardless of the occasion, and has made it her life's work to infuse the world with a little more color.

She hasn't converted him yet. Someday he'll be of the age he can grocery shop in his house slippers and no one will bat an eye, but he ain't quite there yet. That said, her commitment to being unabashedly herself quiets the usual twinge of unease that comes with using his cane around folks from work. It's less shame of his disability, and more a bone-deep fear that it could be used to uproot him from his career. He works very hard to perform at least as well as his fully-abled coworkers, despite his obvious limp without his cane.

"Nash Owens," Darla grins up at him through smeary lenses, "I swear it's been a month'a Sundays since I been blessed with your smile."

He's already tucking his cane in his armpit and digging a lens cloth from his pocket as he says, "It's good to see you too, Ms. Biggins. I can give those a scrub if you'd like."

"Oh, bless your heart." She doffs her glasses and hands them to him as she dabs her eyes with a soggy tissue. "Would you believe velvet makes for a terrible cleaner? Though, I suppose, the dress isn't entirely to blame; it has pockets, you know! Leave it to me to forget to fill 'em with anything of use. Oh!" she digs in said pocket and retrieves a heavily scribbled sticky note— "Get that in that book of yours. I don't want that mealy-mouthed man preachin' over me when I'm gone. Didn't understand near a word he said!"

Cheyenne lifts her eyes to the rafters, but Nash ignores her judgment and trades Darla her clean glasses for the note.

"I'll do what I can."

Darla pats his wrist with a cold hand. "You are truly a blessing, Mr. Owens."

He closes his hand over top of hers and squeezes. "It's just Nash. I'll see you tomorrow afternoon, alright?"

"Western Wednesday!" she cheers as Cheyenne releases the brake on the chair, eager to be gone. "I'll be damned if I let Walter shoehorn us into that Hays era claptrap again. I reckon if I made it to this age, I'm entitled to see some chest hair, damn it."

A smile splits Nash's face. "That's a fight I'll be stearin' clear of."

She cocks her head, eyes twinkling. "Ain't you a peach for thinkin' I need a champion."

Cheyenne turns her and starts for the door without a parting word, not that he's expecting anything. As well as he and his residents get on, he's never had an easy time with his peers.

Undeterred, Darla raises her fist and calls back, "I'll get his head on a pike my own self, best you believe it!"

"I wouldn't dream of doubting you, Ms. Biggins."

He takes the little black notebook from his back pocket and tucks Darla's sticky note in the spine of a dog-eared section towards the middle. Due diligence done, he returns to the page marked with the ribbon, scans the few remaining items on his list, and gets back to work.
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Nash hangs 'round the lobby 'till most everyone is cleared out. The funeral parlor is a squat little building with threadbare carpet, wood paneling, and a dusty smell that lingers under the gardenia plug-in fragrance. It's kept neat and orderly, but there are folding chairs in the chapel and mice in the basement. Which is to say, if he were challenged to select a single establishment to represent Buford Hills, it would be a top contender.

"Nash Owens, you still hangin' 'round?"

He turns and finds Henry Velure drying his hands on a spotty kitchen towel and eying him from under thick, wiry eyebrows.

Henry shakes his head. "I swear I see you more often than I do my own kin."

Well, that's not surprising considering Henry's daughter moved to the coast half a decade ago and only returns for Christmas. Meanwhile, he and Henry have… complementary careers.

"Thought I'd make sure your back isn't stuck clearin' these chairs again. Where's your nephew?"

Henry snorts and slaps his towel over his shoulder. "Who can tell with that boy? He ain't due 'round 'till late though."

Nash frowns at the near-empty parking lot through wavy blue glass. Most everyone is at or on their way to the burial by now. If he takes his time, he'll miss the scripture and the worst of the crowd, but if Henry's got another service coming in, he might get caught in a new one.

"You got another on the docket?"

"Meant to. Rescheduled for tomorrow morning last minute. Something about a nephew stuck in Minnesota." He cracks a smile and slaps at Nash's bicep. "Somethin' 'bout nephews, eh? Ah well, weren't no trouble and that Mrs. Spinoza was mighty grateful."

Nash's stomach lurches like he missed a step going down the stairs.

"Spinoza?" His voice echoes out of him as though from a long way off.

Henry ticks his head. "That's right. You know 'em?"

"I… Maybe."

It's been so long since he thought about— But surely there are more Spinozas out there: nephews, missuses, and all. But in Buford Hills? Why would they come back here? It's been decades.

"Well, here. I got the pamphlets in the other room. Can't for the life of me remember the feller's name what passed. Started with a D… Or maybe a T. Similar letters, those."

A sick feeling wells in the back of his throat, and he doesn't lean on his cane as much as he should as he falls in behind Henry's long strides. He hardly clocks the pang of his hip through the pitched whine swelling between his ears.

Henry flicks on the light in the little office tucked near the bathroom and the old fluorescents buzz to life, washing the room in pale light.

"Darren Spinoza," he declares as he swipes a glossy pamphlet off the stack on his desk. "That ring any bells?"

With steady hands, Nash accepts the pamphlet and stares down at the face of the man who was more of a father to him in the six short years he knew him than his own father ever was.
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Cane in his armpit, Nash jiggles his key in the lock until it finally turns and lets him into the quaint little ranch he bought thinkin' him and Jo would be sharing it when she finished her degree. Technically, they do, but during these long trips away he gets to feeling like he sees more of people like Henry than he does his own sister.

Seems to be a sentiment going 'round.

He kicks the door shut behind him and flips the switch to bring the lights on in their dingy living room and the strip of laminate they call a kitchen. Hints of Jo pepper the space even though she's been out of town for weeks now: the helmet and pads hanging from the coat rack, her roller skates dropped half-atop his nice boots, and her fleece blanket heaped at the end of the couch where she normally sits.

He hangs his cane opposite her helmet and the time-worn crochet sleeve sags to reveal faded and peeling stickers on the shaft. The entire thing has seen better days. Upon spotting him with it outside of work, his craftier residents have begged him to allow them to crochet a new sleeve and the derby team's been threatening to bedazzle over the old stickers for years now, but he likes it how it is. Beat-up, worn, and faded, yes—but also comfortable, familiar, and swaddled in memory.

He hesitates to add the "In Memory of Darren Spinoza" pamphlet to the mail organizer on the counter nearest the door. It doesn't seem right to slot him in with former residents who lived full lives, even if they weren't always happy ones. Instead, he elects to leave it face-up on the counter and unlaces his dress shoes.

Tomorrow.

It's hardly any time at all to come to a decision. He should go, he knows he should, but just thinking about it gets his heart pounding and his palms damp. He'd never forgive himself if he stayed away, 'specially since this is a lesson long-learned. He runs his thumb over the inked spot of skin on his chest and resolves himself. It ain't about him. Not really. Whether it all goes belly up or… Well, he can't think how else it'll go, but his point is, it's all comin' out in the wash regardless. Ain't no way to make things worse, so he may as well get his goodbye in.

Once he's in his sweats and his funeral clothes are hanging in the center of the closet for easy access, he settles on the couch in front of a card table dominated by an old sewing machine, fabric scraps, and straight pins. Then he sets himself to the task of sorting out where he left off in the pattern while the TV plays a rerun of the soap his residents go ape over. He listens with half an ear for anything juicy he may have missed the first go-round and lets the monotony of habit steer him back from the knife-edge of the past and the uncertainty of tomorrow.
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It's ten minutes to the top of the hour and Nash is garbed in funeral clothes once again, debating whether to leave his car. He's got more than his fair share of funerals under his belt, but it's different not having spoken to the deceased since he was a kid. It's different not knowing if he's welcome. It's different knowing Teddy's somewhere on the other side of that door.

Yesterday he was here to say a final goodbye to a resident after knowing from the start how it was going to end, but he didn't see this end coming, and if he misses this last goodbye—that's it. There won't be any more.

He's not keen on repeating past mistakes.

He takes a steadying breath and steps out into Tennessee's version of autumn bluster.

Inside the building, he stops to absorb the sparse crowd of the usual type, plus more young, unlined faces than he's used to in this place. Then he clocks the first of many small brimless hats seated on the crown of an unfamiliar man's head and recalls with a start that the Spinozas are Jewish.

He freezes in the doorway. The only Jewish funeral he's attended was about four or five years ago and technically, there wasn't a funeral. A few words were said at the grave, they all took turns shoveling dirt over a plain pine casket, and then he left, unsure whether the brevity was tradition or preference.

Looking around, it doesn't seem he's made a faux pas thus far—everyone is dressed more or less how he is, although perhaps with less black than usual, except he's missing a—

"Kippah?"

A woman beside the door is holding a navy, brimless, crocheted hat out to him with a smile, and on the table beside her is a whole basket of 'em.

"Thank you."

Miraculously, it doesn't immediately slip to the floor when he places it on the crown of his head. He's never really understood how these things stay on, but it seems to be holding well for now. He gives it a pat for security's sake and steps out of the doorway.

It seems most people have already found their seats in the next room with the casket, the folding chairs, and the pulpit—but with him in the lobby are a smattering of familiar faces from around town. On the far wall is a table topped with a tri-fold display of photographs that are more compelling than they ought to be.

He nods at Howard Brunswick as he passes him, but Howie's gaze slides by like he didn't see before he abruptly turns and steps into the chapel.

Howie hired him for his first job at the little deli in Deliverance and used to run with his ma before she drank herself dead, so you'd think Nash'd get a little consideration, but no. Jo thinks it's guilt, Howie bein' the last to see Mama alive 'n' all, but Nash knows too well the delight he took in Mama's malicious treatment of him. 'Sides, a feigned lack of recognition is about all he expects from anybody outta Deliverance. It's not ten minutes down the road, but he's dead to that place as surely as if this were his memorial service.

Nash approaches the photo display with trepidation, unsure how he'll react to what he sees, but too curious to keep his distance.

Holding the center of the display is a photo of a familiar grinning boy. Narrow-faced and somehow thinner than he remembers, is Teddy. He's holding a spread of Pokémon cards while a pair of adults in the background smile at each other midconversation. They're unfamiliar except in the things they passed on to their son. Teddy's tan, honey-rich skin and curly hair come from his dad, but the russet color, his gaped teeth, and the shape of his eyes are all his mom.

He never knew that.

Between them, smiling wryly at the camera, is Darren Spinoza—a rounder, shorter, and warmer version of his long-deceased brother—both gone now.

Nash takes in the rest. There are several old black-and-whites of a familiar town and two boys who grew into gangly teens. Then of one man in color, well-middled and showing his age in his thinning hair and leathering skin. Even in photos, he has a quiet way about him. Calm. Reassuring. Spotted here and there is a long-haired woman whose crow's feet grow deeper as the man beside her grows rounder and a curly-haired boy sheds his childhood and becomes a man.

Nash wants to linger on these glimpses of who Teddy grew to be, but one photo catches his attention and keeps it. He recognizes it, not for having seen it before, but for having lived it.

Darren Spinoza is leaned over the front bumper of an old sports car that can't decide what color it should be, pointing at something under the hood. Beside him, holding a flashlight and standing on a weathered step stool, is the back of a boy too pudgy to be Teddy, with dust-colored hair and mud-crusted secondhand jeans.

"He was so proud of that old thing."

He near comes out of his skin at the voice behind him. When he turns, he finds the woman from the photographs—her long, gray-streaked hair twisted around the back of her head and clipped in place. Her dress is neat and simple and black with rose buttons that run the full length to just below her knees.

Julie Spinoza takes in the photo with sad eyes and lines on her face that he doesn't remember.

"What happened to it?"

A soft, ironic smile curls her lips. "Sold it. I talked him around—badgered him, he'd say. He couldn't drive it more than a handful of times a year and we needed the money for tuition." Her smile wilts. "I told him we'd buy another when we had fewer expenses."

Regret. Not knowin' how little time you've got with a good thing until that time runs out. That's a thing he understands.

"I'm sorry for your loss."

Her nose scrunches and a brushstroke of bitterness colors her tone. "Yes, everyone's sorry."

In that moment, she sounds so much like her twelve-year-old nephew that he has to smile, even if it fades fast.

"Some sorrier than others, I'd expect."

She pivots to face him with the ghost of offense on her face, but it's quickly swept away by recognition. "Nash? Nash Owens?"

"Hey there, Mrs. Spinoza."

The smile that had been building a moment prior, turns frigid and her stare moves past him to the middle distance. "I think it's Ms. Spinoza now."

He's heard the same grief and uncertainty countless times over the years, but never from anyone so young. Regardless, he says what he always says.

"I think it's whatever you want it to be, so long as it's what you want."

She regards him silently, grief tucked away for the moment as she considers the statement and considers him. Slowly, she nods. "You may be right." She looks him up and down, more present suddenly. "You're still in town, then?"

"Not Deliverance, no. Me 'n' Jo live here in Buford now. Got a little place on Cherry just before the speed limit ticks up to highway."

"Is Jo…" She looks past him like she expects her to pop out of his shadow.

"Out of town, unfortunately. Saving the world one crisis at a time."

Her eyebrows lift in polite curiosity, which is more invitation than Nash usually needs to brag up his little sister.

"She's a trauma counselor. Specializes in teens and catastrophic events. She must be pretty good 'cause they call from all over, askin' her to come out and talk kids through the tough stuff—losing their home in a flood or, you know, assorted violence. She's in California now. Seems they're always callin' with them damn fires."

A small smile is tickling Mrs. Spinoza's lips. This time, she manages to keep hold of it. "I remember when she'd come over to chew you out for sneaking up to our house without her."

He winces. He wasn't always the most courteous of brothers. "Aw, I'm sure if you hang around long enough she'll have much worse stories to tell about me 'n'— About how I'd ditch her."

His near slip is met with a familiar smile and an appraising look. "All grown up, yet the same as I remember," she says musingly. "We should catch up. Properly, I mean."

He clocks the polite dismissal and responds with the required, "I'd like that," only now realizing how few remain in the lobby. The service must be about to start and here he is, hogging the deceased's wife to himself.

Except, he must have misjudged, because rather than go their separate ways, she loops her arm through his and says, "Let's find that nephew of mine."
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CHAPTER TWO

His best friend




"He'll be so excited to see you again."

It's all Nash can do to keep his feet moving, cane uselessly trapped between his arm and Mrs. Spinoza as she tugs him into the room with the casket—closed, plain, and pale—the folding chairs, and the pulpit.

His heart races. "Oh, I don't—"

"You can trade numbers properly this time. I tell you, I was furious when we found out what your mother did, changing your number like that. Darren had to hold me back from driving straight through the night to give her a piece of my mind. She never cared for our family, but to drive a wedge between you boys was too far."

Nash's mind reels. Teddy told her what? It was never the Spinozas that Mama took issue with—it was him she wanted to hurt—but she never changed their number. It stayed the same 'till the day he sold the house and moved into a crumbling apartment he could only afford thanks to what was left after the bank took their due.

It was his fault Teddy cut off contact, but his aunt doesn't know that. She doesn't know that if Teddy is anything like the kid Nash knew, he won't wanna see him. After twenty years? In these circumstances? He won't.

A woman wearing a large hat sits down and Nash's heart skips as he recognizes a head of russet curls spilling out from under a black kippah with a gold star of David in the middle. He's in the front row, his back turned, shoulders too broad to belong to the scrawny hothead he used to be. He's talking to a blond guy their age wearing thick, black-rimmed glasses, too much hair gel, and the same loaner kippah as Nash.

Mrs. Spinoza butts into their conversation without reservation and allows Nash no time to get his head together.

"Guess who I found!"

Teddy turns and Nash freezes like prey. He has new glasses, is the first thing he thinks. Metal burgundy frames. Rectangular. Behind the lenses, familiar brown eyes take him in with guarded neutrality, but recognition burns it away quick. Teddy looks at him for the first time in twenty years and every ounce of warmth leaves his expression.

Message received. He should not have come.

Mrs. Spinoza is talking, saying something about where they're staying and when he should stop by. He can't tell if she's oblivious to the murder Teddy is beaming into his skull or if she's deliberately ignoring it, but the moment she pauses for breath, Nash breaks in with an excuse about visiting the restroom before the service starts.

He forgoes the use of his cane and beats a hasty retreat, not slowing until he's alone in the overly perfumed men's room, hip aching and heart racing.

It seems all the moisture that was in his mouth somehow migrated to the back of his neck. He turns the faucet to full and frowns at his flushed face in the mirror. It figures. Jo says he's unflappable (derogatory). She calls him stony. So it figures all it takes is one look at Theodore Spinoza all grown up to get him blushing like a schoolgirl. He should've stayed home.

At least the red in his cheeks hides his freckles somewhat, though this side of summer there's really nothin' to do for 'em. Everybody gushes over freckles until they look like his. Like he loaded 'em in a blender, stuck his face in, and hit surge.

To make things worse, his hair is sweat-stuck to the back of his neck and, despite the time spent tidying it and the questionable security of the kippah, it's fallen lank around his face. It's his own fault. He hates going to the barber and is normally content to look a bit scruffier than he prefers until Jo can get around to trimming it for him, but he's regretting that contentment now. The freckles, the hair, and his clothes—gray in the knees, too tight around his wrists—twenty years and the first time Teddy sees him, he looks like a bum at his uncle's funeral. Fucking hell.

He washes his face and stalls until the few voices outside grow distant.

He'll listen to the service through the chapel doors, he decides. And when it's over, he'll slip out before anyone spots him. He won't upset the Spinoza's mourning. He can be discreet and give Teddy the space he needs. It's the least he can do. Besides, if his last experience with a Jewish funeral is right, then it's the burial that's the important part. He hasn't ruined that, at least.

He pats the back of his neck one last time, throws away the paper towel, and then opens the bathroom door nearly into Teddy's blond friend's face.

They freeze and eye each other like rabbits.

"You, uh, need to—" Nash jerks his thumb at the bathroom.

"Oh, no. You're… Nash, right?" His forehead wrinkles like an old map.

"Yeah?" Part of him wonders if he's about to get jumped by a guy with a permanent wince. "Look, I didn't come 'round to start any trouble. I only wanna pay my respects and go."

The wrinkles deepen. "You don't want to talk to Theo?"

Who the fuck is Theo? Teddy didn't—

No.

Really?

Theo?

The name throws him so hard he can't think of a response. Does he want to talk to Te— Theo? (God, Theo?) The prospect is overwhelming.

"Listen, just— just— Here." The guy thrusts a folded piece of paper at him. Vaguely, Nash recognizes it as a scrap from one of Henry's brochures. "Go easy on him, okay? He's not in a great place right now."

Easy on Teddy? If anyone is getting the hard end of the stick, it's gonna be Nash. He's the one who didn't say goodbye. He's the one who broke his promise before the Spinozas even made it out of their driveway, let alone Tennessee.

"I gotta go. Nice to finally meet you!" Teddy's friend looks vaguely panicked, then jogs away and slips through the double doors of the chapel. As they fall closed behind him, Nash gets a glimpse of the rabbi taking the podium.

He unfolds the paper as he listens to the rabbi greet the congregation through the door. Inside is a date, time, and the address of the shoddy chain hotel down the street written in sharp, scribbling handwriting that sends his stomach tumbling.

Twenty years and he still recognizes his best friend's handwriting.

Former best friend, that is.
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Nash skips the burial. He feels enough like an interloper lurking outside the chapel, sniffing back tears while Mrs. Spinoza gets escorted away from the podium in the middle of her eulogy, too overwhelmed to continue. He imagines it's Ted— Theo that walks her back to her seat, more than grown enough to carry her weight and handle her grief with a gentleness Nash only ever saw from him in fits and bursts.

He returns his kippah to the basket by the door and is outside before the chapel doors open. With the car running, he waits for the procession to start down the pitted highway that leads to Deliverance. He falls in behind the last of them, but he hangs a left into his driveway rather than continue with them out of town.

Inside, he turns the TV to the same channel as last night and picks at quilt fragments while the title sequence to A Rose Without Thorns plays. He distracts himself from the memory of that hateful look on Teddy's face, but doesn't make much progress. When his phone finally rings, he mutes the TV and barely checks the caller ID before he accepts the video call.

"Hey nerd-burger. How're the old folks?"

"Still kickin' mostly," Nash replies by rote. "How's saving today's youth?"

On the tiny screen, Jo sighs and props a full cheek on her fist. She got lucky—her freckles trot in a neat little herd across the bridge of her nose and leave the rest of her face out of it. Her dark eyes flit to something off screen. "Still too much paperwork, not enough laser guns."

She looks worn slap-out like she only does on these long trips. It's not unexpected. Even superheroes ought to get tired after jumping from crisis to crisis and his sister is only human, as evidenced by the dark circles under her eyes fighting her smart smattering of freckles for real estate. Chestnut hair is piled atop her head in a frizzy end-of-day mess, and he recognizes the neckline of her sweater as an old, stained number that she drags out when she needs the extra comfort.

"How much longer?"

"Couple weeks probably, but I'm aimin' for next weekend. These west coasters have turned powerfully wearisome."

She runs her knuckles over her lips, then sets aside a notebook with a scowl. When she looks back at him, her eyes go sharp.

"What's with the funeral duds? Another one bite the dust?"

He frowns, first at her disrespectful tone, then at his shirt, tie, and slacks. With a sigh, he unearths himself from a mound of fabric and pins that will someday, if he's lucky, transform into a quilt, and slumps to his room.

Despite stalling until he's digging through his dresser, he still hasn't thought of a gentle way to break the news, so he goes with blunt.

"Darren Spinoza passed."

He checks her expression as he sets his phone on the dresser and finds a bored look on her face as she turns an ink-laden page.

"He one of your war guys?"

He pauses with his hand on a fresh scrub top in Cherished Hope pink. He doesn't have to be at work for over an hour still, but he can only justify changing so many times in one day. Besides, scrubs are plenty comfortable for sitting around waiting for the clock to tick.

He softly closes the drawer. "No, he was Teddy's uncle. Spinoza, remember?"

The rustle of paper stops. "Spinoz— What the fuck? He died? Why didn't you tell me?"

He aims a dry look at his phone and finds her goggling at him. "I just did. Found out yesterday, by chance." He tugs his shirt over his head. "Wasn't even sure I should go."

"Of course you should go. Why wouldn't you?"

"Wasn't sure I'd be welcome."

"Well, were you? What happened? How did he die? Did you see Teddy? What's he like now? Did he finally grow into those ears? And hey, look at me so I can tell when you're hiding shit."

He rolls his eyes. "Hold on."

He changes quickly, hangs his clothes in the center of the closet, and returns to the living room.

"First things first," Jo says in her most authoritative tone, "did he get hot?"

"Wouldn't know. It was closed casket."

"Not— Don't dodge the question, asshole. Should I expect to suffer through your awkward attempts at courting when I get back or is this a dodged bullet kind of situation? Phone up! I can't see your face."

He lifts his phone. "When did you get so shallow, Josephine Hopestill?"

She hisses through her teeth. "Do not invoke my middle name in an attempt to distract me. Are you seeing him again? Yes or no."

"I—"

"Yes or no."

He realizes then that he left Teddy's note in his funeral pants, but he remembers what it said: Friday, 5:00 PM. If he's going, he'll have to find someone to cover his shift last minute. For a Friday night, it'll require a big IOU.

"Maybe."

Jo groans. "Alright, start from the beginning and I'll tell you whether or not you're seeing him again."

It should shame him that the declaration fills him with relief. Historically, he hasn't done so well with these kinds of decisions.

He starts with learning the news from Henry yesterday and ends with being handed the note by Teddy's… friend?

"Do you think they're dating?"

"How should I know? I didn't even get the guy's name."

"What vibe did you get at the burial?"

"I didn't go."

Jo's face contorts with disbelief. "You always go to the burial. Even when the weather's shit."

"Well… this time I didn't."

Her expression goes mild, and when she next speaks, her voice is uncharacteristically gentle. "How are you feeling about—"

"Don't, Jo."

She huffs and blessedly drops the therapist veneer. "I'm just saying, he was important to you, and you never got closure. Look how that's changed how you deal with loss. You always go to the burial. You've got to be feeling some kind of way."

"I'm feeling badgered by my professional meddler of a sister. We used to be close, but now we've both moved on and maybe he wants nothing to do with me. Especially now that— What? What did I say?"

She bites down on her smug smile, but her eyes continue to sparkle in victory. "I wasn't sure if it was Teddy or his uncle that had you all tangled up, but now that you've admitted it's Teddy, I can confidently say you're going to meet him Friday and you're going to call me after and give me all the details. It's beyond time to sort this thing out."

He chews his tongue, then weakly grumbles, "You're insufferable."

She leans back in her chair and twirls a pen between her fingers, smug as a bug and similarly begging to be smacked with a shoe.

She says, "And yet, you suffer me."

That he does.

He spends the next hour listening as Jo narrates her week and when he hangs up, his world feels right on its axis. Maybe Friday won't fix what broke between him and Teddy, but at least it can't get more broken than it is. And no matter what, he'll still have Jo—for better or for worse.

He doesn't bother unmuting the TV and instead loads an old favorite into the CD player, skips to track three, and lets a peaceful, easy feeling wash over him. With any luck, now that the funeral is behind them and the shock of seeing each other has passed, he and Teddy will find some peace of their own.
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