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			PART ONE

			Bespelled

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The space had once served as a suburban bedroom, but this was clearly no longer a place where anyone slept. It was now a place of worship. Or blasphemy. Dark ceremony. The air hung thick with the commingled scents of singed bitter herbs and melting wax. Candles flickered in triad clusters from every corner. The walls were lit in their warm shadows. Thirteen small flames provided the only source of light in the room. The sole window served not as a view to the outside, but rather as a mirror to the candles, the black of night reflecting the events going on within.

			A woman walked back and forth there, preparing. She was thin and pretty, with long black hair that fell in waves across a dark silken robe. She set a wooden box before a single candle on the small table near the far wall that served as an altar. It was covered in assorted jars and stone figures. She touched the lit candle to something inside the box. A wisp of aromatic smoke curled in a silent whisper from within.

			A golden crucifix hung upside down on a wire above the homemade altar. The Jesus figure was blackened from the residue of the smoke that rose from below.

			The woman undid the sash and dropped her robe to the floor. She was naked beneath, her skin covered only by tattoos of a witch’s star on her breast and the curve of a snake fashioned from the number six on her arm. She knelt upon a black sheet that covered the floor. 

			A witch’s star was sewn in white in the center of the sheet, and the woman’s knees touched the inside points of one arm of the star. She reached into a large jar placed on the floor beside her and came back with a handful of something dark. Closing her eyes, she pressed the substance to her chest, and began to massage it across her torso and thighs as she whispered strange, ancient words that sounded dark. Words of power. 

			In moments, she shone like a dark angel in the center of the candlelight.

			When all of her limbs were slick with the balm, she stood, approached the altar and lifted a small blackened clay figure lying there. 

			“Tonight,” she whispered.

			She held the figure at arm’s length, and a grin slid across her face. She lifted a small dagger from the altar with her free hand and touched the tip to her nipple. When a red bead of blood appeared, she pressed the face of the doll to her naked breast, as if to let it suckle her life.

			“Tonight, you will be mine,” she whispered. “One taste and you will know only what I say.”

			She looked up at the blasphemous cross and showed her teeth. “He will be mine as I am yours,” she said. Then she lay down with the doll in the center of the star, spreading her legs and arms wide, offering her body to the Lord of Night. 

			Offering her soul to the darkness.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Secret Room was quiet tonight. There were only three cars parked on the street out front, but the warm neon light of a Revolution Brewing sign beckoned him through the window. A sign of home.

			As he stepped in, Austin held his hand out behind him to stop the screened wooden door from slamming him in the ass. A forgotten rockabilly band set an instantly retro mood from small speakers tucked on corner shelves to the right and left of the bar. A familiar strand of Christmas lights twinkled across the shelf of liquor above the bar, and may have provided the brightest light in the place. It wasn’t Christmastime, but the bar was ‘festive’ all year round.

			Austin crossed the old plank floor and took an empty seat at the far right of the bar. 

			The nice thing about having a neighborhood bar was that if you warmed a stool with any frequency, you were like family. He was barely settled when an amber IPA slid across the polished wood to touch his fingers.

			“You want a sidecar too?” Brandon asked, as he wiped down the bar with an old Lagunitas towel. The brewery’s logo mascot was just barely recognizable through the brown stains.

			Austin nodded. “Maker’s, thanks.”

			“You’re starting pretty late,” Brandon observed.

			“Or I could be starting really early,” he said.

			“Touché.” 

			Brandon moved down the bar and retrieved an empty pint from a heavyset guy in a Bears T-shirt and a backward baseball cap with the unmistakable blue hue used by the Cubs.

			Austin took a deep sip of the Anti-Hero IPA that Brandon had poured without asking (because Austin had to admit, he was nothing if not predictable) and stared at the clock. It was just past eleven-thirty on a Sunday night. Honestly, it was surprising that anyone was in here. Parkville, Illinois, was typically pretty quiet on a school night. The carpets started rolling up by eight or nine p.m.

			“So did she kick you out, or are you on the lam?” Brandon said, carefully setting down a shot glass full to the brim.

			Austin grinned. “I told her she could think about what life would be like without me to carry her shit,” he said. “And then I walked out.”

			Brandon nodded. “So, what you’re really saying is, you beat your chest pathetically and she told you to get the fuck out and you slunk out of the place with your tail between your legs?”

			Austin picked up the shot. “Something like that.”

			The bartender nodded. “Love and marriage,” he said. “So, what’s the problem this week?”

			“The problem is we got married,” Austin grumbled, and then shrugged and rolled his eyes. “Seriously? I have no idea. It doesn’t matter what I say, Angie goes off on it.”

			“Sounds like you need an exit plan,” a voice offered. A woman in shorts and sandals was sitting two seats down. When she saw she had his attention, she slipped a small journal she’d been writing in back into a purple paisley handbag and met his gaze with hazel eyes that glinted with wry humor. She looked young, thirty-ish, with long black hair that hung in waves down her bare shoulders. “Sorry,” she said, grinning sheepishly. “I couldn’t help diving in.”

			“No worries,” Austin said. “My life is a pretty open book. Here at the Secret Room anyway.”

			“I think this place is a secret,” she said, gesturing behind them at the dark shadows and empty tables.

			Austin shrugged. “It’s a school night. Come back on Friday after eight o’clock and you’ll find the secret’s out.”

			She smiled and took a sip of her drink. It was something that swirled slowly, smoky and red in a wide-rimmed glass on a stem. Austin was surprised Brandon even knew how to mix a froufrou martini. 

			“What are you drinking?” he asked. 

			“Witches’ brew,” she said, and flashed him an evil grin. She pushed the glass toward him. “One sip and you lose your soul.”

			“Thanks, but I’ll pass,” Austin said. “My soul belongs to bourbon.” He held up his sidecar shot (which was really about three shots, since Brandon poured it in a tumbler, not a shot glass) and took a sip. 

			“Suit yourself,” she said, before taking a long sip of her own poison.

			The silence between them grew as the band on the sound system overhead chugged through a standard blues progression. Brandon was on the other side of the bar, talking animatedly with Gail Renfisher, who seemed to have a reserved stool on the north corner of the old bar. Did she ever go home?

			“Do you live around here?” Austin asked finally. “I haven’t seen you here before.”

			“I think the line is, ‘Do you come here often?’” she answered with a smirk.

			Austin couldn’t help but grin. “That wasn’t a line,” he said. “You come in this place much and pretty soon you know just about everyone who ever comes in, do you know what I mean? It’s a small circle.”

			“Fair enough,” she said, peering at him over the rim of the martini glass. “I just moved here, actually, so you caught me. But…maybe you’ll get used to seeing me here. We’ll see.”

			He nodded and took a deep swig of his beer. The IPA cooled his throat and warmed his chest at the same time. The bitter tingle of hops brightened the night at the same time as it obscured his heartache. He’d barely set the empty pint down when Brandon was there to fill it up.

			“You working tomorrow?” the bartender asked. “Or is it going to be a sick day?”

			Austin snorted. “That depends on how many you can serve me before last call.”

			Brandon looked at the old cuckoo clock on the wall behind him. It was an odd addition for a bar, but everyone at the Secret Room had grown used to the call of its mechanical bird. The hands were ominously close to twelve.

			“You’ve got about an hour,” he said. 

			Austin nodded and picked up the glass. “I’ll use the time wisely,” he said, tilting the IPA back.

			“Pretty bad fight, huh?” the woman next to him asked.

			He shrugged. “One is much like another,” he said. 

			“Maybe you need to make some changes,” she offered.

			He made a face. “That’s just life,” he said. “Same shit, different day.”

			She shook her head, refusing to accept his complacency. “If you’re living like life is over than you might as well be six feet underground, eh?”

			The tiny creak and comforting ‘cuckoo’ of the wooden bird poking through the clock’s door interrupted his thought.

			“Cuckoo,” the bird called.

			The woman smiled, and her eyes suddenly lit up. 

			Cuckoo.

			“Quick,” she said. “It’s the witching hour. The time for wishes.”

			Cuckoo.

			“If you could have anything in the world, what would you want? Answer fast, before the clock strikes twelve!”

			Cuckoo.

			Austin laughed sadly.

			Cuckoo.

			“I wish my wife would just go away and die and stop giving me grief.”

			Cuckoo.

			He rolled his eyes. “I wish my wife was dead. How’s that for romantic?”

			Cuckoo.

			She laughed, and flipped her hair back with one hand. It cascaded across her shoulder. 

			Cuckoo.

			Austin caught a glimpse of a blue tattoo mostly hidden by her shirt and bra, but then the shirt and hair shifted back.

			Cuckoo.

			“Every married guy wants that sometimes, don’t they?” she said.

			Cuckoo.

			“You married?” he asked.

			Cuckoo.

			She shook her head. “Not anymore.”

			Cuckoo.

			The clock silenced then, the bird retreating back inside its hidden room inside the clockface.

			The woman retrieved the small book from her handbag, and wrote something inside it. Then she put it back and took another long pull from her martini.

			“Drink,” she whispered with a mischievous grin. “For tomorrow we die!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Monday wasn’t a sick day, though it should have been the way his head felt. But Austin wasn’t going to admit that to Angie, so he’d stumbled out of the house, through the day, and back to the couch twelve hours later. It didn’t matter in the end. She wasn’t speaking to him. 

			He didn’t care about the silence on Monday, but it did start to get annoying on Tuesday. When Ceili cried and he got up from the couch to go check on her, Angie would leap up to push past him and take care of diaper duty. She wouldn’t answer when he spoke; it was as if he wasn’t even there at all.

			The worst part about it was, Austin knew how pigheaded she could be. The silent treatment could easily go on for a week. Nothing he would do or say would change it. And the maddening part was, he truly couldn’t even recall what the genesis for the fight was, or what particular things he might have said that had stuck in her craw that she wouldn’t let go of. In her head, he knew she had memorized whatever he’d said and was repeating the words of their fight over and over again.

			In his head, he heard only silence.

			So Austin wasn’t looking forward to the night ahead as he pulled into the white concrete driveway on Wednesday. The sun was bright and the sky was a lush deep blue, without a cloud in the sky – a perfect summer evening. But he knew when he walked inside, it would be like stepping into the gray gloom of bitter winter.

			He turned off the ignition and leaned back in the driver’s seat inside the garage for a moment. Then he took a deep breath and opened the door. You couldn’t avoid the inevitable by sitting in a parked car.

			Austin opened the house door and stepped into the mudroom outside the kitchen. 

			And paused.

			There were voices on the other side of the door. Which was odd. Angie never had people over. He frowned and opened the internal door from the mudroom to the kitchen.

			Angie was laughing as he entered.

			“Oh, here he is,” his wife said, turning to look at him with a smile. It was the first thing she’d said to him in two days.

			“Austin, this is our new neighbor, Regina. She just started renting the house next door. Regina, this is my husband.”

			He looked past her to see the woman and his jaw fell. The woman wore a purple and blue paisley wrap around her waist and a lavender tank top above. The hint of a tattoo teased from the low V of her shirt. Black hair pooled around her shoulders, and her eyes shot sparks when he made contact with them. He recognized her instantly.

			It was the woman from the Secret Room. The woman who had smiled when he’d said, “I wish my wife was dead.” And now here she was, standing in his house. Laughing with his wife.

			Angie mistook the surprised look on his face. “I know, it’s weird, right? That house has been vacant for years. But now we’ll finally have a neighbor.”

			“Good to meet you,” Regina said, and stepped forward with her hand outstretched.

			Austin took it and gave a perfunctory squeeze. She squeezed back and held his hand in her grip for an uncomfortable few seconds. As if she was sending him a secret message through her fingers. He wished he knew what it was.

			“Yeah, same,” he stammered, and drew his hand back. 

			“Regina just stopped over to meet us,” Angie explained. “I told her that if she needs anything…I’m here all the time.”

			“I really appreciate it,” Regina said, looking away from Austin. “It’s hard to start in a new place and not know anybody.”

			“You’ll adjust fast,” Angie promised. “Parkville is a good place. People are pretty friendly, even if the place turns into a ghost town after dark. Not that it matters to me anymore. Since we had Ceili, I never get out of this house except to go grocery shopping.”

			“Well, maybe I can help there,” Regina said. “I’m sure you and your husband would love a little time alone again. If you need someone to sit for you once in a while, I love babies.”

			Angie smiled. “I would love that,” she said.

			Regina looked pointedly at Austin. “You wouldn’t mind a romantic evening out with your wife, would you?”

			Austin felt Angie’s eyes on him, but he didn’t look at her. He didn’t break Regina’s gaze for a second.

			“No,” he said. “That would be unbelievable.”

			Regina grinned and turned to Angie. “Great,” she said. “For now, I’d better be going. Lots of unpacking to do. Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow?”

			“Sure,” Angie agreed and the two women both started out of the kitchen toward the front door.

			“Nice meeting you, Austin,” Regina’s voice called from the foyer.

			“Yeah,” he answered, adding under his breath, “just like déjà vu.”

			Austin went to the bedroom to change into sweatpants and a T-shirt. When he came back down, Angie was moving around in the kitchen.

			“So that’s weird, huh,” he said as he walked into the room. “Someone actually living next door? That house has got to be a pit after all these years empty.”

			Angie nodded and pulled a frozen dinner out of the freezer. “Yeah,” she answered simply.

			She turned her back to him and set the temperature on the oven to 350.

			“So, what did she have to say?” he asked.

			Angie shrugged. “Pretty much what you heard.”

			At that moment, the baby began to cry in the other room. Angie immediately turned and walked past him. “I’m just having a TV dinner,” she said. “You can throw one in for yourself if you’re hungry.”

			And then she was gone, down the hall to retrieve the baby from her bouncy chair in the front room.

			“Gee…thanks so much,” he murmured.

			He thought of the conversation he’d had a couple nights ago with Regina at the bar, and shook his head.

			“I wasn’t joking,” he said after a minute.

			Then he began rummaging in the freezer for a TV dinner.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It took a few days, but eventually Angie thawed. She needed someone to help with Ceili, and he was the nearest possible candidate…so, like it or not, she had to talk to him. 

			Although…he might be getting some competition in that regard. Apparently, Regina had been stopping by every day while Austin was at work.

			“Want to go out to dinner tonight?” Angie asked him on Saturday.

			Austin frowned and looked at her, wondering where this was going.

			“Regina offered to watch Ceili tonight if we wanted to go out,” she said. “And it has been a long time since I’ve been out of this house.”

			“Where did you want to go?” he asked. But in his head he was thinking, You don’t want to go out with me, you just want to go out.

			“Wherever you want,” she said. The translation was, Take me someplace where I’ll have a good time, and if I don’t…you’ll be sorry.

			Great, Austin said to himself. No pressure.

			* * *

			Regina showed up that night in a long, ruffled sundress swirled in gray and purple and indigo. Austin answered the door but tried not to look at her face, because he really didn’t want to talk to her. But staring at her dress wasn’t that much better.

			She was weirdly provocative no matter where your eyes landed. 

			“So, you don’t mind sitting for the night, really?” Angie asked, breezing into the foyer just as Regina stepped inside. 

			“Who wouldn’t want to watch a baby?” she answered. 

			“That’s what I used to say,” Angie said. “It’s great until it’s twenty-four seven.” She grinned and then moved to the stairway. “I’ll be right down,” she said.

			When Angie disappeared, Regina leaned in and whispered, “You know, if you get home early and want to have a nightcap at the Secret Room, I might be interested in hearing about whether you still think your wife should die or not….”

			Austin’s eyes flared. Regina only smiled. Silently. 

			“I was upset that night,” he whispered.

			“I understand.” She shrugged. “Everyone’s entitled. Do you feel differently now?”

			He didn’t answer immediately. “It’s complicated,” he said. 

			Footsteps thumped behind them, and Angie reappeared, holding a small purse. “Now I’m ready,” she said. “Come on, I’ll show you where Ceili’s bottles and things are.”

			The two women moved down the hall and Austin took a deep breath and shook his head. Why couldn’t he have kept his mouth shut? That’s all he needed, for Angie to get pally with Regina and for Regina to start shooting her mouth off about what he’d said. Then the silent war would go on for a month. That said…having the two women become friends could be the best thing that had happened to Austin in months. Angie had only gotten more and more depressive and withdrawn since having Ceili. Sitting in the house all day with nobody to talk to but a screaming infant was enough to drive anyone a little nuts. And if Angie was going nuts…Austin was going to pay the toll. He wandered down into the kitchen and leaned against the table to wait.

			When the two women returned, Angie was grinning. She took Austin’s arm and pulled him toward the garage door. 

			“Thanks again, Regina,” she said. “You’ve got my number – call if you have any problems. But like I said, I just fed her and hopefully she’ll sleep for a couple hours. We won’t be late!”

			A moment later, they were in the garage and Austin stepped around the car with her to open the passenger door.

			“Such a gentleman,” Angie said with a hint of sarcasm.

			Austin restrained the sudden urge to backhand her. They hadn’t had a night out together in weeks, but he wasn’t looking forward to the next few hours. What did that say about the state of their relationship?

			He slid into the driver’s seat and backed the car out. As the garage door went down, Angie asked, “So, where are you taking me, darling?”

			She drew out the word darling, so that it wasn’t a term of endearment at all.

			“I thought we could have dinner at Esteban’s,” he said. The Spanish tapas house was one of her favorite places, so it seemed a sure bet.

			“Mmmm, garlic mashed potatoes,” she said with a smile. Then her attention shifted away from him as she pulled out her cell phone and started scrolling through Facebook. 

			Austin considered saying something but decided that the silence was preferable to an argument. He didn’t speak again until they pulled into the restaurant parking lot.

			“It you want, we can head over to the Secret Room after dinner for a martini or something?”

			She shrugged and thumbed off her phone. “We’ll see.”

			* * *

			Things did get better after the first glass of wine. Angie started talking about a mutual friend from college, and the time they had gotten so drunk that all three of them together walked arm in arm down the middle of a street to navigate the three blocks back to their dorm.

			He grinned and laughed with her.

			“I didn’t even remember how we got back to the dorm,” he said. “You told me about that walk the next day.”

			She nodded. “You tried to get us to climb the alma mater statue,” she said. “You were going to pee off the top.”

			He laughed. “All I remember is the headache the next day. I think it was the worst hangover ever.” 

			He could smile at the memory now. It had been a good time in their lives, when they had everything in front of them. Maybe it had been the best time for them. But the reality of the moment soon chased the smile away. That was then, this was now. And now was not a carefree time for them. 

			After Angie downed her third glass of wine, the tenor of the night out grew darker. Instead of happy memories, she started dredging up complaints. Bitterness.

			“Here’s a thought,” she said, after draining the glass and licking her lips. “Maybe tonight, you could get up when she cries and change Ceili’s diaper instead of me. I’m not the nanny service, you know. She’s your kid too.”

			“That’s not fair,” he complained. “I do change her. But you’re home all day while I’ve got to be ‘on’ at work.”

			She held her fingers to her thumb and mimicked a duck’s bill in silence as he talked. When the waiter asked her if they wanted another drink, Angie said “yes” as he was saying “no.”

			“Don’t you think we should head home soon?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “Regina has it covered. I texted her a little while ago and everything’s fine. Tonight?” She took a deep breath before completing the thought. “I’m enjoying myself for once.”

			Enjoyment to Angie seemed to be critiquing every action and opinion of her husband. When they finally pulled up in the garage at just after eleven p.m., Austin turned the car off and got out of the driver’s seat as soon as humanly possible, leaving Angie fumbling drunkenly with her seatbelt in the car.

			I’m done, he said over and over again in his head, though he somehow refrained from saying it out loud.

			When he walked into the kitchen, he found Regina sitting there, alert and waiting for them. While she had internet access and had her laptop sitting open on the table, she didn’t appear to be typing anything. She smiled as he walked into the room.

			“So, are the lovebirds rekindled?” she asked quietly.

			Austin shook his head.

			She frowned. “That’s a shame,” she said. “I know Angie was really looking forward to a night on the town with you.”

			“Yeah, apparently so she could rip me a new one,” he said as the door behind them creaked open.

			“Tell me more later,” Regina whispered, and then looked over his shoulder. 

			“Angie, how was your night?”

			His wife sighed as she walked up behind him. 

			“It was so good to be out of this house,” she said. “I love her, but this place has felt like a prison for the past few weeks. Thanks for watching her. Did you have any problems? Did she take the bottle okay?”

			Regina stood up and flipped her laptop lid closed. “No problem,” she said. “Ceili was an angel. Took the bottle fine and went to sleep about an hour ago. Feel free to ask me to watch her anytime. I’m happy to do it.”

			As she moved around the table and passed him, Austin was sure he felt her fingers trail across his thigh. But she and Angie talked and walked to the door together, leaving him behind, and he shook off the odd thought. There was no way she’d felt him up on the way out. It was his imagination. 

			Angie returned to the kitchen a few minutes later. She weaved slightly as she went to the refrigerator for a bottled water. 

			“Did you have a good time?” he asked.

			She looked at him and shrugged before taking a deep gulp of water.

			“Good as can be,” she said, and abruptly walked past him to ascend the stairway to the bedroom. 

			Austin decided he’d be better off not following swiftly. Instead, he pulled a beer from the fridge and sat down on the couch to nurse it. He thought of life before Ceili, when Angie had actually wanted to be with him. Time had moved so fast back then, and the time they were alone together was never enough. He watched the second hand moving in slow, deliberate circles around the clock above the mantel.

			Time had never seemed to move so slow.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“You didn’t turn up last night at the Secret Room. How does it feel the morning after?”

			The voice came from the other side of the bush that separated Austin’s driveway from the previously abandoned house, that was now Regina’s. 

			Her face appeared a second later, wearing a knowing smile. She also wore another paisley purple and blue dress. Or wrap. He wasn’t really sure what it was, the way it creased and fluttered around her. It was a lot like the one she’d worn the night before, but somehow, more lived-in. There was a swirl of pattern around her, but her ankles and feet were bare as she stepped across the dew-laden lawn to reach the sidewalk. She almost floated.

			Austin picked up the newspaper. He was only wearing shorts and a stained gray T-shirt. He suddenly felt exposed. These weren’t the clothes he wanted to talk to the neighbors in. But nobody was ever outside at six in the morning. It was one of his favorite parts of the day. The air was crisp, the birds were quietly chirping and there were no cars on the street. 

			“Just like any other day,” he answered. 

			Regina clucked and shook her head.

			“That’s no way to greet a Sunday morning,” she said.

			“I should be on my knees?” he asked.

			“Depends who is standing in front of you, I guess,” she said with a smirk.

			“That’s not what I meant….”

			She put her hands up. “Who you get on your knees for is your business.”

			“Very funny,” he said. “So, you went to the Secret Room last night?”

			She nodded. “I didn’t stay long though. I was hoping I might see you there once Angie went to sleep. I’m afraid the clientele there after midnight aren’t exactly…models of intellect and grace.”

			He snorted. “I don’t think the clientele there is ever that, at any time.” He looked back toward the house. “I would have loved to have come up, but Angie was out cold in about fifteen minutes flat, and someone had to be sober if Ceili woke up.”

			She stroked the side of his face with her hand. “You’re a saint,” she said.

			He rolled his eyes. “No, just responsible.”

			Regina smiled and lifted her leg. The hem of the dress slipped up her thigh to expose her knee and part of her thigh.

			“I prefer barefoot and fancy-free,” she said with a grin. “You should try it sometime.”

			“I have,” he said. “That’s why I’m married with a kid now.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “There are phases in life for everything. But you should never give up on your dreams. Sometimes wishes do come true.”

			“I better get back inside,” he said, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. 

			“As you wish,” she said. He could hear laughter in the undertone of her words. “Stop by the Secret Room when you’ve got some time to talk.”

			“I don’t know when you’ll be there,” he said.

			“That’s the beauty of fancy-free,” she said. “You just don’t know.”

			Austin frowned. “Yeah, I guess,” he said. 

			He could feel her eyes on his back as he turned to walk up the driveway. When he opened the front door to step inside, he glanced behind him. She was still standing at the hedge.

			Her lips were smiling.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The Secret Room was almost empty on Wednesday night when Austin walked in after work. Things at home had slowly returned to normal; Angie was back to talking to him again as if they’d never had a fight and gone through a week of ‘the silent treatment’. But ‘normal’ wasn’t what Austin wanted. The words that Regina had spoken to him on Sunday morning kept replaying in his head. He thought about being responsible and doing what he was supposed to. And he thought about going barefoot and doing whatever the hell he felt like. 

			He thought about talking more to Regina.

			He thought a lot about stopping by the Secret Room on Sunday and Monday and he almost did on Tuesday.

			On Wednesday, he texted Angie just before he left work and just said that he’d be late, and not to wait on him for dinner. And then he drove straight from the office to the Secret Room. 

			He still could take his own path once in a while. And tonight, he felt like having a beer and talking to Regina if she was there before he went home.

			He settled at the bar and looked around at the handful of patrons. There was a couple at one of the highboy tables, and another on the other end of the bar, talking animatedly about something related to baseball and apparently a bad umpire call. But Regina was not in evidence.

			That’s what you get for being ‘free’, he told himself. But he went ahead and ordered a beer. Then he asked for the menu. He might as well enjoy the peace of his refuge awhile, and maybe Regina would ultimately show up. 

			But when the grease had congealed around the few crumbs left on his plate, and he pushed back his fourth empty pint, and the cuckoo had called its alarm eight times, Regina had still not appeared.

			Stupid, he thought. It’s not like she lives here. And now you get to face the wrath of a woman left home who’s going to smell beer on your breath.

			Austin called for a check, and Brandon nodded from across the bar. A minute later he slid a white receipt across the wood and grinned. “Time to face the music, huh?”

			“We all have to sooner or later,” Austin said, and scrawled his name across the bottom of the receipt. “If I survive, I’ll be back in a couple nights.”

			“You’ll survive,” Brandon assured him. “You’re a survivor.”

			“Something like that.” Austin grinned, and slid off the stool with a groan.

			* * *

			The house was dark when he pulled up to the driveway, which was unusual. There didn’t seem to be any lights on upstairs or down. It was still light outside, but dusk was moving in. Austin frowned and turned the car off. He took a deep breath, spit the peppermint gum he’d been chewing into a tissue, and got out of the car.

			“Angie?” he called when he stepped into the house. And instantly regretted it. She’d yelled at him in the past for doing that because it woke the baby – typically about ten minutes after she’d just gotten Ceili to sleep.

			There was no answer this time, however, from his wife or the baby.

			Austin walked down the hall and flipped on the light in the kitchen. The breakfast bowls were still in the sink, but there was no evidence that Angie had made dinner. 

			He went into the front room and bent to turn on the light next to his favorite recliner. It was strange to come home at night and not have the TV on. The quiet made him feel strangely uneasy.

			He walked to the foyer to see if Angie was sitting with the baby upstairs, and abruptly stopped short.

			Angie wasn’t upstairs.

			She was lying at the base of them. 

			Her feet were still on the third step, and her eyes stared with a look of surprise at him from where her head lay twisted oddly on the tile of the foyer. The bad part was…her eyes weren’t blinking. And she almost looked as if she were looking at him from over her shoulder. Her neck was turned in a completely wrong angle.

			“Angie?” he whispered.

			She didn’t answer. His stomach turned to ice. He knew that she wouldn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. But he didn’t want to admit it. Couldn’t accept it. This was his house. This was Angie. Death was not part of this place.

			Only.

			He knew that Angie was dead. Nobody lay on the floor like that and got up to laugh about it. He bent down and put his hand on her cheek. Her skin was cold. He traced his fingers across her cheek and forehead, and she did not respond. He could feel her…but she did not feel anymore.

			Austin felt his world suddenly contract. Angie was dead. The words went through his head, and he could see all of the letters in his head. Like a marquee. But they did not make sense.

			Angie could not be dead. 

			The words of Regina came back to haunt him. “If you’re living like life is over then you might as well be six feet underground, eh?”

			Well, now one of them was ready to be.

			As he touched her cheek and thought about what it meant for his wife to be gone, he suddenly had a flash. What about Ceili? If his heart had constricted before, it really did now.

			Austin tentatively stepped over Angie’s body and then vaulted up the stairs to see if his baby girl was okay. She wasn’t crying. The house had been silent since he’d walked in. 

			The fear ate him alive. He could barely move his legs. While his wife was now gone, it was his daughter that really made his a life to live. And now she would be depending solely on him.

			Austin took the stairs two at a time and when he reached the landing dashed down the hallway toward Ceili’s room.

			The nursery was quiet. 

			His heart pounded. She had to be okay. 

			He stepped across the room to the bed to look into the crib at his baby. There was nothing in his world that he cared about more. Her face looked up toward the ceiling, still as a doll. 

			Austin’s chest tightened. 

			He bent over the crib rail and touched his fingers to her soft cheeks.

			Ceili was not cold like her mother. Her skin was warm, and she shifted in her sleep when he put his fingers on her forehead.

			“Sleep, little girl,” he whispered. “Tomorrow is going to be a long day, I think.”

			Ceili stirred and shifted her arm across the pillow.

			Austin bent down and kissed her. He held his hand on her head until she settled. No reason for her to start crying now.

			There’d be plenty of time for that in the morning.

			But for him…there was only shock and fear and hurt. He started to leave the room to go back downstairs but realized he couldn’t leave her up here alone. Not because she needed him, but because he needed her. He needed to hold her even if it woke her up.

			Austin reached down and lifted Ceili from the mattress. Her tiny arms reached out and clutched for him. And as her tiny fingers made him smile, he remembered her mother at the foot of the stairs.

			He had to call the police. Life for Ceili and him was about to change. 

			Drastically.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The night lasted forever. There were paramedics and policemen and, for some reason he couldn’t fathom, the fire department. They didn’t move the body, but they moved around it for what seemed like forever. Pointing and marking and consulting with each other in half-finished phrases and side-handed whispers. 

			Those people didn’t talk to him. Noise and lights and people filled his house as he tried to keep Ceili calm and answer what he could to the people who did talk to him. He held the baby close, patting her back and stroking her head, trying to keep her quiet as the police asked him questions. At some point, Regina came walking through the front door, and without even asking what was going on, she patted his shoulder and took the baby out of his arms. Moments later, she was sitting across the room with Ceili on the couch. He smiled sadly at her, trying to express his thanks with just a look, and went back to talking. Eventually, he lost track of both of them and walked outside with the officers and paramedics when they finally decided it was time to move the body. 

			The whole event was surreal. Austin couldn’t have described what he said or what was asked but the words went on and on as the people looked at and prodded the body of his dead wife. And then they lifted her on a stretcher and moved outside and the red and blue lights echoed weirdly off his face on his driveway as he watched the men in uniforms load her corpse into the ambulance…without urgency.

			There was no urgency anymore…she was dead.

			Dead.

			The word kept echoing in his head. The girl he’d made out with in a movie theater once….

			Dead.

			The girl he’d tried pot with for the first time in a back alley behind Allen Harpstrom’s house….

			Dead.

			The girl who had told him he was going to be a daddy….

			Dead.

			The girl who had turned into a nagging, carping woman who had ultimately made him wish that she would die.

			Dead.

			* * *

			At a certain point, nothing really registered anymore. The night became a blur of strange voices and flashing emergency lights. And then the rear doors of the ambulance closed and the engine audibly powered up and it began to creep out of his driveway before turning right to go down the block toward the main road out to town.

			And the cop cars along the curb slipped away one by one until the last officer said he was sorry and walked back to his car, leaving Austin alone on the white concrete of his driveway.

			Two hands suddenly slipped over his shoulders and squeezed.

			“How are you doing?” Regina asked.

			“I honestly don’t know,” he said. 

			“Come on,” she said, and pulled his arm to move him back toward the front door of the house. He followed without thinking. There was no thinking at this point…he was numb.

			When they stepped across the threshold, something in him sparked. He saw the empty stairs leading up and the empty couch in his living room. And the empty floor where his wife’s body had been.

			“Where’s Ceili?” he asked.

			“I put her to bed,” Regina said. “I didn’t think you’d mind. She just wanted to sleep.”

			He nodded. “Okay, good, thank you,” he said. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you helping with her…I don’t know what I would have done…”

			“You would have done what you had to do,” Regina said. “But I’m glad I was able to be here to help you do it.”

			She reached up and touched his cheek. “I’ll be around if you need me,” she said.

			And before he could answer, she’d turned and started to walk back out of his front door.

			Austin followed but stopped at the threshold. When she disappeared around the hedge, he closed the door and turned the lock.

			Then he walked like a zombie up the stairs to check on Ceili. She was tiny and peaceful in her crib, blissfully unaware that her mother was gone. What would it be like tomorrow when she looked for Angie and couldn’t find her momma? Austin tried to put that from his mind. But Ceili wasn’t the only one who would struggle with that painful reality soon. 

			Moments later, he lay down in his own bed, but unlike the baby, he didn’t fall easily asleep. Instead, he stared for hours at the empty pillow where nobody lay next to him. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Life doesn’t sit still for death. If anything, it moves faster.

			The next few days were a whirlwind of unfamiliar business for Austin – contacting the funeral home, reaching out to the newspaper for the obituary, tearful conversations on the phone and in person with both Angie’s family and his own. The hours of every day slipped by quickly. There were moments when the silences in the house reminded him that Angie was gone forever, but most of the time seemed to be taken up with simply taking care of the mundane details that needed to be done. 

			Whenever it got too much, when Ceili was crying uncontrollably and his cell phone ringing for the fourth time in a half-hour, Regina seemed to turn up. She’d knock three times on the front screen door and then let herself in, usually catching Austin struggling in the kitchen with a bottle, a phone and the baby all at the same time. 

			She’d raise one eyebrow, hold out her hands, and he’d hand over the baby, who would stop crying almost instantly. Some things just took a woman’s touch.

			On the morning of Angie’s funeral, Regina came to the door, but this time didn’t knock; Austin was already standing right there at the foot of the stairs. He’d been straightening his tie in the mirror on the wall in the foyer. 

			“Looking sharp,” she said through the screen. 

			Austin looked up and stifled a grin.

			“Mind if I come in?” she asked.

			“Never,” he said, turning away from the mirror. 

			Regina stepped inside, the hem of a now-familiar indigo paisley dress swirling in the breeze of the closing door. 

			“Are you all ready for this?” she asked. 

			Austin shrugged. “As ready as I can be, I guess.”

			She reached up and adjusted the knot of his tie. “I can help with Ceili today if you want. But I know it’s a private thing, if you’d rather I didn’t come.”

			Austin considered for a moment, and then shook his head. “No, it’s fine for you to come, if you want. But I don’t want you to feel like you have to. You’ve done so much for me already this week.”

			“It’s fine,” she said. “I did know Angie, after all, and I love taking care of Ceili. I always wanted to have a baby of my own but….”

			He opened his mouth to ask why she hadn’t but then stopped himself. Whether it was because she was sterile or had never found a man to have one with, it probably wouldn’t be a ‘happy’ story. And it was none of his business.

			She broke his silence with an unexpected question.

			“Listen, I’ve been thinking,” she began. “You’re going to need someone to watch Ceili when you go back to work. What if I did that for you, instead of her going into some daycare place?”

			Austin shook his head instinctively, though the idea was instantly attractive. It would solve a huge problem for him. “I couldn’t ask that of you,” he said. “You’ve been such a big help this week but….”

			“Well, I wouldn’t do it for free,” she said, cocking her head. “You’re going to have to pay someone to watch her, and I don’t have a job right now. I’ve had a nice little nest egg saved up, so I was able to pay my rent way in advance, but I’m eventually going to need to get a paycheck.  So…why not pay me? I could even come over and do it right here in her own house. How easy is that?”

			“I…I guess that could be all right,” he said. “I’ve already called a couple of daycare places but I hadn’t settled anything yet. They’re all so expensive and some have waiting lists.”

			“Then it’s a deal,” she said. “We can figure out what you’ll pay me later, but I promise I’ll work cheaper than your standard daycare center.”

			Austin felt a weight lift off his chest. He knew he had to find at least a temporary situation for Ceili before going back to work next week, and he’d poked at the problem, but getting through the funeral had been his first priority.

			“You’re a life saver,” he said. “Thank you. I…just…thank you.”

			“You can thank me later,” she said. “Right now, we need to get the two of you out of the house. Where is she?”

			As if on cue, Ceili began to cry in the nursery. Regina patted Austin’s shoulder and moved past him to walk up the stairs. 

			A few minutes later, she walked into the kitchen with the baby. Ceili was bright-eyed and sucking on a pacifier. Regina had dressed her in a onesie covered in cartoon bees and daisies. 

			“I hope this is okay,” she said. “I found it in her drawer. I didn’t think you wanted her to go in a diaper and stained T-shirt.”

			Austin snorted. “No, but that would be the look Angie’s mother probably expects from me. So, thanks.” He took Ceili from Regina’s arms and held her up to appraise her. “Looking good, kid.”  

			“Do you need me to make up a bottle?” Regina asked, moving toward the fridge.

			“Nope,” he said. “That’s one thing I actually managed to do on my own. But thanks.”

			“Amazing,” she said, pulling the bottle out of the refrigerator. “What about diapers?”

			He pointed at the blue canvas bag on the table. “Believe it or not, we’re packed and ready to go. I have learned a few things these past few months. Do you want to ride with us or follow? I don’t want you to be stuck there if you need to leave.”

			“No worries,” Regina said, taking the baby back from him. “I’m yours for as long as you want me. I’ve got nothing going on.”

			“You do now,” he said, raising his fist in the air in mock excitement. “We’re going to a funeral!” He tried to make his voice sound psyched, but the humor fell flat. He shook his head and scowled, admitting his real sentiment. “I just want this day to be done.”

			Regina nodded sympathetically and followed him to the car.

			* * *

			The funeral was actually a beautiful, moving thing. Angie’s two brothers, along with her friends from college, served as pallbearers, and when Linnea, her best friend from high school, talked about the time she had stayed up with her in college until five a.m. after drinking too much and watching a scary movie, even Austin had to laugh. He remembered that girl. Angie had been so high-strung and sensitive and easily affected. She had clung to him for strength and love and support in a way he had never experienced before. He had been so happy to be her roots, her rock. And she had given him her heart and soul and body with an energy and desire he couldn’t refuse. The girl he’d asked to marry him was so unlike the woman she had eventually become, who seemed to spend half of her waking hours complaining about Austin’s inadequacies and the rest of the time simply not speaking to him at all. 

			He had fallen in love with the girl who Linnea talked about. He didn’t really know the woman she’d become…who lay still inside the coffin now. 

			Which made no sense.

			But it was how life was sometimes. People grew and changed in ways you could never foresee. If there was one thing that Austin knew, it was that you could never keep things the way they were.

			Certainly, that was more than true now, as he stood in the front pew of a church listening to people tell heartbreakingly warm stories about his wife, as they prepared to put her wooden-shrouded body in the ground.

			Austin cried during the service, and his dad put a strong hand on his shoulder when he did. The strength of his father was palpable in that touch, and it truly helped him make it through the rest of the day. His dad never said much, but in his father’s silent, solid grip, he knew he wasn’t alone. 

			And when he looked to his right, he found Regina at his side, holding Ceili in her arms. Angie’s child. His child. The baby stayed strangely quiet through the service, which was a blessing. 

			There were people around him who cared for and supported him. If Angie’s life had ended, during the priest’s homily and the remembrances that people told, he realized somehow that his had not.

			At one point, he had to go to the pulpit and say a few words of his own about his wife. He had written some things down and pledged that he wouldn’t cry in front of the whole congregation. 

			His friend Bill had held his arm and led him partly up the aisle. Once at the podium, Austin had said things about meeting Angie at the bookstore in college. And taking her to the student union afterward. And proposing to her in a college bar (he maybe could have improved his romanticism a bit).

			“I only know one thing for sure,” he’d told the small congregation. “She was the only girl I ever met that I truly wanted to spend my life with. I guess I’m lucky that she let me spend part of it with her.”

			When he’d returned to his seat, his cheeks were wet. He’d stepped over Regina to reach his seat, and when he did, she held out Ceili for him to hold. The sweet scent of his baby made some of the ache in his heart slip away, and he pulled her cheek close to his. 
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