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Synopsis

At twenty-three, Jamus Cork’s plans are
simple—graduate college, stay in New York City, and write. But
those plans change when his parents are suddenly killed and he
finds himself the guardian of his little brother, Nick. Jamus ends
up back in the Boston neighborhood where he grew up, with a crying
toddler on his knee and the challenge of building a new life for
himself and the boy. Jamus somehow finds a way to navigate the ups
and downs of single parenting, but over a decade of raising Nick,
Jamus never truly overcomes his struggles with loneliness and the
guilt he feels as the sole survivor of the crash that killed his
parents. That changes when he meets bookishly handsome Sean Malloy.
There’s a spark between the two men, but both must face down their
own private demons to find love in the Irish enclave of South
Boston.
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To Peg and Carol. Thank you for teaching my soul to
dance.


Chapter One

Jamus flew down the freeway with the windows open,
the warm spring air buffeting his face, a feeling of power and
peace enveloping him. He breathed in, savoring the damp smell of
fresh-cut grass from along the shoulders of the road mixed with the
new-car smell of the Buick Park Avenue. It was June on Long Island,
and it was a rare night without bumper-to-bumper traffic on the
Long Island Expressway. For Jamus, it was his first time outside of
the concrete and glass world of Manhattan in almost a year.

He loved New York City; everything about it was food
for his soul. He loved the crowded sidewalks in the fall, thick
with the smell of roasted peanuts and candied almonds from the
street vendors. He loved the collage of sounds—at any point in the
day he could pause and listen to a chorus of different languages.
He loved the towering elegance of Midtown and the cozy snugness of
the Village. The overstimulation of it all had made the last two
years of his life unforgettable.

But Jamus was still a Bostonian, for whatever that
was worth, even if he had lent himself to this city for graduate
school. The apartment he shared with two other students was cramped
beyond anything Jamus had ever thought he could endure, but it
hadn’t mattered. He had ended up with little time to spend there
anyway. He passed most nights at the school libraries or at
lectures in dingy underground bookstores. It was in New York that
his mind started to open up to all the possibilities of life,
inspired by the variety that surrounded him. It was in New York
that he started to write. And it was in New York that he first fell
in love.

In the mid 1990s, New York was alive with an energy
that gripped the entire nation; the Clinton administration had
nudged the country out of its Bush-era rut and into a booming sense
of hope. For Jamus, New York felt like the core of that energy. The
arts had new momentum, with theatre from Tony Kushner and Jonathan
Larson boiling up from the streets; a reimagined music scene with
new acts playing every night in tiny dive bars around the city; and
a wave of vibrant realism in literature from authors like Chuck
Palahniuk and Cristina Garcia. For Jamus, experiencing New York for
the first time felt like everything was coming to life just for
him, and he wanted to be a part of it all.

First and foremost, Jamus studied and learned. He
knew what had been sacrificed for his chance at an education, and
the economics and values of his class were deeply ingrained in who
he was. He ate Top Ramen and shopped at secondhand stores for
clothes and books. He stayed up late and worked weekends to finish
assignments and read ahead. He knew how much had been spent on this
opportunity and he wouldn’t—and couldn’t—waste either a second of
the time he had been given or a penny of the money it had cost.

He also opened up to the coffee houses and their
ceaseless conversations, the parks and their games of chess, and
the clubs and their endless nights of glamour. And he wrote it all
down. Everywhere he went, he carried his notebook and captured the
smells and the sights and the sounds. It was somewhere dancing
between all of this life that New York had to offer that he had
fallen in love.

But Jamus did not fall in love with the person he
should have fallen in love with. That would have been too
conventional. He could have fallen in love with the roommate from
Indiana whose parents had sent her to school here to learn
medicine, or one of the interns at Goldman Sachs with whom he had
sometimes stayed up into the early morning hours talking about the
stock market and playing drinking games. He could have fallen in
love with the guy who worked at the library, or the woman who
taught his Theories of Dramatic Structure class. Any of these
people might have been the right person for Jamus to fall in love
with, but things didn’t happen that way.

Instead, Jamus fell in love one night in the back of
a club with someone who had tried to sell him a tab of ecstasy. It
was at the Limelight, an old church that had been remade into a
dance club. Jamus was at first surprised to look up and find
himself the subject of a stranger’s gaze, the pair of dark brown
eyes locked on to him from a few yards away as Jamus stood in one
of the stone alcoves with his notebook. It was so comical to Jamus,
someone coming up to him, the bookish, silent guy sitting in the
corner writing. This handsome stranger with his high cheekbones and
beautiful full lips had seen him and thought he would be a good
target. That he, Jamus Cork, would want to score some ecstasy. No
one had ever looked at him that way.

Jamus laughed at the stranger when he approached.
After politely refusing, he then apologized for laughing at him.
“It’s all right,” the stranger said to Jamus, shouting loudly over
the blaring music and the noise of the crowd. “I’m probably not
going to sell anything tonight, but I thought I’d give it a
try.”

Love changes people irreconcilably. If it’s real,
love bends us into something we never knew we could be. Some people
grow because of it, others wilt and fade. Love transformed Jamus,
and, through it, he grew up. He let it wash over his soul and shift
the sand that lay beneath it. Jamus, so closely tied to his Boston
roots before he left for school, began to drift away from that
life. He kept things from his parents, he let himself get pulled
out to sea in everything that there was to be and feel in New
York.

Things had changed for Jamus’s parents as well. An
unexpected pregnancy the year before he had left for New York meant
that Jamus was no longer an only child. The Corks, both in their
forties, were new parents again. The center of gravity in their
world shifted as they struggled to readjust to diapers and cribs
and teething. They were overjoyed and exhausted as a new baby boy
took center stage at a time in life when they had expected to be
golfing and going on trips as just a couple again. Jamus, away at
graduate school and on his own, now required less of their focus
and attention than this tiny bundle of bawling possibilities.

But that night out on Long Island in the car, it was
just the three of them again. And Jamus, outside of the city for
the first time in months, was surprised to feel a wave of release
wash over him. Even with his parents in the car, his mother beside
him in the front and his father in the back, he still felt as if he
were flying, even if he wasn’t really going all that fast.

He was graduating, he was in love, and he had one
more surprise to share with his parents. He had an agent looking at
a manuscript he’d been working on. She liked it and wanted to take
some more time with it. “Extremely promising” was what she had
said. The words had made Jamus manic with hope. And tonight, at
dinner, he was going to share that with his parents. It was his
surprise, his way of saying “thanks for believing in me. I won’t
disappoint you.”

“Jamus,” his mother patted his forearm, “honey, you
can go a little faster. You’re only going forty-five and this is a
highway.” Jamus laughed. It felt as if they were going much faster
than that. It had been so long since he’d been in a car that his
sense of motion was distorted. And maybe his sense of direction was
as well. For a split second, it looked as if a car was coming at
them out of the exit ramp. He only had time to glance up and
register just the faintest quiver of panic before it was too
late.

It wouldn’t have mattered what Jamus did. He had no
place to go, and no one would have been able to maneuver out of the
path of the driver who sped suddenly out from behind a barricade
and slammed into the Corks’ Buick almost head-on.

Traffic was backed up for hours on the Long Island
Expressway that night. “An accident, eastbound,” was how it was
reported on the news. It seems cold to hear that phrase, but
traffic reporters really can’t say “the end of two lives and the
dramatic turn of another” has brought traffic to a standstill.

But for Jamus, it was more than traffic. The accident
brought his life to a standstill. He woke up days later in a green
and brown hospital room somewhere on Long Island. The magic of New
York City had receded. The vibrant life, the action, and the
excitement in which he had existed evaporated suddenly and left him
lying in that hospital bed alone. The lover, the studies, the work,
the cafés, the libraries, the music and the art; none of it sang
any longer. His world had changed, and his family, his roots, were
gone save for one small boy.

A month later, he sat alone in his parents’ home in
Boston with a crying three-year-old on his knee and the help wanted
section open on the table in front of him. This is where Jamus’s
story started; not from the glittering discotheques and literary
salons that had been his prequel, not with the strong mother and
father who had guided him all his days as a boy. All that he had in
the world was a dilapidated brownstone with no heat. All the family
in his life was sitting in front of him, peeing himself and
screaming he didn’t want to eat applesauce. This was the abrupt
start of Jamus Cork’s adult life.
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Chapter Two

Jamus woke with a start. The sheets were damp with a
thin film of sweat, and he knew immediately that something wasn’t
right. He lay there for a few minutes listening to the house,
trying to figure out what was wrong. Then it dawned on him. It was
too quiet.

The sounds of the street were gone. No whoosh of
passing cars or the footsteps and chatter of late-night revelers on
their way home. He pushed the sheets off and walked to the window,
pulling the curtain aside to see the street blotted out in a deep
layer of snow. He rubbed his eyes and strained to see in the
orange-white glow of the lampposts.

The snow must have started hours ago; it was coming
down in heaps, rushing furiously on the wind and whirling to the
earth in small angry flakes. It was still too early for anyone to
be out shoveling, and the plows hadn’t been through yet, leaving an
eerily silent world that only slightly resembled his street. He
stood watching the snow globe scene for a few minutes before
crawling back into bed.

He shut his eyes and tried to go back to sleep, but
it was no use. He lay awake in the snowy silence of the morning,
listening to the muffled sounds of the street and of the house: the
gentle thump of the plumbing, and the hiss of the steam radiator in
the corner of the room. He tried to focus on his breathing, tried
to feel the rhythm of inhaling, holding, exhaling. And there it was
again—so faint he could barely pick up on it…their smell.

He traced the history of the house in his mind,
breathing in deeply to trap the scent before it escaped, trying to
hold on to it. He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling,
remembering exactly what the room had looked like when it had been
his parents’ bedroom. Sometimes he still got a sense of them in
here, as if they didn’t want to leave. He might turn at the top of
the stairs and, out of the corner of his eye, see the bureau as his
mother had kept it, with a white doily and a set of perfumes and
powders surrounding her jewelry box. Or, like tonight, Jamus would
catch a whiff of his father’s cologne or the smell of his work
clothes.

These faint remembrances, mostly faded, sometimes
surfaced at the weirdest moments. These weren’t the flashbacks. The
flashbacks came and went, bringing him back to the night of the
crash. They usually happened when he was writing, and they
sometimes lasted for hours, sucking him out of real life and
stranding him in some past prison of his mind. He moved along,
trying not to think of them, instead trying to find the smell
again.

But it was gone now. Jamus looked over at the clock;
it was two thirty in the morning. He started to make a mental list
of the things he needed to do this week, of the things he was doing
wrong, of the fears. He eventually dropped off to sleep, the
anxiety giving way to exhaustion and releasing him for a few more
hours of almost-rest.

At seven, Jamus opened his eyes to a room filled with
the silent brightness of a snowy morning. He immediately started
preparing mentally for the morning’s activities the moment he
rolled over in bed. He took a deep breath and weighed the
possibility of sleeping in for another fifteen minutes. The
stillness of the house would evaporate soon, giving way to shrieks
of anticipation and small explosions of activity. He knew from
experience that the extra fifteen minutes of sleep wouldn’t really
be worth forfeiting the few minutes he had to get his day started
ahead of Nick. He grudgingly rolled over and swung his legs down
onto the floor, almost knocking over the half-empty glass of warm
scotch from the night before.

Jamus had suspected a snow day might be in the cards
when it started clouding up over Boston the afternoon before. He
knew that the ten-year-old in the room down the hall would be up
earlier than usual. So he roused himself and searched around his
room for some clean clothes. In his top drawer he found a white
T-shirt that hadn’t been worn yet. The challenge would be pants.
That drawer was empty, so he grabbed the cleanest pair of jeans in
the monster pile of laundry that sprawled across one corner of his
bedroom floor.

He pulled them on, stumbling back toward the bed in
the process. He pushed his hands into the pockets, realizing that
these were the jeans he’d worn Saturday evening, the one evening in
the last three months he’d managed to go out when Nick had a
sleepover at a friend’s house. He pulled out a ball of crumpled-up
napkins, some with names and numbers on them, and looked at them
for a couple of seconds, wondering about the possibilities hidden
behind each number before tossing them into the little trash barrel
beside his bureau. He rubbed his eyes and snapped himself out of
his early morning haze. He had approximately fifteen minutes to get
things rolling before Nick woke up. He tiptoed downstairs to the
kitchen and put the coffee on.

As the coffee started to brew, Jamus turned on the
tiny television in the corner of the room to the local news channel
and waited for the list of cancellations. He made a quick trip to
the front hall and dug the snow boots and jackets out of the closet
before returning to the kitchen to start breakfast. After a few
minutes, Jamus heard the stomp and patter of small feet above his
head. First was the sound of Nick jumping out of bed and rushing
over to the window. The feet stopped for a minute and Jamus
pictured the kid staring out at the snowy street. Then the rushed
cavalcade of those same feet getting dressed, brushing teeth, and
practically jumping down the stairs, stopping in the front hall for
a minute, and then bursting into the kitchen.

“Snow day?” Nick asked as Jamus sat sipping his
coffee.

Jamus smiled and nodded toward the TV. “Yep, it’s
official,” he said, evoking a squeal of delight from the kid.

“For you, too?” the kid asked.

Jamus nodded. “Yep, for me, too. Nothing is open in
Boston today.”

Nick launched into his customary snow day dialogue
the minute he sat down to the table. Breakfast, which Nick insisted
he didn’t need, but Jamus insisted he did, consisted of a bowl of
instant oatmeal and a banana.

“Toast?” Nick asked, the minute Jamus set the bowl
down in front of him.

“You want toast?” Jamus looked at him to try and
gauge how real the request was. Nick had fallen into the habit of
sometimes asking for things just because they weren’t on his
plate.

“Yes, please,” came the impatient response. “With
peanut butter.”

“Okay, fine, but you need to eat a little bit of the
oatmeal and bananas, too,” Jamus said as he put a couple of slices
of wheat bread into the toaster oven.

Nick dived into the bowl as he began outlining the
activities for the morning, chattering away about all the
possibilities. Snow days meant a series of decisions that had to be
made before heading out the door. Nick had paused on his way to the
kitchen to swing open the oversized front door of the brownstone
and evaluate the depth and texture of the snow.

This was important because the first thing he had to
decide was which park they were going to. Their neighborhood had a
number of smaller parks which seldom had other kids in them, but
they were closer to home, which was important for bathroom and
snack breaks. And if it had been a heavy snowfall, these parks were
better for snowman making. Snowman making was a solitary task, and
he and Jamus were better off without any interference from other
kids.

Nick had to decide if it was going to be a snowman
morning or a snow fort and snowball fight morning. The latter
decision meant they would have to go to the bigger park several
blocks away. A bunch of kids were sure to be at that park, and with
this morning’s snowfall, there should be enough to last through at
least lunchtime.

Nick rambled through a description and list of these
items as Jamus saw to the peanut butter toast and gulped down his
cup of coffee. He waited until Nick paused to chew through the
first slice of toast. “So what’s it going to be? Big park or one of
the little parks?” he asked. Speeding up the decision process was
an important part of getting Nick out the door any time before nine
o’clock that morning.

“Will you be on my team if we get in a snowball
fight?” Nick asked, tentatively swallowing a mouth full of peanut
butter as he spoke.

“Of course I’ll be on your team, Nicky.” Jamus sat
down in the chair next to him.

“Okay, then I want to go to the big park.”

“The big park it is.” Jamus smiled. “Finish up your
toast, and let’s get ready to go. We want to get down there before
the big kids get all the good snow. We’ll need it if we’re going to
make our super-awesome long-range-strategic snowball missiles.”

Nick let out a giddy laugh. “Yes! I love the
super-awesome missile strategic, um…snowball missiles.”

Fifteen minutes later, Jamus pulled Nick’s small
hands through the sleeves of a puffy red coat and wound a blue
fuzzy scarf around the boy’s head three times, covering his mouth
and nose but carefully leaving his eyes exposed. “You need a hat,”
he said.

“I don’t want a hat,” came the scarf-muffled
complaint. “I’ll be hot.”

“You can take it off if you get hot,” said Jamus,
“but you need it to start out. Which one do you want?”

“Can I have the white one?” Nick asked, pointing up
to a white woolen hat hanging on the coat rack in front of
them.

“Okay, the white hat it is,” Jamus said, grabbing it
off the hook and pulling it down over Nick’s ears. “Red, white, and
blue. You look like Captain America.”

The streets were mostly empty as they finally swung
open the door to find a fresh ten inches of snow. Most of it had
fallen during the night, but it was still coming down in solid
sheets, blanketing everything in a mystical quietness that held the
promise of a morning full of adventure. A few brave shovelers
dotted the snow-scaped neighborhood, scraping away at windshields
and steps up and down the street.

A couple of them waved as Jamus and Nick made their
way down the partially cleared sidewalks of the South End. The two
Cork brothers waved back as the crunch and squeeze of snow under
their boots marked every slow, deliberate step. Jamus looked around
as they walked. Everyone was moving just a little bit more
sluggishly than usual, as if the whole world were in some sort of
slow motion silent film. The snow really did give everyone an
excuse to take the morning off for a little arctic adventure, he
thought. He pictured them all in their snug living rooms later that
morning, curled up on their sofas, just back from a trek down to
the Appleton Bakery for a five-dollar skim latte and a
mango-cinnamon scone.

Jamus brushed aside a layer of snow that was starting
to stick to his exposed forehead and a few seconds later a frantic
yelp of joy jolted him back to the real world. “Jamus, come on.”
Nick doubled back and yanked on his hand. “They’re already starting
to use up all the snow and I want to make sure we get some good
stuff for our fort.”

When the two arrived, dozens of woolen-capped kids of
all ages were already strewn about the park. Around the perimeter
were several small groups of moms, some with lattes and mochas and
others glued to their cell phones, all bundled up and keeping an
eye out on the joyful havoc of the snow-day park.

Nick held up well for most of the morning.

The two brothers staked out a patch of snow in the
middle of the park and got to work building a solid, semicircular
fort directly in between two other forts that a few of the older
neighborhood kids had constructed. They had strategically left a
large pile of snow untouched behind the fort for snow missiles.
Snow missiles, one of Jamus’s inventions, were elongated snowballs
shaped more like footballs. They let the launcher fire them into an
opponent’s fort—or into the opponent himself—with a spiral,
smashing apart with more impact than the flat kersplat of a normal
snowball.

The missiles worked well that day, and Nick and Jamus
were victorious in several battles. The sole exception was an
intense three-way fight when the two other forts ganged up on the
Cork brothers in unison. The Corks’ supply of snow quickly
dwindled, and soon they were left cannibalizing their own fort to
defend themselves. Luckily, about the time they were getting
blasted, several of the moms along the perimeter started to get
restless and began calling back their own troops from battle,
thinning out the field of opponents considerably for Nick and
Jamus. The two brothers walked away from their last battle with a
little snow edging in around their necklines and cuffs from the
bombardment.

“Jamus,” Nick said as they were walking back to the
house, a little slower now than they had been on the journey
earlier that morning to the park. “How come you’re the only dad
that comes out to the park alone?”

“I’m not alone,” Jamus said, pulling down Nick’s hat
just over the top of his eyes. “I’m with you.”

“No.” Nick hesitated for a minute, fixing his hat. “I
mean how come you’re the only dad that comes without a mom.”

“Well,” Jamus said. “I’m not really your dad, but I
am your big brother, and because there’s just the two of us, I’m
sort of like your dad.”

“You know what I mean, Jamus.”

“No, Nick.” Jamus tried to follow the ten-year-old’s
logic but he knew he wasn’t getting something. “I don’t think I
know what you’re asking?”

“Will you ever get married? Will there be a mom in
our house?”

“Oh,” Jamus said, taken a little off guard. They had
had a lot of these unexpected conversations throughout their seven
years living together. Jamus learned early on that kids’ minds
didn’t always work the way grown-up minds did. They always ended up
making sense in some less-than-obvious way, but the first taste of
kid logic could sometimes be jarring.

“Well,” Jamus said, “I might, someday. But I don’t
know anyone right now that I would marry.”

“Me neither,” said Nick. “But you might bring a mom
home someday?”

“Well, probably not a mom,” said Jamus.

“But you’re a dad.” Nick sounded puzzled. “Doesn’t
that mean you have to marry a mom?”

“No, not really.” Jamus was starting to sweat. Deep
down, he had known this conversation would come up some day. If he
was honest with himself, it was surprising it had taken so long.
“You only ever marry someone because you love them a lot. Not for
any other reason. Most of the time, it’s a mom and a dad that get
married, but sometimes two moms get married and sometimes two dads
get married, and that’s perfectly okay.”

Nick scrunched his nose up for a few seconds while he
contemplated the concept. “Two moms or two dads? Really?”

“Really,” said Jamus. “It happens a lot. And getting
married is not always about being a mom or a dad. Sometimes people
get married, and they don’t have kids.”

“And if you got married, it would be to another dad?”
Nick asked.

“Well, let’s just say I have no plans on getting
married any time soon,” Jamus said. “But yeah, it would probably be
to another dad.”

“But you got a kid without having to get married?”
Nick asked.

“Well, yes and no,” Jamus said carefully. “You and I,
we’re brothers, which is a little different than parents and kids.
We both have the same parents.”

“Just like Robert and Jamie,” Nick said, referring to
a pair of brothers who went to his school.

“Sort of, except that there are a lot more years
between you and me than between Robert and Jamie. And our parents
aren’t around anymore, so you and I have to take care of each
other. And because I’m the big brother, I get to do all the fun
stuff like cooking and shopping. You have to do all the hard stuff
like making your bed and going to school.”

“Except on snow days,” Nick said.

“Yes, except on snow days. In which case, we get to
blow off the rest of the world and go have snowball fights, and
then go home and pig out on grilled cheese sandwiches.”

“And soup!” Nick added. “Don’t forget the soup.”

“Sounds good,” said Jamus as they rounded the corner
to their street. “Race you to the door? Last one there has to open
the can of soup.”

“I don’t know, Jamus,” Nick said, slowing his walk to
a saunter before exploding into a run. Halfway down the block, he
shouted, “Okay, go!”

Jamus laughed and gave him a few more seconds of a
head start, and then he took off to catch up with him, tailing him
slightly as they rushed to a sliding stop in front of the door,
each panting heavily as they climbed the steps and headed into the
house for tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches.


Chapter Three

The smash of the car jolted Jamus to life. His eyes
flicked open, the screaming still ringing in his ears as the soft
bluish-white blur glowed in front of him. The smell was gone,
though—that smell of gasoline and smoke mixed with other, more
human smells. He struggled to open his eyes, to pull himself out of
it. He knew at this point it was a dream, but it was still too real
to let go. The blur in front of him started to come into focus as
his laptop screen, and he noticed a painful arc across the top of
his shoulders and his neck. He had fallen asleep at the table
again.

He tried to clear his mind, but this dream had been a
bad one. It smelled, he thought, it even smelled in the
dream. Who dreams of smells? He tried to recount the
sense of the dream, but whatever linear pattern to it had already
slipped away as he came into consciousness. Only the whirl of
violent colors and sounds and, this time, smells lingered as a
confusing fog over his brain.

He took a deep breath and tried to pull himself away
from the dream world he had created. These dreams always started
when he wrote. They were part of the flashbacks, he supposed. His
imagination was pulling from his memory, but what happened was a
fusion of the two whenever he closed his eyes—the horrors of the
accident melded and twisted into whatever plot he was working on
and consumed him as he slept. The worst thing was the flashbacks
and the nightmares actually helped him with his storylines. So it
was a twisted, terrifying riddle that both hurt him and helped him
to create.

His eyes fluttered as he ran through the basics of
the real world in his mind, trying to reestablish some sense of
gravity, of balance. “Okay, start with the basics,” he told himself
out loud. “My name is Jamus Cork, I live on Dartmouth Street in
Boston with my brother Nick. I work at a bookstore, and I am a
writer.” He exhaled. “Or at least I am trying to be.”

He sat up and looked at the text in front of him. He
was almost done, almost finished. Just a few more rounds of
editing, then he could rest, and the nightmares would stop again.
Hopefully. Jamus’s hands still shook as he closed the lid on the
laptop and rubbed his eyes.

This was the worst part about writing, this being in
between a world of dreams and a hazy reality. He didn’t know what
was real and what wasn’t at times. It was usually Nick who brought
him out if it. This hadn’t happened in his first book. It had been
a dark book, yes, but not the kind of dark his books were now. He
hadn’t had to write in a world where he was alone then. The books
he had worked on since his parents had died had been terrifyingly
difficult. They often lasted longer than he wanted them to and took
on a life of their own when he was sitting at the keyboard. The
problem was that they consumed him. He went into these worlds,
these characters in ways that stole him away from his real
life.

Okay, he thought, back to the basics.
He looked at the clock and saw it was four in the morning. He
squeezed his eyes shut and wondered if it was too late to try and
get a few hours of sleep. Nick would be up in three hours. He would
need to get the boy off to school, get him dressed, fed, and out
the door. If he stayed awake, he would be sure not to oversleep,
but he had to find some way to fill three hours.

His vision blurred as he looked down at the closed
laptop in front of him. He could always go through another set of
edits. A few places still needed polishing, needed a little more
work to get the exact turn of phrase, to get the words just right.
He yawned. He knew he needed the sleep badly. But if he closed his
eyes and it didn’t come, he would have to deal with the rest of it,
all of it flowing through his mind, not stopping, endlessly washing
over his brain, like waves crashing onto a failing pier, tearing it
down and dragging it out to sea one timber at a time.

“My name is Jamus Cork. I am a writer. I live on
Dartmouth Street in Boston. I work at a bookstore.” He struggled
with the words this time. In a few hours, the sun would come up and
that would make it better, this drowning. But relief would only be
temporary, and the dark would come again.

“Jamus?” A small voice came from the corner of the
kitchen behind where he was sitting. At first, Jamus couldn’t tell
if it was a real voice or one of the voices reaching out for him
from the story. All the stories pulled and tugged at him, jealous
of his dual life. Jamus was able to live in two worlds. He could
eventually get out of the story, but they could not.

“Jamus, are you okay?”

Jamus shook his head. This time he could place the
voice. Nick. It was Nick, come down to check on him. Or was it
later than he thought? Was it seven already? Time for breakfast and
school? No, not yet. It couldn’t be. He searched around the room
for the clock. Where was it? He had seen it a few minutes ago.
Right, on the stove. He looked up. It was still just a few minutes
past four in the morning.

Pull it together, he told himself. “Hey,
Nicky,” he said, turning around and reaching an arm out for the
kid.

“Why are you still up?” Nick asked, sleepy bugs still
stuck in the corners of his eyes. He wandered over to Jamus’s
outstretched arm and leaned into him.

Jamus curled his arm around his little brother,
hugging him in. “I’m just finishing up some writing. I got on a
roll and wanted to keep going.”

“Are you done yet?”

Jamus nodded his head. “I think so.” This was good.
Nick was good for him, pulling him out of the story, pulling him
away from the loss and theft of the book, of the world he had just
created. Created was the wrong word, really. Channeled was more
accurate. When he was done, he was always a part of the story. “Did
I wake you up?” he asked.

“No. I just couldn’t sleep.”

“How about now? Think you can head back into bed for
a few more hours?”

“I don’t know. I don’t really feel like it. Are you
going to stay up?”

Jamus thought for a minute. “I might try and get a
few hours of sleep on the couch.”

“What if I get the sleeping bag and camp out on the
living room floor?”

“Hmm.” Jamus looked doubtful. “Are you sure you’re
going to be able to sleep?”

Nick bobbed his head enthusiastically in
agreement.

“Okay.” Jamus gave in. “Run and get your sleeping
bag.”

Ten minutes later, they were both fast asleep, Jamus
on the couch and Nick on the living room floor. Each brother
provided the safety they both needed for sleep, but in vastly
different ways. Nick needed to know Jamus would stand guard against
whatever lurked in the shadows of the house, and Jamus needed Nick
to help hold him back from whatever it was that lurked in the back
of his own mind.
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Chapter Four

Sean Malloy sat on the floor of the tiny apartment in
western Massachusetts and tossed another stack of books into the
cardboard box in front of him. The sun wasn’t up yet, but he had
already been packing for over an hour. He wasn’t normally a
procrastinator, but exams and work on his doctoral thesis had kept
him busy up until the day before, and he didn’t have enough time to
do anything else.

He looked around the apartment and frowned. He’d
lived here as long as he’d been a graduate student, for both his
master’s and his doctorate, but that was coming to a close. He was
done with the last of his classes, and his degree would be
officially conferred on him later that month in a ceremony for grad
students.

His ma wanted him to accept the diploma in person,
but Sean knew from experience what it would be like: a sweltering
hot day in June and thousands of students sitting side by side in
the school’s outdoor athletics center, parents and friends crowding
into the stands above them, everybody sweating and wishing they
were somewhere else.

He had already walked for his bachelor’s degree and
again for his master’s degree in teaching. He didn’t see the point
in sitting through another crowded furnace of a day. The school
would mail it out to him sometime that summer, and he would give it
to his ma, who would frame it and put it in the living room right
above his last two degrees.

He thumbed through stacks of old notebooks, term
papers, flash cards, tests, research reports, and printouts. These
papers had made up his entire world for the better part of the last
decade. “Screw it,” he said under his breath, tossing a stack of
notebooks into the trash bag next to the cardboard box. His train
to Boston was leaving in a couple of hours, and he still had to
finish cleaning out this bookshelf and the desk beside it.

Reaching for another handful of papers, he glanced
through them and dumped them into the trash bag, causing it to
vibrate and ring softly. Sean looked down into the bag to see the
dim glow of his iPhone hiding beneath a clump of balled-up term
papers. He fished it out and swiped the phone, rushing to answer it
without bothering to look at the caller name.

“Hello.” Sean clamped the phone to his shoulder and
reached down to throw away another stack of papers.

“Sean?” came a distant gravel-like voice on the other
end of the line. “Is that you?”

“Dad?” Sean asked quickly. Something was off in the
tone of the caller’s voice.

“Uh, no…it’s Kevin.”

“Kevin?” Sean finally recognized his older brother’s
voice. “God, you sound like Dad. What’s up? Where are you?”

“I’m heading home.” The line was quiet for a minute.
“I’m in Chicago now on a layover, but I should be there later this
morning.”

“Oh.” Sean was trying to put things together in his
head. It had been almost a year since he’d spoken to his brother.
They had traded emails off and on while Kevin was away in
Afghanistan but never more than a few lines at a time. Sean did
most of the writing, filling Kevin in about the family or relaying
stories about school. Kevin wrote back, but mostly in one or two
sentence emails, never talking much about where he was or what he
was doing in the Marines. “Are you on leave?”

“Ah, no.” Kevin’s voice started to break up. Then
after a few seconds, “I’m out.”

“Out?” Sean echoed his brother. “Out of what?”

“The Marines,” Kevin almost shouted.

“Oh.” Sean pulled the phone away from his face for a
few seconds. “As in for good?”

“Yeah, as in for good.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yes.” Kevin laughed. “Don’t worry, Seany, it was an
honorable discharge. Ma asked the same question.”

“I wasn’t asking that, Kevin.” There was an awkward
pause as Sean tried to think of something to say, but he suddenly
found his mouth dry. “You’re moving home, then?” he finally managed
to get out.

“Yeah, for a little while. Ma tells me you are,
too?”

“Yeah,” Sean croaked. “Yeah, I’m packing now. Done
with school.”

“Look, Sean, I’m losing you.” The voice was almost
all static on the line. “I’m going to go now. See you in a little
bit.”

“Yeah,” Sean sighed. “See you soon.” He took the
phone out of the crook of his shoulder and stared at it for a
moment before hanging up. He placed the phone on the night stand
and sat down on his bed. He’d been so preoccupied with school for
the past few months, he hadn’t thought much about his brother.
There had been a time when the two of them were inseparable. Barely
a year apart in age, Sean had followed Kevin in everything—school,
soccer, even in church. As a child, all Sean had to do to see
eleven months into the future was to look at Kevin. Now they hadn’t
really talked in years and they were both heading home again.

Sean picked up a stack of papers and threw them
directly into the trash bag without even looking through them. Sean
stood up and walked over to his bookshelf, pulling down a couple of
hardcover volumes and tossing them into a cardboard moving box. He
winced, remembering that he still needed to somehow get to the post
office before he caught his train. What would they have in common
now, he wondered.

“Ugh.” Sean sighed and looked at the clock on his
desk. The morning sun was starting to come through the tiny window
above his bed. He forced himself to focus on packing. There would
be enough time over the summer to figure out what to do with Kevin.
If he missed the train, he would be stuck without a ride to
Boston.

*

Late that afternoon, Sean stepped off the Number 11
bus and dropped an oversized duffel bag on the ground directly
across the street from the house he grew up in. The late spring sun
was setting over the horizon, bathing all of South Boston in a hazy
golden light. The bus roared off down the street, leaving him
standing on the curb in a cloud of smoke. He stared across the
street at the steps directly in front of him. All he could think of
was his brother. He remembered the last time he’d seen Kevin at the
house. He’d still been a senior in high school, but Kevin had
graduated a year earlier. They had both wanted to escape from South
Boston, but Kevin made his move alone, joining the Marines and
leaving Sean to fend for himself at home.

Sean swallowed and tried to clear his mind of that.
After all, it was six years ago. He didn’t hold it against his
brother. In the end, Sean wouldn’t have joined the Marines with
Kevin, so they would’ve gone their separate ways eventually.

He looked away from the steps for a few seconds,
quickly surveying the rest of the yard, taking in the green
clapboards, black shutters, and the hollyhocks lining the small
garden along the base of the cellar. Nothing had changed since he’d
been home over Christmas.

But this time it was permanent, he thought, with no
school to go back to. This time, he was home until he found himself
a different place to make his own. He stood there quietly for a few
minutes, thinking about all the times he had bounded up those steps
as a teenager. The second step squeaked and always dipped a little
too much if you didn’t hit it in just the right spot. The fourth
step was always loose, and if you went down it in bare feet, you
had to watch out for a particularly stubborn nail head that always
managed to pop up just to the left of center no matter how many
times Dad hammered it back down.

The rest of the houses on the block had cement steps,
but the Malloys still had the same wooden ones that had probably
come with the house. Kevin had painted them every other summer
growing up; it was somehow always his job. Sean smiled, remembering
how much his older brother had hated painting. Their parents always
insisted that Sean was too little to paint, until he wasn’t. By
that time, painting the porch was just Kevin’s job and “this house
is not a democracy” was Dad’s standard response whenever Kevin
tried to get out of it. Kevin would give Sean a look at those
moments, then shake his head as if the weight of the world rested
on an older brother’s shoulders.

He hadn’t told his parents exactly when he was
coming, but somehow she’d known. His mom stepped out onto the front
porch and stood watching him, smiling and looking a little bit
surprised as if she was waiting for some sign that he was really
there. A few seconds later another figure stepped out from the
front door and stood beside her. Sean’s jaw slackened. Kevin stood
tentatively on the balls of his feet, his hands shoved into the
pockets of his jeans, grinning slightly to one side. He had a plain
white T-shirt on and a blue Red Sox cap over his closely cropped
red hair.

The brothers shared the same storybook Irish red
hair, freckled faces, and light blue eyes. Many times growing up,
strangers had mistaken them for twins. Sean’s eyes stayed glued to
the porch in semi-disbelief. It was his brother, only something was
slightly different about him, something he couldn’t quite put his
finger on. He was a little bigger, maybe that was it. His shoulders
were a little broader and his arms thicker than they’d been the
last time Sean saw him on a Marine base in South Carolina. The
family had driven down to visit him before he shipped out on his
second tour, that time to Afghanistan.

Sean smiled back at them as he picked up the duffel
bag and crossed the street to his house. That was
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