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After Marcus

By Nell Iris


Chapter 1

Heavy bootsteps on my porch steal my
attention away from my current work-in-progress, and I know who it
is even before I look out the window.

Joar.

My neighbor, my rock, my pillar of strength
during these last difficult few years, has stopped by for the
second time today. This morning, before I’d even gotten out of
bed—I’m not an early riser—he came and cleared away the snow—winter
arrived early this year—that had been dumped on my property the
previous night. By the time I finally managed to stumble out of
bed, he’d already left.

But now he’s back. Hauling firewood, stacking
it on my porch, next to my office window. Out of my sightline, but
I don’t have to see him to know what it looks like; he’s done it
countless times before over the years. The pile of wood will be
immaculately stacked, perfectly aligned with not a single piece out
of order as though he’s laying a puzzle. The muscles in his strong
arms bunching and flexing as he works tirelessly, the thin wool
sweater clinging to his body like a second skin stretching across
his chest and arms until it’s close to bursting at the seams, and
he’ll hum quietly because he’s happiest whenever he’s doing
physical work.

I keep my gaze on him as he returns to his
truck, bed overflowing with firewood. The beginning of a smile tugs
at the corners of my mouth. He’s determined to make sure I won’t
freeze to death this winter; he already filled my woodshed to the
brim and stacked wood along an entire wall in my huge garage back
in October, after splitting the birch trees I’d had cut down from
the property last year. I’m convinced my supply will last me at
least three winters—especially considering the fireplaces aren’t
the only heat source in the house anymore—but when I mentioned it
to him a few weeks back, he said, “You can never be too prepared.
It’s going to be a cold winter; I can feel it in my bones. And
Marcus wouldn’t want you to be cold.”

I’ve learned to trust the feeling in his
bones; it’s never steered me wrong for as long as I’ve known him.
And he’s right about Marcus.

The first winter we’d spent in the house, a
decade ago, Marcus was obsessed with keeping me warm. We’d had
firewood delivered and thought we’d been prepared, but as
first-time house owners, we’d underestimated how much was needed to
heat the drafty old place—this was before we installed the
geothermal heating system—and I was constantly cold. My husband
fretted; he bought me warm fuzzy socks, tried to drown me in
steaming tea, wrapped me in thick blankets, and pushed my favorite
chair close to the fire. On the bitterest nights, he’d use his body
to warm me. His heated breaths in my ear, his tender palms roving
my chest, belly, and hips, and his searing dick in my ass were all
sure to drive away the coldness.

The memory fills my heart with warm affection
and makes me smile. My hand flies to my face and I trace the
outline of my mouth with careful fingertips.

Astounding.

When did this happen?

My smile widens.

Even remembering our happiest moments has
hurt since Marcus passed away, has made my already broken heart
ache even worse. The pain has been constant, sharp and intense,
completely taking over my life. For months. Maybe even years. But
gradually, without me noticing, it’s grown duller. Still there, but
manageable. Barely noticeable on good days.

And now, I can remember him with a smile.

I lean back in the super comfortable office
chair Marcus had bought for me to save my poor writer’s
back, and slide my hand down until it rests atop my heart. It’s
beating, a regular, steady thump, as though the tears and breaks
have healed themselves when I wasn’t paying attention, when I was
too busy grieving my husband.

Relief rushes out with my breath. We had many
happy years together and most of my memories of him are joyful. He
was a great guy; stubborn and opinionated and too loud at times,
but he was also funny. Intelligent and compassionate, thoughtful
and loving. And most of all, he was my man. The one I was
going to spend the rest of my life with, and I want to, need
to, be able to remember him without hurting.

Outside my window, Joar jumps off the porch
and strides to his truck, his paces determined and efficient, his
legs long and thick. He’s sturdy, like a tall ancient tree that’s
withstood time and the tests of the environment for hundreds of
years. His shoulders are wide enough to carry the world, or at
least carry a man stricken by grief, and support him when he was
unable to hold himself up.

What would I have done without him?

A quick glance at the bed of the truck tells
me he’s almost done, and daylight is waning fast. I jump to my feet
and hustle to the kitchen, where I make tea—green Earl Gray, his
favorite—and pour it into travel mugs before hurrying to the front
door. The snow squeaks underneath Joar’s feet, and his breath is
visible, so I pull on my thick coat, my wool scarf, my furry
trapper hat, and finally my gloves before slipping outside.
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