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There is no good or easy way to lose someone you love. How Curt Barnes lost his wife was beyond heinous. What degree of anger or mental instability was necessary to consider, let alone do such a thing?

After ten years of marriage, Curt and Calli’s life together in Central Maine had become comfortable routines impervious to any major shifts or upsets. While not a perfect marriage, there was much more harmony than discord. As marriages around them disintegrated, Curt and Calli soldiered on. He was a healthcare consultant, and she had just received a promotion to manager at the local Lester’s, a big box store in town. They successfully juggled their schedules to accommodate the kids’ school and extracurricular activities. They had dreams of moving to a warmer climate after the kids were out of the house. They were a typical middle-class family with middle-class dreams. Living in a neighborhood where the most egregious thing to occur was the paperboy flinging the Dracut-Campion Star Ledger and missing the front steps. This is why August 20, 2008, came as such a shock, not only to Curt and the kids but also to the entire community.

When Curt and Calli had disagreements, it was usually over how to manage their children, Caitlin and Cade, 7 and 5 respectively at the time of Calli’s death. The kids could get into battles over virtually anything. On one occasion, while Curt and Calli were digging a new garden in the backyard, Cade and Caitlin were playing in the house. Cade, irritated by something Caitlin had done, got his Super Soaker and drenched his sister. In response, Caitlin called 911 and screamed to the operator that her brother had shot her. Cade started shooting her with the water gun again. Caitlin dropped the phone and ran screaming through the house with Cade in hot pursuit. The 911 operator had no choice but to follow protocol. In minutes, two police cars pulled into the driveway, and officers emerged, guns at the ready. As one officer rounded silently to the back of the house, Curt and Calli heard, “Stop right there! Drop what’s in your hands and turn slowly towards us.” It was unfortunate that the new garden looked more like the beginnings of a burial plot at that point. As Curt and Calli followed the officer’s instructions, Caitlin and Cade burst out the back door screaming, “Mom, Dad, the police are here.” They managed to sort everything out, and luckily, none of the police officers had itchy fingers. The kids got a stern lecture from Officers Dzideck and Schweikert. Mom and Dad imposed house arrest for two weeks, and Cade’s Super Soaker and an air-soft gun ended up in the local landfill. At the time, it was a big deal, but Curt and Calli could laugh about the incident months later. They would tell friends that those were the most peaceful two weeks they had had in years.

On that fateful day in August, around 3 p.m., when Caitlin and Cade got off the school bus, smoke and flames had just started to escape from the upper floor of their house. They had the good sense not to enter the house and instead ran to the neighbor to call 911 – this time for real. They stood helpless in the front yard, waiting for the fire department to arrive. They heard not only their mother’s screams but also the wild, unintelligible ranting of a man. 

“Mommy,” the kids cried repeatedly. 

“Mommy.” 

Soon, Mommy screamed no more, replaced by the snap, crackle, and pop of a fire that was starting to consume the upper floor of the Cape nestled amongst a stand of white birch. Still, they heard the rant of a man whose screams were at first guttural and then would crescendo to an almost hyena-like laugh. Words, unintelligible at first, got louder and clearer. 

As neighbors began to congregate and try unsuccessfully to calm the kids, Curt pulled into the driveway. He had come home early so that Calli would be able to work the late shift. He was unprepared for the scene. Caitlin and Cade ran to him. They couldn’t speak and were only able to utter a choking kind of inhaled, huh, huh, huh as if they were trying to catch their breath. The smoke, now reaching the neighborhood bystanders on the lawn, stung their throats and eyes. In the distance, the sirens of the fire department finally announced their imminent arrival. 

“Ma, ma, ma, Mommy,” Caitlin sobbed. “Sh, Sh, She, she’s...” 

As Caitlin tried to complete her sentence, the ranting man in the house crashed through the front door. 

He stood on the front step with his arms raised in victory. In his right hand, a propane torch. In his left a can of kerosene. His left trouser leg and left shirtsleeve were smoldering, and parts of both his left leg and left arm were charred black and seeping something bloody and gelatinous. If he felt pain, he didn’t show it. As if in a trance or responding to some stimulus only he could hear, he kept repeating “Yes” in rhythmic intervals, 

“Yes,”

“Yes,”

“Yes.”

The Fire Department and police arrived simultaneously. The firefighters moved as quickly as possible, but the flames had already engulfed most of the house. There was also the matter of the crazed man on the front step. “Drop what is in your hands and lay down on the ground,” instructed the police, but he did not appear to hear them.

He continued, “Yes.”

“Yes,”

“We repeat, drop what is in your hands and lay down on the ground.”

“Yes,” 

“Yes.” 

Time was of the essence if the firefighters were going to try to salvage anything of the house. The police approached the man cautiously. They repeatedly instructed him to lie down. He continued, “Yes, yes, yes.” The police reached him, and he offered no resistance. As they led him to a police cruiser, the gathering heard him shout, “Her fate is sealed. She is finally free.”

The firefighters did the best they could, but it was evident that the home was a total loss. Only the garage would escape damage. Despite the grim scene, Curt held out hope that maybe his wife had been able to survive. The kids had witnessed their mother’s screams and then their discontinuation. Cade was in shock, and Caitlin was delirious. Paramedics brought them to an ambulance where they laid Cade down, elevated his feet, and administered oxygen. Caitlin was inconsolable and combative, requiring restraint and a light sedative before she calmed down. Curt was anxious to get into his home, and firefighters repeatedly asked him to step away from the house. 

“Calli,” he shouted. No response.

“Calli!” Silence.

The crime scene investigators and firefighters, despite repeated warnings, finally allowed Curt into the house. Escorted by one of the firefighters, Curt quickly wished he had heeded their advice. He smelled burned flesh and the smoldering ooze of what was barely recognizable as his wife. He doubled over and deposited the contents of his stomach in an ash heap that was once their dresser. Each time he tried to straighten up and make it out the door, he would retch again. Leaving only when there was nothing more to expel. Paramedics met him as he exited the house. They brought him to the ambulance and administered oxygen and a sedative.

Neither Curt nor the kids recall the rest of that day. They woke up on the morning of August 21st in a spare room in his brother’s house – about 15 miles from what used to be their home. To say it would be a torturous route to recovery didn’t require an advanced degree in psychology. The horror of that day would only be the first insult. It existed like a bookmark in life, bisecting it into all that went before and all that occurred after. 
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Jackie Selaney was bright, outgoing, and articulate. With stunning good looks, a supple, athletic body, long brown hair, dark brown eyes, and a 5’9” frame, she had been a high school basketball and a college volleyball standout. Growing up, Jackie was always tall for her age, and people often mistakenly thought she was older. Despite her height, she was still well-proportioned and never considered gawky. She moved with grace, and even as a young teen, people called her elegant. In other words, she had it all. For the most part, people wanted to be in her orbit, minus a few of her female acquaintances who feigned friendship but secretly resented her. Through high school and before she met Stu, she attracted the attention of many men, young and old, but she never had a serious relationship. She was quite naïve about relationships with men. While many professed only wanting her friendship, all eventually tried to push well beyond that boundary. Invariably, she would rebuff their advances, and they would leave in frustration.

Jackie met Stuart Deno at Carter’s Bar in 2002, her freshman year at South Temple University (STU). Carter’s was a popular college hangout in South Temple, NY. Although drinking didn’t appeal to Jackie, her friends had heard it was a bit loose about checking IDs. While her friends partied, she sat at a table in the corner, sipping a ginger ale. Stuart, who was from Barron, was working on a highway construction project on I-84 just outside South Temple. Stu had been a high school football star for the Barron Bears and had idolized former STU star cornerback Russell Carter, who had made it to the pros and for whom Carter’s had been christened. Stu, at 6’2” and 245 pounds, had been a linebacker in high school. His work on the road crew had only served to add more muscle and a dark tan to his rippling musculature, evident outside and underneath the tight t-shirt he wore. His snug blue jeans didn’t detract from his athletic look or appeal to the women in the bar. While Stu liked his Jack and Cokes, he was no match for his maintenance crew buddies who could put most folks to shame with their alcohol consumption. Taking a break from the boisterous bunch at the bar, Stu spied Jackie, and with the bravery that only two Jack and Cokes could provide, he approached her.

“You look pretty lonely over here,” he opened.

“I’m not really into the bar scene,” she responded.

“I’m Stu, mind if I join you?

“Ahh, okay,” she said.

From this lackluster beginning grew a bond that neither had experienced before. For the next hour, they conversed easily. Both felt as if they had known one another for years. Amid the din, they were in their own little world. Nothing going on around them mattered, and their consuming connection was only interrupted when one of Jackie’s friends approached.

“Jackie,”

“JACKIE!”

“JACKIE!” her friend repeated, almost falling into the table as she grabbed and shook Jackie’s arm.

“WHAT?” Jackie said, looking up a bit perturbed to see her bleary-eyed, stumbling friend.

“Jeez, I called your name like 100 times.” Her friend slurred. “We’re trashed. Can you give us a ride to the dorm?”

Although Tower dorm was only a mile from Carter’s, her friends were obviously in no condition to drive or walk back to the dorm. Reluctantly, she agreed to drive them. Stu, recognizing that the night might be ending prematurely, put on his best puppy-dog face. It wasn’t necessary.

“Stu, it will only take me 10 minutes to drive them. Are you going to be here if I come back?”

“Absolutely,” Stu brightened, “I’d be crazy not to be.”

Tower dorm was the tallest structure on campus but located the furthest distance from most of the classrooms and nightlife. Freshmen were usually relegated to living there, having to pay their dues before qualifying for the more desirable and conveniently located housing.

Jackie dropped her friends off and returned to Carter’s as promised. 

“Now you’re the one that looks pretty lonely,” Jackie remarked as she approached Stu. “Mind if I join you?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, do I know you? I don’t think my girlfriend would approve if I let you sit in her seat.”

“Oh, really! What’s your girlfriend’s name?”

“Betty Sue,” Stu shot back.

“So, where is this, Betty Sue?”

“She just went to the ladies’ room to powder her nose.”

“Well, I guess I’ll just have to find another table then,” as she started to walk away.

“Ahh, you know what? Perhaps you could join me for a little bit.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to upset Betty Sue.”

“Well, she’s got a big nose, and it takes her a long time to powder it.” 

Upon that invitation, Jackie reclaimed the chair opposite Stu, and they rekindled the life-changing conversation they had begun earlier that evening. As things started to get a bit raucous in the bar, Stu suggested they take a drive. Their conversation continued in the car, and in 30 minutes, they rolled up to Diamond Lake. It was midnight on a mild April evening with a full moon that glistened off the lake’s mirror-like calm. It was the perfect accompaniment to a magical evening. They lay in each other’s arms, taking in the flashlight moon, the blanket of stars, and each other.  
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It took Curt and the kids a long time to recover enough from the shock to begin to piece their lives back together. Curt was interviewed by an endless parade of police officers and investigators. They asked him the same questions day after day, thwarting any attempt he may have made to start to insulate himself from the horror and move forward. 

“What do you know about the fire?”

“Do you know Darius Scott?”

“Have you ever seen Darius Scott before?”

“Was everything okay between you and your wife?”

“Did your wife have any enemies or get into an argument with anyone recently?”

Curt and the kids knew nothing, but no matter how many ways they communicated this, the questions just kept coming. 

“No, no, no and no for the hundredth time,” Curt said in an exasperated tone.

“No, I don’t know the man. No, neither the kids nor I had an argument with my wife. And no, I’m not aware of anyone angry with her.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Barnes, I realize that this must be difficult, but we need to investigate this thoroughly. I’m sure you understand,” said the Investigator.

“No, I don’t understand,” Curt fired back, “all I know is that my kids lost their mother, I lost my wife, we all lost our home and our belongings, and some whack job came out of my burning house with a torch and kerosene. How much more fucking clearer could it be?”

“I understand how upset you must be,” said the Investigator, trying to recover, “I only have...”

“You have NO FUCKING idea,” exploded Curt, “so don’t try that empathetic investigator bullshit on me. My kids and I are tired of these stupid questions. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to get my kids, and we’re going to find a new place to live.”

Curt’s accommodating, even keel personality had disintegrated over the last few days. The horrific loss, followed by a lack of sleep, no appetite, morose kids, and an investigation led by the Three Stooges, had exhausted his reserves of tolerance. He wouldn’t have been surprised if Curly had walked in, saying, “Nyuk, nyuk, nyuk.” Only to be followed by making that galloping horse sound by snapping his fingers and clapping his hands together repeatedly. He was on edge and needed to take steps to get himself back on his feet, not to mention rescue his kids who were adrift in a very dark place.

Curt and the kids stayed in the basement of his brother’s house. Robert Barnes was Curt’s younger brother by two years. Everyone, including Robert’s wife Melissa, referred to him as “BB.” Robert had acquired this nickname early in life. No one was sure whether the origin of BB was Baby Barnes or Bob Barnes. Or, perhaps it was the incident at his 10th birthday party when he shot the neighbor girl in the butt trying out his new BB gun. It didn’t matter, the moniker stuck. 

The first time Curt and the kids left BB’s home was for Calli’s funeral. Curt doesn’t recall being involved in any of the funeral arrangements. However, BB later insisted that he had consulted Curt a few times. St. Pius Catholic Church stood across from Lake Campion. Father Levesque married Curt and Calli at St. Pius in 1998. Curt and Calli had walked across the street after the wedding ceremony to have their wedding pictures taken with Lake Campion in the background. Now Father Levesque would preside over Calli’s funeral. There would be no pictures today.

The funeral, and frankly the whole day, was a blur for Curt and the kids. Curt only recalled two things about the funeral, and neither of them was pleasant – the light and the smell. Emerging from their cold, damp, and windowless basement cocoon into the light of day caused them to squint and cover their eyes until their eyes adjusted. Curt hadn’t expected that he would continue to smell the smoke long after it was gone. At first, he thought the smell was coming from the few clothes they had salvaged from the house. Even now, when they were outside and nowhere near the clothes, he not only smelled smoke, but he also smelled the charred remains of his wife. Haunted by the pain of his olfactory memory, that unforgettable, acrid smell grew so strong as to cause him to gag. Throughout the funeral, Curt grimaced and gagged. Observers forgave these expressions as reasonable reactions to the funeral, the touching eulogy given by Calli’s sister, Father Levesque’s supportive words to Caitlin and Cade, or the songs sung by a group of Calli’s friends. Curt never heard any of the words or the songs; he smelled that awful smell. His gags were his battle to keep the contents of his stomach at bay. Somehow, although he doesn’t recall how he got there, Curt stood before Calli’s casket at the Mount Campion Cemetery. He suspects Psalm 23 was read, but he doesn’t remember hearing it. The only thing Curt recalled was the irony that they were burying his wife when she had, for all practical purposes, already been cremated. It was all so senseless to him.

After the lost week that followed August 20, 2008, Curt and the kids forced themselves out of the shelter of BB’s basement. Curt found a small, furnished apartment in Campion that wasn’t elegant, but convenient for families that had virtually nothing. The Terrace Hill apartments housed many of the same interesting clientele that you commonly find in laundromats. Despite some of the colorful characters, the apartment immediately simplified things for Curt, who was struggling to wrap his head around being a widower with two damaged kids. The kids’ school bus stopped just 50 yards from their front door. August 20th had been the first day of the new school year, so except for the first day, Caitlin and Cade had missed most of the first two weeks of school. He needed to get them back into the school routine and get himself back to work. The apartment had a playground and pool filled with kids Caitlin and Cade’s age. It hadn’t occurred to Curt, but losing their house also caused Caitlin and Cade to lose access to their neighborhood friends. Curt only realized this when, upon seeing the pool and playground alive with children, the kids’ eyes lit up for the first time in over a week. While Curt toured the apartment, he had let the kids go to the playground. They caught up to him 10 minutes later, breathless.

“Daddy, can we live here?” Caitlin pleaded, “My best friend Jordan lives here.”

“Jordan?” Curt asked. “I don’t remember you having a friend named Jordan.”

“Well, I just met her,” Caitlin replied.

Curt looked at the landlord. “Kids, they have a new best friend every day!”

“Tell me about it,” said the landlord, “I have three girls, and it’s a soap opera every day!”

“Daddy, they have a merry-go-round,” announced Cade, “can you come down and make it go round real fast?”

“In a minute, hon,” said Curt. “I have to do some paperwork so that we can live here.”

Caitlin and Cade erupted into cheers and hugged Curt’s legs before running out the door on their way back to the playground.

“Wow,” said Curt to the landlord, “that’s the first time I have seen them happy in a long time.”

Seeing that the landlord didn’t quite understand, Curt added,

“Their mother died in a fire last week.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said the landlord, touching his arm. “You mean that fire set by that crazy man?”

Initially taken aback by her knowledge of this, he suddenly realized that it must have been big news. Apart from the irritating visits and questions of the police and investigators, he had not read a newspaper or watched a newscast.

“Yes,” he said, recovering. “Did you know him?”

“Hell no,” she said, “but the paper said he’s locked up in the loony bin in Harlow, awaiting trial.”

Curt had not thought until that moment that he would have to relive the events and perhaps face the crazed Darius Scott again. It shook his constitution. Seeing the color drain from his face, the landlord said,

“I’m sorry. I’m sure this is the last thing you want to hear or talk about. Let’s get that paperwork done and get you and your kids settled in your new home.”

“Thanks” was all Curt could produce, his mind spinning and trying to refocus on the task at hand.

Curt signed the lease and paid the rent and security deposit. 

“That’s it, Mr. Barnes,” said the landlord, handing Curt a copy of the signed lease, “your new home is #316. I hope the best for you and the kids.”

“Thanks,” Curt responded.

Looking down at the plastic key fob that read 316, his mind suddenly shifted to John 3:16. “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” He wondered if maybe this was an omen, hopeful that perhaps it was the beginning of salvation. He made a mental note to start attending church that Sunday with the kids. 

As he approached the playground, he heard an excited, ping-pong conversation coming from a picnic table as Caitlin and Jordan consolidated their new BFF status. For a moment, Curt thought that this might work out. Collecting the kids from the playground, they went shopping for groceries. Curt had never overseen grocery shopping responsibilities, so his first excursion to the store proved frustrating. He had never paid attention to what groceries Calli would buy. Nor did he have any concept of how to plan a menu and purchase food for a week, let alone a day. He recognized some things in the aisles, and the kids certainly had an eye for their favorite, less than ideal food choices. Still, the grocery store was overwhelming to him. He eventually gave in to the kids who claimed they knew best from accompanying their mom to the store. This, he would discover, was his first mistake. 

The apartment was a long and narrow three-bedroom on the third floor. The apartment didn’t have an elevator, only a walk-up. This was not a significant issue unless he had ten bags of groceries, which on this occasion he did. The major downside of the apartment from Curt’s perspective was the two small rooms side-by-side in the back of the apartment. Caitlin and Cade, close to one another, was a guarantee for conflict. Curt had held out some hope that the recent trauma or their delight with the playground and new friends might cure Caitlin and Cade of their sharing problem. He quickly learned this was folly. As Curt was lugging groceries up the stairs, the kids explored the apartment, discovering the three bedrooms. As he got the last bags into the apartment and to the counter, Caitlin announced,

“Daddy, here’s your room,” pointing to one of the small back bedrooms.

“Well, honey, I thought you and Cade would take the back bedrooms, and I would take the front bedroom.”

“Daddy, I want you to sleep next to my room,” hollered Cade from the other bedroom.

“Yeah, and I need room for my horses,” countered Caitlin, “and these rooms are too small.”

There was no sense in negotiating, and Curt realized that his accepting a smaller room would eliminate potential battles. He wanted the kids to be as comfortable as possible. He relented, and Caitlin took the large front bedroom, relegating “the boys” to the smaller back bedrooms.

“What do you want for dinner?” Curt called from the kitchen.

“Chef Boyardee” sang both Caitlin and Cade.

Their first dinner in their new home was Chef Boyardee Mini Ravioli in Tomato and Meat Sauce. Curt, who still hadn’t recovered his appetite, had a Diet Coke. After dinner, the kids settled in front of the TV. While Curt was cleaning up, the doorbell rang.

“Who could that possibly be?” Curt asked himself.

“Surprise!” shouted BB and Melissa as Curt opened the door.

“What in the world?” Curt said, seeing BB and Melissa holding two large boxes.

“We have some housewarming gifts for you,” announced Melissa. “We hope this makes things a little easier.”

“We also have some dinners your former neighbors made for you,” said BB, “I know how much of a gourmet chef you are!” he joked.

The commotion by the door had enticed the kids away from the TV. Seeing the large boxes filled with things, perhaps some things for them, made them react as if it was Christmas in August. Curt stood silently as tears ran down his cheeks. Melissa and BB hugged him and said that things would be all right. He began to sob. He had held it together well up until this moment. The kids chimed in and started to cry as well.

“It will be okay, Daddy,” sniffed Caitlin while hugging his leg.

Ever the savior, Cade had run to the kitchen. 

“Here, Daddy,” said Cade, handing Curt a tissue. 

This made Curt cry even more, but in this instance, it was tears of gratitude that Cade had inherited his mother’s compassion. BB and Melissa stayed until Curt and the kids were back on a level emotional plane. The donated dinners looked delicious and filled the freezer. Fortunately, Curt’s inept shopping had left plenty of room in the refrigerator for some of the overflow. The boxes were like Christmas with clothes, books, and toys for the kids and cleaning supplies and kitchenware that Curt never thought to buy.

It had been a long, emotional day, and Curt prepared the beds for their new occupants. The kids had precise bedtime routines, and Curt was familiar with this. He read to Cade and sang him his favorite bedtime song, “The Star-Spangled Banner” of all things. His fascination with the national anthem probably had something to do with its playing before his peewee hockey games. Not an easy song to sing, but Curt’s rendition, even as exhausted as he was that night, did the trick. Cade was asleep by the time Curt reached “and the home of the brave.” Caitlin was a different story. She primped and dawdled in the bathroom, impervious to Curt’s efforts to get her to bed. When she finally did get to her room, she started to play with the Breyer horses and stable that she had received in the box of gifts. Curt, now acting more like a zombie than human, trudged into Caitlin’s room. He promptly stepped barefoot onto a stray section of picket fence from the horse stable set. Painful as it was, Caitlin’s gales of laughter at her Daddy’s wounded expression prevented him from erupting in anger. Instead, he managed to overplay the pain, hopping wildly on one foot while holding the other to his daughter’s delight. This was all in service to trying to get his daughter to bed. After recovering from being impaled by the plastic picket fence, he picked his daughter up, spun her around.

“Dizzy girl, dizzy girl,” he said and flung her into her bed. 

It was not necessarily the most calming method for sending a child to bed, but for Caitlin, it worked. She overplayed the bed spinning and quickly got under the covers. Grabbing her favorite book that Melissa had given her, she pleaded for Curt to read it for what probably was the billionth time. Caitlin’s original “Butterfly Kisses” book didn’t survive the house fire. Thanks to Melissa, they were able to rekindle the tradition. By the time he got to the closing sentences, Caitlin had closed her eyes, and he was near tears. “I know I gotta let her go, but I’ll always remember every hug in the morning and butterfly kisses.” Somehow, the words that had so often applied to his daughter seemed to refer to his wife tonight. 

“Calli, how can I let you go?” he whispered under his breath.
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From that fateful first night that started at Carter’s and ended at Diamond Lake, Jackie and Stuart’s relationship continued to blossom. Stu graduated from hanging out with his road crew at the bars Friday nights to going to the T-Rex Bar-B-Que with Jackie to listen to blues bands like The Nighthawks. The T-Rex Bar-B-Que was in a dingy part of downtown. What it lacked in location was more than made up for in personality, food, and fun. The moment you walked in, the smoky, tangy smell of barbecue hit your nose, eliciting a salivary response that would make Pavlov’s dog proud. Posters, portraits of blues guitarists, license plates, and large murals featuring a green T-Rex getting into all manner of mischief adorned every inch of the walls. Jackie and Stu liked to sit at the table right beside the Hostess Hut because it afforded the best views of the bands and avoided most of the crowd that generally packed the place. 

On the weekends, they would take long walks or visit Stu’s family for brunch after church on Sundays. Occasionally, they would take in a show at the Orpheum Theatre downtown. In the fall, during the volleyball season, Stu would attend Jackie’s home games. They had an uncommonly harmonious relationship. Jackie’s friends, witnessing this idyllic union, often engaged Jackie as their counselor when their relationships with young men suffered the more typical turbulence. These counseling sessions, which often extended into the wee hours of the morning, made Jackie appreciate Stu even more. She never had to concern herself with infidelity, jealousy, moodiness, drunkenness, insensitivity, or commitment issues. Stu never gave her a reason. 

Stu was from Barron, a small town about 15 miles north of South Temple. Barron sat on the banks of the Macintosh River. Other than a small-town center, most of the area surrounding Barron was farmland. Raised on a dairy farm, Stu was used to hard work, long hours, and wholesome living. He had simple needs, and for what he may have lacked in brainpower, he made up in brawn. In high school, Stu was a standout football player. So good that many observers saw college football stardom in his future. While Stu liked football, he never saw it as his ticket out of Barron. He was not as disappointed as many, including his parents, when he did not receive any college scholarship offers. He had never considered himself college material, but he also did not intend to go into the family’s dairy farming business. When he met Jackie, he was eight months into his Highway Maintenance Worker training program with the New York State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT). His job was not glamorous, but the pay and the benefits were better than working at the farm or flinging pizzas at Gino’s in town. Stu’s dream was to earn enough money to go back to school and get an Associate’s degree in Automotive/Diesel Technology. 

It wasn’t a surprise to anyone when Stu and Jackie decided to get an apartment in South Temple at the start of her junior year. They had been constant companions for almost three years. If there was any surprise at all, it might have been that Stu had not already “popped the question.” They certainly acted married. Stu had even carried Jackie across the threshold of the apartment, a move that Jackie had enjoyed. Their parents would have preferred marriage before living together. Still, Jackie and Stu had so endeared themselves to each other’s parents that there was never any protest. Virtually everyone not only saw their unique compatibility but also, in some respects, envied it.

As Jackie’s junior year at South Temple was winding down, she applied for a summer internship at AlzCura, a pharmaceutical company in Buffalo. AlzCura was developing a new drug, Recallamin, designed to treat Alzheimer’s disease (AD). The drug was the brainchild of Dr. Asa Sheridan. As President and Chief Medical Officer of AlzCura, he was looking for an intern to help him navigate the Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) New Drug Application process. The drug had received its Investigational New Drug (IND) designation from the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). It was starting the most important and most expensive part of the drug approval process: Phase 3 Clinical Trials. 

“Ms. Jacqueline Selaney,” Dr. Sheridan pronounced.

“You can call me Jackie.”

“Alright then, Jackie, why should I select you for this internship?” asked Dr. Sheridan, who was known for getting to the point and not being much for small talk or tact.

“I want to do something that has a higher purpose, not just something that will look good on my resume. My grandmother has Alzheimer’s, as does my boyfriend’s grandfather.”

“So how does that qualify you for this internship?” pried the doctor.

“Well, you might decide it doesn’t, but if I were in your shoes, I’d want someone willing not only to put their brain into it but also their heart.”

“Heart has little to do with the work of this internship. How does your heart help me navigate the bureaucracy of the FDA’s drug approval process?” challenged Dr. Sheridan.

“I respectfully disagree. Heart has everything to do with this, and any endeavor. If you don’t have the heart for the work, why would you take the time and make an effort to learn how to navigate the FDA’s bureaucracy? Besides, what’s a little bureaucracy when 27 million people are diagnosed with Alzheimer’s with no known cure?”

“I’ll ask the questions if you don’t mind, but I see your point.” Dr. Sheridan softened. 

Very few people could melt Dr. Sheridan’s cold, clinical approach to most everything, but Jackie managed to that day. Dr. Sheridan knew he had his intern by the end of the interview. Despite his certainty, he told her that he would get in touch with her after interviewing all the candidates. She could not read Dr. Sheridan, and as she replayed the interview in her head while driving home, she feared she might have failed the interview. Arriving home, she gave Stu a blow-by-blow account of the interview with Dr. Sheridan. She thought the interview had gone well but worried that Dr. Sheridan might have thought some of her responses were challenging or even contrary. She feared that perhaps she had come on too strong and that Dr. Sheridan thought her more trouble than she was worth. Stu tried to counter her every fear and doubt with attempts to boost her confidence, to no avail. She stayed awake until the early morning hours. When she slept, she slept restlessly. By the time she received Dr. Sheridan’s call later that morning, she was exhausted. He offered her the internship, and she happily accepted.

“I got the internship,” Jackie said excitedly to Stu over the phone.

“Congratulations, Boo! See, didn’t I tell you last night not to worry about it?”

“Yes, yes, you did, and I should have listened.” Jackie conceded.

Two months later, her junior year behind her, Jackie started her internship in Buffalo. She immersed herself in all the steps in the rigorous and expensive drug development and approval process. Although it meant that she had to be away from Stu, Jackie felt fortunate to have landed the internship and saw it as her first real step in her career. During the weekdays, Jackie would stay with her parents, and on the weekends, drive to the apartment in South Temple to be with Stu. 

Jackie’s parents lived in Nora, NY, a quaint and inviting village about 15 miles southeast of industrial Buffalo. The small downtown area was walkable and surrounded by middle-class neighborhoods punctuated by mature, majestic trees. Nora was a safe and comfortable community with little notoriety. Her parents lived on Clifton Street, a tree-lined street across from the park where Jackie had played as a child. As hard as her parents tried to make her comfortable in her old bedroom, living under her parents’ roof was difficult. If not for being able to drive back to South Temple to be with Stu on the weekends, she wasn’t sure she would have been able to endure the summer with her parents. She loved them dearly, but there comes a time when living with your parents doesn’t work anymore.

Jackie loved the internship work, and after the first six weeks, Dr. Sheridan and other AlzCura executives spoke with her about her future. They encouraged her to consider a career in the pharmaceutical industry. That weekend, excited that Dr. Sheridan had taken an interest in her future, she spoke to Stu.

“Hon, how would you feel if AlzCura offered me a job after college?” Jackie asked while she was preparing dinner.

“That’d be great,” Stu replied. “I didn’t think a college-educated beauty like you would stay put forever.”

“What a charmer,” Jackie sighed, “but what about your job, Hon?”

“If it happens, I can look into getting a transfer to Region 1,” Stu replied while taking out the lettuce to make the salad. 

“And you wouldn’t mind leaving your family for Buffalo?”

“Listen, if I wanted to stay here,” Stu replied, “I would be squeezing cow tits and trying to put the moves on Betty Sue at the local market in Barron.”

Betty Sue was the fictionalized character that Stu had cooked up the first time he had met Jackie at Carter’s bar. Since then, Betty Sue had become a running joke and a recurring character in their conversations. The name had also become playful code to signal a desire to get intimate. Stu’s response had the intended effect.

“Wha Stuey, wha don’t yew come ova heya to ma checkout counta. I’ll let yew check out ma titties,” Jackie responded in her best southern accent while cupping her breasts in her hands. 

“Wha Betty Sue, I’m gonna bend yew ova dat counta ova dare and dew yew like yew nevah bin dun befora,” twanged Stu as he reached to loosen his belt buckle.

Suffice to say, Jackie and Stu’s relatively late-blossoming sex lives had advanced considerably from their first fumbling efforts. Now, armed with intimate knowledge of each other, combined with their athletic bodies and stamina, their lovemaking sessions became epic. A potentially difficult discussion at dinner transformed into a hot bedroom marathon. They didn’t return to the kitchen until the next light of day.   
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The move to the Terrace Hill Apartments, a necessary interim step in Curt and the kids’ recovery, was not the perfect environment by any means. On the first weekend there, Curt decided to investigate the shopping that the Terrace Hill Apartment ads claimed was “within walking distance.” He learned that this was only true if you didn’t mind navigating a windy, narrow, descending trail through a spooky tangle of bushes and trees. His journey down the path provided an education and risks to which he would rather not expose Caitlin and Cade. Discarded condoms, packs of cigarettes, and broken bottles littered the trail. Towards the end of the trail, he discovered an inebriated old geezer lolling in the underbrush amidst a couple of empty bottles of Thunderbird. Curt knew that Caitlin and Cade’s natural curiosity would eventually cause them to explore the nether reaches of the property. He had to find a way to discourage such sightseeing. 

“I had the biggest scare today,” Curt said to the kids as he was making them lunch.

“What happened?” said Caitlin.

“I went down a trail that is supposed to lead to a shopping mall, but I never made it,” Curt said for dramatic effect. Convinced that he now had drawn both kids’ attention away from the TV, he continued.

“Not only is there a big drop-off in one place, but I saw a black bear.” The kids’ eyes widened, and both drew in a sharp breath. Curt knew this would be an effective deterrent. Children in Maine learn early to avoid black bears.

“What did you do, Daddy?” Caitlin questioned as Cade asked, “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m okay, but he was not very happy to see me. Luckily, he was more interested in eating the plants. I backed away slowly, and when he couldn’t see me anymore, I ran back up the trail. I don’t want you...” He didn’t need to finish his sentence.

“I’m never going near there,” cried Caitlin

“Me either,” chimed Cade. “I don’t want to get eaten. Maybe we should move, Daddy.”

Curt didn’t want to traumatize his kids, and he wondered if he had maybe oversold it with the black bear story.

“We’ll be okay as long as we stay away from that trail, Cade. Black bears only eat plants and berries, but they don’t like people near them. So stay off the trail.”

Cade’s face told the story. He was terrified. “I’m never going to the playground again.” 

“The playground is safe, Cade,” Curt responded. “Bears sleep during the daytime and don’t like to be in the open.”

“But the bear you saw was awake,” Caitlin reasoned unhelpfully.

“It was really early this morning, and it was still a little dark in the woods,” fibbed Curt, who was trying hard to modulate Cade’s reaction. He was only partially successful. The next few days, Cade was afraid to leave the apartment without getting his dad’s permission, and then only if Caitlin or Curt were with him. Curt had the opportunity to regret the black bear story many times after that. The fire had been traumatic enough, and now he felt like he contributed further to his kids’ fears and anxieties. Calli had always been so good at managing the kids. Now, as he struggled through his emotional nightmare, he felt ill-equipped to address his children’s emotional needs.

To most, Caitlin seemed to have managed the trauma best of the two kids. Other than keeping to herself more, her schoolwork, serial friendships, sleeping patterns, and appetite all seemed unaffected. Curt, however, felt like there was a storm brewing in Caitlin. She had his wife’s temperament, and like Calli, Caitlin would go silent in the face of stress or difficulty. Rather than a constructive response to stress, this would often lock the pain away temporarily, only to come out later in an unexpected fashion in response to some seemingly minor stimulus. Caitlin was like a volcano, and Curt could see the puffs of smoke signaling a future eruption. Although Curt had tried on occasion to provide Caitlin with an outlet to express her feelings, she would dismiss his efforts in an unconvincing, Calli-like fashion.

Cade wore his anxiety on his sleeve, and the symptoms of the trauma he suffered were immediately apparent. The most striking thing was his need to know what “the plan” was for the days ahead.

“Daddy, what is going to happen tomorrow?” He would ask as Curt prepared him for bed.

“I’m going to wake you up, and then you’ll go to school.”

“What time will you wake me up?” demanded Cade.

“At 7:10, like always.”

“When will the bus pick me up?”

“At 7:50, like always.”

“After school, what will happen?”

“You’ll come home, and I’ll be here.”

“Will you fix me a snack?”

“If you want, I can fix you a snack after school.”

“And what’s going to happen the tomorrow after that?” asked Cade, who had not yet mastered the phrase “the day after tomorrow.” 

It was as if Cade needed predictability, the certainty that the day would hold no surprises. Unfortunately, Curt didn’t have a crystal ball, and Cade could not tolerate the slightest variation between what was predicted to happen and what would actually occur. Curt learned that defining the coming day’s events in too much detail only increased the chances of paralyzing Cade with anxiety due to some perceived variation. However, Cade was rarely satisfied with generalities, so these father and son conversations often turned into bedtime negotiations. In short, until Cade was satisfied with the level of detail, Curt could not sing Cade’s lullaby - the National Anthem.

After Calli’s murder, Curt rarely slept more than 3 hours a night. He would have trouble getting to sleep, and when he did sleep, he would often sit bolt upright in bed a couple of hours later, feeling terrified and drenched in sweat. His nightmares were sometimes thinly veiled symbolism. Like the night he dreamed about having Thanksgiving dinner with his family. It started as an enjoyable dream. Calli and the kids were there, and all were helping with the dinner preparations. As usual, Curt was responsible for the turkey. 

“Curt, better check the turkey,” said Calli in the dream.

“Thanks, sweetie,” said Curt, approaching the oven.

He turned the oven light on and saw the turkey done to perfection. He tried to open the oven door, but it was locked. He then tried to turn off the oven; it wouldn’t turn off. He went to the breaker box, and flipping the switch failed to shut off the circuit. He returned to the oven, and he saw that the turkey was starting to burn. He woke up with a start after taking a hammer to the oven window failed and the turkey started on fire. Other nightmares had little to no symbolism and were more like reliving the actual horror. Like the time he was a firefighter, and upon arriving at a house in flames, he recognized it as his home. Initially, he was magically successful. He was extinguishing fires throughout the house with ease. As he got closer to the bedroom where Calli was, he found it harder to move and the flames resistant to the water. Calli’s screams were what usually woke him. 

Curt was also not eating well and had lost 15 pounds in a week. He had difficulty concentrating, and more than once, as he was driving to work, he thought about veering into the oncoming path of an 18-wheeler. Each time, it was the thought of his kids that snapped him out of acting on that impulse. After two days at work, Curt, one of two managing partners at a small healthcare consulting company, decided to take an extended leave. He could not concentrate on the job. 

Then there was Darius Scott. Darius Scott, the living nightmare that haunted Curt and the kids since that surreal moment when he came out of the flames through the front door proclaiming success. Although Curt would rather have forgotten all about Darius Scott, he couldn’t insulate himself from the gnawing questions, or those of Caitlin and Cade. 

“Who was he?”

“Why did he do it?” 

Although the media provided some information about Darius Scott in answer to the first question, no information was available to answer the second. Curt and the kids twisted in the wind trying to make sense of what was senseless. With the mystery of Darius Scott, the fragile state of his kids, and Curt’s equally precarious emotional stability, Curt started to see a counselor.
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Jackie completed her summer internship at AlzCura, and company executives felt Jackie had shown great promise. They had eyes on grooming her to become a pharmaceutical representative after graduation. Even going so far as giving her financial support to pursue her certification through the National Association of Pharmaceutical Representatives during her senior year. In June 2006, with a degree in Communications and Rhetorical Studies from South Temple University and an NAPR certification in hand, AlzCura offered Jackie a job. 

The FDA had approved Recallamin after several encouraging studies. AlzCura executives justifiably felt they were sitting on a gold mine. They were hiring as many bright and energetic people as they could to market what they thought was going to be a blockbuster vaccine. Unlike other Alzheimer’s drugs currently on the market, Recallamin, the company claimed, was the only vaccine that could protect against Alzheimer’s. Not just reverse the atrophy of the temporal and parietal lobes of the brain thought to cause it 

Magnetic Resonance Imaging studies of people with Alzheimer’s, who had taken Recallamin, seemed to confirm the company’s claims. In motor and memory tests, patients on Recallamin outperformed patients on the leading Alzheimer’s drug. Side effects were comparable to the leading drugs, with only a small percentage of patients experiencing nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, insomnia, or headaches. This seemed to be a small price to pay to restore or retain your memory. This meant that the market for Recallamin included not only those already diagnosed with Alzheimer’s but also those who had the so-called Alzheimer gene. While the gene was not reliably predictive of getting Alzheimer’s, the company felt that some percentage of people with the gene would want to go on the drug for prevention purposes. 

Stu and Jackie’s lives suddenly went from predictable stability and routines to a whirlwind of change. In addition to Jackie’s job, Stu applied for and received a transfer to NYSDOT Region 1. They moved from their apartment in South Temple to one in Nora. Except for Jackie’s parents, who lived in Nora, all the people and places that had defined their lives changed almost overnight. The prospect of Jackie’s frequent travel for her job was also looming. Some couples would have considered this period stressful. For Jackie and Stu, the changes were an exciting new chapter that they took on with enthusiasm.

They rented a second-floor unit at the Village Square Apartments, a modest four-unit structure on Main Street. What it lacked in amenities was made up for by its proximity to Jackie’s parents and downtown. Stu, according to tradition, once again carried Jackie across the threshold. 

On the evening after Jackie’s first day at AlzCura, Stu took Jackie for a celebration dinner at the elegant Rue Franklin in Buffalo’s theater district.

“To the best and most beautiful pharmaceutical rep in the world,” Stu toasted as they clinked their glasses of champagne.

“Thanks, Hon, this is the perfect ending to a perfect day,” Jackie exclaimed at their intimate courtyard table.

“No, it isn’t perfect, Boo,” Stu argued.

“What?” Jackie looked surprised.

“This is the perfect ending to a perfect evening,” said Stu as he produced a small box.

“Jackie, will you marry me?”

Jackie’s eyes misted, her face flushed, and her hands trembled as she opened the box to reveal a small diamond engagement ring. To Jackie, it looked like the biggest diamond she had ever seen.

“Oh, Stu, yes,” she gushed, “Yes, yes, yes, a million times, yes.”

“I know it’s not very big,” Stu began, but was cut off by Jackie.

“No, Stu, don’t you dare. This is the most beautiful ring, and I am so happy right now.” Jackie and Stu got up from the table and embraced, their lips meeting in a long, tender kiss. 

“I love you, Jackie.” 

As Jackie and Stu held their embrace, the other guests in the courtyard recognized the moment, breaking into cheers and shouts of “Congratulations.” Returning to their seats, Stu placed the ring on Jackie’s trembling finger as the waiter arrived to decant the rest of the Moet Chandon into their glasses. Dinner was almost an after-thought, as they lost themselves in talk of their future as man and wife. They skipped dessert, anxious to get home to consummate their evening with a different kind of dessert. 

Over the next few weeks, Jackie proved she was a quick study at AlzCura. While she would not have called herself a whiz in her biological science classes at South Temple, she did have the gift of being a convincing communicator. Given enough information about anything, Jackie could make a compelling case for it. One of her professors at South Temple once described Jackie as being able to “convince people that red was blue, and blue was red.” After shadowing a more seasoned pharmaceutical rep for three months, the company sent Jackie on her first solo sales call to a local health system in the Buffalo area. Jackie spoke with passion about the benefits of Recallamin, and physicians sensed her authenticity and enthusiasm. She was an immediate success. Many doctors detest physician detailing, the one-on-one marketing technique that pharmaceutical reps used to influence physician medication choices. That said, physicians seemed to receive Jackie well. Impressed by her early success, the company expanded her territory and the number of accounts for which she was responsible. This meant travel outside the local area.

“Hon?” Jackie asked as she opened the front door of the apartment.

“In the kitchen, Boo.”

“Hi, Hon,” said Jackie, giving Stu a peck on the cheek. “The company has given me a wider territory to cover. They want to send me to Boston next week.”

“That’s great, Boo. Way to go!” said Stu in his characteristic upbeat and supportive way.

“So, you won’t miss me?”

“Nope, not in the least.” joked Stu, “I was starting to feel a bit smothered.”

Jackie dug her fingers into his ribs, tickling Stu, who almost knocked the pot of soup he was stirring off the stove. 

“Okay, okay, I’m kidding,” said Stu as he rescued the pot of soup. “Boo, it will just be like your away games in volleyball. Except I hope you won’t wear those skintight volleyball shorts when you visit the doctors.”

“Oh, you liked my volleyball shorts, did you?” She teased, knowing full well how Stu loved the way they accentuated her butt and long legs. 

“No, I liked what was in your volleyball shorts,” Stu said as he hugged her and reached his hand down to squeeze her left buttock. “Why don’t you go put them on, and I’ll put dinner on the table.”

“I think I’ll put them on later,” said Jackie, “Something tells me that if I put them on now, we’d never eat dinner.”

“You college-educated girls are just too smart.”

The next morning Jackie boarded a plane to Boston for her first client visit outside the Buffalo area.  
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After August 20th, the media had a feeding frenzy trying to unearth information about the monster that allegedly torched a home in Campion and incinerated the mother of two children. To their chagrin, there was precious little known about Darius Dale Scott. He was a 48-year-old electrician who lived with his mother in a double-wide trailer near Barry, Maine, about 18 miles from Dracut-Campion. Darius’ mother, Elvira, was a former paper mill worker on disability. She spent her days knitting baby booties to sell at markets in and around Barry and occasionally at the Dracut-Campion Farmers Market. Darius’ father, Dale, who also worked at the paper mill, had died when Darius was 18 when a 5,000-pound roll of paper fell and crushed him. 

Darius’ parents lived in Ramsey when he was younger, and he had attended Ramsey Elementary and Ramsey High School. His academic records, or those that remained, as Ramsey High School had closed, were unremarkable. Very few teachers who may have remembered teaching Darius were still around. Those who were, could recall him only as “the boy whose father died in that paper mill accident.” As is so often the case with people who snap and kill indiscriminately, people reported he was a “quiet boy who kept mostly to himself.” Darius didn’t play organized sports, he wasn’t a cub scout or boy scout, and he didn’t go to school functions. Darius’ mother, due to failing health, went on disability, sold the house in Ramsey, and bought a trailer in Barry shortly after her husband’s death. Elvira collected a small life insurance settlement, but the paper mill avoided her lawsuit claim of negligence when they proved that Dale had been in a restricted area when the accident occurred. 

Darius professed to be an electrician, but there was no record of his licensure at the Office of Licensing and Registration in Harlow. His mother indicated that he had done some electrical work around Barry, but if he did, no one owned up to it. 

The trailer where Darius lived was in a state of disrepair, and order and cleanliness were obviously not a priority. Pieces of the aluminum siding were pulling away, some of the windows had cracks, and the front screen door was absent a screen. Any steps leading to the front door were gone, replaced by a precarious assemblage of a plastic milk crate on top of a rotting wooden pallet. The yard was mostly dirt with a small area of grass that hadn’t seen a lawnmower anytime recently. There was a dilapidated Chevy pickup truck along the side of the trailer that may have been Darius’ father’s at one time. Parts were missing, and reporters surmised that Darius might have been selling them. A prominent female TV reporter, Leslie Anderson, known for her brazenness, convinced Elvira to open her door one day, promising no cameras. The reporter entered the trailer, scanned the kitchen and living room, and Elvira suddenly realized that the cap the reporter was wearing contained a mini camera. Elvira physically threw the reporter out of the trailer, followed by some choice expletives. This didn’t stop the reporter from dusting herself off, fixing her hair, and taping the voice-over and cutaways to accompany the video she had just shot in the trailer. 

“The first thing you notice is the smell,” said the blond, blue-eyed reporter, crinkling her nose for effect.

“Cat urine mixed with overflowing garbage bags. Add to this stench, dirty dishes, and visible grease and grime in the kitchen.” The voice-over for when she panned the trailer with her hidden camera. 

Then came a journalistic leap and her usual flair for the dramatic. 

“It makes one wonder if the neglect seen here extended beyond the household to how Darius Scott was raised and how he lived. The only signs of any connection to the outside world are an old TV, a small radio, and several overflowing stacks of weekly tabloids, a fire hazard amid this stench and squalor.”

Leslie didn’t care what it took to get a story. In most cases, the presence of a TV camera prevented people from acting out. Very few people want to risk having their bad behavior broadcast on TV. Leslie pushed people’s buttons, and she had sent Elvira over the edge. Shortly after they wrapped the voice-overs on the scene, the trailer door slammed open.

“You fucking two-faced bitch, get off my property,” Elvira screamed, wielding a shotgun.

Leslie and her crew didn’t need any more encouragement. While Elvira was trying to navigate the rickety steps, they ran to their van.

“If you play any of that on the news, my attorney will file a lawsuit against your company and you personally,” Elvira warned, taking a cautious step forward. “You’ll never see your whoring ass in your fuck-me pumps on the TV again. I’m warning you, you motherfu...”

Elvira’s words cut off as the crew slammed the van’s sliding door shut, and the driver goosed the accelerator, sending a plume of dirt and gravel flying. When they looked in the rearview mirror, Elvira was standing in the middle of the road, waving her shotgun in one hand and wildly flipping them the bird with the other. While they could no longer hear her, her mouth was flapping a mile a minute.

“Jeez, that former paper mill worker could make a sailor blush,” said the van driver. 

Not only did they use the video and voice-overs, but they also embellished it. At the TV station, the production crew thought it would be good to patch in some banter between the reporter and the anchor. They recorded the following to put a bow on the story.

“Leslie,” the anchor broke in, “were you able to ask Ms. Scott about her son or see his room?”

“No, Jeff,” recorded Leslie in a deflated manner, “Ms. Scott declined to answer any questions about her son, stating that to do so may compromise his pending trial.”

“Thanks, Leslie. Great job as always,” beamed Jeff as the camera caught a close-up of Leslie’s best smoldering reporter look. The camera then slowly panned out to show Leslie’s curves, short skirt, and legs that viewers often mentioned on the TV station’s webpage. The nature of the comments revealed a significant difference of opinion about Leslie’s appearance, but provocative worked in the TV business, and the ratings proved it. Men watched it and were thrilled, and women watched it and were incensed. Regardless of their reactions, they continued to watch it. Their reactions, often a topic of conversation around the office, just bred more viewers.

Additional information about Darius Scott was difficult, if not impossible, to find. Darius was a ghost. In an age of information overload, he was an anomaly. The only thing that popped up on an Internet search of Darius Dale Scott was his recent arrest in connection with the fire and alleged murder. There seemed to be no link between him and his victim, Calli Barnes. 
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Curt had chosen his counselor through an internet search. The name Timothy Darling, LCSW, had caught his eye because he had, on more than a few occasions, called his wife “Calli darling.” The bio indicated that Timothy Darling was a former minister specializing in divorce, depression, and grief counseling.

Curt arrived at the two-story Victorian home, whose first floor was converted to office space. The front hallway was the waiting room with a few chairs, a table with a lamp that made the area feel less hallway-like and a small coffee station. On the wall hung a sign: “Please make yourself comfortable.” On the floor next to the door marked “Office – Do Not Disturb,” was a device that gave off a slight hissing sound, a sound masking device to protect the privacy of conversations in the office. Bare of any reading material, Curt was left to ponder the hissing device and try to figure out how he was going to greet the counselor. Reverend Darling? Mr. Darling? Counselor Darling? None of them seemed comfortable. Before he had a chance to solve this puzzle, the office door opened.

“Mr. Barnes? Come in, my name is Tim,” said the counselor as if he had read Curt’s mind and magically relieved this initial conflict. Curt, who had hesitated to seek help from a “mental health professional,” began to wonder if maybe counselors did have certain mental powers.

“Thanks for seeing me. You can call me Curt,” he responded as the two shook hands.

Tim Darling or his office did not fit the picture Curt had in his head. He had expected an older man in priest-like garb in an office with a crucifix or at least some religious icons. While Tim was elderly, he dressed in beige Dockers, a sweater vest, and comfortable-looking suede Rockport shoes. He looked like someone’s friendly grandfather, not a man of the cloth. One wall of the office contained all manner of books on counseling. Posted on another wall hung a graph titled “The Evolution of a Relationship” with a line that looked sort of like the letter S laid on its side across a horizontal plane. The x-axis was labeled “Time,” and the y-axis was labeled “Happiness.” On the opposite wall was a poster entitled “The Five Stages of Grief.” Two comfortable chairs next to a small table with a lamp and a box of Kleenex tissues stood in one corner. Tim motioned for Curt to take the chair that happened to be closest to the Kleenex box.

“Curt, I know you called me about the loss of your wife. Before we begin talking about that, though, I would find it helpful to learn about you and your family before you met your wife. Can you tell me about your experiences growing up, your parents, your brothers, and your sisters?” 

Curt was relieved, as just Tim’s brief mention of the loss of his wife almost had him reaching for the Kleenex. He talked about how his family had their roots in Blackmore Vale in Dorset County, located in southwest England. The family always liked to say that Barnes meant “warrior,” but Curt had dispelled that notion. When he looked into his ancestry, he learned that his forebears were dairy farmers, and his last name originated from “barn.” This was not as noble or heroic as the family myth, but certainly explained the wholesome and hardworking Barnes descendants. For 45 minutes, Curt was able to talk easily and happily about his childhood, his education, his parents and brother BB, and his career. Nothing about the trajectory of his life could have prepared him for the horror of how he lost Calli. His upbringing and even his adolescence were surprisingly free of major conflict, loss, or trauma. He was a virgin when it came to emotional turmoil.

“You certainly sound as if you’ve lived a charmed life up until now. Has there ever been a difficult time before this? Arguments? Disappointments?” explored Tim.

“Not really, I mean, BB and I would get into typical brotherly fights occasionally. We wouldn’t get into physical fights, just words. It was usually over something stupid.”

“Let’s stop here for now,” Tim said in his warm manner. “Thank you for sharing a part of your life story. I would like to see you twice a week unless you want to see me more frequently.”

“No, that sounds fine.”

“I know you mentioned not sleeping, losing weight, and not eating
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