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“You can live in and around the truth…but still be so very far 
away from it.”

—Tim Ferguson
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CHAPTER ONE

Sunday, ten fifty-eight a.m.

I BARELY REMEMBER now what life was like before it happened. 
And it’s only been a few hours. What I do remember are the most 
inane things. Like waking up a little before eleven, my head pounding, 
wondering if the bottle of aspirin was still in my nightstand drawer. My 
very next thought was to wish for a Caramel Frappuccino while, in the 
back recesses of my mind, making a note to call the bank and protest 
the overdraft charge on my daughter’s account.

But if I could go back in time I would gladly give up my coffee habit for 
life and never again complain about a mere headache. And I sure wouldn’t 
waste a precious moment calling our bank about anything as mundane as 
a $30 charge that was probably Holly’s mistake anyway. But the days of 
making simple choices have been taken away, and there’s no going back.

It all happened on Mother’s Day, of all days. Not that it would have 
mattered, but that was another reason it seemed to catch me off guard. 
I could still hear Mom giggling almost girlishly when she called to ask 
me to sit by her in church, and I had promised I would. She said she 
had everything she needed and it was the only gift she wanted, and I 
remembered smiling as I shook my head, knowing it meant I would 
have to sit in the second row. I wasn’t especially surprised at her request 
though, for she was easily pleased and extremely sentimental. She could 
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laugh loudly with no inhibitions or break out in tears a moment later, 
either one at the drop of a hat. It had been a bit embarrassing growing 
up. Then why, all of a sudden, did her tears seem precious? Perhaps 
because I inherently knew a good number of them were shed on my 
behalf. Regret started welling up again, just like an emotional tidal wave 
about to knock me off my feet.

Knowing all the plans we’d made, I really was disappointed a 
migraine had chosen this day to attack. But if I would have bothered to 
analyze it, I would have also admitted that Mother’s Day wasn’t one of 
my favorite Sundays. The problem was that living in the Bible Belt meant 
that every good boy and girl, no matter his or her age, was expected to 
attend church on Mother’s Day. But I had heard every proverbial sermon 
that could be preached on the subject, and I always fell short. My own 
mother seemed pretty wonderful—especially now in retrospect—but 
as for myself? I felt inferior in that department. Never absolutely sure 
the sermon wasn’t being preached to me directly, and since I spent 
enough time criticizing myself, it just hurt too much to have a sermon 
permanently nail the guilt to my heart. I just felt tired.

I had come up with a plan, though. It had worked once before, and 
I was hoping it would again. I would show up as church was letting 
out, apologize profusely to Mom, explain how my headache made me 
late and I didn’t want to interrupt the service by walking down front. 
We would go to lunch and no one would be the wiser. And best of all, 
I wouldn’t have to hear one word of the sermon.

If I close my eyes, I can almost place myself back in those early 
morning hours. Faintly hearing my husband, Mark, and daughter, Holly, 
getting ready for church. Some shuffling, some rustling. When Mark got 
out of bed, I whispered, “Bad headache, I’ll meet you at church later,” 
and turned over, placing the pillow over my eyes without waiting for 
a reply or seeing the disappointment on his face. So grateful when he 
slipped me an ice pack a moment later. I dozed back off, knowing it 
was mandatory if I wanted a slim chance of functioning later. But my 
slumbering was restless as I tried to block out their movement, clinching 
my eyes tighter, willing myself to stay asleep.

One of my deeper regrets now is not opening my eyes to tell 
them goodbye, to blow a kiss or give a wink. If I’d looked up, my 
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twenty-one-year-old baby girl might even have whispered “Happy 
Mother’s Day.” Now all I remember was trying to ignore them so I 
could go back to sleep. But I’ve gotten ahead of myself. My lamenting 
didn’t begin until much later.

After hitting the snooze button a couple times, I finally forced 
myself to jump out of bed when the clock said 10:58. I hit the shower 
running, knowing I would have to rush to get dressed in time. While 
the hot water washed away my last vestiges of sleepiness, I was thankful 
to realize the ice pack and extra couple hours of sleep had done their 
magic. I only barely felt a bit of tenderness around my temples. I was 
glad I’d already planned what I was going to wear, so with a little less 
attention to detail than I normally would have taken, I managed to run 
out the door convinced I was still timing it perfectly and would arrive 
as church was letting out.

Sprinting down the sidewalk toward the car, there was a particular 
moment when I realized something wasn’t quite right. My favorite 
season was in full bloom, and it was odd that the first thing I noticed 
was a faint smell of smoke. After a split second I rationalized someone 
was throwing their mom a ‘first of the season’ barbecue. Knowing how 
much my parents enjoyed grilling, I almost regretted our lunch choice, 
except for the fact that we had made reservations at an elegant restaurant 
I knew they couldn’t afford, and I was looking forward to pampering 
them both. But it wasn’t the only thing I was excited about. We had 
splurged and bought tickets for them to go on a ten-day cruise of the 
Bahamas. Mom had talked about going on one for years, and Mark and 
I had worked overtime for months so we could surprise them. I couldn’t 
wait to see the look on her face.

But after a couple of whiffs, I knew the smell wafting through the 
air wasn’t an aroma of barbecue. With the car door half open, I looked 
around, trying to find the source. Sure enough, a couple of streets away, 
I saw a fierce spiral of smoke and was surprised I hadn’t heard any fire 
trucks, figuring they must have driven by while I was drying my hair. If 
I wasn’t trying to time my arrival to church, curiosity would have made 
me drive by, but after looking at my watch again, I decided it would 
have to wait until after lunch.
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But turning back to get in my car, I saw another fire in my peripheral 
vision maybe a couple of miles farther to the west, and this one made 
the fire in my neighborhood seem minor. There were multiple, billowing 
plumes of black, tar-like smoke and a helicopter hovering. I tried to 
calculate the distance and figured it might be the sprawling shopping 
center that recently opened. For some reason I hadn’t even focused on 
the sounds in the air until I saw the helicopter. Then I heard an echo 
and spun around in time to see two helicopters speeding away in the 
opposite direction toward another couple of scattered smoke clouds 
several miles north.

I frowned, muttering, “What is going on?” The fact that our church 
was in the general direction of one of the larger plumes gave me another 
reason to get there quickly. So without another thought, I jumped in 
the car, backing up, barely taking the time to glance in the rearview 
mirror.

My mind already with my family, I was probably a tad careless 
backing down our long, winding, obscured driveway. When I was barely 
a couple of feet from the street, I heard the strangest shrieking sound, so 
frighteningly close that I slammed on my brakes, the seatbelt yanking 
me back and burning my shoulder. Unfazed, I jerked around, squinting 
and bobbing my head to look between the headrests in an attempt to 
see what, or who, was making the noise.

My eyes finally found and focused on Daniel, our older neighbor who 
lives across the street and down two houses. A very sedate, well-to-do 
gentleman who works at a bank near my downtown office, Daniel was a 
quiet, sweet, hardworking man. He’d even given me a lift once a couple of 
years ago when my alternator went out while Mark was out of town.

But this was a different person running down the middle of our 
quiet street, his hands over his ears, a terrifying wail coming from 
deep inside. It almost sounded like he was howling a long, drawn-out 
“Noooo!” over and over and over. I rubbed my eyes as I watched the 
peculiar spectacle for a few seconds. He had to have lost his mind or 
something. I felt disturbed and sorry and embarrassed for him, but at 
the same time, didn’t think I should go after him alone and had no idea 
what else to do.
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The sight left me uneasy, and I wondered what had pushed him 
over the edge. That would be another thing for me to do after lunch. 
Check in with his wife, and see if she needed help. If my judgment of 
his mental capacity was correct, she was going to need a good neighbor, 
but I would have to drop it for the time being.

As I finished backing out of the driveway, a little more cautiously 
this time, I felt anxious with a somewhat unfamiliar impression of not 
quite being in control. There was a chance I might be late now, but at 
this point I just didn’t want my tardiness to bring attention to me or 
mess up the special day we had planned. And I sure didn’t want to see 
Mom’s disappointment or hear a different kind of sermon about missing 
church or broken promises. Amazing how, even as an adult, I could be 
sent back thirty years with one parental look.

Although our neighborhood was usually a lazy, mostly “sleep-in 
neighborhood” on Sunday mornings, it seemed like there was an inor-
dinate amount of traffic winding slowly through the streets. I attributed 
it to proverbial “Sunday drivers” and was irritated at myself for sleeping 
those few extra minutes. I heard sirens in the distance and, combined 
with the whirring helicopters, it was creating a unique concoction of 
sounds that didn’t quite belong with a pretty spring morning.

Several long minutes later, I finally reached the intersection leading 
out of the neighborhood, and once the car in front of me moved, I saw 
the reason for the delay. Two cars had crashed headfirst into each other, 
almost totally blocking the entrance to our subdivision. Over the years 
so many people had run this particular stop sign, I’d always known it 
was inevitable that there would be an accident here one day.

I felt time slipping away as one by one cars carefully crept around the 
wreckage, having to drive over a part of the curb just to get by. When it 
was finally my turn, I joined the inquisitive drivers slowing more than 
necessary, trying to get a closer look, but the angle of the accident kept 
me from seeing much. My stomach was growling and my watch was 
ticking louder and louder, so I tucked my curiosity away, with my next 
thought being, “Get me out of this traffic and to the restaurant!”

I never did get to eat a bite of food.


