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Dedication








This book is dedicated to my husband and daughters. 

Thank you for supporting me through this labor of love.

And Isaac, thank you for our own happily ever after.










  
  
Content Advisory




Dear reader 

I want to take a moment to warn of sensitive content within these pages. There are references to living with grief due to the loss of a parent and a spouse. There is representation of domestic abuse including references to child abuse.

On a different note: the characters in this book are predominantly Jewish and several of them are in the medical field. In order for the characters not to have to explain terms that are familiar to them—which can make for awkward writing—there is a glossary at the end that you may find useful. 

So if you have made it this far, meaning that I have not yet alienated you, I sincerely hope you enjoy this book.

Barbara
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Chapter One 




As the bell above the door startles me back to the café, I see a young woman wrestling a stroller across the threshold. She is not the person I'm looking for. Straightening up in my chair, I settle back into my thoughts and wait. 

The truth is, I don't want to be here. I can hear the clock over the cashier’s head ticking the seconds away as I become increasingly restless. Was that clock always this loud?  I have been to this cafe before, but somehow I have never noticed the audible clock of doom. This continued waiting has me pressed to the limits of my patience. I did promise my daughters and Amalie, my best and most persistent friend, that I would at least try going on a few dates.  Three dates, to be precise. In actuality, I had to promise I would go because I had no choice; they ganged up on me, in a well-meaning way. They say they're trying to pull me back into ‘life and living.' At least that's how they had phrased it. As for me, I feel quite strongly that getting out of my home and participating in so-called life (for that, read dating) is highly overrated. The truth is—all I desire in this life is to hide out in my work or with my family, and otherwise shelter in place at home.

The reason why I often choose to hide myself away is because, to put it plainly, the first part of my life was horrible. I survived, obviously, but only in a manner of speaking. The experiences of my formative years have left me emotionally scarred and socially awkward. During most social situations I vacillate between total brain freezing with nothing to contribute, or talking too much with a sprinkling of a tendency to say the most inappropriate or irrelevant facts that pop into my mind. 

What I have come to understand about traumatic experiences is that they are subjective. Setting aside my less-than-stellar childhood, there were also recent events that drove me back into a more introverted life. Not for the first time I wish my family and my friend, understood how important it is to me that I feel comfortable. From my perspective, the need for me to feel safe is paramount, and getting out there and dating is the absolute last priority on my bucket list. Well, if I had a bucket list, it probably would not even be on it.

Of course, the more recent trauma I'm referring to is not even that recent anymore. It's been nine years since my husband, my beloved Eli, died unexpectedly. And it's been many more years since I escaped my childhood home. I suppose many people would think that at this point, I should be over it and have moved on. The thing is, I know, as a survivor, the biggest risk to me is not that I will be haunted by trauma for the rest of my days. A person can get used to that. Or at least this person can. The bigger danger, in my experience, is to operate from a sense of denial.

What harmed me the most, when trying to move on from all of this stuff, was denying that anything impactful has ever happened to me. I don’t mean pretending that I’m a completely different person who did not live through the events of my own life. I mean trying to get by in life as if those events don't impact the person I am today. The problem with pretending is it ate my soul from the inside. Because the truth is, trauma is embedded into me just as my subcutaneous tissues and skeletal structures are. 

Today, I don't attempt to bury monsters under the subconscious of my mind. I fully acknowledge the traumas I have endured. Of course, just recognizing these are real is not enough—it’s only the first of many steps. The next easy trap that I had deluded myself into, regarding the past, was believing that merely acknowledging these facts of my life would be enough of an effort to heal and change myself. I realize now that for many years, this was the most I could accomplish, and it was enough, for a time. I would have been willing to settle there for a lifetime, just being easily triggered all the time, however, my friend and my daughters want more for me. They want to see me embrace a life outside of my head, my work, and my immediate family.  Meanwhile, I have cultivated a different tactic and I have excelled at it, building a bubble around myself, full of comfortable loungewear and no surprises. My daughters and my friend have examined what I have built and decided it's not good enough anymore. 

Sighing as I catch myself shredding my paper napkin into confetti and then collecting the pieces to dispose of the evidence of my anxiety, I think about how each person on earth can only understand their own suffering. For example, a particular event can sound horrible if you speak of it aloud, such as the death of my mother which was caused by my father. The unadulterated truth is, however, that one person may feel quite shocked or victimized by the same thing that another person finds trivial. I mean there are things I saw in my home growing up that I can speak about quite plainly that would shock most people. But to me, it was just another Tuesday. 

The other thing about trauma is how random it is. At least I like to think so because this beats the alternative, which would be thinking I'm some sort of modern-day Job. My life has not been that wretched, on the whole. At least once I escaped my father, anyway. A person may be faced with more than a few challenging events in their lifetime, and I've come to believe it's just a random selection. At least that's the way life seems to me. 

This is why I watch television: to distract myself from the whirlpool of crap in my mind. I suppose this line of thinking is what my therapist would refer to as the intellectualization of my issues. My worst fears would come true if I blurted all of these thoughts out to my date—the classic overshare that I'm prone to when nervous. That would likely make a memorable occasion for the person I'm supposed to be having coffee with, and not in a good way. 

I try, unsuccessfully, to stop spiraling by distracting myself with photos on my phone, as if I were a normal person. 

This anxiety and tendency to make social faux pas is what I risk anytime I go somewhere I haven't been before, or meet someone new. I understand now that this reaction stems from my imposter syndrome: that sense of being in my own life by accident. The terrible feeling that any minute now, someone will show up at the door of my home or peek their head into a room while I'm evaluating a patient and say, “Excuse me, but we've just realized you truly don't belong here.” That dreaded inkling that my white coat didn't belong to me and it was meant for someone else. On my worst days, this evolves into a notion that I should've done more in life and that I chose the wrong path, short-changing my entire existence on the planet. The icing on all of this is a sense that it's too late and I’ve been trapped by my choices. When I feel driven by these worries, I run my mouth without thinking and say more than I mean to.

So here I sit, on a Tuesday evening, now panicking about the probability that I will overshare while simultaneously having guilt about everything I haven't accomplished in my life. Now, I wish I had called out sick from this date, which is already going horribly wrong, and the other party is not even here yet.

I check my text messages from Amalie, again, to confirm his name… Mark, but knowing me, I expect I will forget it again soon. I have no idea what he looks like, as my supposed friend has screened and chosen the dates for me. All her text is giving me is: 


Amalie


He’s your height, dark eyes and hair—his name is Mark and he knows you're wearing a blue sweater






I suppose she and my daughters knew I wouldn’t follow through if they left it up to me. They would have been correct in that assumption. 

I imagine myself calling him by the wrong name, or worse, just sitting here, speechless with nerves, desperate not to make a fool of myself. I imagine this future version of me, embarrassed and demonstrating my discomfort with my habit of uncontrollable blushing, which to me is the worst feeling in the world. Meaning shame is the worst feeling, not blushing. They kind of go hand in hand but it’s the feeling of being embarrassed that truly feels like it will kill me. 

Well, if I do happen to do or say anything that is entirely awkward, I suppose I could try to make a run for the exit. Or, at my age, at least a brisk walk to hide in the bathroom until the place closes.

I check my lipstick in my compact and frown. My youngest daughter, Hannah, picked the color, and it is not a choice I would have made for myself. It is so…red. Of course, my choice would be colorless Chapstick, which I suppose is the other extreme. Hannah, being an interior designer, had made it difficult to argue with her taking control of my makeup and outfit choices because, as she said, she has a degree in how to design the best version of me. She said the color red was perfect for me, but I think I'm looking a bit more like I run a brothel in my spare time than as if I'm an elegant and polished medical professional. 

I check the time. 

He (Dave? Mike? I've already forgotten) is late. Or probably not coming. Or maybe he was here, took one look at me, could see all the insecurities floating around in my aura, and decided to give this opportunity a miss.

Why is my brain like this?

Was I born to react this way to life? Or was I molded this way by those aforementioned traumas? While I would not admit it to my daughters, I did admit to Amalie that the anxiety and heightened awareness of my awkwardness have become a little worse in the last few years. During the pandemic, I had a little nervous breakdown due to the isolation and stress I was working under. For that reason, so many things came to light, and after a lifetime of avoiding mental health professionals, I came to have an entourage of specialists. Sometimes all this therapy and analysis seems to make me feel worse, not better.

The truth, from my perspective, is that so many things that I think are wrong with me seem to be the product of how I think rather than any particular thing that happened to me. It's not as if I could know another life…another set of experiences. While it’s true that a day does not go by that I don't hear the constant criticism of my father in my head, I now have a discourse with it, rather than being paralyzed into inaction.

I recall my early life when I was truly incapacitated by my negativity and my fears, and now I can see that the inner workings of my mind did start to improve during my training to be a nurse, and then, even more, when I studied to become a nurse practitioner. I found learning practical skills instilled a confidence in me I didn't know I could have. Later, due to directly interacting with patients, I found my pain and suffering helped me with the ability to be empathetic. I guess in that sense, even the abuse of my father brought something positive to my life. Or at least to my encounters at work. I have found that I have the heightened ability to sense what patients are feeling, and it helps me be in tune with the emotional needs of each person I evaluate in a way that can often put people at ease. As a child, I developed that emotional radar to try to protect myself and my mother from being hurt. It didn't work, but I never gave up trying. 

Later, when I met my beshert, he helped cultivate the strengths within me. He was a generous and supportive man and he helped me see myself through his eyes, which was a much gentler impression than what I was able to see on my own. As I have so many times before, I say a silent prayer of thanks for him.

I hear the bell of the door opening again and startle, nearly spilling my coffee. I startle so easily—it used to make my husband laugh at me, although on more than one occasion it did annoy him. It's funny… the things that were awkward between us became some of the strongest memories from our years together.

I sigh, and looking at the time on my phone, I come to the decision that this was just not meant to be. 

I may not be entirely satisfied with my life, but I know I don't want to be the sad, upper-middle-aged lady who gets stood up by a date her people forced her to go on. I did try to tell them, that I really do prefer to go on as I have been: binge-watching British crime dramas and romantic comedies with Sirius and Minerva, my cats, eating too much, and wearing sweatpants. And that is truly what I would rather be doing right now. It's not as if I need a date for that matter. I'm much happier enjoying my own lipstickless company at home. 

I look around for the waitress, make eye contact, and nod my head for the check. She looks at me and my too-red lipstick with sympathy. I don't bother hiding my eye-roll at that. Save your sympathy for people with real problems.

I close my eyes, and think of three things to be thankful for; one of my tools from therapy. First, my family—including Amalie—even if they intimidate me a little. Second, I spent more than half my life without my father actually in it. Third, I have a wonderful job I actually enjoy.

As I fish for my credit card, the bell rings above the door, and a man walks in, looking for me. As soon as we make eye contact my heart leaps into my throat, which I know is medically impossible but I feel it, subjectively, as it happens. I watch as several expressions pass over his face too quickly for me to read as my earlier anxiety transforms to pure anger at the universe and my perpetual bad luck.

Of all of the people in the world to be set up on a date with… 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter.








  
  
Chapter Two




Now that his eyes have met mine, my mood sinks further with the certainty that it is too late for either of us to pretend that we haven’t seen each other. I, for one, will be damned if I’ll show this man that he has any power over me whatsoever. 

I feel a surge of frantic energy when his eyes lock on mine. Gorgeous eyes, to be sure, but that doesn’t matter in this particular case.

As soon as Dr. Mark Levy opens his mouth he will become instantly unattractive. If he was not so damn arrogant, I suppose he could be considered kind of good-looking. 

As I think this, however, I know I’m not being entirely honest with myself.  He is, as a matter of fact, annoyingly breathtaking, which is utterly unfair to the universe.  Wavy dark hair, without the considerable sprinkle of silver that I have. He has nearly symmetrical features with a nose that looks to have been broken at least once, which tracks.  I know I have been tempted to break it myself, on more than one occasion.  His eyes are his crowning feature, however, a sort of cognac brown that sometimes looks amber in the right light. Not that I enjoy looking at his eyes much. Unlike my late husband, who was a head taller than me, Mark is just at my height. Making his eyes unavoidable, unfortunately.

This situation I am finding myself in is just further proof that dating apps cannot be relied upon.  Also, I am resolute that I am not letting Amalie pick any more matches without my screening them, ever again.  I watch as he almost hesitates in the doorway before he begins to walk toward me with a purpose.  For my part, I try to look as nonchalant as possible. 

“Rachel. Please tell me you’re here in a blue sweater for another reason.” He isn’t even attempting to conceal his apparent displeasure. 

What an asshat. It’s not like I did this on purpose, and for all he knows I did intentionally select him for a date, and this is his reaction?  Well, I didn’t choose to be here, at all—this is a horrible accident. I would never have done this to myself, had I been given the choice.  The least he could do, in either case, is acknowledge that I’d made an effort with my appearance and let me have some dignity.  I wish with all my heart at this moment that I had just worn chapstick after all. I look Dr. Levy in the eyes. 

“My friend set this up, so I had no idea that the Mark I would be meeting would be you.”  Because I would never have agreed. I try to quell my rising panic by adding humor. 

“I suppose if we agree on nothing else, at least we can agree that God has an amazing sense of humor?” I say with an attempt at a smile which I’m quite certain looks more like a sneer.  Which is fine.

“Except I don’t believe in any type of god, so I guess we don’t even have that in common.” And with that, he even smirks at me as he claims the other chair at my table.

“Your mother must be so proud,” I still can’t stop staring at his stupid face. 

I look down at my drink, literally biting my tongue to cease further engagement.  Mark and I have had the distinct misfortune of working in the same hospital for the better part of the last ten years.  Working with him has been an unpleasant experience from the first day we met.  Unfortunately for me, he’s a physician in the same department that I work in, and that my husband had worked in when he was still alive.  Eli and Mark had known each other from their residency program and had remained close friends which I had never really understood.  Eli was kindness personified and he never had an unpleasant word for or about anyone. Mark, on the other hand, from our first encounter seemed open to loathing me.  He’s mean, obstinate and, to top it all off, he’s threatened by the very existence of nurse practitioners, which is ridiculous. 

That was the first thing he ever said to me when Eli introduced me as his wife, mentioning that I was a nurse practitioner in the same department. He looked me over and said, “Why would anyone do that?” This turned out to be a rhetorical question as he pushed on before I could even respond.  “Be a doctor or be a nurse. Why would anyone try to be both?” Not only had he said that to me out loud, in front of other people, but he has repeatedly demonstrated his disappointment in being assigned to work with me, in every way he could, since that first day. 

He is the only thing I don’t like about my job. Admittedly, the medical profession is kind of insane, particularly our department, which is Intensive Care. But my job has been where I feel most at home, especially in the last few years.  This is likely because I am a child born into chaos.  I thrive on the energy of critical care medicine.

Becoming a nurse practitioner was a natural evolution in a career path I worked hard to be worthy of. It was not a backup to something else, but rather a path I chose intentionally.  I never wanted to be a doctor because I was dedicated to nursing, and when I decided I wanted to do more than I could as an RN, I went back to school and worked through an NP program to be as useful to patients as possible in a more autonomous way.  At the same time, I usually relish that as a non-physician I work in collaboration with a doctor.  This has the benefit to the patient of having a team approach to care, particularly when working through any complex cases. 

I never minded this dynamic before Mark was there, in fact, I enjoyed the role I have in patient care.  The issue with Mark has been, in addition to his negative attitude with NPs in general, that due to certain hospital policies, there are a few medical procedures that an NP, like myself, is excluded from ordering or performing without a physician either present or signing off.  This policy was not a problem for anyone involved before Mark arrived. Whatever I needed from our team, I would just ask, and with all the other doctors, there would be no trouble at all.  In the years that Mark has been with our team, he has operated completely differently. I loathe the times I am assigned to work with him as my attending. 

The fact I’m required to enlist his face-to-face help at any given time is the worst. He is entirely self-righteous about the process, acting surprised that I have to ask for his help, every time, like it is something new that he has never heard of before. He then proceeds to grill me on my medical acumen like I just received a certificate out of a cereal box last week to practice as an NP.  He loves to make a production about the fact that if I had “simply gone to medical school” I’d be spared all of this trouble.  He is, quite literally, the last person I want to call in the middle of a medical emergency, let alone be on a date with. To top it all off, and this should not matter, but of course deep down in me it does, he may be at least ten years younger than I am. 

“Look, Mark, I promised my daughters I’d go on a few dates and this is only the first...so if we can just sit here for a bit and pretend not to hate each other…I’m quite sure they are having me watched.” 

At this I glance to the barista friend of Hannah’s to our left. I turn back to him, “I only have to go on three dates.” I pause considering him for a moment. “So I need this one to count.” He has to know how humiliating this is for me. Have some pity.

From my vantage point, I can see that the barista is observing us while rinsing out some blenders, out of the corner of their eye.

“Rachel, I’m not the one with the problem here, so I don’t mind sitting here with you if that is what you are asking of me.”

Except you always have a problem with me. 

“Are you going to apologize?” I say instead, poking the bear, because he deserves it.

“For what? For being late?" He stares at me. "Okay, I’m sorry I was late. Or did you mean I should apologize for existing?”

I’m not touching that at all. 

“How did this even happen?” I ask him.

“It seems I lost a bet.”  

“Nice. That's just what every woman wants to hear.”

I have to admit that part of me enjoys this bickering thing Mark and I have going here. It’s a different dynamic than at work. After the last nine years of numbing myself with overworking, comfort foods, streaming romcoms, and crime series, it kind of feels good to feel. Even if what I feel is anger, annoyance, and indignation. And I cannot help admitting to myself, in that moment, that I do not mind the chance to see him like this, in a light blue dress shirt and slacks, and out of his usual scrubs. It somehow makes it more obvious than usual that he works out. 

Ugh, why does he have to be so hot?

“One coffee then.” 

With that, he starts toward the counter, without offering to get me anything. I think maybe he realized this when he turned back. 

“I’ll sit with you and you can pretend to enjoy yourself and we can get this over with.”

“Thanks,” I say back, because what else can I say? But even that seems risky—a possible opening for some horrid quip from him. Thankfully, he is already out of my personal space.

As Mark walks from the table, I think about the fact that he didn’t offer to get me anything. I have to assume that this oversight was out of shock rather than rudeness. It's obvious he was not expecting to see me any more than I was expecting to see him. He may be infuriating, but he was likely raised better than to be outright insulting, outside a medical setting, anyway. I don’t know too much about his background other than my late husband mentioning that Mark had lost both of his parents at a young age. Also, most of his family lives overseas.

In the hospital, it’s understood that social niceties are frequently left at the doorway of a patient’s room, particularly in the setting of critical care events. Mark is no exception to this rule, at least in my experience. He does, however, take this to an extreme. Over the time I’ve known him, he has barked orders at me, dressed me down in front of the rest of the staff for not reading his mind, and even made me cry once. At least I cried my tears in the privacy of the stairwell until Eli found me there. I have not yet given Mark the satisfaction of demonstrating to him how much he could wound my pride. 

I close my eyes and take a breath. When I open them again, I see he is still waiting in line and I take in the back of him. If only he wasn’t so irresistible to look at, maybe I could be more assertive with him. I do have a weakness for attractive men. It goes back to my father. He was so handsome on the outside, but his insides were wired to be cruel. The better looking a man is, the more he can unnerve me for reasons that have less to do with attraction and more to do with feeling off balance. As it is, I think of everything I wish I had said to Mark over the years to make it clear how much he irritates me. Not just today, but truly, all the days I’ve known him. 

How is this my life? 

This was an evening that was supposed to be about me going out into the world again. It wasn’t supposed to be an exercise in aversion tolerance. So, for now, I’m not going to let him get under my skin and certainly not going to allow him to encourage me to stoop to his level.

I do wonder, though, how he didn’t realize that he was going to be meeting me. When he first laid eyes on me tonight, he looked very unsettled, even if for the briefest of moments, and I have to admit, I enjoyed that. I do not mind the idea of making him uncomfortable for a change, even if it is just this once. In any case, I’m not sure who set him up, but from what I can tell, he did not know he was meeting me.

When he turns around to come back to the table, I pretend to be engaged with something diverting on my phone. Amalie may be like a sister to me, but she is going to owe me big time for this humiliation she has orchestrated, accidental or not. It was her idea to get me to have a social life again, and it was she who rallied my daughters into pushing me to participate in this relaunch into the dating world.  For this fiasco, she will owe me a very expensive bottle of wine, or a day at a spa, or maybe this is even worth a trip to the Caribbean on her dime. I look down and see my screen saver, an image of my granddaughters, dressed alike by their mother, posed for a picture, with their little brother in the center, asleep. For now, this gives me the resolve I need to act better than I feel. 

“Rachel.” He has returned, coffee in hand, and is looking down at me. “I should have offered to get you something. I’m sorry.” 

His tone infers he is not sorry at all as he takes the seat opposite me at the suddenly too-small café table.

“I would’ve been suspicious if you had offered me any type of courtesy, actually. You haven’t offered me any before, in all the years I have known you. What would possibly be different about today?” 

To my surprise, he looks briefly ashamed, but it's gone so fast, I’m not certain that was the look he was giving.

“What I can't believe is that this is my first date in years, and it is with you, of all people.” Damn, there I go saying more than I meant to.

I look away from him at that moment, more out of self-protection than anything else. It isn’t just that he is ridiculously hot, there’s something about Mark Levy that throws me off whenever he gets too close. He has had this effect on me ever since I first met him. His glowering and brooding intensity tend to make me feel extra edgy like I cannot find my footing. With most men, I can shut it off, but with Mark, it feels like something is underneath my reactions, something more elemental than my past coming to haunt my present. Not for the first time, I start to wonder if there is something else between Mark and me that leads me to react to him in such a strong way. 

Nope, that is not a safe line of thinking at all. No, let’s push those thoughts right down. 

I’m just confusing my expectations of the evening with the fact that he is arrogant and rude, so naturally, he would make me extra nervous, in a completely plutonic way.  

It is then that I realize my mistake. As much as I groaned about going on this date, a small part of me couldn’t help but look forward to the possibility of going out, meeting someone new, and maybe having a good time. Like a normal, well-adjusted person. Part of me has a romantic heart and fell for the hope, the chance, however slim, of enjoying myself outside of my immediate family and usual carefully orchestrated surroundings. So here I was, accidentally hopeful and dressed up for Mark Levy: physician, colleague and consummate asshole. It makes me so angry at myself that I feel increasingly like lashing out at him.

He takes a sip of his coffee and glances at his watch. Classy. Couldn’t he at least try to make conversation? Can’t he be bothered to treat me like the woman that I am? Or at least with the respect due to me as a colleague from work? Although that ship probably sailed with the lipstick choice.

And that is when he goes for the jugular.

“Look, how long do you think we need to keep up with this…date?” He grimaces at the word, “I can still catch a part of the game if I leave in the next thirty minutes.” 

Here I was, resolved not to let him ruffle me, to treat him with the politeness that he cannot be bothered to show me, and then he had to open his mouth. It's bad enough for him to talk the way that he does at work, under the guise of being ‘The Doctor in The Room,’ but now I have had enough. 

“You know what, Mark?” I stand up, and a few people turn around and chance a look at me and frown at him. Good.

“How about we call it? Time of death, 19:43. You can catch the whole game.” 

With that, I drape my coat over my shoulder as I saunter right past him, and out the door. I realize as I walk by his chair that of everything that happened this evening, this part, telling him off, was the most fantastic thing that has happened to me in a while. All I have to do is make it to the door without tripping and this crappy night can have a perfect ending after all.








  
  
Chapter Three




Usually returning home feels like a warm embrace. I can let down all of my pretenses and walls and just be myself—more so than in any other place in my life. Tonight, however, I arrive home a changed woman, still seething from my encounter with that man. This is an anger I’m not ready to leave at the front door. It feels like power, surging in me from my toes to the ends of my hair. 

Walking into my den I find my youngest daughter, Hannah, waiting for me, as expected. Tossing my coat and handbag onto one of my overstuffed chairs, I throw myself into the other. The feeling of the soft velvet fabric begins the process of soothing my nerves. Hannah takes one look at the state of her mother and pours me a glass of wine.

“Tough evening?”

“You have no idea. You'll never guess who my date was.” I gulp the wine—there is no other word for what I'm doing with it and Hannah raises her brows. She doesn't reply so I move on with the big reveal. “It was none other than Dr. PITA,” I announce and her eyes grow wide.

In the last few years, my family and I have developed this nickname for Mark Levy, meaning Pain-In-The-Ass.  This grew out of the necessity to use strong language in talking about my interactions with him while protecting the innocent ears of my grandchildren.

“How in the world did that happen?”

“I thought about that on the way home and I can’t remember the last time I called him by his given name in front of Amalie. I mean she wouldn’t set me up with Dr. PITA on purpose, but a doctor named Mark Levy?” I lean back in the chair as the wine starts to do its work. 

“Hannah, he was so disrespectful—first he arrived late, then he was smugly bickering about everything I said. I was trying to make light of it, be polite,” I take a moment for more wine. “Then after sitting for less than five minutes, he proceeded to say he wanted to leave early to catch the end of a game. And that's not the worst part of the entire evening. I mean I produced a power exit, of course,” Hannah grins at me with admiration. “But I realized on my way home that there are no games on tonight. Not any national or local teams. So either he left me to watch an overseas cricket match or he just lied to get out of there. To. My. Face.”

Smiling then, I happily tell her how I nailed my exit. “My exit was perfect. I didn't even trip or anything. That part was savage if I do say so myself.”

Hannah is just looking at me, thoughtfully, so I take another, smaller gulp of wine. Time to deflect.

“Hannah, I am telling you right now, I can’t handle any more surprises.” 

While I know this isn't her fault—it isn't anyone’s fault—I need some command over this situation. This feels too out of control like I'm a top that has been spun and is taking too long to be still again. I close my eyes and I can feel the wine, but I'm still thrumming with the energy from telling Mark off. 

Opening my eyes again, I look over at Hannah. She has made herself comfortable in my den, curled up under a throw blanket on my overstuffed sofa. My two cats are lying on top of each other in her lap, like they had competed for her personal space and both decided to surrender at the same time. She is dressed all in black, as she usually does, in a square-neck black t-shirt and a black jersey maxi skirt, her signature combat boots kicked off and left on the floor. Her hair is a dark reddish-brown, naturally wavy, and styled in an adorable chin-length bob. She has deep-set brown eyes and fair skin, and she dresses in her own edgy but modest style. She has my face, more so than my other daughters, and sometimes I feel as though I am seeing a hologram of my younger self. If there was an alternate universe with a more secure and contented version of the younger me.

“Mama, that must have been so awkward….” She shrinks back into the sofa, clearly uncomfortable with my mood. If it was up to her, everyone would be cheerful and get along, all of the time.

I sigh. “It’s okay, baby, but I think that maybe I should take this as a sign. This could be the universe demonstrating that your mother is better off being at home with Sirius and Minerva and watching our shows.” I attempt a weak smile. 

That lights Hannah up and she scowls at me, “Eema, cats are great but they are not real friends. Two more dates, that's all. Do not forget that you promised.” She changes gears. “Besides this has the potential to be super fun…this is just a little but unfortunate hiccup.” 

As she bats her eyelashes at me, I know she is the only one of my three daughters who still believes in magic. I am just as certain that I cannot have a part in squashing that side of her.  Most likely, she believes that once I go out three times I will fall in love or at least morph into someone that dates for a hobby. I can’t help but grin back at her, knowing her optimism is never quite based in reality but that it is sourced from pure love and enthusiasm. Her infectious smile widens as she senses a victory.

“Listen, Hannah love, you may have won this battle, but do not assume anything about the war.” I give her a lengthy pause for dramatic effect. “My darling, I hope you aren't too disappointed when I go on two more dates and then return to living my best life in my pajamas and streaming my shows.”

She just looks at me with all the confidence of youth.

“Eema, I'm headed home. I love you.” 

“I love you too, honey.” With that, she pushes the cats to the side, stretches, and walks over, planting a kiss on my cheek before locking up behind herself. 

Once she has gone, I head into the bathroom in my room and search for the makeup remover I usually do not need to use. I wash my face, which does help to settle me a little more.

Recalling my mother, I remember she used to say that. “Wash your face, dear Rachel. You will feel a little better.” One of the few bits of maternal wisdom she had time to pass down to me. For me it has always held true. 

Undressing, I survey myself in the full-length mirror that is next to my closet door. Shoulder-length hair that used to be straight and a golden brown, but is wavier these days, due to the streaks of silver that seem to be spreading rapidly across the top of my head. Interestingly, before my husband died, this was the part of my head I kept covered. I have marveled more than once at how this small part of me has changed so much with the loss of Eli. It’s as if my hair has been sending me a message—that it wasn’t done with being covered. 

As I apply night moisturizer to my face, I study my green eyes in my reflection. Those are from my mother, who was a freckled and green-eyed Irish redhead, while my small but Roman-shaped nose is my father’s, as are my prominent cheekbones. My skin is fair, more evidence of my mother’s ancestry, and now has a galaxy’s worth of freckles and age spots. I’m lucky with her complexion, however, in my lack of wrinkles. Honestly, my mother died far too young for me to know how she would have aged. Because of the way her life had played out, I never met anyone else from her family either.

In the last few years, I have become curvier than I used to be and thicker in the middle than maybe I would like. Overall I believe I look healthier than when I was very young. I was so scrawny and gawky. Working at night for so many years, I have experienced an ongoing struggle with maintaining a waistline of one sort or another. My backside seems to have grown most of all, but as long as I can still run a mile I seem to manage to keep it from falling flat and simply widening. I sigh. I know I can be my own worst critic, and I can’t help but wonder what other people see when they look at me. Not that I would ever ask.

Putting on my coziest lounge-wear I reflect on the ways my children look like me and the ways they do not. I love how much love there is between my daughters and me. If nothing else in my life feels like a blessing, even on my worst days, this certainly does. The way my childhood had turned out, it could’ve been so different. I say a prayer of thanks to God for my Beloved Eli and the family that we built together. 

I go about getting into my usual routine as my fur babies, Sirius and Minerva, make their way to the couch in anticipation. Spoiled brats. They mew at me to hurry up and turn on the heating pad that they love to snuggle next to. When the three of us found each other, they were just a couple of tabby cats at the animal shelter. I didn't know I needed them, until I spotted their little faces, peering at me from a glass window. 

It was a few months after Eli had died and Amalie had suggested that I go and visit the local animal shelter, just to hold a few animals for a while. When I saw their little faces, I already knew their names, and that they needed to come home with me. It was a bit eerie, to be honest. For their part, they have brought me so much love, that I can’t help but spoil them. A human being is, of course, taking a big chance with choosing a cat, not to mention choosing two cats. They could have been possessed by demons or simply hated the entire human race. In this case, it was as if they knew my heart was broken into a thousand pieces and they were sent to snuggle those pieces back together. 

I make myself a mug of herbal tea and a little plate of cookies. Carrying these to the den, I get cozy on the large heating pad, with a fleece blanket on my legs and a cat flanking each shoulder. After I settle in, and turn my phone to silent, I start my bizarre process of watching television.

As usual, I sit down with the best intentions before I begin to watch previews, one after the other. I always think, okay, Rachel, just three or four previews, and then you can pick something. You are a grown, professional woman. You’ve got this. Every once in a while, I'm able to do it. I just catch a preview or two and start a movie or show. However, most of the time this is not how the night plays out. 

This is my dirty little secret. The thing is, I think I know what I want to watch when I sit down. It will be a romcom or a very G-rated mystery show. However, in reality, I can't select anything, because I don't want to commit. Sometimes I watch previews for hours and hours before I give up and rewatch a series or a movie that I have already seen from the beginning. This is the other part of my secret TV life. The thing that no one, not even Amalie, knows. Ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time I do not watch anything I have not seen before. And of those things I do watch, I rarely finish them.

So, in addition to not being able to commit to any new movies or TV shows, I also do not like endings. I rarely finish a show or even a movie that I have started.  It used to make Eli smile and shake his head at me. He knew all my secrets, even this one. Back then, however, I would just procrastinate about finishing a thing. These days, I don't finish anything at all. I can count on one hand the number of series and movies I have seen to the end in the last nine years.

These days, I full-on never watch the last one or two episodes of a series. I just turn a movie off when the last ten minutes are imminent. I know why I do it. I just want to control when and if there will be an end to something. Having never had control or choice in many of the endings in my personal life, it feels like a small, if superficial, victory against the universe. When I have a choice, the one I will make is that a story will not end. This is why I have watched ninety percent of some of the best television shows out there and have probably only seen a handful of season finales. I have learned to accept this side of me, as Eli did, rather than make myself do something I find unbearable. 

Not surprisingly, I also love what is predictable. British period crime dramas, as long as they are not too noir, are usually a good bet. They tend to have some sprinkling of romance involving a curmudgeonly detective, in addition to a fantastical murder in a village that seems to have more murders than people. My favorite things on television, however, are the safe and cozy romances. The kind with complimentary lighting so that even the middle-aged characters look desirable. A fictitious place where anyone is entitled to a happy ending, or at least their pain is justified by their actions. No one is abused there, except maybe by the predictability of the plot.

These stories take place in a world where there are no abusive parents. Since there are no abusive parents, there will never be a script about that time where one parent abuses the other until the abused spouse is the one killed in a drunk driving accident. Nope, they are not filming that story on the channels I frequent.

Also not happening in this kind of world-building is a beloved spouse who becomes an incredible physician only to die of something absurd like bowel infarction at a ridiculously young age. I cannot describe how much I enjoy sensing the scripted happy endings, how I love the comfort of not having to figure anything out. In the meantime, I pretend I am braver than this and watch preview after preview, for movies and shows that it seems everyone has seen but me. I continue adding movies and shows to my to-be-watched list on each streaming service. Occasionally, I pass the time like this throughout the entire night. 

As I am musing on my peculiar coping strategies, Gavi, my eldest daughter, sends me a text.  




Gavi


how was the date?


I survived


Gavi


Yikes. I am proud of you for going out tho—love you 


Night honey. Love u2




I turn off my phone and zone out for another hour before the tea and cookies get to me, and I fall asleep on the couch.
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