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CLOSURE

by Barbara Schading ©2007

PART I
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If only I wasn’t the guy in the casket. 

It was all a bad dream, the worst sort of nightmare, and one from which I would never awaken.  I was dead.  There was no getting past it.  Aside from the doubtful resuscitation of reputed Haitian zombies, I didn’t believe in returning from the dead.  There was no chance in hell of that for me.  The enormous cruelty of my situation was crushing.

It left me dazed.  I took in the scene at the Vacetti Funeral Home.  It looked much as it had years before during my brother Bobby’s funeral, but had somehow changed.  Their fuzzy paisley wallpaper that had felt so reassuring during those awful days now offered no comfort, and instead looked trite and superficial.  The plush cerulean carpet, once so effective at quieting tearful sounds had thinned, with a correspondingly weaker acoustical effect on the guest’s stricken voices.  Even the handsome mahogany casket with its creamy satin-lined interior intended to reassure the survivors that their beloved was in peace failed to console me.  In fact, it had the reverse effect.  It closed in around my corpse like a suffocating tomb from which I could not, would not, escape.

I squeezed myself tight and turned to view my parents.  They were seated in the place of honor, that unfortunate sofa in the front of the room, where they couldn’t seem to keep their eyes off my body.  

Mother was white-faced and weeping.  I couldn’t see how she’d recover from a second occurrence of the most devastating news any parent could receive.  Dad’s face bore a twisted combination of pain and bitterness.  I didn’t want to imagine what was going on inside his head.  My sister Deena gripped her husband Dan as though she’d never let go and my brother Nathan sat immobile next to Uncle Max.  Max’s wife had died several years ago, and we were all he had left.  His expression seemed to ebb and flow between grim resolve and shock and disbelief.

Shock and awe.  Nice journalistic prose that had become cliché for an over-the-top intensive attack, but it pretty much described my family’s reaction.  They were devastated, and there was nothing I could do to console them.  I couldn’t bear to watch them any longer.  

I reflected how Bobby’s service had been closed casket, but of course, everyone knew he’d been murdered.  Most of his parts had been missing or detached by the time we found his body, and the gator teeth marks on what remained weren’t pretty.

I succumbed to morbid curiosity for a few dreadful moments and studied my body.  I’d been handsome, I realized with surprise; who ever really looked at himself?  I despised the thought that my remains would soon be interred, but at least they weren’t cremating me.  

It left me numb.  I turned away, let my view fall on the huge collection of floral bouquets which flanked the walls from the casket to the back of the room.  The flower shops had had a good day.  My tomb was lined with flowers.   

A crowd of Florida’s News staff members were gathered at the back.  Almost everyone was there, from editor-in-chief Bill Jackson and the paper’s owner all the way down to the press workers and even the independent carriers.  I’d once done a story on the carriers which resulted in their getting a penny-a-paper raise.  It appeared they appreciated it, because they were all there.  The crowd should have made me feel better, but I was looking for only one person, and she wasn’t there yet.

I floated around the room aimlessly.  It buzzed with vapid remarks and I picked up fragments of conversation.

“. . . awful accident . . . So foolish to leave his car running like that . . . I didn’t know you could die from carbon monoxide poisoning that fast . . .”

Yeah.  Me, neither.

My neighbor, Mrs. Carmichael, blew in like a hurricane, her face creased with indignation and grief.  “The poor lad!” she cried out loud.  

The carpeting was definitely not up to quenching her volume.   Everyone turned her way.  Mr. Carmichael looked horrified.  

She didn’t seem to notice.  “Always digging up murderers.  Got him killed, it did.  I told him to quit that business or it’d be the death of him someday.”

She had, too, and I’d laughed aloud at her silliness.  Guess the joke was on me.

The whole room squirmed at her outburst and Mr. Carmichael’s face flushed beet red.  He grasped her arm and spoke into her ear, but she threw him off.

Her voice actually went up a notch.  “Me elbow.  I know what I know.  He came home and went inside and then somebody killed him!”

That was exactly my situation.  I couldn’t help myself.  I slipped over and tapped her shoulder, saying, “Right you are, old girl!  But how in blazes can we make anyone else see it?”

She flinched at my touch, then shivered and turned away.  It was pretty much how everyone reacted to me.  Mr. Carmichael finally hauled her outside, and the crowd exhaled a collective sigh of relief.

Everyone but me.  I felt weighted down with a ton of bricks, and near panic.

Then the love of my life arrived, and I felt those familiar old butterflies again.  Carey Sampson was gorgeous.  Golden hair flowed over perfect shoulders, her eyes like priceless sapphires, her complexion flawless.  She was breathtakingly beautiful, and blissfully unaware of it.

It wrenched my soul to see her now.  She stared through puffy eyes, her tears spilling down blotchy cheeks.  Her dress wasn’t fastened quite right at the top.  Bill caught her attention, and she faltered over to him.  I eased behind them.

“I still can’t believe Davis is gone!” she sobbed.  “When he said goodbye, I didn’t think it would be forever!”

I felt exactly the same way.  I hadn’t expected that goodbye to be my last.  Her hands balled into tight white fists.  My soul lurched and I reached to embrace her.  She shuddered, moving closer to Bill for comfort.  

At that instant, I would have given anything, anything at all to be the guy she came to for consolation.  I’d loved her since we first met a lifetime ago and cherished every case we’d shared, but she was adamant about no relationships in the workplace.  In desperation I’d offered to quit the paper if she’d give us a chance.  She’d smiled, shook her head, and it was back to business as usual.

I’d never approached her again, but my feelings had stayed the same.  They left me hollow inside, and I ached to hold her now.  For me, there would never be another.

If only I wasn’t the guy in the casket.

My infamous slug line that terminated all my stories seems prophetic somehow, but it’s all I have left. 

I remain yours truly, Davis Fairfield, Florida’s News. 
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Her chamomile tea failed in its reputed ability to calm and soothe.  Instead, Carey felt nervous and frazzled.  Her eyes burned from crying and her whole body ached.  Newly-chewed nails tugged at a small drop earring that did not match the post on the other side.  She felt crumpled and damp, like an old flannel shirt that hadn’t been hung up after being washed.

A slice of toast popped up and Carey jumped.  She buttered it, not caring about the crumbs she scattered across the counter.


I’m so sorry you’re miserable.  If only I could comfort you.
Carey shivered.  Her mind kept wandering back to the funeral home.  Bits of conversation haunted her.  “. . . dumb accident . . . so stupid of him . . . shame he never married . . .”

The last comment stung the most.  She thought about the times they’d worked together, the cases they’d shared—and the relationship they had not.  The hurt she’d felt upon his death startled her.  Years of suppressing personal desires in favor of career needs had made it hard to open up when the right person came along.  And there he’d been for the last four years, right beside her, offering himself to her with such wretched frankness it left her too numb to take the hand he reached out.

Perhaps it was the certainty that he’d always be there that gave her confidence to refuse him then.  He was her rock, her source of inner strength.  She’d seen a deep, unwavering affection in his eyes and knew he was in love for good.  For life . . . only his had ended before she’d returned his affection.  So here she was, alone with the knowledge that what she’d always longed for, but had never taken, was now gone forever.

We both blew it, didn’t we?
She slumped in the chair and looked about her, remembering she still needed to relocate.  Her parents had loaned her their condo for the past year and a half while they finalized their retirement arrangements and were moving down from Michigan in less than a month.  The place had to be spotless, too.  Her mother was particular and would have a heart attack if she found it less than immaculate. 

It served Carey right.  She’d procrastinated forever to find just the right place and now, only days after Davis’s death, housecleaning and house hunting were too overwhelming to consider.  She was running out of time.

Get moving, Carey.  You’re late again.
Carey finished her toast and glanced at the clock, noting with despair that she was late for work again.  What a wretched employee she was.  The paper didn’t cease when one of its employees did, and if she wanted to keep her job, she had better get to work. 

A huge knot formed in her throat and she fought to keep it down.

“Oh, Davis,” she whispered as the tears welled up in her eyes, “I’m so sorry.  If only I’d—if only we’d—”  She couldn’t bear to complete the thought.  It was all too late.  She’d had her chance and she’d passed him by.  She had an awful feeling she’d regret it for the rest of her life.

Me, too.  The rest of my life, and everything afterwards.
A sob escaped her throat and her eyes released their load, the tears coursing down familiar tracks.  She didn’t bother to stop them.  In a daze, she wondered how long it would take to ease the pain.  Six months?  A year?

Eternity?
Possibly never.  She sighed and gave herself a once-over in the bedroom mirror.  Her safari-style skirt was topped with a tropic-weight blue blouse, and she added a small scarf adorned with colorful macaws about her neck in a weak pretense at cheerfulness.  At least her clothes were always pressed sharp and crisp.  Thank heavens her mother had instilled that pride in her.  

Her purse and briefcase collected, she rushed down to the carport.  The sudden yelping of a dog nearby hit her like a sharp stab wound and sent her heart pounding.  She fumbled with her unlocking remote and jumped inside the car, slamming the door and depressing the lock quickly with her elbow.  She caught her breath, her skin clammy.  The incapacitating fear she’d had since she was eight hadn’t lessened with time. 


The memory flowed across her, jagged and painful as though it had just occurred.  Terrified by three large, snarling rottweilers, she’d fallen as they attacked, raking her back and arms until an off-duty policeman had shot and killed them.  Though the wounds that had required stitches had long since faded, the scars inside had yet to heal.

She felt inadequate and freakish.  More than once her phobia had interfered with her job.  Just last month it had screwed up her big story exposing mismanagement at the animal shelter.

She blinked, remembering the awful day.  Though the story concerned maltreatment of cats, the informant had to sneak her and the camera crew in through a back door.  They’d walked past cages and cages of barking dogs.  The old fear inside her had exploded, images flashing before her eyes as she shrieked out loud.  The dogs went wild.

She’d fled screaming and the whistle-blower had been fired.  Her most promising story in months was a total bust.  It was only through Davis’s intervention with Bill Jackson that she’d kept her job.  She suspected it was temporary.  

Her impotence still stung.

She gulped and started the car, soothed somehow as her Mazda 626 purred beneath the crusty salt spray spotting its burgundy exterior.  Carey didn’t mind the salt.  Frequent car washings were the price one paid for living beachside.  She shifted into reverse and popped the clutch, stalling the car before she got out of her parking space.  Her hands trembled as she tried again, this time successfully.  She shook her head, splattering the tears away, and headed for work.

Most of the rush hour traffic had dissipated so the ride to the office was quicker than usual.  She lowered her windows and followed U.S. Highway A1A through the beachside commercial district, enjoying the fresh salt air, then took a right onto the causeway to the mainland.  Vero Beach sprawled like an unwieldy octopus along the Atlantic Ocean and also flanked the intercoastal waterway, its numerous tentacles of terrain bisected with watery canals. 

 Bridges and causeways were a fact of life here.

Carey loved the red tiled roofs and stucco exteriors that abounded in this part of Vero, the manicured yards showcasing tropical cycads, bird of paradise and cabbage palms.  Her breathing calmed with the palatial views.

Downtown, she braked at the stoplight outside Florida’s News and automatically checked her reflection in the rear-view mirror.  Her long blonde hair looked witchy and her tear-stained complexion resembled a Rorschach test card.  She shook her head.  She had forgotten to bring eye drops but a light touch of foundation might help.  She reached for the tube.

Oh, Carey, my sweet.  You’re beautiful no matter how many tears you cry.  

She glanced into the mirror again as the light changed and her heart stopped.

There it was again.  
An intensely cold sensation enveloped her face and she cried out in panic.  She threw the car into gear and streaked into the parking lot, shaking hands guiding the Mazda into the nearest empty slot.  It was a miracle she managed without an accident.

She dropped her head against the steering wheel as the tears flooded out, huge, sharp sobs racking her slight frame.  She clenched her fists tight, her nails cutting into her palms.  

It was a good ten minutes before her crying subsided.

She had to get a grip on herself.
Instinctively she looked into the mirror again before she remembered she shouldn’t.  Her breath caught and she almost cried out again, but this time there was nothing there.

Nothing but her own reflection.  Shaking, Carey took a deep swallow from her bottled water.  It was not the first time she’d had that hallucination.  

Davis.  In the mirror, watching her.  

It was from the shock, she was sure, despising her anemic reaction to tragedy.  When the pain relented, the hallucinations would go away.  She wiped her eyes, stuck a Lifesavers candy into her mouth, and forced herself to move.

Florida’s News was the only statewide newspaper besides the national USA Today.  Headquartered in Tallahassee, it had branch offices in Orlando, Jacksonville, Miami, Tampa, and Vero Beach.  The Vero office was the smallest, with barely fifty employees besides carriers.  There were seventeen reporters on site, plus a dozen or more part-time stringers.  Their competition was mainly the morning-delivered Press Journal.  Florida’s News came out in the afternoon and had been in business a mere fifteen years.  During the last ten, Davis’s writings had been a great contribution to its circulation.  Without him on the masthead, it wasn’t clear the paper would make it. 

The paper was housed downtown in a fifty-thousand-square-foot office building remodeled from some light industry that had folded in decades prior.  Administrative offices and the reference library filled the first floor front rooms.  Journalists like Carey were housed on the second and third floors together with the editors.  The center of the building climbed two stories high, filled with presses from floor to ceiling.  The back of the building on the ground floor held the archives.  Carey slipped towards the elevator, hoping no one would notice her tardiness. 

“Hey, Carey.  What is the flavor of the week?” called Nadir Matim, blowing her chances for a silent entrance.  He wrote the international section and a daily column on local politics and news from around the state and always asked her the same question.

She looked over in confusion.  (What?  Oh.  Um, butter rum.  It’s butter rum.”  She held up her roll and forced a smile.

He shook his head in mock disapproval.  “You are slipping.  It was butter rum last week.”

It was his weekly joke with her.  Carey bought Lifesavers candy in bulk and sucked on them while working.  It helped her concentration.  Out of habit, she switched to a different flavor each week.  Once Nadir discovered this, he teased her about it without end.

“Lifesavers, ha ha!  Are they going to save your life?” he’d laughed in his clipped British accent.  He had an odd sense of humor.  Being from India, some things apparently translated funnier than she saw them herself.  She’d heard he had a running wager on her weekly Lifesavers flavor. 

She looked at the roll as she rode up to her office.  It had been butter rum last week, she thought, but now that she’d started the roll, she had to finish it.  It was a habit, pathetic probably, but useful.  She’d started it after the first incident with the dogs, when the psychologist suggested she try sucking on hard candy to calm her nerves.  Eventually, it became a custom that helped her cope in difficult times.  Changing the flavors signified a fresh new week, with no problems or issues remaining from the previous one.

She sighed and forced herself to work.  By lunchtime, she felt a little better.  Her article was finished, and for once she’d beaten her deadline by more than half a day.  The story was supposed to run tomorrow.  From the adjoining cubicle, Sue Masters popped up to check on Carey.

“How ya doing today, kid?” she asked, worry in her voice.  No doubt she’d noticed Carey’s reaction at the funeral home.  Even a blind person couldn’t have missed it.

Sue was a sharp lady with several daily columns covering local events.  She kept a tight handle on what was going on in town.  She also had a direct link to the boss, Bill Jackson.  They were friends from way back and he counted on her opinions.  To stay on the good side of Bill, one needed her support as well.  Carey was acutely aware of this as Sue’s perceptive brown eyes scrutinized her blotchy face.  “Hanging in there?”

Carey pulled at her earring and yearned to absorb some of the woman’s inner strength.  She nodded.  “Yeah.  I even have my piece done ahead of deadline.  Imagine that.”

“Great, kid.  I knew you’d pull through.  You want to get some lunch with me?”  She was too kind.  It made Carey hurt all the more.

“Sure.  I could use a sandwich.”  She reached for her purse.  Sue’s phone rang, and she disappeared to answer it.  Carey was relieved when she overheard the conversation.  

“What’s wrong, Johnny?  You don’t feel good?  You got that tummy ache again?  Sure, I’ll come get you.  You just hang tight.”

Sue turned to apologize, but Carey held up her hand.  “You take care of Johnny.  Maybe tomorrow.”

“Okay, kid.  We’ll see you in the aim.”  Sue waved and disappeared.

Carey had taken a long time to pick up the newspaper lingo.  ‘Aim’ was journalism vernacular for ‘a.m.’  She plopped her purse back onto the floor and sat down again.  She had no appetite, anyway.  She sent her story off electronically to Bill and took a deep breath.  She had two more small informative pieces to write that day, but it seemed an insurmountable task.  She felt chilled and weak.

Come on, Carey, you need this job.  Why don’t you check your e-mail?
It occurred to her she hadn’t checked her e-mail since the funeral.  Now was as good a time as any.  She logged in and waited for the program to load.

You have 10 messages, noted her computer.  Not many.  Carey sighed, hit receive and let her mind wander while they downloaded.  She had communicated with Davis via e-mail all the time.  She loved his witty, charming style of writing.  Fresh tears trickled out.  She was going to miss him for a long time.

Her messages finally arrived.  The first two were business announcements from Bill.  She noted their contents then deleted them.  The third message was from her sister Becky in Michigan.  


Carey looked surreptitiously around her.  Employees of Florida’s News weren’t supposed to use work computers for personal correspondence.  Although everyone did it anyway, it still made Carey feel guilty.  She read it quickly and deleted it. 

The fourth message was completely garbled, as were the next three.  She frowned.  She hadn’t had an e-mail come through so badly in ages.  Maybe it was someone sending and re-sending the same message using an antiquated program her computer couldn’t recognize.  It had happened once before, but that was as far as her electronic expertise went.  It was impossible to tell who sent the messages.

Don’t delete them.  They’re from me.
She shrugged.  Delete, delete, delete, delete.
Message eight was an advertisement from a phone company.  Her fingers automatically hit delete without bothering to open it, and she instructed her computer to ‘Block Sender.’  

The ninth was from Florida’s News asking for a contribution to the fund for victims of unsolved murders set up in Davis’s name.  Her salary wasn’t great, but her parents had let her stay rent-free in the condo, so she’d been able to save a ton over the past eighteen months.  She replied with a generous pledge.  He was worth far more than that.

Her thoughts slipped back in time to when he’d asked her out.  He’d practically begged her, something that seemed totally out of character for him.  Davis had been so driven.  He could have lived in comfort off his hefty trust fund, but instead, surrounded himself with other people’s pain.  True, he worked hard to alleviate their sorrow, but in the end, the person was still dead.  He never brought them back.  All he did was help families get revenge.

Closure, he’d insisted.  Closure is what they need, more than anything else in the world, and I alone can give it to them.  Someone at the paper had dubbed him “The Closure King” and it stuck.  It was creepy, spending his life enmeshed in other people’s deaths.  He honestly believed he was gifted with this bizarre ability to rectify unsolved murders.  It was practically a crusade.  The ferocity of his dark obsession made her uneasy, as though it might rub off on her.

All those deaths and no one cared enough to make them right!  I bet you’d really think I was obsessed now.

That was the real reason she’d put him off.  She’d never been consumed by anything like that and it had frightened her, so she lied, saying she wouldn’t mix work with relationships.

Ah.  So that was it.  Yes, I was driven.  But so would you have been if your brother had been murdered and nobody even looked for his killer for half a dozen years.  But I wasn’t obsessed.  I just really wanted to help people get what I got.  Closure.  
She wondered if she’d ever achieve closure over Davis.
See, you know exactly how I felt.  Hmm.  Why don’t you continue my work?
Someone should continue his work, she thought suddenly, knowing that no one could bring to it the compulsive dedication he had.  She pondered her own editorial responsibilities.

Carey’s whistle-blowing column had been moderately received early on, and several times resulted in a TV spot.  She’d traveled across the state investigating business scams, government overspending and medical malpractice.  She’d worked with Davis on half a dozen cases where their efforts overlapped.  Those projects had been her best efforts. 

She swallowed hard.  There wouldn’t be any more of them.

She knew her performance was sliding downhill.  She glared at her sloppy desktop, knowing it reflected negatively on her.

It’s not my fault, she lied to herself.  Part of the problem was her anonymous tip line, which generated most of her subject matter.  It had been dead for the last month. 

Ever since the animal shelter fiasco.

“It’s only natural I’m assigned the best stories. Who else could bring that Midas touch to them?”


Carey looked up as Dash Jordan and Lenna Davenport approached her desk.  Dash was habitually obnoxious but always managed to snag the hottest assignments.  Once, Davis had suggested the braggart wasn’t all he made himself out to be, but wouldn’t clarify what he meant.  Lenna was the paper’s advertising manager, a hard-looking woman whose complexion belied some rough years.  Nobody impressed Lenna.  Carey avoided her as much as possible.

They passed by, Dash still embellishing, Lenna looking skeptical.  Neither noticed her cowering there.

Nobody ever sees me.  Four years in J-school and nine at one paper or another, and, I’m still invisible.
You’re not as invisible as I am.  At least you have life.  Focus.  Maybe your tip line has something today.
Bill had given her several backup stories, but until now, she’d managed enough of her own to avoid them.  Bill’s weren’t real investigations, just gimpers - handicapper sob stories - and HI, or human interest, topics.  Boring.  She would have to use one of them now, she thought with disgust, then remembered she hadn’t checked her tip line yet.  She picked up her phone and dialed into the messaging system.
It had a garbled message she couldn’t decipher.  She wrinkled her brow.  Maybe Dave Tibbot, the guy who handled the paper’s computer issues could clear up her electronic woes.  First her e-mail, now her answering machine.  Perhaps her tears had shorted out her electronic equipment.

I keep trying to send them . . .  

The office felt cold.  Carey shivered and glanced at her last e-mail message.  Another garbled string of nonsense, but longer than the others.  She was about to delete it when she recognized a fragment at the very end. 

main yours tru . . . irfield, Fl . . .
. . . but they don’t come through quite right.
A chill ran down her spine.  Davis always ended his e-mails with the same statement:  I remain yours truly, Davis Fairfield, Florida’s News.  

It was almost as though he was trying to send her a message from the dead.

I am.  Please help me!  

It was a hideous thought.  She snatched her purse and ran out for lunch.

