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      The knock at the door startled Bree enough to make her stop crying for a moment.

      That was good, she thought, because not much did. It seemed once she started she couldn’t turn it off. Her doctor had even given her a Valium prescription to help. It didn’t.

      Now, she stilled, tense as she waited for the sound to come again. Did she want someone to be at her door? She couldn’t decide. It was certainly easier to be alone.

      Heading to the front door to check the peephole, she told herself it was probably Zoe or Jessica coming to check on her, not more bad news. But it was late at night, the time when bad things came to the door. That last knock had nearly killed her. So, illogical or not, the sound made her heart thump and her pulse race. She would not survive another hit.

      The soft jingle of a key stopped her even as she was forcing herself to reach for the knob. Even though the sound identified the bearer of the keys as someone other than Kevin, a smile formed on her lips.

      But who? Jessica or Cara would have knocked. They still would have barged in to be sure that she hadn't OD'd on the valium. She’d managed to stay off it until last night when sleep had been too hard to come by.

      "I'm fine." She called out and swung the door open to the surprise of the tall man. He stood in the glow of the porch light, his brown hair just long enough to be shaggy, his soft brown eyes travel weary. He dwarfed the suitcase that sat beside him. His broad shoulders looked stable and his smile transferred some energy into her soul again.

      Bree reached out to him, lacing her arms into his open trench coat and hugged him tightly. She sighed out his name. "Marco."

      "This was the worst trip ever." He hugged her back then stooped to pick up the bag and move it the three feet from outside to inside. "I'm sorry I'm so late. Would you believe they ran the luggage cart into the fuselage of the plane? We had to sit there for two hours while they decided what to do." His ire was apparent even through the Italian accent, but he breathed deep and relaxed. "Do you have any soda?"

      Nodding, she plodded into the kitchen. A brief panic clenched her as she surveyed her clothing. She had already forgotten that she had showered yesterday and changed into pants and a top, complete with a bra at Cara’s urging.

      Marco’s return from North Carolina had completely slipped her mind. He always stayed with them at least a few days before hitting the road again. Then again, everything had slipped her mind. She was planning her husband’s funeral for God’s sakes, but … somehow she’d forgotten to tell Marco.

      Her heart clenched, a feeling that was all too familiar these days. Shame flooded her. She should have at least been alert enough to call Marco and let him know. But how would she have uttered the words to tell him that her husband—his best friend—was gone?

      She was about to find out.

      She returned to the living room with a glass of soda fizzing in her outstretched hand. Perching on the sofa next to him, she saw he was scrutinizing her with an odd look on his face. "Where's Kevin? Still at work?"

      She shook her head, no longer able to avoid reality. Her mouth opened, but no sound came. The chill that had left briefly settled back into her soul.

      "Where is he?"

      It was barely a whisper. "Dead."

      "That isn't funny."

      "MVA—car accident." Her voice seemed to work, though she hated the words.

      "What?"

      "On the way to work. A week ago." She fought for control over the tears, and barely held her edge.

      "I don't understand."

      "I know." Taking a slow deep breath, she steadied herself and began with the facts. She could do this. "He left Friday morning. A semi jackknifed. He hit that, then someone hit him." Marco turned a paler shade with each word, but Bree pushed through. She told herself she could finally say the words. "The car that hit him exploded, and he died." Her EMT training took over. It was just another car accident. Kevin was dead long before anyone could have helped.

      Marco sat stock still, one jeans clad leg crossed on the other. The soda dangled from his fingertips as if it might fall at any moment. The slight motion of the buttons on his shirt was the only sign of life behind his glazed stare. Bree waited, understanding.

      Finally, he turned to her. "Are you okay?"

      "Are you?"

      "No."

      Bree shrugged. "Me either."

      How had she forgotten to tell Marco? Then again, she’d barely been able to speak. Even going over to Jessica’s had mostly involved putting on a brave front and pretending she was okay.

      She wasn’t.

      Gingerly, Marco set down the glass as though it might explode on contact. Then, turning, he enveloped her in a great hug as his voice cracked. "Bree, what are we going to do?"

      She shook her head from side to side against the fabric of his shirt, but no words came.

      "You could have called me." The stress in him was evident by the strength of his accent.

      "I couldn't call anyone.”

      "Have you been here this whole time by yourself?" He leaned back into the folds of the couch, Bree nestling in the crook of his arm.

      She shook her head. "A friend of mine was here up until yesterday. I made her leave. She took care of everything. Called all the parents."

      "But not me." She felt the blame of that. Marco and Kevin had practically been brothers.

      "Marco." It was hard to stifle the shrug that arose. Here, her husband had died suddenly and she was the one soothing hurt feelings. Cara had handled all the calls, going through Bree’s phone and asking if she should notify each person. Mom and Dad had made sense for her to call. Probably the name in the phone that just said Marco didn’t seem as important as it was. "I didn't have anything to do with it."

      "I'm sorry." He hugged her close again. "I don't know how you’re still in one piece."

      "I don't know any other options." But Marco was closer to the truth than Bree was willing to admit. The shell she inhabited didn't have a beating heart. Nothing was right about her. Nothing except the fact that Marco was here.
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      Marco clicked the bedroom door shut behind him, only then realizing he’d left his suitcase by the front door. It didn't matter. Everything he needed was here and yet nothing was.

      In the dark, he let his coat slide to the floor, and slowly shuffled forward until his legs hit the bed. Crashing onto the covers, he was glad for the featherbed he’d added, and startled by how the impact jolted his feelings to the surface.

      He might have been able to believe that he would simply see Kevin in the morning, except the stark reality of it was written all over Bree's face. She looked ten years older than when he’d left just eight weeks ago.

      He thought fatigue had claimed him when he arrived at the front door. It was banished by the light in Bree's eyes when she opened the door. Why hadn't he noticed the toll on her then?

      There was no answer except the hardest question of all. What was a world without his brother?

      For surely Kevin was. They had argued once and not spoken to each other for a month. That lasted until the girl they argued over was caught in the act of cheating on Marco. Both men apologized. Marco for being pigheaded, and Kevin for being right. But during that time Kevin still paid the entire rent, and all the bills, and put food in the refrigerator for the both of them. Never once had he bitched that he was paying the way for a “friend” who wasn't speaking to him.

      Marco’s teeth ground together, as he finally loosed his sorrow in the dark room. His chest racked even as it threatened to implode. The pounding in his brain drowned out his crying even to himself.

      Sometime later, he forced his eyes open to sunlight filtering through the blinds. Immediately, he pushed his eyelids back together, only making the world burst red, and unleashing a fury inside his skull. It must be morning. Marco stilled, then gathered what strength he had to remove his clothing and crawl under the covers. Pulling the sheet up over his head, he prayed for sleep.
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      Marco watched as Bree counted chairs, lined up casserole dishes on the table, put trivets under them. She fussed and worried about the guests. She smiled sweetly when people offered their condolences and was obviously about to crack.

      Marco thought he'd already lost it. "Bree, sit."

      "I can't." She closed the refrigerator door and returned to the living room with a glass of tea. "Why don't you sit and tell people how wonderful he was, and enjoy the stark reality of all this?"

      "The seating is for family." Softly he put his hand on her shoulder as though she might crumble to dust with his touch. She didn't, she simply shrugged it away.

      "You are family. There's a seat for you there."

      "Bree."

      "Marco."

      He left her to combust at her own pace. She'd always been stubborn, and that wouldn’t change today.

      Other family members sat, stared straight ahead, laughed, cried, told funny stories. But Bree moved about as though the air was no longer hospitable. Here he sat, in the too hard chair, perishing.

      At least Bree knew all the people. Many of them were foreign to Marco. He regretted that he hadn't met the writing staff where Kevin was working this year. Marco saw a few people he knew. He’d already thanked Cara, who stayed with Bree the first few days. Zoe, the engineer was here, her arm around Bree when Bree stopped moving. Walker, the artist. Jessica, the cop. Noah, the actor he had hooked up with his agent about a year ago. Other friends of Bree’s and Kevin’s came by, most that he didn’t know.

      "Marco," Mrs. Walter leaned against him. "Was he happy?"

      "Yes. He was." At least he could be useful to Kevin's mother. "Look at her." He pointed a finger toward Bree, still holding together by the slimmest of threads. "You can see how much they loved each other. I gave him his dream car for his birthday; I’m glad I didn’t wait."

      Her smile was watery at best, but she seemed comforted. "You were too generous, Marco."

      "What?"

      "To buy him a car. Friends don't do that here."

      God bless her. Marco would always be a step behind in her eyes. "Friends don't do that in Italy either, Mom Walter. Do you know what your son did for me?"

      She patted his arm. Kevin’s mother must have been the prototype for every TV mom until reality set in. She shook her head.

      "Kevin paid all the bills on our apartment after college, when he had a job and I didn't. For three years, I only paid rent when I could. He never asked for anything in return." Marco redirected his thoughts from the clenching in his chest. "That's not true. He asked for one thing." He pointed again at Bree. "He got the girl."

      Mrs. Walter laughed hysterically for just a moment before bursting into tears and throwing herself into her husband's bewildered, stoic embrace. Marco nodded to Dad Walter over his wife's heaving shoulders, the grim set to his lips an apology of sorts, before he rose from the chair and went to wait out the remainder of this gathering in the upstairs office.
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      "I'll bring it down to you." Bree pushed the corners of her mouth back in what she hoped was a good imitation of a smile, before turning and politely pushing her way through the throngs of people in her home. Briefly, she smiled that the sheer number of attendees indicated Kevin was loved. She turned her focus to the soles of her feet, to the change from plush carpet to the wood of the stairs. The handrail glided under her palm. With a sharp intake of breath, Bree grabbed the doorknob and forced herself to turn it. If she waited any longer, she might become a sobbing lump outside Kevin’s office. She hadn't gone inside at all since he had died, even though it was her office, too.

      She startled at the broad shoulders leaning over the desk. "Marco."

      The chair twirled to reveal the dark circles under his eyes, and that somehow he’d lost weight in the four days since his return. Despite his movie-star looks, his haggard face was surely a reflection of her own. She laughed.

      "What?"

      "I'm looking at you, and all I can conclude is that I must look like hell!"

      A smile winked before nervousness set in. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't be in here."

      Bree shook her head, why shouldn't he?

      "I should probably leave. I'll head out after I help clean up." His movements were stiff as he stood, letting the chair rock slightly in his wake.

      Bree stood frozen as he walked past. "No! Do you want to leave?" she pushed.

      "You have your family, I don't want you to have to take care of me, too."

      Still she didn't turn to face him. "Were you only Kevin's friend, and not mine?" A chill like she hadn't allowed herself to feel in the past week permeated her bones.

      "No! I just don't want to be a bother."

      For the first time today, her voice cracked. She clenched her teeth as the tears began to fall again. Curse words flitted through her mind. "You're the only one I want here. You're the only one who really understands."

      His arms wrapped around her shoulders from behind. His presence solid as she disappeared to dust. Laughter erupted from her throat and Bree realized she would likely not survive the mood swings. "If you leave, you have to take that stupid train clock with you!"

      "You don't like my train clock?"

      "God, no. It's terrible." She shook her head and peeled his arms away.

      "Then why did you buy it for me?"

      "Because I knew you would love it." She knew Marco almost as well as she knew her husband—had known her husband. She pushed the horrid thought back and thumbed through the papers on the desk revealing nothing. "You notice that it's in your room, not the living room."

      She leafed through a stack of papers before finding the half inch of script with brads threaded through the holes. The final paper proof version of Kevin’s last writing. "Here it is." She held up her treasure. "I thought the guys should have this. Maybe they can dedicate the episode to him."

      Marco lowered himself back into the office chair. "Do you mind if I wait the rest of the afternoon out up here?"

      She shook her head and started through the door. She heard his voice almost musing to himself. "You don't like the train clock?"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marco rolled over and banged his head against the wooden headboard. "Crap."

      "I heard that!" Bree's voice echoed from the other side of the door.

      "So?" He rubbed his head, wondering how he’d wound up diagonal across the bed for the third night in a row.

      Rolling out of bed, he shuffled to the bathroom. His eyes opened a little more with each blink, focusing on the reflection of the shaggy man in the mirror. How many days had passed since he shaved? Had the funeral been three days ago? He’d spent one whole day seeing various people to the airport. Another day he’d alternated sleeping with buying relatively useless items online.

      The thought brought a smile to his face. Kevin would have killed him for spending his money like that, but these days Marco had plenty of it. He just regretted that Kevin wouldn't get to enjoy more of it. He sighed and spit his toothpaste into the pristine sink. That accounted for two days. Yesterday Bree scrubbed the house from top to bottom, eaten one slice of the pizza he had ordered and fallen asleep on the couch at ten.

      Now, he splashed the cold water in his hands to his face, sealing his fate. He was awake. Incurably so. The smell of coffee wafted by and he followed it to the door, pausing to be sure that he at least had on pajama pants and a t-shirt before turning the knob.

      Bree stood in the kitchen in front of the perking coffee pot, hands spread on the counter, shoulders making small movements up and down. Marco considered retreating into the safety of his room, but screw her privacy—she’d go on forever if he let her. If Kevin were here, he’d yell at Marco to get off his ass and help Bree.

      Marco prepared for what he was facing: a crying widow. But she was a widow of his friend, his brother. Steeling himself again, he placed his hands on her shoulders. She jumped, as though she hadn't even sensed his presence until she felt his touch.

      He felt her face bury into her hands as she tried to turn and hide somewhere against him. Again, he put his hands on her shoulders but this time he pushed her back.

      Holding up one hand, she displayed the post-it note stuck to her finger. "He won't ever be able to tell me what it means."

      "No, he won't." Peeling the note from her finger, Marco blinked once before reading the rushed script. “what about the approaching duck?” He felt his brows furrow as he reread the sentence. He laughed. "I don't think he could have told you what this meant if he was here."

      He watched as Bree's face scrunched up before a slow smile emerged behind the tearstained cheeks, and she began to laugh in earnest. "I get the feeling I'm going to find these things for years."

      "Good." Marco reached across the counter and removed the overheated coffee pot from its perch. He grabbed two mugs from their hooks and listened through the stark silence to the sound of coffee filling them. Handing one to Bree, he stalked to the table, and after a moment heard her feet softly stalking behind him. Gently lowering herself into the chair, she looked for all the world like a true lady, she was simply misplaced as a far-too-young widow in a bathrobe.

      Marco timed himself. He was an actor and this was his scene. They didn't speak as they each drank down their cups of coffee. He paced her, finishing at the same moment she did, delivering his line as planned. "Get dressed. Meet me right here in one hour."

      He returned his mug to the kitchen before sauntering back into his room, ignoring the curious look on Bree's face.
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      Bree’s fingers picked nervously at the long skirt. "I look human for the first time in a week and a half. I almost feel guilty."

      "Don't." She felt Marco's fingers close around her arm, just firm enough to let her know that he meant it. In her heart of hearts, she didn't feel whole yet—wasn't sure if she ever would. How she remained alive was a mystery. Why, was even harder to fathom.

      Nausea hit her in a wave every morning as she realized that the bed was vacant next to her and was not to be filled again. She wasn't sure that that would ever pass. For one moment when she woke all was right, but it was always followed by the sickening thud of reality.

      "Don't," Marco's voice pulled her back into the present. "I have plans for today and you are going to have fun, whether you like it or not."

      She felt the smile settle briefly on her features before she threatened to dissolve. She couldn't even look at Marco as she listened to the barrage of words.

      "Stop this. Did you know that your mother said she wanted to put you on anti-depressants?"

      Bree didn't move. Her mother had said that? To Marco?

      "Well I won't let them do that to you. You're a strong person, but you can't sink like this. You need to get out and find the world again."

      She had! She’d had drinks with her friends. She’d almost lost it over Jessica pushing Alex away, but she hadn’t. Bree had left the house a few times. Didn’t that count?

      Marco’s words didn't reach beyond her basic comprehension of language. They didn't move her to action or emotion. The world beyond the door was a fantasy she could move through and pretend to be present in, but she could no longer embrace it.

      The problem was that Marco saw her when she wasn’t out. When she wasn’t putting on her normal face.

      "You have to stop this." He shook her a little but got no response. She had none to give. "Bree, you have a life to live, even if it doesn't include Kevin anymore."

      The tension in her jaw neared pain. She pressed her lips together quietly, but Marco saw it.

      "Look at me."

      She hated him for trying to break her out of the tiny place she had carved. Her fists clenched. Her brows knit.

      "Damn you, BreeAnna." A pain developed where his hands released their grip from her. After a few paces away he turned back to her, and she could feel the anger coming off him. It seared her. Her first real feeling. But she couldn’t savor it because he was yelling at her.

      "You know, you aren't the only one who misses him! You barely speak, you haven't had anything to eat but coffee, and you think I don't know that you spent all day yesterday vomiting."

      Air sucked in as her lungs expanded fully for the first time since she opened the door to the police officers. She breathed.

      If Marco saw, it didn't stop him. "Who made the house payment? Who signed the death certificate? Who turns off the lights when you leave a room? It sure as hell isn't you." The level of his voice had grown calmer, but he was getting angrier and angrier. "You don't even know what day of the week it is."

      He was right, she didn't.

      "I find those stupid post-it notes, too. I cancelled my role in my next film. I could have buried myself in my work, but not with you here like this." He just kept going. "You probably don't even remember that I brought you his life insurance papers and you signed them."

      She didn't.

      "There were three, of us Bree. Now there are two. I'm not going out without a fight, and I'm not going to be the only one, either."

      "Marco."

      He didn't acknowledge that she had spoken.

      "Marco."

      There were only questions in his eyes, but at last they met hers. For the first time since Kevin died, she was looking into another human being.

      Marco was right. It was less lonely. "You’re listed as a co-recipient on his life insurance policy, and I'm sorry about your job."

      There was an instant softening of his features. She closed the distance between them, the smell and feel of him comforting her even when his arms were slow to hug her back. He was alive.

      "Don't worry about the job.” He sighed, “And why am I on his life insurance policy?"

      "Because we had just gotten married when we set it up, and he and I agreed that you didn't have steady enough work to be sure that you wouldn't need the money."

      A faint smile perched on his mouth. "True, but I did better than I thought I would."

      She nodded. "I think it’s also possible Kevin wanted you to have something so you could bail me out if I squandered my half."

      There was a contemplative air about Marco as he began moving. He grabbed the two jackets from the wall pegs and headed through the door to the garage. Bree followed simply to keep from getting left behind.

      "You can have my share. Is there enough to pay off the house, any debts? So you don't have to work, at least for a while?"

      She settled into the bucket seat of her husband’s sports car, never questioning that Marco had just grabbed Kevin's keys from the hook. "He worried about us. There's enough there to pay everything off, the remaining part of it was to put the four kids we wanted through any Ivy League school, and so that I never had to work again. And that's just my half."

      Marco paused, frozen in position, as though he was about to turn the ignition. "Why did he buy that kind of life insurance? What did he think. . . ?"

      "Do you think he knew he would die young?"

      "Maybe." He broke the stillness and cranked the engine.

      "Where are we going?"

      His arm wrapped around the headrest of her seat as he backed out of the driveway. "I need a haircut, and you can get one too if you want."

      Her hands flew to her head almost magnetically. Flipping the visor down she checked her reflection in the mirror she had clipped there. Marco was right. And leave it to him to tell her so. Her belly rolled from within and the laugh bubbled out of her. She did look terrible.

      Several hours later, they were sitting outside sharing a huge sundae. Her head tilted slightly from side to side feeling the crisp edge of her new haircut brushing the surface of her shoulders. Marco's face was now sharply defined, with that perfect 'new haircut' look. Twice he’d been approached while in the stylist’s chair. And twice the person asked a question she couldn't hear, then loudly followed with "Oh my god! I knew it!" Then, there was a flurry of hand waving, then getting an autograph. Bree didn't know exactly when he’d become a bone fide celebrity, but it had clearly happened.

      "I'm sorry if I was a little rough on you earlier today."

      "Hm? Oh." He was apologizing to her. That was a rare thing for Marco. His apologies almost never came in words. "Don't worry about it. I needed a good slap in the face. Thank you for not actually slapping me."

      She laid the flimsy plastic spoon in the dish and folded her hands into her lap. But Marco was standing and throwing the melted ice cream into the trash and leaving her to follow or get left behind.

      She climbed back into the car, but not crawling into her mental cave again this time. She simply watched the sun hang in the sky and felt the crisp wind coming at her through the open inch of window. She paid no attention until she realized that they had stopped and were parked in front of a low cement building. "Where are we?"

      Marco sighed. "The animal shelter."

      Her face squinched into a frown. "We can't get a dog."

      He hadn't moved since closing the car door. It seemed he was still coming to grips with things himself. "We could never have a dog because Kevin is allergic. I always wanted a dog. I have my own trailer now on set so I can take a dog with me. But I still didn't get one because of Kevin. So now I’m getting a dog."

      She didn't move as it struck her what Marco had done. She knew Kevin meant as much to him as to her, but Marco was forcibly moving on. She took the first step physically with her foot, one step toward the animal shelter though everything in her screamed for nothing to change. Even though it already had.

      "Does this mean you’re moving back to your apartment?"

      He faltered a moment, and he was her crazy Italian friend who didn't like living alone. "Maybe I'll just look today and get a puppy before my next job."

      The words chased the chill that had come with her question. She wasn't sure if she was more afraid of Marco leaving or of being alone. He would eventually go, but she was prepared to postpone that day for as long as possible.

      Entering the shelter side by side, they walked through a steel door as though they were going into a restaurant walk-in refrigerator. It housed a terrible din and the overwhelming smell of dog. In moments, a volunteer, whose name tag labeled her as Anna, recognized Marco and was handing him a small, weak brown puppy. The animal was instantly curled to his chest and comforted from the racking shakes that started upon being picked up. The little creature looked up at Marco with pure adoration. Even the animal seemed to understand that it was being held by a hot guy. The assistant had puppy-dog eyes herself.

      "You know, I bet my manager would give you the shots and all for free, if you would pose for a picture. It would help the shelter." The girl was trying so hard to flirt, and Bree was doing all she could to stop from rolling on the floor guffawing. This was just Marco! And he was gracefully paying attention to the poor girl and ignoring the fact that she was stumbling over nearly every word and every floor tile.

      He handed the small puppy back, even as it protested being removed from his warmth. "Oh, I’m just looking today. I'm not ready to adopt." His o’s rounded and his l’s slanted, his accent thickening as he poured on the charm. Bree bit her lip—the girl was heartbroken that her celebrity client didn't want the puppy.

      Marco turned back to Bree, and the girl, Anna, looked to her, too. Bree realized that it was the first time that the shelter worker had even acknowledged her presence. "Marco."

      "Yes?"

      She was so proud of herself for all of it. Being out today, attempting to be alive, and attempting to move forward, and mostly for holding in the laughter. "Get the puppy."
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      "No! No!"

      Marco watched as Bree dove after the fleeing brown streak. For a fraction of a second, she appeared frozen in midair, hair loose behind her. Only her street clothes distinguished her from a member of the Olympic women's soccer team as she tried to stop the puddle the puppy was forming. "Nooooo." This time the word was uttered in defeat.

      Brown eyes quivered from under the coffee table as the puddle was finished in a second spot. Then the little dog whined, a soft pitiful noise.

      Marco steeled his mouth not to betray him. He was an actor by trade and a well-paid one these days. Surely, he could convince this little dog he was angry.

      "No, puppy. No!" He turned his head away and squeezed his eyes. God bless the dog for bringing some laughter into the house. Marco crouched down on his hands and knees to scoop up the puppy. She was barely larger than his hand, and half starved, too. At least she already looked better than she did when they brought her home.

      "Here." He held the puppy up for Bree to take, unable to get out from under the table until he had both hands free. Bree's feet appeared behind him, but the weight wasn't released from his hand.

      "Hey, is that ass why they pay you all that money these days?" She still didn't take the dog.

      "Yes, and my boyish charm." He mimicked his own accent. "Now take the damn dog."

      "Oh, poor little girl." Bree cuddled with the tiny fuzzy creature. "We need to find you a name or you’ll think your name is 'bad puppy'.”

      Marco stood stretching and admiring the way Bree coddled the creature. Kevin's allergies were probably the only reason she hadn't taken in all the neighborhood strays. "I'll clean up the pee."

      She shook the little dog's paw at him and spoke in a tiny voice. "Yes, Papa, clean up then sit your ass down and pick a name for me."

      Through no decision of his own, his eyes rolled heavenward. Not that anyone saw. He was headed into the kitchen where they had cleaned out a low cabinet and stockpiled it with dog supplies. The carpet solution and battery powered scrub brush had migrated to the front from constant use over the course of the last twenty-four hours.

      Finding himself on his hands and knees, he looked around to see who was watching. Bree was outside with the little dog, desperately trying to get her to pee again, so she could be praised. Then he forced himself to pause. There had been no cameras here at all. Although he could easily imagine a magazine publishing a picture of him scrubbing dog pee out of his friend's carpet.

      Bree slammed the sliding glass door shut behind the two of them.

      He put the cleaner away even as he wondered why he bothered. It would be out again in a few more hours. He absently rubbed the little dog under her chin. "What's her name?"

      Bree opened her eyes wide. "I have no idea. Besides she's really your dog."

      "Well," He wasn't sure how to broach this. "This is silly, but I wanted to name her something for Kevin."

      "Hmmmm."

      Thank God she didn't seem utterly offended. "But 'Kevin' isn't right and I couldn't think of anything else."

      Bree chewed her lip as she thought. It pulled his gaze to her mouth, and he wondered what else he had been missing. This was one of Kevin's old habits. Had he picked up any of those little psychic traces of his friend? It was like they were objects Kevin had left lying about to be pocketed by his friends and carried forward.

      "Faithfully?" Her voice broke his musing before he questioned his concept of God again. “The name of Kevin’s show."

      "'Faith' works. I found a few more of those post-it notes this morning about 'the approaching duck.’ I thought maybe 'duck' would work."

      "Duck?" She seemed to have breezed past the fact that he’d brought up her dead husband. "You can't call that cute little girl dog 'Duck'! Nevermind, I take that back. You can call her anything you want."

      Then, her entire face and body morphed, a clear indication to him of a more solemn topic. "I'm going up to Point Dume tomorrow to throw Kevin's ashes into the ocean. I don't know if you want part of them to scatter elsewhere, or what. . . I'll wait a while longer if you need time to think."

      "No, that's a good idea. I'll go with you if you want."

      She nodded. "I think the only right way is for both of us to go." She took a deep breath as though to calm herself, but instead went into a violent cough.

      "Bree!" Instantly he was by her side, one flat hand pulling away to whack her on the back as though she were a child. Cold fear pressed through him. His brain told him she wouldn't choke to death, but his adrenaline didn't believe that. "Are you okay?"

      Her red face nodded, and she placed her hands stacked flat at her breastbone. Finally, her voice gravelly, she squeaked out. "I swallowed wrong."

      He raised an eyebrow at her as he relaxed. "You have a swallowing problem?"

      "Ha ha." Her voice was still thin and weak, her face still a touch pink. "I was sucking on a mint. It calms the nausea."

      She straightened, and walked away as she spoke, as though leaving her words and thoughts in a trail behind her. "It's like I’m getting on with my life, and I'm okay, and I have faith in the world. Except for this nagging doubt that everything is exactly wrong."
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      Bree no longer awoke feeling that everything was all right, forgetting for the tiniest instant that Kevin was gone. Now, she felt it all the time. She was sleeping twelve-hour nights. And why not? There was no need to get up, and no one to even see out the door. She’d quit her job and turned down meetings with her friends, though she didn’t know how much longer they’d let her get away with that. The truth was, she and Marco needed a hobby other than the puppy.

      She rolled from the bed; she would not crumble today. She would go and stand at the beach—with Marco and yet utterly alone. She would scatter Kevin's ashes into the waves. It would be her last act as his wife.

      She just had to remain upright.

      Flicking on the bathroom light, she gave herself the usual cursory inspection in the mirror. Her blonde hair was much perkier than the rest of her, due to the haircut.

      She brushed her teeth perfunctorily, then washed her face and rubbed it dry on the nearby handtowel. The yellow towel was marred by black smears of yesterday’s mascara. It would come out in the wash. If only everything would.

      She slid back the closet door and chose her outfit. Her shirts and pants had led a successful revolution some time ago, claiming land from Kevin's side of the closet. But she never looked at the clothing in the occupied territories these days.

      She covered her sadness with a little makeup, as she had for the past week, before turning to go downstairs. Faith was whining behind Marco's closed door, and with instant sympathy for the puppy, Bree cracked the door to let her scamper through. Faith led the chase to the sliding glass where Bree decided to forgo the leash in favor of actually having pee outside instead of in. It was a genuine smile that spread across her features as she jumped up and down. "Good girl! Good puppy! Good peeeee!"

      Faith, startled by the commotion paused before finishing her business then scampered back to where Bree was waiting with open arms. But the puppy bounced right past her. Bree turned as she heard the soft masculine voice. "Good Duck. I'm so proud." His accent was always thicker in the morning.

      "Duck?"

      He shrugged and stood, the little dog nestling against his T-shirt and beaming at his praise. "Let's go get us all fed." He surveyed Bree with an eye that she thought was over-critical for a man in an old white T-shirt and pajama bottoms. "You look good today. Maybe healthier." He turned to the kitchen, knowing that his compliment was enough.

      In short order, she found herself in the passenger side of Kevin's blue sports car, clutching the small urn. The wind wresting its way through the open windows picked at her hair and tied it into tiny knots. She didn't care. Faith was in the miniscule backseat, stretching to reach her paws to the window ledge and drooling slightly on Bree's arm as she strained to catch the wind in her mouth.

      The flavor of the wind changed as they drove, transforming into the salty sharp swish of sea air. There was a tinge of death on it, too. As though the sea understood all the cycles better than any of them. As Marco guided the car to a stop where the pavement met the sand, Bree's head was turned by the rhythm of the waves. The inlet was small and measurable, but she could see past the ends of the land, and her heart, beating in its metal ribcage, was reminded of its tiny size.

      Marco was around on her side of the car, opening the door, doing everything a normal person would do, while she contemplated the utter absurdity of cars and accidents. And for an instant she was just Bree as she savored the first chill of the sand enfolding her bare feet. The distance was short to where the water stroked at her legs, the urn enfolded, sacred, in her hands. It was a solemn walk, with an offering to the Gods, and she made it alone, but paused, until Marco was at her side.

      She didn't look at him, unsure if she could comprehend another human at this moment, although it was clear that his very presence was what enabled her to walk, to breathe, to continue. She pulled the lid and reached for the ash inside. There was a vague memory of requesting that the ashes not be bagged and they clung to the sides of the urn. She stood with fistfuls of the remains of her dead husband and stared down into the vessel, wondering how she would remove the residue.

      She saw the strong hands as Marco joined her. Her gaze traveled to Marco's hands and the streams of the fine ash that sifted through his grasp as the wind stole it.

      She watched where she had brought her own closed hand to her face and was horrified as the contents dwindled. Marco motioned to her with the slightest nod of his head and began wading further out. She followed, alternately pushed then pulled by the low waves. They swarmed around her then sucked away, leaving her clothes clinging. Each wave brought the cold a little higher, until it reached her ribs. Marco was several feet further out than she, when he was pulled under.

      Bree froze, unable to dive after him without releasing the death-grip she had on her husband. But Marco surfaced, wet hair plastered to his head, and his eyes opened, catching hers. He held up empty hands. And she understood.

      Bree turned to face the shore and waited the small eternity for the feeling of the next wave pushing her. She fell back into it, rocking under the icy water, her clothing suffocating her. But she paid no heed as she tried desperately to cling to the ash as it disintegrated within her grasp. At last, her fingers touched only her own skin.

      As she surfaced, Marco's slick and empty hand enfolded hers. The pressure of him walking a pace ahead of her made it clear she would not be allowed to join Kevin.

      At the car, he wrapped her in a blanket he’d pulled from the trunk, then folded her back into the passenger seat. Faith, still sequestered in the car, scampered up front between them, letting them know they weren’t allowed to get depressed. Neither of them minded the chill of the air, as they watched the waves until a young couple walked by, breaking their view. Bree looked around noticing that the beach had come to life at some time.

      "Marco. . . are we crazy?"

      "Yes." He didn't look at her but stared out to where she had perhaps imagined she saw dolphins. "But grief makes you do crazy things. Better to get it out of our systems."
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      His accent crowded his own ears. "You are a maniac, girl!" Duck had her snout buried in the kibble, even as he poured it. "You are already bigger than yesterday."

      Bree was still asleep, even though it was after nine and her old self would never have slept in. Maybe that was another piece of Kevin she had assumed. His idea of a great day was sleeping late, then rolling over and going back to sleep. It was Marco and Bree who always dragged him from bed, threatening to leave without him. Marco let her sleep. She probably needed it.

      Duck was thriving. She had changed from a shy, shivering slip of a creature to a real puppy who bounded into open arms when called. Bree had begun a transformation as well. Since they had set Kevin's ashes adrift, she had found some semblance of peace. Her eyes were still sad, and she still had mood shifts.But slowly, Bree was starting to come back. She was dangerously thin, but these last few days, it appeared she at least stopped losing weight. He stopped contemplating anti-depressants for her. And her cheeks and face had taken on some actual color. He had even heard her laugh.

      Maybe he handled all this better from practice at losing people he loved. What mattered most was that he still had one family member left, and there wasn't much that would stop him from protecting that.

      Though no one questioned the ties of marriage, try to pick up a spare mother or a sibling and people think you're nuts. Still, Marco had picked up family members as he went. First Kevin and his parents, then Bree. Duck was simply the latest. He tried scratching her under her chin, but she squirmed away, nearly getting her tiny paws tangled in the loose plaid of his pajama pants. He stood to head back to his room and change when he spotted Bree at the bottom of the staircase.

      She was fully dressed, with a skirt that fell just below her knees, and a short sleeve shirt. Her purse was slung over her shoulder and she was digging in it until finally she produced a pair of sunglasses.

      "Where are you going?"

      She hadn't mentioned anything to him. It seemed she was ready to just walk out the door. And that seemed a bit of a leap for a girl who didn't go anywhere she didn't have to lately.

      "Work." She slid the sunglasses on for a minute before removing them to clean the lenses on the hem of her shirt.

      "Work?" The skirt and long curled hair hardly seemed appropriate for riding in an ambulance and saving lives.

      "Well, to the office. I got myself rehired and I need to get put back on the schedule. Then I'm meeting Zoe for lunch."

      She smiled the biggest smile he had seen in weeks. It was all he could do to bite his tongue and not mention how suspicious
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