
  
    
      House of Clouds

    

    
      
        Kristin Gleeson

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Published by An Tig Beag Press

        Text Copyright 2023 © Kristin Gleeson

        All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the publisher.

        Cover design by JD Smith Designs

        978-0-9956281-9-9

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        LISTEN TO THE MUSIC CONNECTED TO THE BOOKS

        Go to www.krisgleeson.com/music

        Receive a FREE novelette prequel, A Treasure Beyond Worth, and Along the Far Shores (writing historical fiction as Kristin Gleeson)

        When you sign up for my mailing list www.krisgleeson.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

    

    
      
        The Song- House of Clouds

      

      
        The Song- Navigation

      

      
        The Song- Rossetti Girl

      

      
        The Song- Midnight

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rome

      

      

      

      The filmy white curtain billowed out behind her like a sail, full breasted, head to the wind. It was her sail, her ship, setting her on a different course, at least for a few days, taking her away from this room, this apartment, this city.

      Below her and across the myriad tiled roofs, Rome was waking up, the sun just starting to cast canted light onto the piazza, finding the gaps in the old marble and granite buildings. At one end of the piazza, Maria entered, moving along the dusty cobbles, making her way to the weathered slate-blue door on the far side of the piazza, to prepare her employer’s breakfast and get the children ready for school. Signora Benedetti, broom in hand, exited from another door, this one more a mottled green, a closed awning of red stripes above it that when unfurled, read “Benedetti’s” in faded black cursive. The signora paused a moment, leaning on the broom before taking it up vigorously to sweep the small paved area in front of the little café at the end of the piazza. It was a familiar sight, a daily one, except Sundays, of course. The light, the colors, the people. It was Rome. Her Rome.

      She felt him before she heard him, his bare footsteps silent across the tiled floor as he came to stand behind her. He pushed her dark auburn hair aside and kissed her neck. The kiss was soft, sensuous, with a hint of persuasion behind it.

      “Come back to bed, Katerina,” he said softly in Italian. He brushed his fingers along her shoulders, the persuasion stronger now.

      She turned to face him. “Giancarlo, you know I can’t. I have a flight to catch.”

      “In Italian,” he said, a hint of admonishment in his tone. “Come back to bed, there’s still time.”

      She sighed. She’d been too tired to speak in Italian, for once. Last night had been another late night. What charity had his mother chosen for the gala’s profits this time? She brushed the question aside. It didn’t matter. The faces were the same.

      He kissed her now, his hands reaching under the flimsy negligee he’d only just bought her, tracing his fingers along her hip.  “Come,” he said. “I won’t see you for a while. We must make the most of these last moments.”

      She sighed, already getting lost in his kiss.
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      The handle was the same worn brass, so scuffed and scratched by the countless fingers and palms that had grabbed and pulled at it over the years, there was no reflection to be had. Nothing to check herself in, to give herself a last-minute once-over before she entered, suddenly self-conscious in her Valentino suit, silk blouse, Ferragamo pumps, and sleekly pulled-back hair. Giancarlo had picked out the outfit for her, certain it would make the right impact on the New York City gallery owner. And now, she was afraid of the impact it would make here, in Somerton Lake. Two worlds colliding. Kate grasped the handle and entered O’Connor’s pub. It was too late to change.

      The music filtered to her as she made her way from the small foyer to the open room. Along the side opposite the door was the bar, a worn, dark mahogany- and-brass affair. Stools were pulled up to it like familiar friends clamoring for gossip, their surfaces worn smooth by people sliding on and off them over the years. The taps behind the bar showed the usual names, but also a variety of craft beers, something new to her. Above the optics hung the photos of long-ago Ireland and some faded shamrocks left from an ancient St. Patrick’s Day. They were still there then. The Guinness mirror was foxed and mottled at the edges, as if it, like a few of the regulars she noted present, had taken too much alcohol over the years, and its once-clear view was now rheumy and blurred.

      The wood floor was worn nearly bare of any protective coating through multitudes of shoes and boots treading its boards in all weathers. No change there. The tables, filled with enough people that made it a good crowd for a Thursday night, were as she remembered. High ones in the center, with matching chairs and lower ones over to the side, by the frosted windows that faced the street. All this she took in during the initial few seconds, her primary thought to find her father, who was always here on a Thursday night. Until it wasn’t. Until the music penetrated the intention. The voice. His voice. Her eyes found the small stage area at the far end of the room, shocked, unbelieving. Ethan.

      It was as if ten years hadn’t passed. Or she was cast back in time. He was perched on a stool, his head bent over his guitar, his long fingers moving along the frets and strings. Low-slung jeans, a Henley topped by a flannel shirt. She could recite all the clothes, including the fedora that topped his head, coal-black hair curling from underneath. Coal-black hair. The Tennyson phrase had risen to her mind unbidden then as it did now, capturing its dark beauty. The glasses were new; black horn-rimmed. She grabbed onto that difference even as his voice, that smooth-as-silk baritone, reached out to her and melted her, but the difference evaporated in the face of his voice, those words, that song. Leonard Cohen’s “Suzanne.” A pain shot through her.

      He’d sung it at the college’s talent showcase the first week of her freshman year, before classes had started, when nothing was fixed and all the possibilities of what college might be were new and shiny, promising joy. The song “Suzanne” had confirmed it, shown her she was meant to be here, attending this college, finding her real path. He had confirmed it, singing that song. The song that was her mother’s. The song that linked her father, her brother and her. His long, graceful fingers picked out the riff, finding the chords. Those hands, mesmerizing in themselves. She’d watched them, his fingers, finely crafted, loving them again already, before he’d even looked up. Before his eyes met hers. Ice-blue, rimmed with thick, dark lashes. She knew he was singing to her, then, somehow she knew that.  The words, the music, his look. It was all hers. Until the song ended and he unbent the leg he’d propped on the stool rung, and nodded. He stood, gave a bashful nod, and moved to get another guitar propped on the rack behind him. It was gone, the connection broken. A brief, shining, moment. A moment only. And the last of the shining moments and bright promise that college had offered, on balance. All a mirage, brief and wavering in the distance, just out of reach and wholly false. But it was a long time ago. Another world.

      Kate pulled her eyes away and resumed her search for her father. It took a few seconds only. He was up front and center as always, keen to listen and view the musicians who took the stage. She made her way over to him, careful to move as quietly as possible. When she arrived at his side, she laid her hand on his shoulder and bent over, kissing his cheek. He smiled at her distractedly and nodded before his eyes returned to the stage where Ethan had just been. She smiled. Her father’s love of music would never die, she thought, fondly.

      “I’m just going to get a drink,” she whispered to him. She noted his glass of beer. It was half-full. She’d get him one anyway.

      With a final pat on his arm, she turned and made her way over to the bar, where a young, unfamiliar woman stood holding a glass under a craft beer tap, her eyes on the stage, dark head bobbing slowly to the song, as the frothy liquid filled the glass and overflowed. A college student, probably, Kate thought. The young woman’s large eyes and full chest told the real story of her employment in Kate’s opinion. Some things hadn’t changed.

      When the young woman had served the beer and taken the money, she turned to Kate. “What can I get you?” Her eyes already slid back to the stage.

      Kate considered her choice, already revising it quickly after observing the young woman’s skill. Or lack of it. Should she have wine? The quality of the wine probably hadn’t changed either. This was a college town, where anything sophisticated was a pointless exercise. Though there was craft beer. More than before. The guys. That would explain it. There were plenty of guys who would go for that now. She eyed the bottles in the fridge and settled for a vaguely recognizable brand of craft beer.

      “Just give me a glass and the bottle,” Kate said brightly after she named her choice. “I’ll pour my own at the table.”

      The young woman nodded, served her quickly, taking the money before she’d even retrieved the beer, and gave Kate the change and her beer with the glass upside down on the bottle at the same time.  Kate hadn’t even muttered her thanks before the young bartender already had her attention turned to the stage, despite the three women who had just arrived at the other end of the bar.

      Kate quickly put her change away in her large Fendi tote that contained her laptop and made her way back to her father’s table, wishing she didn’t have to lug around her computer. At least she didn’t have a suitcase. It had been a good decision, considering she’d taken a taxi from the train station and hadn’t rented a car in New York. She hadn’t told Giancarlo about her decision to wear clothes she’d left behind here, outdated though they were, rather than take items from her expensive wardrobe she wore in Rome. It had seemed for the best all around. For so many reasons. She was traveling light. No baggage. Her tote carried her essentials—simple makeup and toiletries. Anything more, and she would just grab it here. It was only a few days, after all.

      When she reached her father, she placed the drink on the table and slid onto the high chair next to him, straightening her powder-blue suit jacket and the matching skirt. She scanned his face, checking for signs of change. The hair might be more gray than chestnut now, the jowl a little softer, but everything else looked the same.

      The song finished, he turned his attention to her and grinned. “Kate, my Katydid. You got here.”

      She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You know I wouldn’t miss it.”

      He raised his brows and though there was a twinkle in his eyes, the gesture still made her wince inwardly. It spoke of the years she’d been away, the years that she had missed birthdays, Christmases, Thanksgivings, and other events.

      “This is the big six-oh, Dad,” she said, as if that explained everything.

      He shrugged and took a sip from his beer. He nodded to her bottle and glass. “Nothing on tap appealed to you?”

      She gave a wry smile. “More like the young college student’s skill didn’t appeal to me.”

      Her dad laughed. “Yeah, Carly started at the beginning of the semester. She does Tuesdays and Thursday nights.”

      A month and a bit, then. Long enough. “Someone needs to show her how to fill a beer glass.”

      Her dad’s eyes were filled with laughter. “I think her mind’s on other things.” He nodded in the direction of the stage.

      Kate rolled her eyes. “Doesn’t she know that tips are linked to service?”

      “I don’t think it enters her mind,” he said and chuckled. “Or that she has a problem with tips.”

      No, Kate supposed she didn’t have trouble with tips. Still, it wasn’t her concern.

      A figure loomed over them. She looked up. Ethan.

      “Hey, Frank,” said Ethan. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” said her dad. “You know that.”

      “Still appreciated, though,” said Ethan. He slid out the chair on the other side of Kate’s dad and sat down, her dad clapping his back. He looked at Kate and nodded to her, tipping his hat back a little. “Hey.”

      She forced herself to nod back, ignoring the knots in her stomach. Her father glanced over at her. “Oh, this is my daughter, Kate. Kate, this is Ethan. He’s been playing here at the pub since late summer. He’s staying over at the Zigler vacation place at the lake.”

      She flushed, her fair complexion betraying her as always. “Uh, we were in college together,” she said in a low voice. “I think,” she added impulsively and looked away.

      “We were. Same year,” said Ethan. “I think,” he added a beat later, a hint of amusement present.

      She glanced over at his face. Was he mocking her? But his face was impassive. Neutral.

      “Really?” said her dad. He studied Kate. “I don’t remember you mentioning him. A musician of his caliber, I’d have remembered that.”

      “I didn’t really know him,” she muttered, as Ethan said, “We had a few classes together.”

      

      “Did you read that Browning poem?”

      Kate looked up. Ethan dropped the book on the table and slid into the chair beside her. Many of the seats around the classroom table were vacant. He’d chosen that seat. She nodded her head, gave him a tentative smile, but he was too busy taking out his laptop to see her nod. She cleared her throat. “Yes,” she said, her voice sounding strangled.

      “What did you make of it?”

      “Uh…” She bit her lip, all the thoughts and inspiration she’d had when reading the poem vanishing under his attention.

      “I’m a real fan of EBB, are you?”

      It took her a moment to understand that he meant Elizabeth Barrett Browning, but then she nodded and was about to open her mouth when Caro took the seat on his other side.

      “What a mad poem,” Colleen said. “She’s the biz, old Liz.”

      Ethan looked over at Colleen, nodded and grinned. Colleen took up her thread, talking about form and shape and illuminating areas of discourse, or something like that, when all that Kate had felt was the music of it, the images it had created, both so interwoven with the words. The experience had been so powerful that she’d thought that maybe, just maybe, her choice was the right one, going to Somerton.

      

      “Oh, it’s a pity you didn’t know each other better back then,” said her dad. “You two would have had so much in common.”

      Kate wouldn’t look at Ethan, fixing her eyes on her father instead. She gave him a wan smile. “Hmmm,” she said. Her father returned her gaze with a puzzled expression.

      Ethan remained silent for a moment. “What did you think of the second song, then, Frank?”

      Her dad looked over at Ethan, the brief puzzlement gone. “I loved it. I can hear your influences, there, son. There’s no mistaking Dylan, Leonard Cohen, and CSN.”

      Ethan laughed. “Yeah there’s some of that in the mix. Though maybe more Crosby, Stills and Nash this time. But also a big dose of that famous band, American Sky.”

      Frank chuckled. “Flattery will get you nowhere.” He gave a thoughtful nod. “But yeah, I could hear a few little riffs and phrasings that I could claim to be like mine. But that aside, I liked it, though you might consider lifting the chorus to the next key at the end. You know, bring it to a G major. That would give it a more hopeful twist.”

      Ethan gave him a wry look. “Maybe I wasn’t looking for hopeful.”

      Her father shrugged. “Think about it. Think about what’s best for the song.”

      Ethan raised his brows, but after a pause he nodded. “At the moment it doesn’t feel like G major, but I’ll think about it. You know I respect your opinion.”

      “But it’s your song, in the end, Ethan,” said her father.

      “Thanks,” Ethan said.

      Kate stifled a yawn. Her head felt far too wired for sleep, this conversation, this encounter, anything but calming, but her body had other ideas. It was 4 a.m. by her body. And she’d endured a long day of travel, including the stop at the New York City gallery.

      Her father looked at her, concern on his face. “You must be dead on your feet. Time to get you to bed.” He turned to Ethan. “Sorry I’ll miss your second set. See you tomorrow.”

      “No, don’t worry about it, it’s fine. Nothing new in the second set. Tomorrow then.” Ethan nodded to Kate. “Good to see you again.”

      Her father slid off the stool, clapped Ethan on the back. “Oh, and thanks again for “Suzanne.” You know that gets me every time.”

      Ethan grinned. “Better than singing Happy Birthday?”

      Her father laughed. “Ha. No contest.”

      Her father pulled her arm and Kate slid off her stool, glad he was directing her movements, her mind too stuck on the word “tomorrow.” Tomorrow? Ethan was coming tomorrow?
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      It was a kitchen full of warm smells and worn wood. The cracks and stains on the table, the counters, and the cabinets, all spoke of morning breakfasts, boisterous dinners, and rushed lunches. All memories that evoked so many complicated feelings for Kate.

      Max nudged her arm, his wet nose tickling the skin near her elbow. From her seat at the kitchen table, Kate laughed and looked down at his baleful eyes, his head cocked slightly to the side. She could see there was white around his muzzle amid the golden fur, more evidence to add to the small sway in his movement and lumbering gait that told her things she didn’t want to know. He was nearly fourteen, she calculated in surprise. The golden retriever in his prime that had been in her memory had grown old.

      He nudged her again and she smiled down at him. “Still up to your old tricks?” She looked at the stack of pancakes on her plate, the maple syrup soaking the layers, and broke off a small chunk from the bottom one. She glanced over at her father, his back to her at the stove. The bacon in the pan that he held hissed and spat. She heard him mutter a little curse as a droplet of fat hit his hand. Kate smiled at the familiar sight and turned back to the dog, sliding the piece of pancake down her lap and in front of his nose. Before she could blink, the morsel was gone from her fingers and inside Max. She grinned at him and shook her head.

      “He’s still up to those tricks because you encourage them,” said her father, his back still facing her.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I can’t see that it’s all my fault. I mean, when was the last time I fed him?”

      “Dogs have long memories,” said her father. “Especially when it comes to food.”

      She forced a laugh. It was hard not to find hidden meaning in those words, that it was a dig at her long absence, though practically, she knew her father wasn’t like that. To be fair, she’d been the one who had inferred her long absence with the statement about feeding Max. She felt momentarily annoyed at herself.

      “Do you have everything you need for the barbecue today? Is there anything I can get from the supermarket?”

      “Nah. It’s all under control. Tom’s bringing the steaks. Stokey’s bringing burritos.”

      “You mean his wife is.”

      Her dad laughed. “Yeah. And Phil says he’s got the beer covered.”

      “Any wine? Some people might want wine.” She still hadn’t decided what she would have to drink. Water? She wasn’t sure she could stomach the kind of beer Phil would bring, or the wine that would be there.

      “No, don’t worry about the wine. Ethan’s covering that. And bringing some beer, too.”

      “Ethan?”

      “Yeah. And I almost forgot. Tamzin said she would make some kind of herby salady thing. We’ve got the macaroni salad already made up, but if you want to do the potato salad, that would be good. You know I always loved your potato salad. Only you could manage to make it just like your mom made it.”

      She hardly heard his words because her mind had tripped up on the name “Tamzin.”

      “Who’s Tamzin?” Did her father have a relationship she didn’t know about? After all, her mother had been dead for nearly twenty years. It was past time. Still, the thought of it made her uneasy.

      “Tamzin? She’s Tom’s girlfriend.”

      It was the relief that made her laugh. She was nearly giddy with it, even as she berated herself for it. Her father deserved to have a woman in his life, after all. “Tom has a girlfriend?”

      “Tom always has a girlfriend,” said her dad. “Well at least that’s what the girls think. Women. I keep forgetting that you two are adults now.” He turned to her now, the spatula in his hand. He gave her a clownish grin. “Though you’ll always be my little girl.”

      She snorted. “I’m a bit too tall to be considered little, let alone a girl.” Her height had meant that she could look in the eye any man more than an inch or two under six feet. One factor that had kept the men in her life down to a minimum. That and other things.

      “How long have they been going out?”

      Her father considered for a few moments. “Six months? I think. She’s some kind of glass artist from Boston. They met at an exhibition she had down here.”

      She nodded. So it could be serious. Tom hadn’t had that many relationships that were serious. At least she thought not, since in the years since she’d left she hadn’t heard about any. Or met anyone on her fleeting visits. His last one, to her knowledge, had been when he was in college at NYU, when he’d been with Sally, his long-term girlfriend from Somerton Lake. And Sally was now a plump, happily married mother of three who lived with her husband, Joe, in the next town. No lingering heartbreak there.

      The back door opened and Ethan walked in, clad in a leather jacket and jeans, a full-face motorcycle helmet under his arm. No glasses today. His hair, a casualty of the helmet, stuck out at odd angles.  The ludicrous picture it presented did nothing to dispel his good looks or the shock Kate felt at seeing Ethan stroll in her back door.

      “Morning Frank,” he said. “Kate.”

      Kate, suddenly conscious of how of her appearance, looked down at the hole-filled overlarge T-shirt with her father’s store logo, which matched the one her father wore. It now sported a faint maple syrup stain in addition to the holes. At least her dark gray sweatpants, though faded, weren’t too embarrassing.

      “Hey, Ethan,” said her father. “Have you had breakfast yet? I’ve got more bacon if you want it. Or I could easily whip up a few pancakes. There’s some batter left.”

      “No thanks, Frank. I’m good,” he said, setting his helmet on the table and taking off his jacket. “Tom asked me to come over early to help with the setup.” Ethan looked at his watch. “He should be here soon.”

      Kate sat speechless, taking in the exchange, its familiarity setting her off kilter even more. Not to mention the worn leather jacket, so obviously expensive, and the watch. Vintage Patek Philippe. A watch that should be insured and placed behind collector’s glass. She knew that Ethan came from a prominent New England family, but she hadn’t realized how prominent.

      “You came on your motorcycle, then,” said her father, serving up some bacon on a plate and handing it to Ethan. He pulled out a chair at the table and pushed Ethan into it. “Eat.”

      Ethan gave him a wry look and took the proffered seat. A fork was placed in his hand.

      “Do you want Kate to pop over to your house and pick up the wine and beer?”

      Ethan put a forkful of bacon in his mouth and shook his head. “No,” he said after he swallowed. “It’s all in hand. Zig is bringing it later.”

      Kate forced herself to take another bite of her pancakes. Anything to convince herself and the other two that she didn’t find this unnerving. That the exchange didn’t fill her with a multitude of feelings, some of which she couldn’t bear to even examine. Not to mention that this exchange she’d just witnessed seemed to emphasize how much she wasn’t an integral part of her father’s life. She didn’t want to consider why it was upsetting that it was Ethan who seemed more familiar with her father’s everyday minutia.

      “Congratulations on your exhibition,” said Ethan.

      She looked up to find he was regarding her closely. She opened her mouth to ask him how he knew about her show, but shut it before she could say a word. Her father, of course. Or maybe Tom. They seemed like good buddies. Both thoughts confused and angered her at the same time. For so many reasons. Reasons she really didn’t want to resurrect.

      Before she could answer Tom burst in the house, the door slamming open against the wall. His arms were full of grocery bags, his chestnut hair shaggy and tousled. “Morning,” he said from behind the paper bags. “Coming through.”

      “Put them down over there,” said her dad, guiding Tom to the vacant space on the smooth pine kitchen counter.

      Tom moved toward the counter, revealing the petite woman behind him. “Hey, Mr. W,” she said. She greeted Ethan. She looked at Kate and beamed. “You must be Kate. I’m Tamzin.”

      Kate nodded, almost overwhelmed with the vision Tamzin presented. She wasn’t like any of the other girls Kate remembered Tom dating. Her rust-colored baggy sweater and olive-green baggy pants made her caramel-colored skin glow and set off her golden-brown doe-shaped eyes. All this was amplified by the nose stud and the glorious dark hair braided into piles of tiny plaits gathered at her neck and hanging down to her hips. Tamzin’s whole persona shouted statement.

      “Hi, Tamzin,” Kate said. “Nice to meet you.”

      Ethan rose from his chair. “Let me help you unpack that, Tom. Frank, why don’t you go relax? We’ll see to the rest in here.”

      Her father nodded and headed out of the kitchen.

      Kate rose, too. She was done with breakfast, regardless of the half-finished state of her pancakes. It was time to get herself out of here. “I’ll just change a minute and be down to help.”

      Tom came over to her. “Hey, give your old bro a hug, Katydid.” He pulled her into his arms, and she tentatively put her arms around his back. It was no longer a lanky youth’s back, but a man’s, with the musculature to go with it. When had this happened?

      “Katydid?” said Tamzin, snorting. “Great name.”

      Tom chuckled. “Yeah. She got it when we were little. When we were caught misbehaving I’d always say, ‘Katy did it’ and it morphed into Katydid.”

      “And of course I didn’t,” said Kate, trying to keep her humor. She put her plate in the dishwasher and edged her way out of the kitchen.

      “Oh, Kate,” said Tom. “Guess who’s coming this afternoon?”

      She turned and looked at him, shrugging. “Who?”

      “Your old flame, Simon.”

      She reddened. “He’s your old best friend, not my old flame.”

      “But you had a crush on him, though. For years.”

      “In high school. Briefly. That was a long time ago.”

      He waggled his brows. “Not too late to kindle old sparks.”

      Was he really thirty-three, thought Kate. She sighed. “Tom. That was high school. I’m in a serious relationship now.”

      He gave her a playful shove, laughing. “How would we know? We’ve never met him. Your man could be a total invention.”

      Kate glanced at Ethan who was shoving hamburger rolls into the fridge. She returned her gaze to her brother. “Giancarlo is not an invention. He lives in Italy. That’s why you haven’t met him,” she said in a firm voice. Before he could say anything more, she turned and left the kitchen.
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      Kate balanced the three bags of chips on top of the platter of raw hamburgers she held and made her way carefully down the wooden steps of the back porch. The backyard was spread before her, a string of lights hanging between the few trees at the back, pine picnic tables topped with citronella candles strewn across the grass along with numerous lawn chairs of mismatched colors and various states of repair. Neighbors’ outdoor furniture? On the side, near the porch, was a large folding table covered with a plastic checkered table cloth that was already groaning under the weight of the food it contained. The pungent odor of the simmering coals and cedar chips filled the air.

      “Here, I’ll help you with that.” Tamzin reached for the bags of potato chips.

      “Thanks,” said Kate. “Stick it over there on the table, will you, while I give these burgers to the chef?”

      Tamzin snorted, the humor filling her face. “Yeah, Tom is really getting into the role. Your dad doesn’t usually allow him full rein at the barbecue.”

      Kate smiled, looking over at her brother standing with an intent look on his face, his thick chestnut hair held back from his face by a bandanna.

      “A special day for him, then, as much as it is for my father.” Kate scanned the backyard a moment. There were several people here already, mostly neighbors nearby, though one or two she recognized from the lake.

      “Have you seen my dad?” she asked Tamzin. Kate had been so busy madly making potato salad, burger patties, and relish and organizing the napkins, cups, and all the other minor details she felt she had to do, she’d lost track of everything but her tasks. She felt a momentary flash of guilt. She hadn’t phoned Giancarlo yet since her arrival. The time difference had made impossible anything but a brief text to let him know she’d arrived last night. And this morning, well, it had fled her mind.

      “I think he’s down in the basement with Ethan and Phil organizing the beer to bring it up.”

      “Phil’s here?”

      “Yes. He just got here. His wife is around somewhere too.”

      Kate hadn’t seen Phil or her dad’s other band member, Stokey, in years. She wasn’t certain how she felt about seeing them again. The band. Missing her mother, of course, but it was still American Sky, for all that. They’d been cornerstones of her childhood and even the years after that, until she left.

      She was suddenly conscious of the platter of burgers in her hands. “Oh, I’d better give this to the chef before he throws a kitchen fit.”

      Tamzin grinned. “Oh definitely. He’s the man with the knife, fork, and spatula. Deadly weapons in his hands.”

      Kate moved toward her brother, noting his flushed cheeks under the heat of the barbecue. Or was it the pressure of this great responsibility? Looked like it was hot in the kitchen for him, she thought with a laugh. Plates covered in foil were on the wooden table beside him, their contents ready for the grill.

      “Here you go,” she said when she reached him. She set the plate down beside one of the others. “The burgers are all ready to go.”

      “Thanks, Kate,” said Tom distractedly. “Do you think the coals are hot enough now?”

      She looked down at the coals glowing bright at the bottom of the large barrel-shaped grill. No gas barbecues for her father. Nothing but the real thing. “Authentic,” he called it. Tom called it stupid.

      “I think it’s ready,” she said.

      “Is it too soon to start?” he asked, his eyes still intent on the coals.

      She looked around. She could see another surge of people entering the backyard by the gate at the side. “Nope. Perfect time to start.”

      He frowned, glanced around. Straightened. “Right then. Let’s do this.”

      Kate patted his back. “Yep, I think it’s barbecue time.”

      She left him there, a smile on her face, and turned back to the house. There were still a few more things to bring out. She brushed her hair out of her eyes. Already the humidity was creating havoc with it, the curls and frizz starting to form, her sleek hairdo of the day before long forgotten. Still, the current hairdo went with the strange outfit she’d scrounged earlier. Her own clothes seemed to have disappeared, so she’d had to make do with an old pair of jeans from her brother held up by a tightly notched belt, and a Henley shirt from when he must have been ten, given its tight fit, and a flannel shirt from her father. Her mother’s brown Fry boots circa about 1990 were the only things that weren’t either too large or too small. She definitely had a statement look. A statement that would be a kindness to label “wacky,” unlike the effortlessly cool look Tamzin achieved. But she would go with it. And try to own it. Isn’t that what Giancarlo always told her? Though she wasn’t sure this was a look he would ever want her to own.

      Once inside the kitchen, she noted that the worn pine kitchen table was empty except for the clutter of old cloths, odd utensils, and some outsize bowls from under one of the wood cabinets next to the stove. Where was the stack of paper plates, cups, and napkins she’d left here just a few moments ago? She saw the open door to the basement.

      “Dad!” she shouted. There was no answer.

      She went to the head of the basement stairs, leaned down and shouted again. “Dad!”

      A dark, shaggy head appeared.

      “Ethan,” she said, startled. “Is my dad there with you?”

      “Yeah, he’s just there with Phil. They’re unearthing some old equipment. Want me to get him for you?”

      She blinked, his words distracting her a moment. Equipment? She shoved the thought aside and focused on Ethan’s patient gaze. “Oh. No, if you could just ask him if he knows where the paper plates, cups, and napkins went, that would be great.”

      “There on the dining room table,” he said. “We just put them there out of the way so we could put the equipment where they were.”

      There was humor in his eyes, the lack of glasses making his gaze even more unnerving in the filtered light.

      She forced a nod. “Thanks.”

      She turned quickly and left, heading toward the dining room where she was brought up short by the sight that confronted her. Gone was the familiar old dining-room set of mismatched pinewood chairs with broken rungs and a table marred and scratched from years of poorly aimed knives and spilled liquids, and in its place was a large rectangular table and six ladder-back chairs of maple. The table, French polished to a warm glow, showed off the simplicity of the style and matched the subtly turned table legs echoed in the arches of the chair backs. It was beautiful. But where had it come from?

      She looked around the room for clues. The family photo taken just before her mother died still hung on the far wall beside the china cabinet filled with her grandmother’s Beleek collection and an old tea set she’d brought with her from Ireland. The cheese plant was in the corner, looking ragged around the edges, and Max’s bed that he never used was in the corner by the door that led to the kitchen.  The table and chairs made the rest of the room’s contents seem dowdy. What was it doing here? She shook her head and moved to collect the pile of paper goods sprawled on the table. She’d ask Tom.

      Voices caught her attention. Hands full, she made her way to the kitchen just as her dad emerged, followed by Phil and Ethan. Her dad’s arms were taken up with a tangled mess of extension cords. Phil’s arms held a couple of large boxes, and Ethan carried speakers.

      She narrowed her eyes at her dad. “A little late for a sound system, isn’t it?”

      “Nah, these are for later,” said her dad. He put the extension cords down on the kitchen table and started clearing the rest of the space.

      “Katydid!” said Phil. He set the two boxes on the table. “Come give old Phil a big hug.”

      She moved into his arms, fitting against his large frame that had grown even heftier in the intervening years, along with the thinning blond hair. But the earring was still in his right ear, a small gold loop that he used to tug on when he was worried. And his trademark twisted double leather bracelet he used to wear was still on his wrist. It had matched the triple twisted one that Stokey had worn on both wrists.

      He pulled back and grinned at her. “Look at you. You’re all growed up,” he said, echoing the phrase Kate had said to her older cousin long ago.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’ve been grown up for a while now.”

      He laughed at her. “No, surely it was only yesterday that you were hugging my knees wanting a swing up.”

      “That was Tom,” she said with a laugh.

      “Sure about that?” he said, eyes twinkling.

      She disengaged and slapped his arm. “Stop. Or I’ll sic your wife on you.”

      Phil’s face darkened. “Good luck doing that.”

      Puzzled, she glanced at her dad. “Divorce,” he mouthed.

      Her eyes widened. Why hadn’t she known this? Why hadn’t anyone told her?

      “Oh, Phil, I’m sorry.”

      Phil shrugged. “It was years ago. Ginny’s grown now, lives in Boston, near her mom, so it doesn’t really matter now. Pat moved to Boston after the divorce. Ginny is a doctor now. We see each other every couple of months when I make it up to Boston.”

      There was pride in his voice when he mentioned his daughter, but she could detect a lingering pain about the divorce.

      She gave him a hug. “Well, it’s good to see you.”

      He squeezed her back. “Have you seen Stokey yet?”

      She shook her head. “Is he here?”

      “He wasn’t earlier,” said her dad.

      “When I talked to him this morning he said that they’d be here around 2:30,” said Ethan.

      She looked at Ethan. She’d thought that maybe he’d just met Phil, but clearly he knew all the members of the band. The unsettled feeling increased. “You know Stokey?”

      Ethan shrugged. “We’ve played together with your dad and Phil a few times.”

      She took a moment to absorb that piece of information, which added to all the others she’d had to take in since her arrival was perhaps the tipping point into an overwhelming sea of facts.

      She looked up at the clock. It was already 2:45.  She nodded toward it. “Well, he might be here already.”

      “I’ll just go and check,” said her dad. “He’s supposed to bring an extra mike.”

      “An extra mike?” Kate asked. “Just what are you planning?”

      He winked at her. “It’s a surprise. You’ll see.”

      She gave him a skeptical look. She’d had a few too many surprises since her arrival. She wasn’t sure she was ready for another one.
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      The yard was awash in the noise of conversation, laughter, and children dodging and running in the area at the back. Some odd trees were shedding their leaves and one or two drifted in the sky like an aimless kite. Kate pulled her flannel shirt closer around her. A chill was starting to penetrate the late afternoon, signaling that fall was well and truly in place. She’d have to go and get a jacket or a sweater soon. The barbecue seemed to be on a hiatus. Those gathered had their fill and had settled down to their beers and wine. In the corner of the yard, sitting beside Tamzin, she spied Tom. She’d wanted to have a word with him since she’d left him with the plate of burgers, but they’d both been busy. She’d been grabbed by all her father’s friends, including Stokey, who’d hugged her with a force that she hadn’t expected. Cheryl, his wife had just laughed, punched him in the arm and told him that Kate wasn’t his teddy bear. She’d found that encounter and the others unsettling, a feeling not helped by the fact that she hadn’t had a chance to eat yet, at least nothing beyond a few potato chips and a carrot stick. In a way, the busyness had kept her mind at bay, and any need to worry about Ethan and his sudden appearance in her life. In her father’s life.

      But now was her chance to talk to Tom. She made her way over to him and took the seat on the other side of him.

      “Tom.”

      He turned and looked at her. “Kate,” he said, mimicking her tone.

      “The dining room set. What happened to it?”

      He raised his brow. “Are you asking if a fairy came along and transformed it from an ugly, scratched, and broken old set to an amazing and beautifully crafted dining-room set, the answer is no.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Haha. No, I mean where did the old one go and the new one come from?”

      He handed his plate off to Tamzin who was giving him an amused look and turned to face Kate, his arms crossed.

      “The old one is where it should be. A dumpster, and is now probably ash somewhere.” He held out his hands for her inspection. “The new one came from these extremely talented hands.”

      She stared at him. “You made that dining room set? When did this happen?” The question wasn’t just about when the furniture was crafted, though she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

      He frowned at her. “Don’t sound so disbelieving. I am capable of it.”

      She blinked and looked away, all the words that he hadn’t said floating above her. The phrase “if you ever came home long enough or often enough you would know,” was the most prominent. She tried to contain all the hurt, the pain and the confusion that the thought brought her.

      She forced herself to smile. “It’s beautiful, Tom. And I have no doubt that you’re capable of making something like that.” She leaned closer to him and tried to adopt a conspiratorial tone. “So not just selling the furniture like Dad, you’re making it now? What does he think?”

      He shrugged. “He doesn’t mind. You know the furniture store was really just a job that Granddad forced on him.”

      She stifled her surprise. She didn’t remember that. When had her dad told Tom that? She tried to let it go. “So are you selling your own pieces now? Do you have commissions?”

      Tamzin leaned forward, her expression intent. “Tom’s pieces are works of art. There’s nothing commercial about them. They should be shown in spaces that show off their beauty.”

      Kate gave Tamzin a puzzled look and then shifted her gaze to Tom. “So are you exhibiting your pieces yet?”

      “He’s assembling a collection,” said Tamzin. “There’s a few galleries up in Boston interested. It’s only a matter of time.”

      Kate studied her brother. His gaze was neutral. He looked at her and shrugged. “I’m still working out what I want to do with it. In the meantime, I’m still helping Dad out at the store, and I work in the back in the old storage area on my own designs.”

      She nodded. “Well, the dining room set is amazing.” And it was. She’d seen that. Was it just that it looked out of place in the worn, comfortable house she grew up in that it made her uneasy?

      Behind her, the porch screen door slammed open. She turned and saw that her father had propped it so that it hung wide. Ethan came through a moment later burdened down by a couple of the old low risers they used to use to make the old stage in the large living room when they were growing up. The one their dad said was their own concert arena. Phil followed closely behind with more risers and then Stokey, his tall, lanky frame easily visible behind the others.

      She turned back and looked at Tom. “What’s this all about? Is this the surprise Dad was talking about?”

      “Surprise?” said Tom. “He’s setting up the stage. They’re going to have a kind of band reunion and sing along. Dad thought it would be fun.”

      A coldness settled inside her. “A sing along?”

      Tom shrugged. “You know him.”

      She looked around at the large group of people chatting, drinking and idly eating, some at the picnic tables, some in the various assemblies of lawn chairs and folding chairs, others on blankets they’d brought. There was nothing alarming about any of it. It all spoke of enjoyment.

      “What about the neighbors, Tom? Won’t they complain?”

      “The neighbors are here, Kate,” said Tamzin, a bemused look on her face.

      Kate frowned at her, but couldn’t find a suitable retort for her. She sighed. “Whatever.”

      Tom laughed. “Oh, Katydid. You sound just like you did when you were sixteen. Whatever, Katydid.” He laughed again, this time shaking his head.

      Kate burned under his comment but managed to resist saying anything else. She rose. “Well, I’m just going to check on the food. See if there’s anything that needs topping up.”

      “Oh,” said Tamzin. “No need for that. I did it a little while ago.”

      “Right, well…I’ll just go get myself something to eat, then. I really haven’t had a chance to do that yet.”

      She rose and drifted off to the food table, not waiting for their response. She put aside her thoughts about what had transpired, determined to focus on the simple act of deciding what to eat. She was just loading her plate with a burrito and a helping of a green salad when Ethan spoke behind her.

      “Your dad said that your guitar is in your bedroom. Do you mind if I go up and get it?”

      She whirled around to face him. Standing next to him was another guy. He looked familiar and then she realized it was Zig, Ethan’s old college roommate. She blinked and looked back at Ethan.

      “My guitar?” she said after a moment.

      All other thoughts but panic left her as she studied his face. He wore sunglasses and a ball cap, so half his face was shaded, his mouth really the only indication of his expression, though it was giving nothing away.

      He nodded. “Yeah. He’s getting all the instruments together. To play. He said I could use your guitar. That’s if you don’t mind.” He glanced over at Zig. “Oh, right. You remember Zig, don’t you?”

      “Oh,” she said distractedly, nodding toward Zig. “Sure. Hi, Zig.” She bit her lip and tried to focus on Zig as he greeted her.

      “So, you don’t mind?” asked Ethan.

      She thought for a moment, trying to remember his question. “Oh, no, I don’t mind. Take the guitar. It should be there. I think I saw it this morning, in the closet, though you might have to dig it out from all those flannel shirts and old jackets my father stuffed in there.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, he has quite the collection of flannel shirts. He even wore them when it was roasting, back when I first came.”

      “That’s my dad, all right. The man with the flannel shirts.”

      An awkward pause arose. Ethan nodded. “Well, I’ll just get the guitar, then.”

      She nodded. “Let me know if you have any problems finding it.”

      “Will do,” he said and turned, striding off toward the house, Zig following.

      She stood there and watched his retreating back, still holding her plate of food, her head swirling with unanswered questions and unacknowledged feelings.
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      She watched her father sing into the microphone, his eyes shut, his face intent. He held his acoustic guitar slightly raised on one side, the strap holding it close to his chest, just as she remembered. After all those years, his fingers found the chords with effortless ease, and his voice retained its gravelly, earthy sound. Dylan crossed with Johnny Cash. Phil stood to the one side, his own guitar slung loosely, his fingers sliding around the frets, always easy in his manner. In the back, Stokey sat at his drums, sticks playing a laid-back rhythm. On the other corner stood Ethan holding Kate’s Martin guitar, now miked like the other instruments, while he offered discreet harmonies to the songs they sang.

      So far it had been a mix of the band’s own songs and covers of others’. Everyone’s favorites. Their favorites. The reception had been enthusiastic, and despite her own mixed feelings of joy, anxiety, sadness, and trepidation, there was no denying it was special.

      Tom came over to stand beside her, Tamzin joining him on the other side.

      “They still have it, don’t they?” he said.

      She gave him an amused look. “You mean despite Phil’s belly and Stokey’s bum knee? Not to mention Dad’s arthritic thumb?”

      He chuckled. “Even with all that. They can still hold the crowd.”

      “They can,” she agreed.

      “It doesn’t hurt that Ethan is up there, either,” said Tamzin.

      Kate looked over at Tamzin and frowned. “Sure, Ethan’s good, but my dad’s band can hold their own without him.”

      Tamzin shrugged. “I didn’t mean they couldn’t, I’m just saying that eye candy like that which has talent to go with it adds a whole extra dimension.”

      Kate looked away trying to pretend she hadn’t really heard the comments. She focused on her father instead. He was singing Crosby, Stills and Nash’s “Just a Song Before I Go,” Phil and Ethan harmonizing. Though her father was sweating a little and his color might be a little pasty, his voice was strong and he was grinning out at the group. He definitely still had it. The Yankee heritage with a splash of Italian had given him looks that had only matured and now, with his eyes twinkling and his stage persona in full force, she suddenly thought that her own father might be the real eye candy right now.

      “Hey, Tom,” came a low voice behind her.  “Sorry I’m late, I got held up by a small emergency.”

      She turned to see Simon Callington tap Tom’s shoulder. He nodded to Tamzin. “Hey.”

      Tom turned around and grinned. A complicated fist bump session followed. “Pull up a seat,” he told Simon.

      Kate watched Simon head off to search for a chair. He still had a full head of blond hair, but the sweatshirt and jeans did nothing to hide the fact that his once slim frame had broadened out into a more muscled and mature version of the Simon she remembered from high school.

      A moment later he was back, a somewhat battered lawn chair in hand. He stopped short at the sight of Kate. “Wow, I didn’t see you there. Long time no see. How are you?”

      “Good.”

      Simon placed the seat on her other side and leaned forward. “No offense, Tomicles, but I see you all the time.”

      Kate smiled inwardly at Simon’s old name for her brother. A nice bit of revenge for Tom using Katydid in front of Ethan. “You seem well,” she said. “What are you doing these days?”

      He smiled at her, studying her carefully. Appreciatively. Kate blinked under his gaze and fought the urge to look away. Was he remembering her crush, or was it something more?

      “Same old,” he said with an easy manner. “I’ve taken over my father’s medical practice.”

      She sat back. “Really? I had no idea you went to med school.”

      He gave her an amused look. “What did you think my major was in college?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Playing around? Drinking? You know, same as Tom. You two were in the same fraternity, weren’t you?”

      Simon gave her a bemused look. “Tom dropped out of the fraternity after the first year. Not his thing.”

      “Oh, right. I forgot.” Had she known about that or that Simon had been premed? She put the thought out of her mind. There was a lot she didn’t remember from around that time.

      A short dark-haired older man came up along Simon. “Dr. Callington, you going to be at the game tomorrow?”

      Kate turned her attention back to the stage, glad that Simon’s attention was no longer on her. The whole conversation had made her uncomfortable, bringing back embarrassing memories she’d rather forget of her freshman year in high school skulking near Simon’s locker. She looked over at Tom and Tamzin, wondering if she could escape into the house for a while to steal some moments alone. Lots of moments. An hour’s worth if that was possible, or better yet, until after everyone had left. The light was starting to go. Surely it wouldn’t be long.

      Her attention was caught by her father playing the opening riff to “If I Fall Behind” in a blend that called both Willie Nelson and Elvis Presley to mind instead of Bruce Springsteen. Her dad glanced back at Ethan, giving a little nod. It took her by surprise when Ethan stepped up to the front of the stage to take Phil’s place at the microphone beside her father’s. Phil stepped to the back, resuming Ethan’s former position. Ethan leaned toward the microphone and in deep, rich tones sang the opening words of the song. Her breath caught and the words that had seemed so much a part of her father and mother’s world suddenly became his. Even more than “Suzanne,” the anthem of her parents’ relationship, their life together.

      The music, the words and his voice held her there, suspended, her breath long forgotten as the song rolled over her. The way he sang, sunglasses removed in the fading light, the hat tipped back, she could see that he was lost into the experience as a musician, just as she was, only as a listener. His eyes opened at the chorus and his gaze caught hers, and for a moment it was as if the words were meant for her—I’ll wait for you. Even as he moved to the next phrase, his gaze never shifted, and she sat there, transfixed.

      She blinked away all the emotions the song, his look, the whole experience aroused in her. She was grateful when, as the song continued, his eyes moved to others in the audience, his expression earnest, reaching out to everyone, drawing them in. Such stage presence, she noted. It was irresistible. She’d hardly resisted it back in college, and now it was impossible. O’Connor’s had been a mere taster of his current abilities.

      She sighed and shook her head, forcing unwanted thoughts away. He was good, a perfect combination of musician and singer, no doubt about it, and she could see why her father had bonded with him so quickly. What had drawn him here exactly for such an extended time period? Was he a professor on sabbatical? He’d been a top student, she remembered that. He awed her in the couple of English
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