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      Near Enough to Hold was previously published as a serial love story. This compiled version has been revised, edited, and contains new and expanded scenes.

    

  


  
    
      For my friends and family whom I’ve lost between 2018 and 2021.

      Each one of you touched my life in so many wonderful and sometimes heartbreaking ways.

      You are all missed.

      You will always be in my heart.
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            Here Comes the Rain Again

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you listening to me?"

      Shit, I’d done it again—dazed out while my sister Ellie was talking to me. It wasn't intentional. I hadn't slept well in days, and she kept bringing up the past. I didn't want to talk about the past anymore. I rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand and muttered an apology. “Sorry, Ellie. What are we talking about again?”

      “Boston,” she said tersely. “I asked you if you're going to come home for Thanksgiving.”

      “That's months away.” I kept my head down. An ant meandered between my feet. The back of my neck was sticky from sweating. I hated the end of August in Richmond almost as much as I hated thinking about going back to Boston. “Anyway, why can't you just come here?”

      “I always come to you. It'd be good if you made an effort too.”

      We sounded like an old married couple. I lifted my head now and my younger sister's grimace was glaring. She was five years younger, but sometimes, it felt as if she was the older sibling. Especially lately. She took care of so many practicalities for me.

      “Have you got your ticket?” I stood up and stared into the darkness. A lone train whistle sounded in the distance, most likely her train, the Northeast Regional that would carry her away from Richmond and whisk her back to Boston. She'd been here with me for two weeks and, as much as I’d enjoyed her company, I was ready to return to my normal life.

      “Of course I have my ticket,” she quipped. “I don't lose things.”

      "Don't be like this, Ellie." I turned back to her and ruffled her chestnut brown hair. She'd pulled it into a neat bun, just as she’d always worn it. I wished she'd let her hair down and stop worrying about me. “You know going back is hard for me.”

      “It's been five years, though.”

      “Doesn't mean it's any easier.”

      “It's never going to be easier if you don't face it.”

      Other passengers were venturing out now, jostling for the perfect position as they awaited the train's arrival. I grabbed Ellie’s bags and moved aside. Ellie followed me. The air smelled damp and metallic. Soon it would rain. I could already feel its coolness in the thick air.

      “Did you forget anything at the house?”

      “You know I didn’t,” she said and touched my shoulder. “I just...I know going back is hard for you, but I wish my big brother would come and visit me. Everyone misses you.”

      “I know...I'll think about it.”

      “I’ll even let you bring Rufus,” she grinned. “He'll get his own room and everything.”

      “Rufus is a given.” Rufus was a grizzled border terrier I’d adopted after moving back to Richmond. Sometimes I thought of him as my friend and savior. He certainly kept me sane in the early days. “Where I go, he goes.”

      “So, you'll come?”

      “I’ll think about it, Ellie. That's all I can promise right now.”

      “Okay,” she conceded. “That's better than nothing.”

      The train pulled into the station and was loud enough to drown out any attempts at conversation. We said our goodbyes, and then Ellie hugged me so tightly I thought she would crack my ribs. “We'll see each other again soon,” I promised her. “We'll be okay.”

      She nodded and kissed my cheek. “Love you, big brother.”

      “Love you too, kid.”

      I watched as she showed her ticket to the conductor and then headed across the tracks to the northbound platform. Thunder rolled in the whole night sky and fat drops of rain began to splatter on the asphalt.  I didn't move. I wanted to make sure my kid sister boarded the train safely, and I wanted to see with my own eyes the train pull out of the station. So, I stood there, ignoring the snapping open of umbrellas and chatter of the others around me who were seeing off friends and loved ones. The signals clanged and announced the imminent departure of the Northeast Regional. As the train finally pulled out, I lifted my hand and waved. I could just see Ellie through one of the mottled windows. She waved back, her expression hopeful and heartbreaking.

      Maybe she was right. Maybe it was time for me to go home.
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      The Staples Mill Road Train Station lacked the grandeur of the central train station in downtown Richmond. It had nothing going for it. Squat and square, bereft of anything attractive that made a person want to stay, no café, no restaurants, no bar. Maybe that was the point, though. Just drop off people and leave. I would have left immediately, but the rain was coming down harder now, slamming into the pavement and streets with a clattering ferocity.

      “Do you think it'll stop soon?”

      “Sorry?”

      The woman standing next to me was soaked to the bone. Her dark hair hung in wet clumps; her thin dress clung to her body as a puddle formed at her sandaled feet. She was shivering.

      "Do you think the rain will stop soon?" She rubbed her dark arms. Water dripped from her fingertips. "I was waiting for the bus, but it never came."

      "The bus to town?"

      She nodded. "I waited a while, but it never came."

      "They canceled that bus. It hasn't run for close to a year now."

      "But I checked online..."

      "I don't think GRTC is that great when it comes to updating its website," I said with a shrug. Outside, the rain continued, rivulets of water ran down the windows and doors of the station. "Your best bet is a cab."

      "I guess it is," she agreed. Her voice caught me. She headed for the door, dragging her wheeled suitcase behind her, and then went out into the rain. Three cabs were already pulling out of the station parking lot. I watched as she approached the two remaining cars. She must have sensed I was looking at her. She turned then waved. One less person to worry about.

      

      I ran across the parking lot to my car. The rain was a torrential downpour now, and I didn't want to be out in it longer than necessary. I could already hear Rufus barking wildly. I’d left the window open so he could get some air, but Rufus hated thunder and lightning, and the air was already thick and charged. I was pretty sure the storm would get worse before it died down. At least there'd been no hurricane warnings. This was just your run-of-the-mill Virginia thunderstorm. Most likely, the rain would carry into the early hours of the morning.

      I jumped in the car and patted Rufus on his scruffy head. "Sorry I took so long, buddy."

      Rufus barked in return. He was shaking. The thunder must have ruffled him.

      I started the engine and then braved the rain-slicked road. Beside me, Rufus whimpered with each burst of thunder.

      "It's gonna be a long night, Rufus. Best get used to it."
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      "What's she doing there?" I blurted out as I stopped at the traffic light. The rain wasn't as fierce, but it still made its presence known. The woman I’d spoken to at the station was at the bus stop again. I pulled over to the side of the road. Rufus gave me a warning whimper. "Can't leave her out here when it's late, Rufus."

      I rolled down the window. "What happened with the cab?"

      At first, she didn't move. She stared at me without recognition. "I'm all right," she replied in a guarded voice. "The bus will be here soon."

      "I told you before — they canceled the bus. You wait for it, and you'll be waiting a mighty long time."

      She squinted at me. Her stance relaxed. "I didn't recognize you," she said. She looked worse for wear now. Her eyeliner and mascara were running down her face in black rivulets. "I didn't have enough for cab fare, and there's no ATM at the station. I figured I could start walking once the rain stops."

      "You'll have a long walk ahead of you then," I told her. " You’d have to get on I-95 to get into town."

      "Oh!" Her shoulders sagged. "I thought we were only a few miles from town."

      "You must not be from around here then." I grinned at her. Rufus peered at her and sniffed her hand. "Where are you headed?"

      "I'm supposed to stay with some friends on Ellwood Avenue. They were supposed to meet me.”

      "But they didn't come?"

      "No, I waited for over an hour. Tried to call them..."

      "What's your name?"

      "What? Why?"

      "If I'm going to give you a ride; I'd like to know your name," I said. "I'm Nick, by the way. And it sounds like you’re headed to the Museum District, which is where I live."

      "You'll drive me there?"

      "Sure. At the rate you're going, you'll look like a drowned rat before you ever get there. So...what's your name?"

      "Keisha."

      "Well, hop in. Don't mind Rufus. He's harmless."

      I popped the trunk and then got out and helped her with her suitcase. It was heavy. How had she even managed to pull this thing from the station? Once we loaded it in the trunk, I opened the passenger door for her. Her hair smelled like jasmine. The scent caught me off-guard. I nearly breathed it in and had to stop myself.

      "I appreciate this," she said as she slid into the front passenger seat. "You saved my life."

      At least there was someone's life I could save.

      

      She didn't talk much. Maybe that was why Rufus liked her. He usually didn't like sharing the passenger seat with anyone, but he curled up in Keisha's lap, even with her soaking wet dress. She scratched him behind the ears and stared out the window, not saying a word until she saw the signs for the Museum District exit.

      "You were right," she said softly. "I wouldn't have been able to walk it."

      "Where are you from anyway?"

      "Philadelphia. Well, not far from Philly—originally anyway."

      "That where you're coming from now?"

      "No, I was in London." She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. "I'm a dancer. I was a dancer. But now I teach dance."

      "That why you came to Richmond?"

      "No, I came here for love."

      "Love, huh?"

      She nodded. "Someone I used to love. I think I still love him. We met up while he was in London for a book tour, and we decided to give it another try. That's why I'm here."

      The way she said it was childlike. Her voice filled with wonder and joy. I smiled, remembering when I was once like that. Sometimes I missed it, that feeling of being in love, of being loved. Well, good for her. She had someone waiting. Even if the lucky guy hadn't shown up to meet her. Maybe she'd told him the wrong day.

      By the time we turned onto Monument Avenue, the rain had stopped, and Rufus had fallen asleep in Keisha's lap. I made a left and drove toward Ellwood Avenue. "What's your friend's address?"

      She fumbled in her bag and pulled out a soggy Moleskine notebook. She flipped it open. "3154 Ellwood."

      3154? I glanced at her. "You’re going to see Alex...?"

      "You know him?"

      I nodded. Everyone knew Alex. He was the local lothario. He was always hanging out in Secco Wine Bar, trying to charm women out of their pants and then ditching them when they got too clingy. "I've met him a couple of times."

      "Small world," she laughed. "Once I’m settled in, you should come over for dinner. It'll be my way of thanking you for saving my life."

      "I didn't save your life," I countered. "I just saved you from the rain."

      "Same thing."

      It didn't take long to come to Ellwood Avenue. I pulled up in front of the three-story, red brick house. A stubborn butterfly bush continued to bloom in the front yard despite it being so late in the season. Its lush branches and flowers blocked the view of the front door, but there were lights on in the upstairs windows. At least he was at home.

      "Listen," I started, "if things don't work out, I'm just around the corner from here. My place is on Grove Avenue. I'm at 2811 Grove Avenue. Just come by. I've got a renovated carriage house that's sitting empty. You could use it if you need it."

      “I’m sure I’ll be okay, but I appreciate the offer."

      "Well, the offer still stands. You need anything, just come by." I popped the trunk, got out of the car, and then walked to the trunk to lift her suitcase out and set it on the pavement. She was standing at the curb, Rufus in her arms. For a change, he didn’t seem to mind that he was being cuddled and loved. "The dog stays with me," I joked and held my arms out for Rufus.

      Keisha laughed again. "Of course, but he's just so cute. And warm." She relinquished Rufus to me and then dropped her arms to her side. "Thanks again. For the ride and for not leaving me stranded at the train station."

      "Sure, yeah...it was nothing."

      "Well, I'll see you around." She touched my arm and then stepped back. I waited as she wheeled her suitcase to the gate. Then, I loaded Rufus back in the car, and we drove off. I didn't want to see the reunion. I didn't want to see her get her hopes dashed.
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            After Midnight

          

        

      

    

    
      Without Ellie, the house felt empty and quiet. Almost too quiet. Ellie talked nonstop, and I'd gotten used to her constant chatter—about Boston neighbors I barely remembered, TV shows she thought I should watch, songs she liked, you name it. Sometimes, she even tried to talk about April and the kids. I drew the line there. I didn't want to bring them here. Not yet. I already saw them everywhere, even when I knew it wasn't possible.

      Like now.

      I thought I saw Audrey sitting at the kitchen table, her head resting on her arm as she watched me fill Rufus's water bowl. My chest went tight at the sight of her. My baby. My youngest girl. I could still hear her voice, in my head, asking so many questions, Daddy, when can we get a kitten? Daddy, why didn't you go to Harvard with Mommy? Do you think I'll be pretty like Caitlin when I grow up?

      When she was still with me, her endless questions used to drive me crazy. I wish I'd never yelled at her when she broke a glass. I wish I'd never said, "Give it a rest now, Auds."

      I wished I'd listened more.

      I wished I'd never lost my baby girl.

      If she were sitting at the kitchen table, I would have pulled out the chair facing hers, sat down, and stretched my fingers out to hers. She'd laugh and call me silly, and then she'd swat my fingers and tell me a funny story. My funny girl. She was always full of stories. And this time, I'd listen. I wouldn't let my worries about making ends meet, or whether it was time to take the car for inspection, or if this was the weekend we had to make the drive to Connecticut to see April's family distract me from giving my little girl the attention she deserved. I should have been home with them that night. I shouldn't have gone out with the guys from work.

      I blinked and then she was gone. I whispered her name. Rufus trotted into the kitchen, looking around as if he expected to see Audrey too.

      It was going to be one of those nights. I might have to go for a drive.
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      It was already late by the time I headed into the living room. It was late when I’d dropped Ellie off. She’d taken the last train heading north, so it must have been around ten-thirty, maybe closing in on eleven, when I left the train station. Before we drove to the station, I treated her to dinner at a bistro on Cary Street. The first time I'd been was before on a blind date that had been more of a bad idea than anything else, but the food was good. I started dropping in more often when the silence at home became too much. I figured my kid sister deserved that her last meal in Richmond be one that she hadn't cooked herself.

      Over plates of scallops and linguini, she'd tried to convince me to come to our cousin Jack's wedding in Worcester. "He'd love it if you were there," she said as she twirled linguini with her fork. "We all would."

      "Maybe," was my reply. It was what I always said. I hadn't stepped foot in Massachusetts in five years. Not since the trial ended. Every time I thought of going back, the bitter taste of anger filled my mouth and throat. I didn't want to go back to the place that took my wife and kids from me. But I couldn't tell Ellie that. She believed the old saying that time healed all wounds. Of course, she did. No one had been stolen from her—not like for me. My whole life died in Boston. And going back...I couldn't see it happening, but I couldn't tell my kid sister that she was crazy for wanting me to visit. Everybody thought I'd get over it. But you never really get over someone murdering your family.

      I tried to push it out of my mind. Thinking about April and the girls too much pulled me into a dark hole that was too hard to escape. It was why I didn't have any pictures of them on the mantel over the fireplace or on my nightstand. I didn't need reminders of them everywhere. Their ghosts were always with me.

      Maybe, it was just the chill to the air that made me think of ghosts. Septembers in Richmond were usually warmer, but the rain seemed to have washed away the last vestiges of summer heat, and now the breeze cooled my skin and made me shiver. Rufus was already curled up on the sofa with his favorite blanket, a faded plaid affair I'd found in a thrift store near VCU's campus. I bought it to have in the car when Rufus was still a scrappy puppy. But keeping it in the car proved futile when Rufus started dragging it into the house after every car ride. So much for me being the leader of the pack. What the hell. He was happy with the blanket.

      I piled some wood and kindling in the hearth and got a fire going. It was a little early in the season, but with all the rain, the house felt damp and chilly. I needed to get rid of this awful pall. If the house felt warm, I wouldn't think about that night. It was raining then too. And soon, it would be the anniversary of losing them.

      My beautiful girls. April. Caitlin and Audrey. April...damn it, April, I miss you. I hate this life without you.

      I hate my life without you.

      I went to the liquor cabinet and poured myself a glass of scotch, neat. No need to dilute it. I needed alcohol to numb me tonight. The first gulp burned going down. It always did. Then the smokiness dissipated, the warm undertones bloomed, and the liquid warmth spread through me, pushing the memories back a little and giving me a little peace of mind. I joined Rufus on the sofa and kicked off my shoes. They were a battered pair of leather loafers that had seen better days. I should get them re-soled. I should polish them. They're good quality leather. They'd last a lifetime if I took better care of them. It's what Ellie said. It's what April used to say.

      April.

      Baby, I still love you.
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            An Unexpected Guest

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t sure when I fell asleep. The fire had died down, and Rufus was at the door barking. I raked my fingers through my hair and tried to shake away the grogginess. Then the doorbell sounded. Was that what jarred me awake? Someone at the door? I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and then stood on unsteady feet. Rufus was still barking, but it wasn’t that grumpy “who the fuck are you” bark he used on strangers. This was more of his “get your ass off the sofa and come see who’s at the door” bark. By the time I got to the hall, I could see he was practically wagging his entire body. Whoever it was, he was happy to see them. Fuck, what time is it?

      I turned on the light in the vestibule and then I saw her clearly through the glass. It was the girl from the station. I unlocked the door and opened it. “Hey…”

      “Hi…” She looked like she’d been crying. “Does the offer still stand?”

      I nodded. “Come on in.”

      Rufus led the way, jumping and barking, turning himself in circles to make sure she was following.

      “You okay?” I asked her.

      She shook her head no. "The fucker has a girlfriend. He never told me about that."

      I gestured at the couch. Keisha sat down heavily then lowered her head into her hands and started crying again. What was I supposed to do? I didn't know the right things to say. So, I asked her if she wanted something to drink.

      “Did you know?” she asked suddenly. “Is that why you made the offer?”

      “I suspected when you told me the address. I knew who you were talking about. I knew Alex was seeing someone.”

      “Why didn't you say anything then? Why'd you let me walk into that?”

      “I thought you knew.”

      “I would have never left London if I'd known he was fucking someone else.”

      “Guys like him are always fucking someone else.”

      “I wish you'd told me.”

      “Would it have stopped you?”

      She nodded then shook her head no again. "Shit...I'm sorry, this isn't your fault. I should have known better." When she lifted her head again, her eyes were red from so many tears shed. Her walnut-hued skin was wan, from exhaustion, jet lag, from frustration? She looked around as if realizing for the first time that she was in an unfamiliar place. "Did I interrupt you?”

      “Interrupt me?”

      “Maybe you were asleep? God, your wife is going to get the wrong idea. Sorry, I should just check into a hotel.”

      “I don't have a wife.” Saying it aloud feels so wrong. I did have a wife. She was just no longer with me. It's just me and Rufus.”

      “In this big of a house?”

      I nodded. "It's just the two of us." I sat down beside her on the sofa. She smelled faintly of sweat. It was not an unpleasant scent. Even though it was chilly outside, there was a faint sheen of perspiration on her bare arms and neck. “It's just been the two of us for a while now.”

      “You're divorced?”

      “Widowed.”

      “Oh! I'm sorry.”

      “It's okay. It was a long time ago.” Five years. Five fucking years of trying to figure out why my wife was killed. Why my daughters were taken away from me. “So, you want to tell me what happened?”

      “It seems so stupid now.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “He's living with this woman called Jenna.”

      “Jenna Barrow?”

      "I guess so. Alex didn't say what her last name was." She grimaced. "She's not even beautiful. I could accept it if he were fucking someone who was better looking than me. But she's...average."

      Jenna Barrow was average. Average everything. She wasn't particularly smart. She wasn't especially lovely. She was one of those women who usually blends in the background. It was a wonder Alex ever even paid any attention to her. I’d seen her at Secco so many times, trying a little too hard, wearing too much makeup, smiling a little too brightly as if she thought her smile would be enough to keep someone like Alex interested. When I first moved back to Richmond, a mutual friend sent me on a blind date with Jenna. I wasn't ready to date, not then. My wounds were still too fresh. And there was something about Jenna that reminded me of April. It was
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