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To Mom

Chapter One
“When I was sixteen,” my father says, his voice trembling, “my younger brother died. He was eleven years old. It was an accident. He ran out into the roadâ€”he was chasing a ball. He got hit by a car. My parents were devastated. And I remember my mother saying to me that the worst pain in the world is the pain of a parent who has just lost a child.”

My father is a big man. I don't mean he's fat. He isn't. I mean he's taller than most people, except maybe professional basketball
players. He's strong. He's tough. At least, that's what I always thought. But there he is, his head down, looking at the papers in his hand. The papers are filled with words he has written. His voice almost breaks as he reads what is on those papers. He is big, but he looks small and tired and beaten down.

“Now I know what my mother meant,” he says. “I have been living with this knowledge for two years.”

Two years ago, when I was sixteen, my father lost a child. Two years ago, my brother Mark died. He was seventeenâ€”exactly one year, one month and one day older than me.

It happened the first week in October. Mark had a part-time job at a fast-food restaurant. He worked every weekend, but he also had to work until midnight once during the week, every week, even though his manager knew he had school the next day. It happened on one of those nights.

Mark called home before he left the restaurant. I was in my room. I was supposed
to be asleep, but I was watching a movie on my computer. I heard the phone. I knew it was Mark. He hated making those calls, but my mother insisted. He called and said he was just leaving, that he was making one stop on the way to pick up a sandwich, and that he would be home in forty-five minutes at the latest. I heard my mother say he didn't have to buy a sandwich. She would make one for him. For some reason, my mother thought it was a waste of money to buy stuff like sandwiches and burgers, things she could make at home.

An hour later, when my movie was over, I heard my mother go downstairs. I knew right away why. Mark wasn't home yet. I went down too. I said, “You worry too much, Mom.”

She told me to go back to bed. “It's a school day tomorrow,” she said. Then she went to the front door, looked out through the little window in it and said, “He should have been home by now.”

“Maybe he missed the bus,” I said. “Maybe he had to wait for the next one.”

The buses don't run as often late at night as they do during the day.

“If he had to wait for the next bus, then he should be home in fifteen minutes,” my mother said. “Go to bed, Jordan.”

I went upstairs, but I didn't fall asleep. I lay in bed and waited to hear the front door open.

Fifteen minutes passed.

Twenty minutes.

Half an hour.

I heard my mother come up the stairs and go into her room, which is next to mine. I heard her say to my father, “I'm worried. Mark is late. He's not answering his phone.”

I heard my father say, “I'm sure he's fine. Maybe he missed his bus.”

“He should have been home forty-five minutes ago,” my mother said. “He hasn't called, and I can't get hold of him.”

A few minutes later I heard my parents go downstairs. I got out of bed and followed them. My father was dressed. He had his car keys in his hand. He looked worried, but when
I asked him if everything was okay, he said, “I'm sure it is. But you know your mother. I'm going to go and see if I can find Mark.”

My mother stood at the door and looked out the window the whole time he was gone.

The next part I know only because I heard it told so many times.

My father got in the car and drove along the bus route to the fast-food place where Mark worked. He drove almost all the way to the restaurant.

Three blocks from the restaurant and two blocks from the bus stop, right in front of a nearly empty parking lot, he saw flashing lights. They turned out to be from an ambulance and a couple of police cars. There were a few other cars there too, which turned out to belong to some detectives.

My father said it never occurred to him that all those flashing lights could have anything to do with him. He drove two more blocks to the restaurant, which by then was closed. There was no sign of Mark. So he turned the car around and started to go back the way he had come. This time, he said, he
turned his head when he passed all those police cars. He saw now that there was a body in the parking lot. It was covered up, and there was something lying nearby. He couldn't see who it was or even if it was a man or a woman. He just saw it was a body. He drove right by and kept driving.

He said he was maybe ten blocks away before he suddenly realized what it was that he had seen lying near the body. It was a paper bag from a sandwich place. He said he recognized it because it was the sandwich place that Mark always liked to go to. He said everything moved in slow motion after that, like when you're having a nightmare and you're running as fast as you can, but it seems like you're hardly moving at all and whatever is after you is gaining on you until you know it's going to catch you. That's when you scream. That's when you wake up.

But my father didn't wake up. He couldn't. He wasn't asleep. But that didn't mean he wasn't having a nightmare.

He drove back to where he had seen the flashing lights.

He parked the car.

He went up to a uniformed police officer who was guarding the area where the body was, in a body bag now.

He said that as he approached that cop, he thought Mark would have a good laugh if he knew what his old man was about to do. But he did it anyway. He said to the cop, “Excuse me, I'm sorry to bother you. My name is Drew Spencer. My son is late coming home. He works right over there.” He pointed across the street to the fast-food restaurant. “He's seventeen years old, brown hair, brown eyes. His name is Mark Spencer.”

He said he saw something in the cop's eyes as soon as he said Mark's name.

He said the cop told him, “Wait here, please, sir.” The cop went over to a man in a suit and an overcoat. He said something to the man, and the man came over to where my father was waiting.

The man said, “Mr. Spencer? I'm Detective Carlin.” Detective Carlin paused for a second before he added, “Homicide.”

Chapter Two
“Mark was my firstborn son,” my father says, reading the words he has written. “He was a good boy and a hard worker. His mother and I were so proud of him.”

But that didn't stop someone from killing him.

The police said Mark had been beaten to death. My parents saw him afterward, after they took his body away. They saw what had been done to him. I only heard about it.

The way the police pieced it together, it happened something like this:

Mark called my mother almost exactly at midnight to tell her that he was just leaving the fast-food place where he worked. Mark had been on shift with two other people that nightâ€”an eighteen-year-old guy who handled all the cooking, and a nineteen-year-old girl who was the shift manager for the night.

The way it was supposed to work, at least two people had to be in the restaurant until the place was locked for the night. The cook left first, at a quarter to twelve, after the last of everything had been cooked and the kitchen cleaned. There were no customers in the place when he left, just Mark and the shift manager.

The shift manager's boyfriend was waiting for her, so she asked Mark if he would mind locking up, even though it was against company policy for her to leave him there alone. Mark said, “No problem.”

The shift manager said she left at ten minutes to twelve. The police assumeâ€”but don't know for sureâ€”that Mark stayed until midnight. He called my mother, he locked
up the place and he walked two blocks to the sandwich shop, where the lone employee remembered him coming in and ordering a sandwich to go. The sandwich shop employee said he thinks Mark came into the place at six or seven minutes past midnight and left four or five minutes later. He said he didn't remember seeing anyone else on the street outside the sandwich shop. He remembered a couple of taxis going by, but that's it.

At twelve twenty or thereabouts, a taxi drove past the parking lot where Mark was found. The driver said he saw people in the parking lot. He thought there were maybe four or five of them and they were all guys, but he wasn't sure. He said it looked like one of the people was acting “in a menacing fashion.” But he said he couldn't stop because he was on his way to pick up a fare.

Around twelve thirty, a pizza delivery guy stopped across the street from the parking lot and rang the buzzer of an apartment that was located above a video store opposite the parking lot. He was buzzed in, went up, delivered the pizza, collected what he was
owed, plus a tip, and went back down to the street again. He said he was just getting into his car when he heard what sounded like a groan. He said it was coming from the parking lot across the street. He went to investigate. He said he saw people in the parking lot, but he couldn't make them out clearly at first. He heard the groan again, and he called out, “Is everything okay over there?”

Right away, he said, the people ran. He said he was sure there were four of them. He said three of them ran right under a streetlight and he got a pretty good look at them. He said that seeing them run like that made him think that something was wrong, so he went into the parking lot to take a look. That's when he found out where the groaning was coming fromâ€”from a young man who was bleeding and who looked like he had been badly beaten.

The pizza delivery guy used his cell phone to call 9-1-1. He said he tried to help the young man, but he didn't know what to do. He said the young man said one word to him:
Tony
. He said by the time anyone showed
up, it looked to him like the young man had stopped breathing.

The young man was Mark.
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