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imaginations.

 


* * * * *

 



Shy and awkward since childhood, Aidan Degas is now a
man lost. His twin—Aidan’s other half, Nadia—died tragically young,
leaving him with nothing to get him through his days but his job at
the prestigious Grand Heights Luxury Apartments and the flowers he
lays upon her grave. When Aidan is assaulted on the job by a
tenant, it’s the graveyard he turns to for strength and solace.

 


Patrick loves being assistant groundskeeper at the
sprawling cemetery where he tends graves and offers a bit of
comfort to mourners. When he sees a sad young man lingering over an
old grave, his curiosity is strangely piqued for reasons he doesn’t
understand. He’s never done this—struck up a friendship with a
mourner. But soon that friendship blossoms into romance.

 


It’s not going to be easy for the pair. Aidan is so
damaged, like petals crushed in an angry fist, and even with
Patrick’s warm heart and Irish charm, it might not be enough to
bring him back from the edge.
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Dedication

For Infant Girl Johnston,

on whose grave I always lay flowers in my
heart.
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 Chapter
 One:

Flowers  for  Nadia

“I brought you flowers.”

The words had become as familiar to Aidan
Degas as a prayer. His shoes sank in the mucky ground as he
approached, a palm turned helplessly outward, a bouquet of pink and
red carnations in his other hand. He stopped about a foot away from
the silent marble and then, with a small breath for
courage—inhale, exhale—he touched the stone, smooth like
silk and damp from the summer rain.

“I hope you like them.”

He could almost see her then. Nadia’s full
lips would have spread into a goofy smile at the sight of the
flowers he held. Any kind would do for her. Posies or lilies, roses
or daisies. Store-bought or gathered from the meadow out behind her
house. Even when they were children, Nadia had loved flowers and
was happiest only with a bouquet in her arms. Every Sunday, she’d
walk to town just to visit the little florist shop, where sometimes
she bought sprigs of baby’s breath that she braided into her long
dark hair. Eventually the shopkeepers simply gave her the sprigs
for free.

That’s how Aidan chose to remember her.
Smiling, with her bouquets of spring flowers, hair pulled back
under a handkerchief, cheeks flushed, swinging her basket. She was
meant for a different season. She had a summer personality, all
bright smiles and a singsong attitude. She was not meant for the
ground. Nadia was the most beautiful person he’d ever met; the
better twin, for certain.

Gently, Aidan pulled loose the dead flowers
from the secured vase opposite the weeping angel that paid eternal
homage at her gravesite. He was as careful with them as he was with
the fresh carnations he offered her. Gathering them up in the
wrapper, he knelt beside the smooth stone that marked her final
resting place, uncaring that the morning’s rains now soaked the
fabric at his knees.

“I miss you, Na-Na,” he whispered, not
because he was afraid of being overheard—there was no one here now
in this still, quiet cemetery to hear him except the far off
caretakers—but because it didn’t feel right to disturb the peace of
the atmosphere. He knew she was there, deep beneath the earth, but
at the same time, he felt her elsewhere, and thank God for
that.

Nadia was in her kitchen, laughing at his
terrible jokes, or volunteering at the library, or serving on the
literacy committee. She was holding out the front of her dress,
insisting that she couldn’t wait to swell up like a huge apple. If
Nadia loved flowers, she loved babies even more. She wouldn’t have
minded at all that it was her own baby that killed her, had the
newborn survived.

There was a tombstone in Babyland, but Aidan
had never been. He didn’t know that he could ever go.

“I heard a song on the radio,” he started,
running his fingertips over the deeply etched letters and numbers
that spelled out her name and the date of her death. “‘Gone Away.’
It reminded me of you. I know it’s been too long since I stopped
by. I just…” Aidan’s throat suddenly clenched on him and he had to
fight not to cry. “I’m messing this all up. And I didn’t really
come to talk about the song.” Aidan sighed and rested his head
against her tombstone, feeling guilty that he only ever visited his
sister when something was bothering him.

Maybe he’d wanted her headstone to be his
confessor and that’s why he’d come to this place when he knew she
wasn’t really here. It was something to listen to him, something
that wouldn’t judge him aloud. A stoic marble priest, sworn to keep
his secrets.

“Ms. Ashmore stopped me in the hall and
asked me up to her apartment again last night. And I got so sick,
remembering it. Why couldn’t I have just said no that first time?
‘I’m sorry, Ms. Ashmore, the offer is very kind but…’” The tears
he’d been fighting pricked, as images from the life-changing night
three months earlier flashed in his mind. Ms. Ashmore in her thin
nightgown, face painted up like that of a much younger woman, her
hand on his thigh. He knew he shouldn’t be there, but she kept
offering him wine and there was so much he couldn’t remember and—
No. If anything, he’d take the responsibility.

“It didn’t feel…right.”

A queasy feeling took over Aidan then, as
the images he’d held back all this time flashed in his mind. It had
been all he could do to stay hard for her; the whole time he’d
wished she would stop. If he’d just gone flaccid and run. But in
that moment—in Ms. Ashmore’s canopy-top bed, with her scarf-donned
lamps and her dresser covered in pearls and perfumes—he’d been so
weak. Mentally. Physically. “It wasn’t right, Na-Na.”

Ms. Ashmore had shown him to the door
afterward, a smile on her swollen lips. She kissed his cheek and
handed him fifty dollars. Then he was in the hall and the door was
closed behind him, and Aidan Degas was no longer a virgin. He could
remember sliding down the wall and waking up there later, well past
midnight, when someone went into their apartment nearby.

Three months.

He hadn’t thought about it in three whole
months.

And then Ms. Ashmore had stopped him last
night to ask him back.

Above, the gray skies opened up once more
and a new, warm rain began to fall. Aidan sighed, knowing it was
time to leave, and yet he felt no more free of guilt than he had
when he’d awkwardly agreed to go up to Ms. Ashmore’s apartment.

He swiped at his face with wet hands and
then he stood, his knees hopelessly soaked, and started back to his
car, which he’d left parked on the gravel-packed road. He’d almost
reached the black Honda when his cell phone began to buzz in his
coat pocket. Even without looking, Aidan could guess who was
calling him. She was the only one who called him these days.

“Lily,” he greeted his sister-in-law as he
pressed the connect button. Nadia had even married a flower, hadn’t
she?

“Hey, kid, how goes it?”

“Great,” he lied, climbing into the front
seat and starting up the car. Lily Minor was the tall, dark-eyed
Jewish girl who came into their little duo and swept his sister off
her tiny feet with a smile and a single, of all things, lily. Nadia
was so smitten with Lily after their first date that she confided
in Aidan that she knew they’d marry, if she had anything to do with
it. Aidan had smiled and congratulated his sister and wished he
hadn’t felt such a deep pang of jealousy.

With nothing else to do, Aidan often tagged
along with the girls; a painfully obvious third wheel on their
movie dates. But when Nadia’s concern for his own love life began
to grow, Aidan started taking out girls he had no interest in, just
so Nadia would not furrow her brow in worry.

“I can’t just leave you behind…” Nadia
insisted, taking his hand in her own. That’s when he realized what
that pang was all about. He really did feel as if he was losing his
other half. It probably didn’t make sense to people who weren’t one
of a pair, but Nadia had been by his side from the very beginning.
She was closer than a sister, she was a twin. And now Lily,
with her big laugh and her handsome features, was going to
monopolize his twin’s time. Where did that leave Aidan?

“I’m going to be fine,” he promised her,
because the lie was comforting somehow. He didn’t want to feel the
way he did. “You might be ready for marriage and mortgages and
babies and all that, but there’s no way I’m settling down.”

Aidan gave a toast at their wedding and
wished them a lifetime of happiness. He meant it, even. He wanted
Nadia and Lily to be happy forever; just not necessarily at the
cost of his place in the world. Sometimes he wondered what would
have happened if he’d sat down with her after that first date and
admitted how scared he was of losing her. What a coward. What a
brat.

“You there, Aidan?”

“Sorry, I was thinking.”

Lily had a rich laugh, like milk chocolate.
She gently jabbed, “Always the thinker, Aidan.”

“What were you saying?”

“I was wondering if you wanted to come over
tonight. I finally got another one of the boxes down from the
attic. I thought we could go through it.”

Aidan swallowed hard on a new knot in his
throat.

Lily Minor, a woman he’d barely seen
grimace, much less cry, before the death of her wife and daughter,
had been so stricken at the loss she’d simply hired someone to come
and pack everything up and store it away in the attic without even
looking at it first. But slowly, as the years passed, every few
months she got the energy to pull down a box.

Lily insisted that Aidan join her in going
through old letters and trinkets and clothes and pictures. Sitting
close to the sister-in-law he’d resented despite himself, touching
his dead sister’s things, drowning in his own guilt—it wasn’t what
Aidan considered a good time. But could he go home to the phantom
smell of Ms. Ashmore’s imported perfume on the clothes he’d washed
a million times and the fifty dollars he’d yet to throw out or
spend?

Lily let out a long sigh. “So you coming?”
She sounded run down. “I know I should handle this on my own and
everything, but I’d really like you here, Aidan. Besides, I think
Nadia would want us to keep this connection strong. For her.”

Don’t say that, Aidan wanted to beg
Lily.

It was exactly the same as standing in front
of Ms. Ashmore as she glowed, gushed, flirted, and poured that
wine. His heart had pounded say no! but his lips had moved
in a yes. Now they did the same.

“Of course. I’ll be there in twenty.”

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter
 Two:

Stepping Stones

A job is a job, is a job. That’s what
Patrick’s mother had always said. From sweeping streets to saving
lives, it mattered not. If it paid the bills and left a little over
for a glass with the lads, then young Patrick wouldn’t be doing too
badly at all. In truth, though it wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, he
loved his work. And since they’d transferred him from the vast
cemetery he’d tended as part of a team of twenty to this familiar,
small, secluded cemetery with himself and Arthur as the only
groundskeepers, his job satisfaction had increased tenfold.

Keeping the place full of life and
loveliness: that’s what it was all about. To Patrick’s mind, death
wasn’t an end, a time for sadness; it was a beginning. It was just
how he’d been brought up, he supposed. Thy kingdom come, Thy
will be done on Earth… Patrick wasn’t especially religious, but
he did believe in something. A happy forever after. And the
before? He, like many people, tried not to think too deeply about
what it meant to be alive. He was happy-go-lucky, always a smile to
share, which wasn’t to say he was never sad. Sometimes he was so
very sad, but, as his mam always said, he had bounce-backability.
And it was the truth that tending this rest stop in life had given
Patrick his bounce back when he needed it most.

There was a way of doing the job with due
respect for mourners. Some of the lads he’d worked with before
would offer up the excuse that they couldn’t mow such-and-such a
sector because there was a burial in progress. Sorry, Jack,
there’s too many visiting today. I’ll prune the roses tomorrow.
Patrick’s old boss, Jack, would turn the color of a ripe tomato in
his endeavor to contain his rage, because taking the sit-on mower
out with mourners present was one thing; yelling at a
good-for-nothing employee in front of the bereaved was another
entirely.

Of course, the work stopped when there
was a burial. Or if there were too many visitors, then the
men downed tools for a bit. But even on the brightest and best of
summer days, when the cemetery was full of so much more life than
death—the birds chirping, bees buzzing, visitors to-ing and
fro-ing—there was always something Patrick could be getting on
with.

The lessons that could be learned from
the birds and the bees. The thought, when it occurred to him,
always made Patrick chuckle. His mother was a devout Roman
Catholic, uprooted from County Tyrone by Patrick’s father, a big,
handsome American with blond hair and hazel eyes. The sort of man
who appreciated the company of a good-looking woman, and Kathleen
was the most beautiful woman in the world.

After Patrick’s father died suddenly in his
late thirties of a massive heart attack—which surprised no one, for
he ate whatever-the-heck he liked, and he liked
everything—Kathleen could have married again, no trouble at
all.

But she didn’t. Patrick and Seamus were her
life, so they were. So too was she theirs, until that day,
seven years ago, when their world stopped spinning.

“Now, Seamus, Patrick, you mustn’t be
worryin’, but I have a thing to tell you.”

Seamus, at twenty-one the elder of the two,
sat in the chair opposite his mother at the far end of the ancient
table that had graced the kitchen of every home they’d made.
Patrick, still “the baby” though he was almost nineteen, took his
place next to his mother. She grasped his hand and squeezed.

“What is it, Mam?” Seamus asked. He was
his father’s son; big, blunt, impatient. Patrick wasn’t as tall but
had likewise inherited his father’s powerful frame, but not his
coloring. The deep, rich copper curls came from the O’Malley side
of the family, as did irises that shone like the most intricately
cut emeralds. Today, his mother’s shone more brightly than ever
before.

That was the day their mother told them the
one and only lie she ever told them: that the doctors could cure
her. Patrick stopped and caressed the black marble of her
headstone; no tears. A smile for his mammy, just like she’d
asked.

Around his feet a few fallen leaves
fluttered, sun-bleached and crisp—not yet the swirling spiral of
orange, red, yellow and gold that heralded autumn. She liked the
autumn, did his mammy. He could almost hear her telling him off for
fussing over a couple of leaves; she was never in much of a hurry
to sweep away the last of the summer. Good for mulching, she’d told
him, and for hedgehogs too. He’d not met one to ask it for himself,
of course, but there was time yet, for that trip back to Ireland he
and Seamus promised they would make.

Across the verdant expanse with its perfect
rows of modern headstones, a lone man braved the rainy afternoon,
crouched as if in prayer. People did that all the time, and Patrick
rarely paid them heed. But something about the man caught his
attention. His clothes were just the sort of thing Patrick might
wear himself, if not a little duller—a gray jacket, dark
pants…still not “old people’s clothes.” And yet, as the man rose to
his feet, he seemed…ancient, as if he had already lived his entire
life and was waiting for his time to come.

He trudged along the path toward Patrick,
head bowed, his dark hair weighted by the rain and concealing much
of his face. Before he reached Patrick’s location, the man veered
off in the direction of the gated entrance at the rear of the
cemetery—the road where hearses parked once they had delivered the
deceased. Patrick squinted through the rain, noting the lone black
Honda parked outside the railing, and back at the man, who stopped
at the gates and took his phone from his pocket, before continuing
the rest of the way to the Honda.

“Well, what d’you make of that, Mam?”
Patrick asked. He gave her headstone a gentle pat and continued on
his way along the row, righting felled vases and urns, pruning out
dead flowers and leaves that had turned. For Patrick it was never
any trouble and it made a world of difference to the place.

Soon after that he heard the Honda’s engine
fire up, followed by the steady crunch of tires on gravel. Patrick
rotated where he stood, scanning the entire cemetery until he was
sure there were no more visitors. He locked the gates and started
on his way back to the office, his thoughts returning to the man
who had just left. Curiosity got the better of him.

“Nadia Degas-Minor…twenty-five?” Patrick
realized aloud. “The same age I am now.” He shook his head at the
tragedy of it. Stepping back from the grave, his gaze drifted,
following the path Nadia’s visitor had taken just a few minutes
ago. Her husband? The way he had stooped before the stone, the
sadness that visibly crushed him, indicated so. Yet the headstone
bore no mention of a husband, nor a wife, parents, siblings,
children. Indeed, it looked unfinished—just Nadia’s name, her birth
and death dates and an expanse of smooth, pristine marble. It made
a perfect backdrop for the pink and red carnations freshly placed
on her grave.

“Don’t suppose you can tell me who that
lovely sad fella was, can you, Nadia?” Patrick asked, pausing as if
he really did expect a response. “No? Oh well. I guess I’ll have to
find out for myself.”

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter
 Three:

The  Roses  and  the  Hairbrush

The rain refused to let up on the drive from
the cemetery to the house Lily and Nadia had shared. Aidan listened
to the steady swish and squeak of wipers. They needed replacing.
The radio was on low, something to break up the monotony of road
noise. Aidan was half afraid he would hear another song that would
shred his heart, yet half hoped to keep Nadia’s presence with
him.

He could imagine her sitting next to him in
the passenger seat. He was driving her to the wedding, and she was
wearing the dress she’d sewn and embroidered herself. A white
sundress. No veil but a garland of dried flowers.

They were nothing like the flowers Aidan had
pulled out of the vase. Not dead cemetery flowers but a wreath of
flowers picked and woven and dried especially for the occasion.
Nadia and Lily were married in the park, under the wisteria
pergola. Lily had looked even taller in her white suit. It was
perfect, and for that afternoon, Aidan had shut down his emotions
because if he had even one jealous thought at his twin’s wedding,
he could never have lived with the guilt.

The therapist—back when he was still seeing
her—said Aidan cut himself off from his emotions as a way to cope.
It probably started before the wedding, but he’d perfected it when
they said their vows. He would just go cold to his desires so that
he could smile for his sister. And he kept smiling for her for the
next three years, until she died.

Aidan blinked. He was standing outside the
Degas-Minor house. When had he arrived? When had he parked? He
moved nearer Nadia’s prized rosebush, the one she so lovingly cared
for season after season. But it was not leafy green and vibrant. He
reached out and fingered a wet stem. What had happened to Nadia’s
roses? They wouldn’t be Nadia’s anymore if they had to be
replanted.

“Aidan, what are you doing?”

Lily had come to the door and stared at him
as if he’d lost his mind. One thin eyebrow arched high.

“You’re drenched. Get in here.”

Despite his sopping clothes, Lily gave him a
side hug and squeezed his shoulders tightly. “Come on, I’m going to
get you a towel and some dry clothes. What were you doing out there
anyway?”

“Roses,” Aidan murmured, following dutifully
behind his sister-in-law as Lily led the way to the guest bathroom.
He caught sight of himself in the large square mirror over the
sink—tired gray eyes, colorless face. He drew in his bottom lip; it
was cold. He continued to watch in the mirror as Lily unbuttoned
his shirt for him. It wasn’t like a lover, but like a parent,
impatient with their incorrigible child. “What are you going to do
about them?” Aidan asked.

“Huh?” Lily was distracted, hanging the
shirt from the shower rod. She pointed at Aidan’s shoes and
insisted that he remove them. Socks, too.

“They don’t have blooms. The leaves have
black spots on them. They look like they’re dying. Aren’t you going
to do something?”

“Well, sure,” Lily agreed, rooting through
the closet for a towel. “But it probably won’t do any good. You
know what a black thumb I am. I think I went and killed them. Take
this. Get those pants off and dry yourself, I’m going to go get you
something to wear.”

Aidan complied with that, too, stripping
down and drying himself quickly. He thought about stepping into the
shower, but the towel around his waist felt nice and he was glad to
be dry. He sat down on the toilet lid and waited for Lily to
return.

He just couldn’t shake his sadness today. It
started with Ms. Ashmore’s invitation last night and then that
song. Something about flowers in her hair, and he was lost in the
memory of his twin. The drive to the cemetery, sitting beside her
with the bouquet, Lily’s phone call, and now the roses. Aidan felt
as if he were moving through icy sludge.

He was so disconnected from everything
except this sense of loss. Well, maybe not everything. If he’d
truly been disconnected from everything, losing his virginity to
Ms. Ashmore would have been nothing. A moment in time. Not even a
regret. Was that what healing was? Hating yourself for having sex
with a woman who paid you?

It had been three years since they lost
Nadia. Should he still be grieving this way? Missing her so
desperately that he could conjure her up at will? His therapist
said people forgot the faces of their loved ones sometimes, and it
was perfectly natural. He shouldn’t worry if it happened to him.
But Nadia was so clear to him, as if she’d never left him. Was
that healthy?

“Aidan.” Lily’s voice was gentle but
concerned. “I’ve got some clothes for you to wear. They’re my
father’s and they aren’t going to fit well, but we can’t have you
going around naked while I’m drying your clothes. I like you. I
just don’t like you that much.”

She was hoping he would smile. He could read
it on her face.

“Get changed and then come look in the box
with me.”

 


<<< >>>

 


The living room was just as he remembered
it. Clean, minimalistic; a single painting of a rustic old barn in
a snowy field hung above the couch. There were pictures on the
mantel—the one in the middle was of Nadia and Lily on their wedding
day. The box was sitting open on the coffee table, its lid parted
so that he could peer inside if he wanted to. Lily may have enjoyed
these moments looking through boxes of old skirts and scrapbooks
and sewing supplies, but when Aidan picked up, say, a stray button
and recognized it as one from a coat Nadia wore, he wanted to throw
the button as far from him as he could. Those were the good
times. It was worse when he didn’t recognize the object at all.

And that’s what was happening now. Lily sat
cross-legged at the low table, Aidan on the couch in Lily’s
father’s overly large undershirt and flannel pajama bottoms. She
pulled each item out and laid it on the table, smiling as she did,
her fingers lingering overly long on a hairbrush that Aidan didn’t
recognize.

“Was that hers?”

It was a perfectly ordinary hairbrush. Green
plastic with hard brown bristles, but he’d never seen her with
it.

“It was her travel hairbrush.”

“Her travel hairbrush?” he repeated.

“The one she took on trips. She had two. The
other one had a silver handle and those weird plastic
bristles.”

“Oh, you mean Mom’s hairbrush?”

“Was that your mother’s?” Lily looked up at
him, for a moment perplexed. “She never told me that.”

“Well, I mean it wasn’t an heirloom or
anything.” He shifted uncomfortably on the couch, reaching for the
blanket that draped over one arm. “I think she got it at a garage
sale when we were kids.”

Lily smiled and sighed audibly. “Thank
goodness. You scared me for a minute.”

“What do you mean? Did you throw it
out?”

“Nah, not that. But there’s this girl at
work who likes old stuff, like that brush, and so I gave it to
her.”

Aidan blinked at his sister-in-law, not
really understanding. It was something of Nadia’s and she’d given
it away? Just like that? A little rational voice said they’d gone
through plenty of Nadia’s things and donated many items that
neither could justify keeping. He’d been fine with that. But then
again, he’d been involved those times.

This was the silver handled hairbrush. Mom’s
hairbrush. When Nadia was a little girl, she would stand at their
mother’s full-length oval mirror and brush her hair out just like
Mom had and tell him that it was a magic brush for a princess. He’d
only remembered that now that it was gone.

“Are you all right?” Lily asked.

“I’m just…surprised.”

Lily frowned, the corners of her mouth
turning heavily down. It made her look ugly, or maybe Aidan just
had ugly thoughts about her right then.

“I’m sorry if you’re upset. It was the box
before last. I called you but you didn’t come.”

He remembered now, Lily’s call, the day
after the anniversary of Nadia’s passing, the same day Ms.
Ashmore—

“There’s just so much stuff, Aidan. I can’t
keep it all.”

Can’t you?

First Nadia’s roses and now Nadia’s
hairbrush.

 


<<< >>>

 


“Back again?” The florist greeted him with a
smile the next afternoon. It had rained that morning, but the sun
was finally coming out, sending white streaks through the otherwise
cloudy sky. “She must be a tough nut to crack, this one.” The older
woman’s banter was light and playful. He smiled awkwardly at
her.

Walking over to where a big container of
tulips were on sale, he pulled out several that he thought Nadia
would like.

“You want a card?” the shopkeeper asked,
unfazed by his silence.

“Yes,” Aidan said quietly, paying her for
the tulips. She pushed a small rectangle of dyed cardstock over to
him, along with an ink pen. With a quick scribble, Aidan wrote:
Na-Na, someone stole your hairbrush.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter
 Four:

A Casual  Internment

They were all drunk. Every single last one
of them. So drunk, in fact, it was a small miracle none had
followed the dearly departed into his grave.

“What’d ye make of that, Paddy?” Arthur
asked, shifting the lifting gear away from the hole in the ground
where now lay Thomas Michael Johnson, aged 45.

A few feet away, Patrick rolled back the
green canvas, revealing the pile of earth to be returned to the
grave. The deceased had requested that on his passing, his friends
“party like it’s 1999.” It was safe to say they’d tried their
hardest to oblige.

“Well, I think it’s grand,” Patrick said. He
grabbed both spades from the barrow and passed one to his fellow
groundskeeper, along with a cheeky grin. Arthur chortled.

“Grand, you say? Folks could learn a lot
from you, young Patrick.”

Patrick raised an eyebrow; he wasn’t so sure
about that. Sometimes he wondered if his constant cheeriness might
come across as being insensitive to the mourners, but he meant no
disrespect.

Starting at the end where the headstone
would eventually go, he began to back-fill the grave, recalling, as
he did every time, the very first time he’d done this, when his mam
was still fighting the cancer and the chemo, and Patrick didn’t
connect her demise to his actions—not that he needed to in order to
understand that this, here, was a person, loved and lost.

“I overheard his brother earlier,” Arthur
said, taking a pause from the labor to catch a breath. “By all
accounts, Mr. Johnson was a man who liked his spirits, so he
did.”

“Oh, right,” Patrick remarked, still toiling
away.

He was a lot younger than Arthur, perhaps as
much as twenty years, which made his fellow groundskeeper around
the same age as the man in the ground. Patrick was also a good few
inches taller than Arthur, and very fit. Not from the work: the
digging was the only really physical part of the job. No, he lived
in an apartment over the gymnasium run by Maxine, his best friend
since school. He opened and closed the place, and his presence
offered added security. It meant being home at ten in the evening
and seven in the morning, but with no one special in his life, it
was no hardship at all. Patrick worked out, showered, went to bed.
It suited him just fine.

The two men worked on in silence,
appreciating the mild heat of the late afternoon sun on their
backs. And it was a beautiful afternoon, with clear blue skies,
leaves whispering blessings in the gentle breeze. When the grave
was filled, Patrick walked back to fetch the truck, whistling
quietly to himself and brushing the muck from his hands onto the
rag he kept in his coveralls pocket.

Spotting movement in his peripheral vision,
he looked in that direction, to the row of graves where the weary
young man—Nadia Degas-Minor’s sad visitor—had been yesterday. Sure
enough, it was the very same fellow. Today he was wearing a fitted
shirt: still gray, but a lighter shade. His hair, now Patrick could
see it, was a rich dark brown, like freshly ground coffee beans.
His head was bowed, shoulders moving slightly, hands gesticulating
as if he were holding a conversation.

What a crying shame, Patrick thought,
and continued on his way, once again trying to fathom the
connection between Nadia and her visitor. So much sorrow.

 


<<< >>>

 


It didn’t take long to pack up and get
everything stowed away. With just half an hour before lock-up time,
Arthur took his usual route around the east side of the cemetery,
Patrick the west. Since they’d finished up the burial an hour or so
ago there had been very few visitors, which was the usual daily
pattern. A few stopped by on their way home from work. Those who
had more recently lost a loved one were there all the time, and
Patrick quickly got to know them, offering a polite greeting and no
comment, knowing that with time their pain would ease and they
would find it within themselves to move on. And even though they
were wracked with grief, seeing the groundskeeper lingering near
the gates was usually enough of a hint, at which point they would
bring their visit to an end.

Somehow, in spite of the need to go home and
shower off the grottiness of digging earth for half a day, Patrick
didn’t feel he could take his usual subtle approach. Nadia’s
passing was not recent; her grave was not new; yet here was this
young man, kneeling at her feet, his eyes closed, hands resting in
his lap, oblivious to the sun’s slide from the sky, the increasing
briskness of the breeze, Patrick’s presence…

“Hello there,” he said quietly, stopping on
the path a few feet away. The man was too far into his own mind to
startle. Instead, he slowly came to, his shoulders lifting slightly
as he twisted to see what had disturbed his meditation. Patrick
smiled and stepped a little closer. “I’m afraid we’re locking up
for the evening.”

“So soon?”

“It’s going on for seven o’clock, sir.”

“Seven…” The man’s voice petered away, his
expression indicating he had no idea how long he had been kneeling
there. If he doubted Patrick’s word, the confirmation came when the
man tried to stand, and staggered, numb-legged. He automatically
reached out to steady himself, catching hold of the front of
Patrick’s coveralls, and then almost collapsed again, unable to
bear his own weight.

Without a second thought, Patrick quickly
grasped the man by the forearms to steady him. “There’s no rush
now. You just take your time. All right?”

The man nodded and swallowed hard. “Thank
you. I only came to leave the tulips.” He gestured toward the vase
of closed tulips in front of the grave and next to the red and
white carnations.

Patrick kept his hold on the man and looked
down at the flowers. “They’re beautiful,” he said. “Really
lovely.”

“Thanks. Nadia loved flowers so much.” A
glimmer of a happier time lit up the man’s features for just a
second, before it was blotted out once more by the heavy cloud of
sorrow.

Patrick felt that sorrow in his heart. He
wanted to offer comfort, warmth, security, to soothe with his
touch, his kiss… Oh my—no, no, Patrick. You’re way over the
line. You’re standing at the grave of this man’s wife, and all you
can think of is kissing him? But it wasn’t that sort of
kiss he had in mind. It wasn’t about passion, or lust; just a
desperate desire to take away the pain.

The man seemed a little more steady on his
feet and Patrick gently released him. “Okay now?”

“I think so.” He took a long, deep breath
and exhaled slowly. “Thank you for your patience. I’m sure you’re
eager to go home. It can’t be fun working here.”

Patrick shrugged and smiled. “I love my job.
Fresh air, peace and quiet—”

“But it’s a cemetery.”

“Well, yeah,” Patrick said, the slightest
hint of a chuckle in his words. It was enough to prompt the other
man to lift his head. For the first time, his eyes met Patrick’s,
and something blossomed inside, a heat radiating from somewhere he
couldn’t quite pinpoint. It rose up through his chest, into his
throat, filling his mouth and his nose, as he gazed into those
incredible steel-gray eyes. There was so much pain there, and
loss—anger—and yet there was more, so much more, that Patrick could
almost hear the emotion, like a distant cry for help from someone
who was drowning.

Drowning, yes.

This man was being sucked under the surface
of his grief and he was ready to give up. It was his final struggle
and Patrick was in danger of being pulled under too. He resurfaced
and took a step away.

“Sorry. Daydreaming,” he blustered and
averted his eyes, aware of the heat now coming straight from his
cheeks, and, being a redhead, boy, did he blush.

“It’s…okay,” the man said uncertainly. “Are
you all right?”

“Err, yeah.” Patrick nodded and chanced a
glance back at the man. “Yeah,” he repeated, this time sounding
more like he meant it. The last thing this poor man needed was the
cemetery groundskeeper developing a crush on him. A crush. Ah,
shit. “I sometimes get lost in my own thoughts, working here
and everything. Not much company…” He stopped himself from saying,
well, there is, but they’re never any trouble. That kind of
black humor came with the job, and it was one thing to say it to
the lads he worked with, but never to a grieving widower.
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