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CHAPTER ONE—FIRE
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Damn, Will thinks. He steers his Prius between rows of poorly parked cars, barely squeezing past a silver Expedition. 

Can’t he use the driveway? 

Incandescent lights brighten the streets and sidewalks in the housing community, aptly named Sherwood Park. Will passes Robin Hood Drive and Nottingam Lane, then a series of cul-de-sacs. Marion Way. Locksley Lane. Mostly Tudor homes with gabled roofs and timber framing. He enjoys this particular part of the drive from the small college where he teaches drama. After all, Robin Hood originated on the medieval stage. In the 1500s, the Catholic Church loosened restrictions on theatre, which allowed playwrights to feature the famous bandit in ballads and plays. Will can see himself moving to this community someday. For now, though, he’s happy living in the less expensive, two-bedroom, arts-and-crafts-style edifice he calls home.

Home.

He smiles through exhaustion, and a line from As You Like It pops into his head.

When I was at home I was in a better place.

“True,” he murmurs. Home is where his beautiful wife, Cara, waits, and Samuel. Sam, the three-year-old bundle of energy who doesn’t understand work or exhaustion. He does know that there is nothing better in the world than to launch himself at Daddy as he arrives home from work every evening. Sam’s first attack took Will by surprise. They fell into the well-tended bed of cyclamen and pink skullcap Cara had planted along the walkway. The child’s eyes welled with tears until he realized Will wasn’t crying but laughing. Then Samuel laughed, too, and hopped up and down on Will’s stomach.

“What the hell are you two doing in my flowers?” Cara had yelled. 

Will and Samuel simultaneously looked up at her, wide-eyed and guilty. Then Will hooked his feet around her leg and knee and twisted her on top of them. They rolled around in the pink and purple flowers, tickling and giggling and creating a huge replanting project for Cara the following week.

Samuel.

Will smiles at what started as an overly exuberant greeting and has become ritual. What will Sam do when he has a little sister following him around every day? Or brother. It will be another seven or eight weeks before the ultrasound reveals the sex of the baby. Then they will tell Samuel about “the baby in Mommy’s tummy.”

Cara’s difficulties in getting pregnant with Sam sparked her doctor’s suggestion that she and Will consider adoption. Her Irish stubbornness wouldn’t allow that, though, and the next pregnancy yielded the wonderful little terror who even now lay in wait near the front door. 

Will glances at the dashboard clock. 11:08.

“Double damn,” he says, an expletive acquired from his mother when he was a kid.

Sam will be in bed by now, so no tackling tonight. A twinge of disappointment sticks in Will’s throat like a piece of food, but he swallows it down. Where did the night go? Oh, yeah. A Midsummer Night’s Dream had morphed from a two-and-a-half-hour dress rehearsal to a four-hour disaster. Before Puck could finish her final monologue, Will had hurled his script onto the floor and shot to his feet.

“Go home and memorize your goddamned lines and be here at ten tomorrow morning for a real dress rehearsal!” Probably not his finest moment as a college professor, but hey, what was theatre without a few dramatics?

As he makes the final turn onto his street, a wail of sirens rises. Will cranes his neck, searching for flashing lights, as the shrill screams crescendo. A red beam slashes through his window and slices across his face.

“What the hell?”

He turns down the radio and slows to fifteen miles an hour, then ten. A fire engine brakes at the house next to his. 

Mr. Owens? He’s older, but—

Black-and-white Suburbans with red and blue strobes turn the night into a strange club. Police and firefighters pour onto the street and yards, while neighbors in sweats and bathrobes cluster at the curb and weave through some sort of danse macabre.

The Owens place looks fine, though. The police vehicles slow to a stop in front of Will’s house, blocking all traffic on the small, suburban street. Police officers spring from their cars and wave onlookers back across the street, away from Will’s house. One team of yellow-jacketed firefighters plow through Cara’s flowerbeds carrying a high-pressure hose. Two more firefighters muscle the plug off a fire hydrant. Will swerves to the side of the road and throws the car into park, leaving the motor running. Smoke billows through a partially open living room window on the first floor. Will’s hands twitch against the steering wheel. His stomach flips and he almost vomits.

A firefighter clutching an axe tromps through the ruined cyclamen and over the fire hose. He smashes the blade into the front door jamb. The wood splinters but the deadbolt holds. He wrestles the axe loose and swings again. 

Will opens his car door and almost falls out, but rights himself and bolts. He pushes through his neighbors. A hand grabs his sleeve but he slaps it away.

“Please,” he says to the house, to the nightmare before him.

A familiar voice shouts his name. 

A tsunami of fear crashes inside Will’s head. Faces rush past him like rocks in an avalanche. He emerges from the crowd as upstairs windows explode.

Sam’s room!

“NO!”

Flames leap skyward as slivers of glass pelt his forehead and cheeks and even the inside of his mouth, still open and screaming. The coppery taste of blood trickles down his throat. He wipes away anxious tears, embedding slivers of glass deeper into his face. Cara must be scared to death, and Sam?

Gotta get in there.

A huge gust of wind blows ashes and smoke into his face. Will lunges into the wind. The world turns red. He rubs a palm across his forehead. Blood. From the glass.

He trips over a firefighter’s hose and sprawls across the grass. The impact causes him to vomit.

“You need to move back, sir!” yells a police officer.

Will stumbles to his feet.

“Cara!” he yells.

Two sets of hands drag Will away from the house. 

“My wife is in there!”

He struggles against the police officers. An arm encircles his chest.

“Leave it to the firemen,” says one of the officers.

“They don’t know where they are,” Will screams. “I can find them.” He twists and makes eye contact with one of the police officers, an older man.

“Please!”

“Let him go, Murphy.” The older man grabs Will by both shoulders. “Son, we’re doing everything we can to save your family. You gotta give us a chance and stay outa the way.”

The words slice through Will’s panic. He stops struggling. Exhaustion hits him and he collapses into the grass, his screams devolving into sobs.

A drop of water hits his head, and then another. The rain the weatherman predicted all week has arrived. In a matter of seconds, the drops swell into driving sheets. 

A trembling hand pushes its way into Will’s; Mrs. Williams from across the street, the kind, older widow who would sometimes join Will and Cara and Sam for grilled chicken or fish. She kneels beside him.

“I thought you were home, Will,” her tremulous voice vibrates through the noise in his head. “You always park in the garage, and it was late. Are Cara and Sam...?” She glances at the house.

Will latches onto hope. Maybe they got out. Maybe they went to visit Cara’s father. Maybe....

Will’s mouth tastes of vomit and blood. He stares at the wet grass, which reflects the glow of the fire. Please God. Please.

Will folds his shaking hands in an effort to strengthen the prayer. He squeezes his eyes shut.

Please God, please. Please please please, God, don’t take them. I’ll do anything.

Behind his eyelids, Cara smiles, her face freckled with dots of paint. Samuel throws his arms around Will’s legs.

The firefighters will reach them in time. They have to.

Right, Lord? They’ll be okay?

Will slides to the ground and falls onto his back. A guttural scream escapes him. He uproots fistfuls of grass and rubs the scratchy blades over his face. His stomach contracts again, pulling him into a fetal position.

“Please,” a whisper. One last prayer.

Amid the cacophony of fire and rain and sirens, the only voice Will hears is his own.

*  *  *
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Will enjoys the warmth of the setting sun on his closed eyelids. A breeze teases his forehead like a feather. Cara’s nose tickles his cheek as she snuggles closer on the red-and-white picnic blanket she’d bought because it was so stereotypically a picnic blanket. She sighs, and her breath smells of the strawberries they ate for dessert. Leftovers packed, they lie together in the park enjoying the April sun. Will expects a couple more weeks of what Texans call “spring” before the relentless Texas summer descends like ants on a discarded candy bar.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Cara whispers. 

Will doesn’t want to spoil the moment with words.

“Will?”

He pulls her closer. “I don’t sell my thoughts for anything less than a quarter.” 

She smiles against his cheek. “That’s kind of expensive.”

“They’re good thoughts.”

“Okay. Give me one.”

He turns his face toward her, his eyes opening the tiniest bit. “On credit?”

Cara grins and nuzzles her nose into the crook of Will’s neck. “I’m good for it.”

“Mmmm.” He turns his face back toward the sun. He’s so close to sleep that he might be dreaming, and so close to dreaming that he never wants to wake. A perfect day.

“Well?” Cara asks.

Will sighs and mentally pushes aside the cobwebs. He inches away from her.

“No no no.” She pulls him back.

“I want to look at you,” he says. 

She releases him, and he rolls onto his side. He crooks his arm and rests his head on his hand. “God, you’re beautiful.”

Cara laughs and gently slaps his arm. “Shut up.” She rolls against him, spooning.

“I think God made you just for me,” he says.

“Why is that?” She grabs his arm and pulls it around her waist.

“Because we fit. Like yin and yang. You’re my missing puzzle piece.”

“You’re a dork.” She giggles. “A big, romantic dork.”

“You made me this way.”

“Really?”

“Before you, I was totally different.”

“Sure, you were.”

“I was. Got into fights at the bar. Rolled packs of cigarettes up in my shirt sleeve.”

“I bet.”

“I slapped a puppy once for being too cute.”

“Sounds like you were pretty badass.”

“I was. And then I met you, and now I’m all...touchy-feely.” Will fake-shivers, and Cara laughs again.

“I like the touchy-feely part,” she says.

“You do, huh?”

“Especially if you touchy-feely me the right way.”

Will pauses, then a real shiver runs through him. He grins. “Maybe we should pack up and head home for some real touchy-feely, then.”

Cara rolls over and faces him. “You can...touchy-feely me here.”

Will frowns. “We’re in the middle of a park.”

“Yeah?” Her eyes twinkle like a fairy’s.

“And there’s a lady and her two kids about thirty feet behind you.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

Cara takes his hand. “I bet they won’t mind.”

Surely, she’s joking.

She places his hand on her stomach. “See? Just touchy-feely right there.”

“Oh,” Will says. This is not what he had in mind. Then a thought pops into his head. His eyebrows rise. “Are you...?”

Cara nods, her smile unwavering. “Ten weeks. I didn’t want to tell you in case...you know.”

“And you’re...there’s nothing...?”

Cara laughs, her bell-voice ringing.

The woman looks their way. One of her kids runs past her toward the parking lot. She turns and yells for him, grabs the other child, and chases him.

“The doctor says everything is fine.” Her hand leaves his and caresses his stubbled chin. “We’re gonna have a baby.”

Will pulls her close, then abruptly releases her in a panic. “Did I squeeze too hard? I don’t want to—“

“Stop,” she laughs. “I’m pregnant, not brittle. Squeeze all you want.”

Will puts his arm around her and squeezes, not too tightly, but not gently, either. Two bodies become one for several minutes. That night, when they get home, two bodies become one for several minutes more.

*  *  *
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“Then said Martha unto Jesus, Lord, if thou hadst been here, my brother had not died. But I know, that even now, whatsoever thou wilt ask of God, God will give it thee.”

The priest, garbed in a traditional black chasuble, continued the funeral rite, but his words passed over Will’s ears rather than into them. 

Will knew the story, had heard it at other Catholic burial masses, but Lazarus had no place here today. Good Catholics were supposed to be buried whole, not cremated. The fire had given Will no choice in the matter.

A simple urn sat on the altar, scant feet away. Mourners filled the pews behind him. So many people had loved her. Will had never suffered the delusion that she was air and light and water and earth to only him. The crowded church bore witness to Cara’s charity, grace, and good nature.

Aidan Brady, Cara’s father, sat next to Will. Though Will was numb, Aidan’s grief radiated like a fever. The older man’s eyes were dry, but he trembled slightly, as if he might explode. He’d lost his wife to cancer almost five years ago, and he’d buried his sorrow in the warmth and love of his only child and his grandson Samuel. Now, there was no comforting hand to hold, no strong voice to insist that the world was a good place.

Will descended into his wifeless, sonless abyss. Finally, the mass ended. Incorporeal hands led him to a mausoleum, where the bronze urn was laid to rest. More hands guided him to Aidan’s house, where people traded tears and casseroles. Common practice would have been to go to the home of the deceased, but that house was a blackened shell. 

After a few hours, the mourners filled the refrigerator with leftovers and promised to bring more during the coming week. Will and Aidan bid them goodbye, thanked each for their kindness, and closed the door.

Will turned to Aidan, who stared at him. Then the older man locked the door and, wordless, shuffled the million lonely miles to his bedroom. Will didn’t say good night. If Aidan slept, if either of them slept, it would be due to exhaustion and grief. There was no good about the night. There would be no comfort in the morning.

Will sat on the couch and stared at his hands. Tears eventually came again, as they did every night. The world dissolved into blobs of light behind a wall of water that flooded Will’s eyes and cheeks. Eventually, he slept.

Thomas Putnam slid a preprinted leave of absence request across the desk. Will sat quietly, holding his hands to keep them from trembling.

“Are you sure about this, Will?”

“Yes.”

Tom, a gaunt skeleton of a man who reminded Will of Mr. Sowerberry, the undertaker in Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist, was the Dean of the School of Drama at Tarrant County College. The leave of absence form indicated a start date of October 7th, today, and no end date. Will signed the document and passed it back.

Tom accepted the paper and placed it in the wooden outbox at the corner of his desk. “I’ll hold the position for you as long as I can,” he said. “I’ve already got Frieda Martin from the community college coming in to cover your classes for the semester, and your A.D. is finishing up Midsummer.”

“Thanks.” Will tried to smile, but his lips just wouldn’t stretch that way. The best he could offer was a sort of pursed grimace that he hoped didn’t look too sad. Will didn’t think he could handle any more condolences.

“I know it’s hard,” Tom said, “but you’re a damned fine educator. The students need you.”

Tom picked up a coffee cup filled with about seventy percent coffee and thirty percent brandy. He sipped. Fumes of the strong alcohol wafted over to Will. He thought about asking for a cup, but he was afraid that if he climbed into a bottle he might never emerge. Then again, what did it matter?

Tom was still speaking. Will realized that he didn’t know what was being said.

“Come again?” he asked.

“I said, are you sure you want to do this?”

“Very.”

“We could just have Martin take your classes for a couple weeks, long enough for you to get your mind a little more wrapped around what it needs...to wrap around.”

Will shook his head. “I can’t.”

“But—“

“Not right now.”

Putnam set his cup down and leaned back in his leather desk chair. “The kids here love you, Will. Love and respect the hell out of you. Don’t you think it’d be good to be surrounded by that rather than off on your own?”

Will shook his head again. “I need some time, Tom. To process. To mourn.”

Tom nodded, his demeanor empathetic. 

Will stood and extended his hand. 

The dean took it in both of his and gave it two quick shakes. “God bless you, Will, you and your father-in-law both. I never met your son, but Cara was a dear. Everyone in this department loved her.”

“Thanks.”

Tom led Will from his office and patted his shoulder, then disappeared behind a closing door.

Will trudged to his Prius, hoping against hope that he wouldn’t encounter any of his students or fellow professors. For the first time in days, God was kind. Will saw no one.
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CHAPTER TWO—GLITTER
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“First row, three seats down from the center aisle,” Richie whispers.

Will peeks around the curtain into the audience, trying to locate the girl his friend is talking about. “There’s too many, dude,” he breathes. “All of ‘em are hot.”

“I’m not just talkin’ hot. I’m talkin’ give-you-instantaneous-wood hot.”

“Okay, okay. First row, right or left?”

The audience sits about forty feet away from offstage. Will peers through already dying prop foliage for some unknown goddess, or more than likely, a nice pair of boobs. Richie is a breast man. The thing is, they’re both post-grad students in Austin, Texas, and there are tons of beautiful girls on campus. Then he sees her, a blonde girl, and yes, she’s in the first row and— “Damn, Richie. She looks like a Victoria’s Secret model.”

Richie leans away from the curtain, sighing. “What I wouldn’t give for a shot at that.”

Will laughs. “Go for it, man.”

“Yeah, right. Tammy’d kill my ass.”

“Tammy’s rock solid. You’re lucky she puts up with your shit on the regular.”

A loud “Shhh!” hisses from the corner. The guys turn to see their bespectacled stage manager, Taylor, glaring at them over her promptbook.

“Sorry, Taylor,” says Will, and Richie follows with “Yeah, sorry.”

“We’re at places,” Taylor whispers.

“We said we’re sorry,” Richie says. “And we’re ready.”

“That woman’s not a piece of meat, by the way,” she adds. “Have some respect.”

Richie’s mouth snaps shut.

“Truth,” Will says, nudging his friend. “Have some respect.”

“I’m talking to you, too, Will McConnelly,” Taylor says.

“Oh, milady,” he replies, his improvisation skills kicking in, “let apologies be rain, and mine will shower around thee like a spring storm.”

Taylor rolls her eyes. “You’re like a ten year old with a good vocabulary.”

Richie and Will stare at each other, fighting serious giggles. Over their heads, music rises. It’s almost time for the show. Richie glances back out at the audience.

“You should invite her to the cast party,” Richie whispers.

“Taylor?” says Will. “She’s cute, but I’m not sure she’s into dudes.”

“No, dumbass! The blonde. At the meet-and-greet after the show, you should invite her to the cast party.”

Will smiles. “I don’t think so. I’ve got finals coming up and everything. I need to focus."

Richie grabs Will’s shoulders.

“Come on, man. You can’t tell me you wouldn’t hit that.”

Will peeks around the curtain again, watching the house lights dim. The blonde is chatting with her seatmate, a woman, and there’s another woman on the other side of her. No boyfriend. At least, not here.

“Maybe,” he says.

“Sweet!” breathes Richie.

Will straightens his tunic and prepares for his entrance. “If she’ll talk to a guy in tights.”

“Are you kidding?” Richie asks, pointing at Will’s crotch. “With that codpiece?”

Will looks down at the large, rounded costume piece covering his crotch. When he’d been cast as Mercutio in the production of Romeo and Juliet, he’d jokingly asked the costumer for an oversized codpiece, the traditional covering for male genitalia in the 16th century. In return, she’d obliged in spades. The director had gotten such a laugh out of it that she’d decided to keep it in the show.

Will heard Gregory and Sampson’s verbal conflict on stage. He grabbed his saber from the props table. “We’ll see,” he says, his brow arched and mischievous. “But right now, it’s time we kicked some Capulet ass.”

“Hells to the yeah,” says Richie. “Let’s do this.”

A clash of arms draws them past the curtain and onto the set. The evening disappears into tragedy.

“So...what’s your major?” asks Will.

The blonde, whose name is Summer, says, “Marketing. I’m a Libra and I like long walks on the beach. Oh, and I’m in Playboy’s Girls of the Big 12. Any other small talk you wanna get out of the way?”

Will stares at her, stunned. As an actor, he thinks he’s grown adept at reading people. Summer doesn’t seem upset or bored, so why the diatribe?

“Look,” she says. “I liked you on stage. Your....” She looks down at his crotch, and Will feels instantaneously awkward. “Your...whatever that thing you were wearing over your tights—“

“It’s called a codpiece,” Will says.

“Your codpiece...you’ve gotta have a lotta confidence to walk around in that thing. I like that.”

Summer slides her hand from Will’s knee to his inner thigh. -“My dad owns a million-dollar software firm and my mom’s a former pro tennis player. I’m kinda used to people who walk the walk, you know?”

Flustered, Will manages a quick, “Uh...sure.”

Summer laughs, and then she snorts, and with that, she becomes human. 

Will smiles, finally, an honest smile rather than an affectation.

“Okay,” Summer says, giving Will’s thigh a squeeze, “I’m gonna go freshen up. To finish my perfect upfrontness, I’m kinda horny tonight. I want somebody to pull my hair in bed, and fairly soon, ‘cause I have to be up early in the morning. If you want that to be you, and your codpiece wasn’t lying too much, we can head to my place.” With that, she launches herself toward the bathroom. 

Out of nowhere, Richie takes her place next to Will. “So?” he asks.

“So what?” Will says.

“Are you serious?” Richie nods toward the hallway where Summer exited, then back at Will. “Are y’all hookin’ up or what?”

“I don’t know, man.” Will shakes his head. “I’ve never said this in my life, but that woman might be a little too much for me.”

“Dude!” says Richie, crumpling to his knees in fake/real consternation. “You’ve gotta be kiddin’ me! That is the hottest chick in this town.”

“Now you’re exaggerating.”

“No, I’m not.”

“She is in Playboy, though.”

“What?” says Richie. He grabs his head with both hands as if to stop it from exploding. “I’m gonna kill myself right now!”

“Why are you gonna kill yourself?” says a new voice, a girly voice.

Will glances up, over Richie’s shoulder, at a cute brunette with long hair and a strained smile. “Hey, Tammy!” Will says. “Having fun?”

“If by ‘having fun’ you mean watching my boyfriend ogle your date for the last ten minutes, then yeah. I’m having a shitload a’ fun.”

“Come on, baby,” says Richie. He shoots to his feet and throws his arms around his girlfriend’s waist.

Tammy pushes him away. “Screw you,” she says, her voice light but her eyes angry. “Why did you invite me to the party if you weren’t gonna talk to me?”

“Look,” says Richie. “I was the one who talked Will into inviting the blonde.”

“Summer,” adds Will.

“Summer, yeah. I’m just checking on his progress. Gotta have my brother’s back, right?”

Tammy crosses her arms and cocks her head. “So, this isn’t about her?”

Richie shakes his head. “No.”

“Not about the fact that her boobs are so big that they maintain their own zip codes?”

“There are only two boobs in the world that I care about,” Richie says, gently taking her arms and putting them around his neck. “And those are these.” He wraps his arms around Tammy’s back, plunges his nose into the center of her cleavage, and motorboats her with a loud “Pbbbbbttt.” 

Tammy screams and laughs and the whole room turns to stare.

“Stop it! Stop it!” she yells as Richie picks her up to get even more depth. She starts slapping his shoulders as she laughs. Richie sets Tammy back on the floor and kisses her.

“You believe me now?” he asks.

“You are such an asshole,” Tammy says, smiling. She kisses him again.

“Wanna dance?”

“Sure.”

Richie leads Tammy onto the dance floor. 

Summer ambles over to the couch. “That guy walks the walk,” Summer says, staring at the couple. 

Will turns to her. 

“So, what do you think, Romeo?” she adds. “Thirty minutes of heaven and some awkward snuggling afterwards?”

“Actually, I played Mercutio,” Will says.

“Whoever.” She grabs his hand and leads him to the door. Fifteen minutes later, they’re fumbling around her bed like drunkards. Twenty minutes after that, she’s asleep, her back turned and her body half a mile away across a king-sized bed. Will puts his pants and shirt back on, grabs socks and shoes, and heads for the living room.

It’s a nice apartment, Will notices. Open design. Earlier, there’d been too much kissing and groping on the way to Summer’s bedroom to appreciate the aesthetics of the place. He sits on the couch to put on his socks and takes a moment to look around. The décor is tasteful, very modern. Lots of mirrors and candles and artwork. Mostly Pottery Barn, from the looks of it. He pulls on his left shoe and reaches for his right. The painting above the fireplace catches his eye. It’s a mess of a thing, really, blobs of paint thrown around haphazardly on a canvas. He stares at it for a moment, unsatisfied but curious. He leaves his shoe and ambles to the center of the room, trying another angle.

“Diddle diddle dumpling,” a voice says behind him. 

Will jerks around and sucks in his breath. He almost chokes on a stray bit of spittle.

The woman laughs. “Sorry,” she says. “I wasn’t trying to sneak.”

“That’s okay,” Will says. He coughs again. “Ummm, are you—“

“Summer’s roommate, yeah.”

“Have you been here all night?” Heat rises to Will’s face.

She laughs again. “Don’t worry, I keep my door closed and my headphones on when I go to bed. Summer’s quite...well, she isn’t shy about bringing guys home.”

“Yeah, not shy, for sure. Hope we didn’t wake you.”

“Nope. I’ve been studying and now I can’t sleep. I was gonna grab a glass of milk. It helps sometimes.”

“The sugars,” Will says. He sits on the couch and grabs his other shoe.

“What?”

“The sugars in the milk. They give you a little sugar high, and then a bit of a crash. Sometimes that’s enough to help you sleep. I read it in some health magazine.”

“Didn’t know that.” She sits on the couch, a couple feet away. Her scent—something like vanilla and lavender—tickles Will’s nose. He smiles, then gets a whiff of his own smell—sweat and sex. The smile disappears.

“I should prob’ly get out of your hair,” he says, rising. He looks at the shoe in his hand, unsure of why it still isn’t on his foot.

“Sure,” she says. “I just saw you looking at my painting, so I was gonna ask you what you thought of it.”

Will nodded toward the fireplace. “That...you painted that?”

“Yeah.”

“Cool. It’s...ummm, yeah. Cool.”

“Thanks.”

A big pause as Will stares at the painting. 

“Of course,” adds the woman, “cool isn’t necessarily a compliment.”

“Uh, yeah.”

“The critics never said that about Starry Night. ‘It’s ummm, yeah. Cool.’”

Will nods. “You’re prob’ly right. Sorry.”

The woman shakes her head and laughs. She grabs Will by the crook of his arm and pulls him far away from the painting, almost to the apartment’s kitchen. Then she walks to the fireplace and flips a switch. A small light illuminates the painting. 

Colors leap at Will, as if he’s put on 3D glasses. 

The woman saunters back to his side. She takes the shoe from him and sets it on the coffee table. “Now,” she says. “Try not to think about anything, at all. Just look.”

Will looks.

“Wait,” she says.

“What?” He swivels his head toward her. Her brow is knitted in concentration.

“Not me,” she says. “Face the painting. Now close your eyes.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.” 

Will closes his eyes. 

“Stare at the back of your eyelids. At the darkness there. Empty your mind.”

“This is a little weird.”

“No. Weird would be me dressed in a tutu with an eyepatch and a parrot on my right shoulder riding a unicycle through the kitchen.”

Will chokes back laughter. Then he can’t choke it back and it tumbles out. “What?” he asks.

“Never mind,” she says. “And shush. You’ll wake up Summer.”

Will breathes through his mouth to control the giggles and, after a moment, they dissipate.

“Okay,” she says, and then Will starts snickering again. “Hey!” She slaps his arm.

“Sorry, sorry,” he says, trying to catch his breath. The image of her in a tutu and the...the parrot and eyepatch and the unicycle....

I’m gonna die trying to hold it in.

His eyes are still closed, so he jumps when she places a hand on each side of his head. She pulls his face to hers and kisses him. The need to laugh falls away like a dropped penny as the vanilla scent of her skin and the mint on her breath envelope him. As she pulls away, Will’s eyes pop open.

Green eyes, he thinks. Pretty green eyes.

She releases his face. “Now that I have your attention....” She pulls his eyelids shut with the sweep of one sideways palm. “Empty your mind.”

Will opens his eyes in protest. “You just kissed me!”

“So?”

“So, how am I supposed to empty my mind after that?”

“I don’t know. You’re an actor. Don’t you work on things like that in class?”

Will shakes his head. What the— “How do you know I’m an actor?”

“I saw you in Romeo and Juliet a couple nights ago.” She smiles. “Who could forget that codpiece? Now focus!”

She passes her palm over Will’s eyes once more. Her hand warms his eyelids, then disappears. Her kiss still vibrates on his lips like a downed electric line.

Will takes a deep breath and focuses. He expels a breath and then pulls in more, this time imagining the air as a bright, golden light. He holds that breath for a moment, then releases it again, the image in his mind that of expelling a black, poisonous gas. In with the light, out with the dark. His breathing slows a little, and he relaxes his shoulders, empties his mind. Actor training one point oh. Will giggles.

“Better,” she says, a thousand miles away. 

He’s in a zone now. 

“Open your eyes.”

He does so, and he sees the painting as if for the first time. The blob is now an older man walking down the street, his hand extended to that of someone very small. Perhaps his grandson? The pictures aren’t exact, but they’re what Will feels must be right. The town in the distance. The dark blue windows with dots of light inside

Faces.

They stare at the day with no expression because they’re no more important than a piece of grass in a field. The two in the center and their relationship is where the painting finds its truth. The whole thing looks as if it’s underwater, but that only adds to the beauty of it.

“What do you call it?” he breathes.

“Apocalypse,” she says, and he turns to stare at her, confused. She laughs. “Just kidding. I call it Shan.”

“Shan?”

“It’s short for Seanathair. It’s Gaelic for ‘grandfather.’”

“Shan-aw-her?” Will asks, trying to get the pronunciation right. “How’s it spelled?”

The woman laughs. “Don’t even bother. You’d never get the pronunciation if I spelled it out. Just stick with the phonetics.”

“’Kay.”

“So, do you like it?”

“The name?” Will asks.

“The painting,” she says, her brow creased.

“Oh. Yeah, definitely. I don’t really go for Impressionism that much.... It is Impressionism, right?”

“More or less,” she says.

“I like the way the colors blend into each other,” Will says. He glances back and forth between the painting and her green eyes. “It’s like everything is connected. There aren’t any hard lines between objects. Just one color leading to the next leading to the next.”

“Thanks.”

“Be nice if the world was like that.”

“It can be,” she says, smiling. 

Her teeth are straight on top and a little crooked on bottom. Absolutely beautiful against her full lips. Will feels himself staring and looks away. “I uh, guess I shouldn’t keep you any longer.”

“I can’t sleep anyway,” she says. “Summer won’t wake up until eight or so. Are you tired?”

“Ummm, no,” Will says, surprised. “Not really.”

“Want to watch a movie or something? I have a pizza we could cook, and there’s beer in the fridge.”

“Uh, I guess?” Will laughs a little. “Do you always hang out with guys your roommate brings home?” He instantly regrets how insulting that sounds, but the woman doesn’t take offense.

“Never,” she says. “Have a seat.”

Will settles on the couch as she grabs a couple Coronas. She hands one to him.

“Thanks. I’d take something cheaper if you’ve got it.”

“Summer doesn’t keep anything cheap. Her dad’s rich, so it’s only the best for his little girl. I get the benefits.” She slides a pizza out of the freezer and turns on the oven. “If I was living on my own, you’d be getting Keystone Light.”

“I’ve got PBR in my fridge,” says Will, sipping the cold, Mexican beer. “But I won’t complain about Corona, either.”

“Good,” she says. She slides the pizza in the oven and sets the timer, then plops down beside him. She grabs the remote. “’Cause I might have to kick your ass if you complain about good beer.”

“God help me,” Will says.

“I’m a black belt in Tae Kwon Do.”

“Really?”

“I can kill you five different ways right now and not even spill my beer.”

“That would be impressive.”

“Not to you. You’d be dead.”

“True.”

“Yeah.” She turns on the television and satellite box. “So, what do you like?”

“I’m not too picky. Comedies are good.”

The woman flips through channels. “Ooh, what about that?”

Onscreen, a woman and a man kiss in the rain.

Will laughs. “Seriously?”

“What? Ryan Gosling is a god.”

“A wimpy god.”

“Wimpy, hell! Have you seen him with his shirt off?”

“Yeah. No big deal.”

“So, you have seen The Notebook. Or do you just go through issues of Teen Beat checking out the dudes?”

Will stops in mid-sip. “Uh...this girl I was dating, she—“

“Yeah yeah. That’s the excuse every guy uses. You can’t tell me that Rachel McAdams doesn’t do it for you.”

“She’s cute,” Will admits.

“Cute.” The woman glowers at him. “Hot girl. Wet shirt. All over you. That’s how you define...cute.”

Will sighs. “Promise not to rip up my man card?”

She smiles. “It’s safe.”

“Okay, I like The Notebook.”

She pats his leg. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“No.”

“I mean, learning to admit that you’re a wuss is the first step to inner peace.”

Will turns to her, shocked. 

She grabs a pillow and buries her laughter in it. 

He grabs a pillow, too, and having nothing better to do with it, bops her on the side of the head. 

The woman stops laughing and her eyes grow wide. She launches herself at him with a gleeful shriek, raining pillow attacks on his head so fast that he can barely block them. “You killed my father!” she yells. “Prepare to die!” 

Will ducks under her blows and jumps onto the couch. “But I know something you don’t know!”

The woman stares up at him, smiling, panting. “What?” she asks.

“I am not left-handed!” he says.

Will looks at his pillow and realizes that it’s in his right hand, so he grabs it with his left and, with a sword-like flourish, tosses it to his right. The silky pillow slips through his hand and lands on the floor.

“You are defeated, sir.” The woman points her pillow at Will. “Concede.”

“Never!” he shouts.

Will leaps from the couch, lunges for his pillow, but trips over a small conversation chair at the head of the coffee table. He falls and smashes his head on the edge of the table.

“Ooh,” he says. A sharp pain erupts just above his ear. “Ow!” 

The woman rushes to him. “Are you okay?”

Will touches his scalp, and his hand comes back bloody. “Shit.”

The woman grabs Will’s wrist and pulls him to his feet. “Come on.” She leads him to the kitchen sink. “Bend over.” 

He does.

She grabs some paper towels and wets them, then dabs at the wound.

“Ouch,” he says.

“Don’t be a wuss,” she returns.

“You really like that word,” Will says.

“I really do.”

“What’s going on?” a voice mumbles from across the room. They both turn to see Summer, wearing a Victoria’s Secret “Pink” nightshirt. She stands at her bedroom door staring at them through barely open eyes.

“Your guy just injured himself,” the woman says. “Go back to bed.”

Without a word, Summer closes the door and, presumably, returns to bed. 

The woman giggles.

“What?” asks Will.

“Oh, I love her bunches, but she’s kind of a goof. Tries to be a big party girl, but if she’s out past midnight....”

“Carriage turns into a pumpkin?” asks Will.

“Her Beamer, yeah. All right. It’s stopped bleeding.”

“That’s good,” Will says. “I don’t feel like going to the emergency room.”

“You’ll survive.” She tosses the paper towel into the trash can. “It’s just a flesh wound.”

“Thanks.” Will leans back against the island stove. Princess Bride and Monty Python references? Who is this person? She’d made another reference earlier, one he hadn’t recognized. What was it?

“Hey, what’d you mean earlier when you said ‘Little little dumpling.’ Or whatever you said.”

“Diddle diddle dumpling,” she corrects. “From Mother Goose.”

“Sounds familiar.”

She turns to rinse off her hands, then dries them on a dish towel. “Diddle, diddle, dumpling, my son John, Went to bed with his trousers on; One shoe off, and the other shoe on, Diddle, diddle, dumpling, my son John.” She points at his feet, and he remembers that he’s still only wearing one shoe.

“Oh,” he says.

“Just popped into my head when I saw you.”

“Random.”

“That’s me. And speaking of me, or us...maybe we should introduce ourselves?”

“Oh,” Will says. “Yeah, I’m sorry.” He extends his hand. “Will McConnelly.”

“McConnelly?” she says. “That’s a nice Irish name.” She shakes his hand, her grip firm and warm.

“Maybe. My mom used to say we were. My dad died of cancer when I was seventeen and Mom followed him in a car crash not too long after.”

“That’s horrible. I’m sorry.”

“It happens.”

“Well, my name is Caralin.”

“Car-a-leen?” he says. “How do you spell it?”

“C-A-R-A-L-I-N,” she says.

“It’s pretty.”

“Kind of formal. My friends just call me Cara.”

“What should I call you, then?”

“I don’t know. Are we gonna be friends?”

He smiles and she smiles. Hours later, Will hears a door creak open. He twists his head around to see Summer standing in the kitchen, a surprised look on her face. Cara’s head rests on Will’s shoulder.

“Morning,” he whispers. He holds his finger up to his mouth signaling Summer to be quiet.

Behind him, a short loop of The Notebook trailer plays on the television screen. Will closes his eyes again and drops back into a perfectly peaceful slumber.

*  *  *
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Will pulled a shopping cart from the alcove just inside the Walmart entrance. He tested it to make sure none of the wheels squeaked or pulled to one side, then pushed it through the second set of automatic doors and into the store. Even this close to midnight, the place was busy. Customers navigated their carts around pallets of boxes set out by the night stockers. A small, blue-vested Asian man pushed a floor waxer up and down the aisles. Invariably, customers stopped right in front of him to look at one item or another. A little Hispanic boy, probably three or four

Samuel’s age

giggled and ran from his mother, who appeared to be about six months pregnant. She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him back toward her cart as he laughed and laughed.

Will took a shortcut down the school supplies aisle, then rerouted when he saw a man on a tall ladder trying to hang a sign above the shelves. The employee, balanced precariously at the top of the ladder, leaned on several unopened boxes stored on the top shelf. Will also steered past the next aisle, where an industrial fan pointed at a wet spot on the floor. The third aisle was the charm. Empty. Will turned right and made his way through the school and business aisles to housewares.

Dishes, he thought. Silverware. Pots and pans.

He stared at the various designs and collections on display. Cara had spent hours picking out the dishes they’d listed in their bridal registry. So many hours, that most of the people at Macy’s knew her by name. After the wedding, she’d taken Will to pick up a few odds and ends they hadn’t been gifted. Every single person they passed in the department stopped her and asked for details about the ceremony. They wanted to see her ring and, of course, meet Mr. Cara McConnelly. Will went along with this good-naturedly, having gotten used to the fact that Cara never went anywhere without making friends. How she remembered everyone’s name was beyond comprehension, though. It was one of her gifts.

Something else lost to the world.

Tears swelled. He fought to blink them away, to not let them carve pathways down his cheeks in the middle of Walmart. The guy with the floor waxer whooshed by him. A few aisles over, the Hispanic boy giggled again. Will figured the little guy was off on another escapade, followed by his frantic mother. For Will, though, there were dishes to be bought. Dishes to fill the empty cabinets at the townhome he’d just leased. There hadn’t been much salvageable from the fire, so Will needed dishes and pots and pans and furniture. He needed everything and didn’t want any of it. Except his wife and son back.

He took a deep breath and grabbed the box of dishes closest to him. What did it matter? They were just dishes. He needed something to eat on and eat with and drink with. Especially drink with. He was going through a liter of Jack every other day now. He’d resisted alcohol at first, but what else did he have to do besides stare at the television for hours at a time? Everybody needed a hobby, right?

Will headed for the flatware, but something bugged him. What was wrong? 

Just go to the flatware. 

He started again, then stopped. What the hell was wrong? Then it came to him. Cara would want him to have nice dishes at the new place. Not nice necessarily, but right. The dishes had to be right. They had to work with the kitchen and the paint and the counters. They had to reflect something about the person using them, because Cara was an artist. Aesthetics were important to her. But how was Will supposed to pick out dishes that made sense without her, because without her, nothing made sense anymore. He was stuck here in this goddamned store in this goddamned life without the person who made everything work. How could he do this without her?

Another giggle, this time closer. The little Hispanic boy ran down the main aisle, swerving back and forth. This time, he wasn’t being chased by his mother but by the floor guy and his waxer. The smile on the Asian man’s face showed that he also knew games that little boys played. Perhaps he’d even played a few when he was three or four. 

The boy whirled around a corner, and the cleaning man followed, both of them giggling.

“Hey!” someone yelled.

Above the shelves, the man on the ladder tipped to one side.

Oh, shit, Will thought. The little kid or the waxing guy must’ve hit the ladder.

The man swayed toward the top shelf and grabbed boxes to save himself from falling. He found his balance, then pushed himself back up onto the ladder. That final shove sent one precariously balanced box hurtling to the second aisle floor. Will didn’t see it hit, but instantaneously, a billion little silver sparkles filled the air. They floated toward him like a fog and covered him.

Glitter, he thought. It was glitter, and it hit the floor fan.

Will stepped to the edge of the dishes aisle. Everyone in the area stopped and looked up. Time seemed to slow as the silver rain fell around them—on them. For a moment, Will had a crazy notion that they would all start to float, to rise up and fly through some magic portal to Neverland. Except him, he realized. He would never be able to fly, no matter how much fairy dust landed on him. The most basic premise of flying was that you had to have a happy thought, and all of his had been stolen, burned away by fire. 

Still, he needed dishes. Will brushed the silver glitter off his shirt and shook it from his hair. He drifted back to the aisle to find the perfect designs and colors to fit his new kitchen.

For Cara.

Will struggled up the stairs of his townhome three times with various boxes and bags. The counter was now covered in new stuff—dishes and pans and glasses and everything he needed not only for him but for three other people. Four cups, four plates, four spoons. Why did things come in fours? Was that the prerequisite whenever people started packing dishes into boxes? Was it that nuclear family concept from the 1950s of husband, wife, two kids? 

Will just needed one of everything. He didn’t plan on entertaining, and the option of not having to wash dishes but every third or fourth day was probably not good for his state of mind. He needed to keep things neat and clean, or as neat and clean as he could. He’d already scheduled maid service every month on a Saturday, and the little bit of lawn outside would be maintained through his Homeowner’s Association dues.

Neat and clean was the order of the day. That meant Will needed to get all of his purchases into the dishwasher so they could go into the cabinets clean. He grabbed a can of Coke from the refrigerator and filled a plastic 7-11 Super Big Gulp soda cup with ice. He poured in half the can and topped off the cup with Jack Daniels, then sipped the drink while he pulled items from boxes and filled the dishwasher. By the time he’d started the first load, the cup was half empty. When he’d taken the first load out and replaced it, the cup had been emptied, filled again, and was now down to a few ice chips. He dumped the ice into the sink and shoved the cup into the dishwasher alongside his new pots and pans. 

He hit the dishwasher start button and stumbled into the living room. The Jack was hitting him hard because he hadn’t had anything to eat since lunch.

He grabbed a large manila envelope from the coffee table and fell on the couch. Inside was his copy of the fire report. He’d already talked to the police and the insurance adjustor, so he knew that the fire had been caused by old wiring in the wall of his study. The flames had spread quickly because of the number of books and papers he kept on his shelves and in drawers. The fire chief noted that Cara and Samuel had probably died in their sleep. They were found in their beds after the fire was extinguished. 

The report was something the insurance adjuster wanted, along with a list of all the items lost in the fire. Will was able to provide that list because Cara had taken pictures everywhere they went, in every room they lived in. The pictures were all online “in the cloud,” where she also kept the digital portfolio of her artwork, both sold and unsold. Will had copies of all their sales receipts, and since they’d been organized in a metal filing cabinet, most of them were still intact.

Will looked down at a couple silver specks on the report. More glitter.

“Jesus,” he breathed. He used a fingernail to scrape the sparkles onto the coffee table. He’d tried to brush himself off before he’d gotten into his car, but he guessed he’d missed some.

“Be finding glitter forever,” he muttered. He stumbled out onto his small balcony, took off his shirt and pants, and shook them into the night air. Then, he ran his fingers through his hair, trying to remove the remaining sparkles. 

Back inside, Will tossed his clothes into the washer and grabbed a quick shower, using lavender soap. Then he lay down on the new queen-sized bed, grabbed a pillow, and held it to his face. He breathed in the Vanilla Lace Body Spray scent Cara had worn. He’d picked up a bottle of it and sprayed the pillow, hoping the scent would help him sleep. All it did was make him long for the warm silk of her skin, the way her hips pressed his when they lay together, spooning after making love. Tears welled, and because he was no longer in Walmart, and there was no one there to judge him, he let them flow. They mingled with the vanilla and lavender ghost of his lost wife. Eventually, he slept.
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CHAPTER THREE—ASHES


[image: ]


It was amazing how easily a person could fall off the face of the earth. The first week after Cara’s and Sam’s deaths, Will’s cell phone rang nonstop. Dozens of well-wishers left message after message of concern and love. After a week, only ten percent called back. Will discovered that if he didn’t return phone calls, people eventually gave up calling. Dean Putnam still left the occasional “We miss you,” as did the technical director at the college, but as fall drifted into winter, and winter thawed to spring, even their voicemails became few and far between. Will figured that if they hadn’t started a job search for a permanent drama professor already, they soon would.

Only one other person called Will, and when that call came, Will never let it go to voicemail. That person was Aidan Brady, Cara’s father, Samuel’s grandfather. 

April third—Cara’s birthday—dawned cold. Will’s cell phone rang. “Hello?”

“Mornin’ Will. Yeh outa bed yet?”

Will looked at the time on his phone. 7:30. He hadn’t slept nearly long enough to touch his hangover. “Just barely, Aidan.” Will sat up against the headboard of his no-longer-new bed. “What’s up?”

“Are yeh goin’ to the cemetery today? It’s Caralin’s birthday, ‘a course.”

Will struggled through his mental fog. “Yes, of...right. I ordered an arrangement from McShan Florist a couple days ago. Something for Samuel, too.”

“Good lad. Well, then. I’ll be meetin’ yeh there when? Ten thirty?”

Oh god...no way.

“Why don’t we make it noon, and we can get some lunch after?”

“Actually, I was hoping yeh could come with me to Trinity Hall after.”

Will thought what he’d heard must be a mistake. “Trinity Hall?”

“Tá,” Aidan said, which Will knew meant “yes.” Sometimes, Aidan slipped into the Gaelic-Irish he’d grown up on, and at other times, it was just a soft lilt in the way he spoke. Both were beautiful in Will’s ears, and because they reminded him of his family, sent daggers through his heart.

“Isn’t Trinity Hall in Dallas?”

“Tá. I’ve saved us two rooms at a hotel across the street, reserved them in both our names. I ken we might have a pint or two, and maybe a Jameson. It’s the house whiskey there, yeh know.”

“We have a couple Irish pubs here in Fort Worth. Why don’t we just stay on our side of town for free?”

“Because an Irish pub ain’t an Irish pub unless it’s owned by an Irishman.” Something slammed on Aidan’s end of the line. 

Will imagined Aidan with a beer bottle in his hand, striking a table to punctuate his declaration. 

“I tell yeh bye, Trinity Hall is as Irish as me, or as you might be if yer parents were still around to talk about it. So, we go to Trinity Hall to celebrate me poor baby’s birth, and if they have to haul us to the hotel in a cart, why that is what they’ll do.”

Aidan’s statements were wet with emotion. Even over the phone, Will heard the tears and snot coating the older man’s words.

“Ay,” breathed Will. “Whatever you’d like, Aidan. We’ll drink ‘til the cows come home.”

“Noon, then,” said Aidan. “And by the way, ‘ay’ is fer the feckin’ Scots.”

The phone went dead. Will stared at it, dumbfounded. He’d never heard his father-in-law say the f-word before. Will had gotten out of the habit of saying it when Samuel began to repeat everything he heard. Will almost laughed, but the sound felt so wrong in his throat that it stuck halfway out. He struggled to choke it down.

Will hadn’t bothered to check the weather before leaving. Standing in a chilly April rain in front of a mausoleum made him wish he had. The wind was strong, twenty or thirty miles an hour maybe. The rain hitting his face and arms felt like ice pellets. He set the vase of flowers down in front of the mausoleum door and leaned a small wreath against the vase. One for Cara and one for Samuel, as he had promised. He looked to Aidan.

“Good,” the older man said. “Good and right.” 

Will backpedaled two steps, preparing to leave, but Aidan bent to the ground and knelt in front of the mausoleum door. Will stopped and closed his eyes.

“Hail Mary, full of grace,” said Aidan. “The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, mother a’ God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. We’re here today to remember the life a’ me beautiful girl, Caralin Deirdre Brady McConnelly, and me grandson, Samuel Aidan McConnelly. They are waitin’ for Jesus with open arms and hearts, and we left here must be glad for them, tá. But it’s hard, Lord, when we were given so little time together with Caralin and even less with Samuel.”

The wind rose. The rain hitting his face now felt like daggers, but still didn’t pierce him like Aidan’s words. Will wanted to fade more with every sentence. Gravity pulled him to his knees beside his father-in-law.

“If you can but intercede on behalf a’ these poor hearts left here on Earth, dear Virgin Mother, and somehow steal a little a’ the pain away, then we will be even further in debt ta yeh than we already are.”

Will’s world spun. He fumbled for something to hang on to. The sureness of his father-in-law’s prayer, perhaps. What he found was a small seed of anger.

Anger?

Yes. Why should he pray? Why should anyone pray to the same God who’d allowed Cara and Samuel to burn to death on a night when Will should have been home? He imagined himself sitting at his desk. A hint of hot wood and wire tickles his nostrils. He rises and sees smoke behind a wall of books. 9-1-1. A small blaze dowsed by the fire department. Will and Cara and Samuel standing in front of the house, Samuel crying but alive. All of them, alive. Will picks up Samuel, and his son buries his face in his daddy’s shoulder. Will pulls Cara in close. “Thank you, Lord,” he whispers to a loving God. “Thank you for protecting my family.”

Will rose and stared at the sky. Dark clouds raced above, and a sudden fork of lightning traced a spiky path through the dark gray. Trees bent in the deserted cemetery as the wind’s strength grew. In the distance, the burgeoning screech of an air siren rose.

“God damn you,” Will whispered. The tempest ripped the words from his lips. “God damn you,” he repeated. 

In the distance, Aidan’s words stopped. The old man regarded him, watched as Will approached the mausoleum, stepped onto the outcropping of stones that bordered the door, and began to climb.

“Jesus, bye!” yelled Aidan, barely intelligible in the roar of the mushrooming wind. 

Sticks and leaves whipped past Will as he climbed the side of the mausoleum. A hand pressed his shoe just as he stepped out of Aidan’s reach, and then a stabbing pain as the fingernail on his right index finger caught on stone and ripped off
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