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      More fucking casseroles.

      The persistent knocking finally stops. I hear the telltale rattle of glassware as someone from the Casserole Brigade sets today’s contribution to my continued survival in front of the cottage door. Whoever it is knows I’m home. I am always home.

      I pull the covers up over my head with a moan and am instantly met with a blast of fart air. Thanks for that, casseroles. Yes, hiding under the covers is silly because I am in my bedroom with the blinds drawn where no one can see me, but somehow it feels necessary.

      I listen for the crunch of gravel as whoever invaded my privacy leaves—no doubt puffed up with pride at doing their duty to help poor, pathetic Eliza—but all I hear is the sound of my own claustrophobic breathing.

      After a few minutes, I can’t stand it anymore. I whip the covers off and take a deep breath of fresh air. Anything smells better than day-old farts in an enclosed space, even the pungent odour of the sweat-stained pyjamas I have been wearing for more days than I am willing to admit.

      I lie in bed and contemplate the spiderweb dangling from the ceiling. I wonder where its owner is hiding. I named her. Not Charlotte because that’s too bloody depressing. What kind of person would give a companion a name that dooms them to die?

      I chose Brunhilde (Hilda for short) after the Valkyrie legend about the daughter of Odin who is condemned to marry Sigurd, which okay…fine, is kind of depressing because all versions end with Sigurd dead, but that puts her in the same boat as me (minus the daughter of Odin bit, obv.).

      Hilda usually stands guard in the corner of the ceiling, above my pillow and to the left. We have a mutual understanding. She does not come down from her corner when I am in bed, and I do not squish her dead.

      Friendships are rarely so clear in their expectations. I guess that’s what we are, friends. Perhaps even roommates? A widows’ club, maybe? Some might be tempted to describe her as my pet, but I don’t actually feed her or care for her in any way.

      She’s not there at the moment. “Hilda?” I mumble to the floor as I crawl out of bed, mindful of where I am stepping for fear of crushing her. She must be off hunting bugs for breakfast. I shuffle across the not-yet-sun-warmed wood floors to the shower.

      Clean and slightly less pathetic, I open the cottage door to see what has been left today. It’s something chunky and noodly in an alarmingly grey mushroom sauce—and eww yuck, is that a green bean?—that smells like the pyjamas I left in a heap on the bathroom floor.

      I recognize the vintage Pyrex with the wildflower motif in muted browns and dusty pinks as belonging to Mrs. Clark. She’s the leader of the Casserole Brigade, and unfortunately for me, also my next-door neighbour which makes my chances of avoiding more casseroles near impossible.

      The busiest of the busybodies, the maker of the vilest casseroles, and the platitudiest of platituders, I can’t come or go without Mrs. Clark knowing it, so I choose to never leave to give her very little to talk about.

      Until Joseph died almost two years ago now, Mrs. Clark pretty much ignored me (except for the curtain twitching, of course). Not the ignored kind of ignoring, but the polite indifference one gives to people who live in close proximity to them.

      A quick hello, lovely day and she’d move on, bouncing her trolley up the cobblestone to her front gate. On occasion, she would break from her flock at a community event to come over, and gabble on about the garden or the weather, but that was the extent of it.

      After he died, she couldn’t stay away, like a sympathy moth drawn to a disaster flame. I became her irresistible pity project. Stopping me on the street or in the shops to ask how I was doing, did I need anything and oh, come round for tea anytime, dearie.

      Her ability to corner me was uncanny. I swear she waited by her window to see when I came or went, which is part of the reason I started staying home all the time. Anything is better than being forced to admit you aren’t coping with the death of your beloved husband, even isolation.

      That strategy worked for a while, and I was able to mourn Joseph in private, but now she’s taken to launching these direct sneak attacks, knocking on my door and expecting me to answer. Cheeky.

      I spot the curtain twitch across the garden, so I tuck the casserole under my arm with a courteous nod. I don’t want to encourage them—however, politeness dictates I have to graciously accept their donations—but I really do wish they would stop.

      I thought the Casserole Brigade was done with me after the first year. I had told them it wasn’t necessary, that their kindness was better delivered elsewhere. It worked for a while. My mother-in-law must have tipped them off about the impending anniversary.

      I don’t know what’s worse, losing someone you loved dearly who you thought you were going to spend your life with or enduring wave after wave of barfy noodle combinations covered with an artery-clogging amount of cheese.

      Of course, the former is worse, but the tinfoil-covered contributions to the poor Eliza cause served with a healthy dose of sad eyes and knowing nods is a close second. That’s the other kind of loss no one talks about.

      The loss of being deemed a competent human being.
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        * * *

      

      Joyce is her first name.

      When I floundered through her last name, heat rising in my cheeks and sweat soaking through the blouse my mother-in-law assured me would be perfect, she had smiled warmly and told me her patients call her Dr. Joyce.

      That’s what I am now. A patient. Someone to be poked and prodded back into wellness. The label makes this arrangement feel permanent. Thanks, but no thanks, Dr. Joyce. I’m only here as long as I have to be.

      She clears her throat and I am forced to look up from the wad of tissues I have been sobbing into for the last hour at a cost of £250. The waterworks started this time when she had tutted at something I said about never feeling happy again.

      It was stupid of me to think a doctor would tell me it was normal to feel this way, that I was okay, that there was nothing wrong with me. Her sympathetic tone hurt to hear even though I was used to hearing it. Coming from her—a professional—it made me feel like a lost cause.

      All I wanted to do was go back to my routine of curling up in bed and sobbing my way through the day. Was that so much to ask for? Apparently it was because my busybody neighbour Mrs. Clark ratted me out to my even busier-body mother-in-law.

      When Virginia heard I hadn’t been leaving the house for weeks, she arranged for the ridiculously expensive sessions (and I suspect the onslaught of hideous casseroles too). It’s for the best, dearie, she had said as if the matter was settled. Talking to a professional helped me when I lost my Henry.

      Saying no isn’t my strong suit at the best of times, but especially not against the juggernaut that is my mother-in-law. Definitely not when she holds my future happiness in her pristinely manicured fingertips.

      What else could I do?

      I allowed Virginia to pick the therapist, schedule and pay for the sessions, and brief the therapist on the reason for the intervention. She even texted me the day before the first session with a reminder to be on time.

      Control, thy name is Virginia.

      “Write him a letter,” she says.

      “A what?”

      “A letter,” Dr. Joyce repeats, handing me a green leather-bound journal. I run my hand over the smooth cover. It was of a quality that would have made my writer heart flutter with excitement. Now it fluttered with nervousness. “Bring it to our next session and we can talk about it.”

      “Write a letter…to Joseph?”

      “Yes.”

      We used to write letters all the time, Joseph and me. Silly little things. Love notes secretly slipped into lunches, left on bathroom mirrors, placed on favourite chairs. Once, he even clipped a note to his prized roses for me to find as I stumbled down the walk, books and papers sliding out of my arms, sweat dripping down my back. It simply said: You’ve got this. J

      Tears sting in my eyes as I think about yet another thing I have lost.

      Dr. Joyce hands me another tissue to add to the growing wad. “Why don’t we see how you do with the letter?” Her way of telling me we had reached the end of our torture session. I say “our” because I assume the suffering is mutual.

      Before I can answer, Dr. Joyce bundles up my personal effects and ushers me out her office door, her hand pressed to the spot where sweat has pooled on my back. Probably so the next patient won’t see what a mess I am.

      It wouldn’t be good for business.
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        * * *

      

      Vile casserole churns in my stomach as I try to write the letter to Joseph. I don’t know what to write, but to be fair to me, Dr. Joyce hadn’t exactly given clear directions.

      Where do I start a letter to the deceased? How’s death treating you? That seems a little impersonal. Heeeyyy…what’s up? Mildly creepy. I miss you more than I can say. Just plain depressing. I bang my head on the table. So far all I have come up with after days of staring at a blank page is Dear Joseph.

      I only agreed to this project because I thought it would be easy. Dash off a quick letter to Joseph, and she could read it instead of asking me question after agonizing question. I pace the cottage, suddenly feeling trapped and claustrophobic.

      Maybe a walk would help. I glance at the clock. It’s early enough Mrs. Clark won’t be actively monitoring my comings and goings. I tuck the journal in my jacket pocket, mumble a quick goodbye to Hilda, and duck out the door, keeping an eye on the curtain across the garden.

      The sun is just starting to burn the dew from the budding branches; the mist billowing off them in thin wisps. Early morning is the best time of day for not running into people because no matter where I go in this village, someone will know me.

      Dunsbury is one of those small places where everyone recognizes everyone even if they don’t know them by name. Even when people are far away from home, there’s an innate recognition that they’re from the same place, a familiarity that comes from seeing the same people day in, day out.

      Soon enough, our tiny village located on the southwest coast of England will be flooded with the unfamiliar faces of tourists, the hordes who flock here in the spring and summer, filling up the cafes, overrunning the historic sites, buying out the gift shops.

      Early morning though, it’s quiet. Locals are still tucked inside, having their morning tea and talking about breakfast. Tourists are still at their origin, loading themselves onto buses sorted by interest: art, history, food.

      Right now, it’s just me and the delivery people, the stillness of the cool morning air disrupted on occasion by the beep, beep, beep of trucks backing into narrow alleyways, the heavy lurch of gears shifting, brakes wheezing.

      After a brisk walk through the empty cobblestone streets, I find myself where I always find myself on days like today: at the river park, at the bench. Our bench. Overlooking the river, it is the perfect spot to sit and watch the world go by.

      It was our place.

      I sit down; the morning damp soaking into the sweatpants I hastily pulled on before dashing out the door to avoid Mrs. Clark. Above me, gulls wheel and dive, screeching their war cries to one another.

      Joseph used to love watching them. He’d make up dramatic stories about the bird wars, give them all names. I squint to try to find George—he was the leader of the pack according to Joseph—but they all look the same to me.

      A tour boat operator places his placard on the bank, directing tourists where to purchase tickets for a one- or three-hour tour (lunch included) of the historic estates that dot the riverbank that cuts through Dunsbury.

      I watch as he hoses down the quay, bits of debris flying into the air in a satisfying stream. My gaze follows the back-and-forth rhythmic pattern as he chases the last dregs of muck off the end.

      I sigh.

      Even the sights that used to bring me so much joy, now just remind me of what I have lost. First my home after my mother dragged me across the ocean to an unfamiliar country, then my mother seven years later when I was barely old enough to be on my own. Without her, my twenties were a struggle.

      When I met Joseph, I finally started to feel like I had my life together, and then I lost him too, after only five years of marriage. Now I am a thirty-nine-year-old wanna-be essayist/underemployed barista with the dubious title of the youngest widow in the grief support group I no longer attend (for reasons).

      Sadness wells up inside me and threatens to spill down my cheeks. I wipe the tears away, grateful no one is around to witness me sobbing once again. I suspect people have grown tired of me as the sad widow. These things have an expiry date, apparently.

      I can’t blame them. I have grown tired of the public spectacle that is losing your husband in a small village. Wherever I go, someone stops me and asks how I’m doing. Even now, almost two years later. I don’t even want to imagine what is said when I’m not around.

      I pull out the green leather-bound journal Dr. Joyce gave me, and I scribble something down. It’s basic, kind of poetic if I do say so myself, but it will do. Joseph would like it and that’s all that matters to me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Joseph,

        You were and then you weren’t.

        Yours always,

        Eliza
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      I stand at the bottom of the stone staircase leading up to the elegant brick building that speaks of professionalism and self-control, the green leather-bound journal clutched to my chest, knowing my first attempt wouldn’t pass muster.

      So here I am, pit stains and all, hopping from foot to foot like a toddler needing to wee, waiting to find out if it is good enough, if I am good enough. Passing is not the point. This is therapy, not grade school, and I am a thirty-nine-year-old woman. Does that make me middle-aged?

      Surely it had to be a judgement-free zone. She said that, didn’t she? I thought I heard her say something about no judgement between blubbering and filling tissue after tissue with tears and snot. Did you know crying makes you very snotty? I did not. Still, it feels like passing is important.

      I trudge up the stone steps, sweat pouring down my back and pooling uncomfortably in the spot Joseph used to put his hand when opening the door for me. He never minded about the sweat, but then again, with him, I never had reason to.

      The pretty twenty-something secretary looks up from painting her nails when I huff in the door. “Just take a seat in the waiting room, Liza.” I open my mouth to correct her, but she’s already turned her attention back to her nail glitterification project as if there were nothing more to say.

      You’d think for £250 per hour, Dr. Joyce could have sprung for better help.

      I stand there for a moment wondering if I should thank her or remind her my mother-in-law is paying for the sessions. I take a step forward to say something, but her attention is fixated on swiping bright blue sparkles onto her pinky nail.

      I clear my throat. This prompts Miss Twentysomething to look up, a quizzical expression on her face like she can’t understand why I am still standing there. I turn away from her and shuffle over to the waiting room.

      It’s nicer than other waiting rooms. A lot nicer. Instead of the usual metal and fabric chairs you’d find in a doctor’s office, it’s more like a posh hotel lounge, outfitted with oversized modern plush chairs in bright jewel tones with a sleek glass table in the middle.

      There’s another patient in the waiting room. A woman in her early thirties with a baby. The baby is doing laps around the glass table, burbling spit and leaving behind sticky fingerprints on the pristine glass. It’s wearing a white sleeper with blue polka dots.

      The mum looks tired, exhausted really. She has collapsed on the floor in front of the chair and is trying half-heartedly to entice the child with a primary-coloured plastic toy. Probably why she is here. I realize I’m staring at them.

      “How old are they?” I ask, feeling proud of my use of gender neutral language. You can never tell with babies, and I have learned better than to assume because people always get offended if you call them the wrong one.

      She frowns. “She’s eight months old.”

      Stupid, weird, Eliza! “She seems busy.” I put extra emphasis on the she to show I’m not one of those people who assumes only boys can wear blue. Girls can wear blue. Of course, they can wear blue. I wear blue all the time and I’m a girl.

      Not that there’s anything wrong with wearing pink. Pink is good too. Everyone can be who they are and wear whatever colour makes them happy. Stop it, Eliza, you’re spiralling. I dig my nails into the palms of my hand and smile at the mother who places a protective hand on her daughter.

      She smiles faintly. “Yeah.”

      The conversation grinds to an awkward halt. I try to think of something else to say, something that shows I’m not a horrible person, but I’m interrupted by Miss Twentysomething, “Ailsa, Dr. Joyce is ready for you now.”

      “It’s Eliza,” I mumble under my breath, not loud enough for her to hear me. I hate correcting people when they mess up my name, but I hate being called the wrong name more. It doesn’t matter anyway.
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        * * *

      

      “How are you feeling today, Eliza?”

      I shrug.

      “On a scale of one to five, how would you rank how you feel?”

      “I dunno…a two, I guess.”

      “Did you think more about what we talked about last session?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Do you understand what I meant when I said grief was a process and you need to participate in it?”

      Does forced participation count? The words burn on my tongue like a bitter pill, but I swallow them down and shrug. “I guess.”

      “Do you think Joseph would want you to feel better?”

      At the mention of his name, I fight against the familiar sting behind my eyes. I swore I would not cry my way through an entire session again. I swore I would show Dr. Joyce I wasn’t a complete mess.

      Hands balled into a fist in my lap, I focus my attention on the abstract floral pattern on her blouse as she peppers me with questions, nodding and shrugging when she pauses for me to answer even though I barely hear the questions.

      She is actually quite easy to tune out. She lobs questions at such a swift pace, I can mumble and shrug my way through each one to her apparent satisfaction before she jots a quick note in her notebook and moves onto the next one.

      All variations I have heard a thousand times before: What do you miss the most about him? What do you do when you feel sad? Does anything make you feel better? Have you tried doing the things that used to make you happy?

      Dr. Joyce must have noticed I was no longer paying attention as she pauses and clears her throat. I look up from my lap and she repeats her last question, louder like I’m daft or something, “And what about your homework? Did you try it?”

      I hand her the journal. She smiles, obviously pleased. Apparently that is a good sign in the world of therapy. Hooray for me, I’m a gold-star therapy student…er, patient.

      “Would you be okay with me reading it right now?” she asks as if that wasn’t the entire point of the exercise.

      I shrug and watch as she opens the book and flips to the tear-stained page. I lean forward as her eyes flick back and forth over the words. She looks up, sympathy colouring her features.

      It’s the way everyone looks at me. Like I am the old grey dog at the pound no one wanted. A ten-year veteran of rejection, passed over and pathetic, my sad, droopy puppy-dog eyes studying each passerby with a mixture of hope and despair.

      “This isn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

      “I didn’t know what to say.”

      I’m sweating again now. I can feel the beads soaking the fabric under my arms, chilling my skin. Soon there would be the telltale pit stains. Why did I have to sweat so much? I force myself to unclench my arms.

      “Are you okay?”

      I choke back a sob. I hate crying in front of her. I suppose she's used to it. People probably cry in front of her all the time. It's kind of her job, really. But I don't like it, especially when she gives me that look and leans forward to hand me a tissue.

      Right on cue, there's the tissue. I take it and blow my nose. The tears and snot blow right through the measly fabric. I look up, and she hands me another. I dab at my eyes before attending to the actual problem: the snot dripping down my face.

      I deposit both in the waste bin next to my chair. Tucked under an elegant round table, it is always conspicuously empty. I wonder if she empties it between sessions into a master bin hidden in her closet.

      All that pain and grief poured into a waiting receptacle. Sometimes there's a tissue box on the table next to my chair. It was like that for the first session where I buried my face in wads of tissue until the box was empty.

      The next session the box had moved to the table between us, forcing me to look at her for a tissue. I tried wiping my face on the back of my hands like a toddler until every available inch of skin was gooey and I was forced to submit to the humiliation of accepting a tissue and a pitying look.

      “I was hoping for a bit more,” she said simply.

      “More of what?”

      “Anything. Just talk to him. Tell him about your day. Like you would when he was…”

      “Alive?”

      “Yes, alive,” she says with a sigh. “Eliza, grief isn’t a straightforward process…”

      I tune out as Dr. Joyce launches into the stages of grief like I had never heard them before, like everyone wasn’t dying to tell me what losing your spouse would be like despite never having experienced it themselves. As if reading about something on the internet was the same as living it.

      How do you tell someone a list of five stupid words doesn’t even begin to describe the crushing sadness, the bottomless emptiness, the anguish as you stumble across yet another reminder of the life you once had in the home you built together, now turned living monument to his absence?

      “Eliza?”

      I blink back to attention. Dr. Joyce is looking at me expectantly. I smile, feeling self-conscious at being caught for a second time. “Sorry. I drifted. I do that sometimes.”

      “It’s perfectly normal. I was just saying I think you should try it again,” she says, pushing the journal across the table.

      I take it and drop my gaze to the floor, my eyes stinging from the pain of holding back tears. First the sting, then the tears. I don't know why I care. It's not like I haven't sat in front of her and sobbed for hours.

      That was why she suggested the journal. Instead of trying to blubber my way through one-word answers, the journal was supposed to give me a way to talk about my feelings, talk to him about my feelings.

      I shrug, “I guess.”

      “Excellent!”

      As if the issue was decided, she packs me up, pressing an extra wad of tissue into my hands, and whisks me out the door. I mumble a promise to do better on the homework and shuffle past Miss Twentysomething with my head down. She ignores me anyway.

      Apparently, the £250 per hour doesn’t include social niceties.
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        * * *

      

      Clutching the journal, I take the long way back, knowing it will make the ache worse, but preferring torture over emptiness. Plus, it gives me an excuse to swing by the shop on the way home. The schedule said Martha is working today and she makes the best caramel macchiato.

      If ever I deserved to treat myself, it is today.

      I check my blouse for sweat stains. Except for a little ripple in the fabric, you couldn’t tell I had sweated my way through the entire session. Not too bad, all things considered. Nothing a brisk walk in the spring air couldn’t cure.

      Definitely safe enough to stop by the shop, not that my coworkers mind a little sweat. Well, not that they’ve mentioned anyway. Maybe they do mind, but are too polite to say anything. The thought has me clenching my arms to my sides.

      I force myself to relax as I reach the park where Joseph and I used to walk every evening. The picturesque little park along the river that meanders through the village before dumping its contents into the sea. It was my favourite place to visit, even before I met Joseph. Now it’s just a painful reminder.

      There’s no escaping him here.

      Every spot a landmark in our romantic history. The path where he first reached for my hand, a shy smile on his face as I looked down at our intertwined fingers. The community garden where he shared his plans for our own miniature plot.

      I shuffle past the bench where we used to sit watching the birds fight over scraps of bread tossed at them by well-meaning visitors. I barely glance at the couple snuggled side-by-side, their whole life together ahead of them.

      My phone buzzes and “Monster-in-Law” flashes up on the screen with the gooey green blob creature I selected to represent my mother-in-law. I sigh knowing if I don’t answer, she’ll just show up at my door. Better to take my punishment now.

      “Hi, Virginia.”

      “Please, call me Mum. You know I still consider you my daughter.”

      I don’t say anything because there’s no point. She’s been on this “call me Mum” campaign ever since Joseph died as if glomming onto me would bring him back. Not that I was given the privilege before.

      Quite the opposite. When Joseph and I were first married, the m-word accidentally slipped out one day. She puckered her lips as if someone had just fed her a sour lemon. She’s been Virginia ever since.

      I suspect “call me Mum” is her justification for meddling in my life. The less kind part of me thinks maybe it’s her way of convincing herself she’s still a mother after her one and only perfect son died.

      “I won’t keep you. I just wanted to check how the session went today.” Her voice is cheerful, but the underlying message is clear. “Better than the first ones, I hope?”

      “It was fine.”

      “Oh good! I knew you’d like Dr. Joyce,” she gushes. I don’t, but arguing with her about it is pointless. “Anyhow, I just got off the phone with the lawyer, and he said as soon as you are mentally fit, we can transfer the cottage to your name.”

      “I am mentally fit.”

      She tuts, “Of course, you are, but everyone wants to be sure. You know how people can be about these things. Plus, it will be good for you to talk to someone.”

      I bite my tongue.

      “Everyone” in this case is Virginia. She’s the one who brought up the idea of a wellness check. She’s the one who insisted I see Dr. Joyce. She’s the one holding up the transfer of the home Joseph and I shared until I am deemed mentally fit. There isn’t anyone else.

      Only Virginia.

      How I wish my father-in-law was still around. Henry was always the perfect buffer, stepping in to smooth things over when she overstepped or Joseph had had enough of her prodding and lashed out in anger, but he died two years after we were married.

      Oblivious to my lack of response, she carries on, “How’s the garden? You know the committee will be coming by soon.”

      “Oh…um…it’s not…I haven’t.” I stumble over my words trying to explain to her I have not done a single thing in the garden since Joseph died. Last summer after everything that had happened, a group of neighbours had volunteered to care for it.

      “Don’t you fret, dearie. I have it handled.”

      I open my mouth to ask what she means, but she’s already moved on.

      “Well, I’ve got to run. We’ll talk later. Okayee, byee!”

      Bombs successfully dropped, she’s gone.

      I unclench my arms hoping to avoid the giant sweat stains that will result from a confrontation with my mother-in-law, but it’s too late. I instantly feel the chill of the damp circles in the breeze. So much for stopping in at the shop.

      Thanks, Virginia.

      I trudge home wondering how my day could get worse. I pause in front of the gated arbour that leads to our tiny cottage. Staring at the wild tangle of roses, his roses, I feel bereft. Dr. Joyce had assured me it would get better, but I’d have to do the work.

      Like I needed another chore added to the hassle of managing death.

      I look at the roses, hacked back in a random fashion last fall, not tenderly clipped the way he would have done it. Beggars couldn’t be choosers when it came to thoughtful neighbours stepping in to help. As much as I wanted to do it the way he would, I just couldn’t bring myself to pick up his gardening tools.

      I sigh and open the gate. Running the gauntlet of the rose garden filled with memories of him has become my daily penance. I close my eyes to the thorny vines he would have lovingly coaxed back to life from their long winter slumber.

      The Casserole Brigade is stationed outside my door again, overly cheerful smiles pasted on their faces and food offerings gift-wrapped in bird-themed tea towels. They hold out their contributions with sympathetic tuts and file out in unison.

      I am left with more fucking casseroles.
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        Ten months earlier

      

      

      I blink awake on the day that should be the happiest of my life, dread spooling in my stomach. I close my eyes willing myself back to sleep, but my pounding heart won’t let me slip back into the dream where he’s still alive and reaching his hand out for me no matter how hard I grasp at the threads.

      I force myself out of bed to potter around the house like I have done for the past twelve months, going from room to room with no real purpose. I find myself standing in the living room, our living room, the one we created together.

      Him plus me.

      It was the room we spent the most time in, our comfortable place. Somehow we went from newlyweds to old married couple the instant we both said I do, content to sit together and read.

      I miss the quiet comfort of him. How he always made everything better, never judged me even when I said something ridiculous, and how just sitting next to him was the most wonderful place to be in the world.

      I look at the room as if for the first time. As if I hadn’t been locked in here, staring at these same walls, these same books, this well-worn furniture for months. This room—this place where we lived together—locked in a frozen memory of him.

      Everything just as it was.

      Two wingback chairs sitting next to each other, a fireplace flanked by bookcases, a woven rug covering the time-weathered floorboards, a small sofa tucked under the picture window. The book he was reading splayed open on the arm of his chair. His slippers tucked neatly underneath, his favourite cardigan draped over the back.

      Something has changed though.

      His smell has gone from the room, replaced by months of dust and decay. I pick up his cardigan and inhale deeply to try to find the last little bit of him there, but there’s nothing. I close my eyes and try to imagine what he smelled like, but my confused senses can no longer recall.

      Apparently, I am even to be denied the small mercy of memory.

      I straighten our wedding photo on the shelf. A lump forms in my throat as my eyes lock on the image of him staring at me like there was no one else on the planet. He was good like that, making me feel like I was the only one for him.

      My arm slumps to my side, the cardigan dangling limply like a neglected prisoner strung up and forgotten. I wander to the bedroom in a stupor. Maybe it would just be better to go back to bed for the day. Sleep has been my answer to everything since the funeral.

      That and crying.

      I don’t know when exactly I decided to carry on our annual tradition until I was standing in front of the mirror looking at myself in the fluffy white dress that used to make me so giddy. Only this year, it was marred with evidence of that night.

      It was a bad idea. I knew it the second I looked at myself in the mirror. Instead of seeing my happy, glowing self just as I was on our wedding day, I see the ripples of fat bulging at my waistline, puckering the fabric in wavy lumps.

      My gaze flicks up to my face where I see the deep tiredness in my eyes. I finger the limp hair desperately in need of a wash. It’s a far cry from the complicated up-do that made me look and feel like a real-life princess.

      Out of habit, I look around for his clothes, fixating on the spot where they should be laid out waiting for him to come home. They weren’t there, of course. His wedding suit no longer hangs in our closet. Virginia had chosen it for the funeral, like she had chosen everything.

      No one asked me what I would have chosen for him. It definitely wouldn’t have been the scratchy suit he complained about wearing. He only wore it on our anniversary to humour me, complaining loudly of the rash beginning to blister his skin.

      I look at the cardigan, now slung on the bed. That’s what I would have chosen for him. The cozy sweater he put on every evening before settling in to read. The cuffs had to be repaired multiple times to keep the frayed edges from unraveling the whole thing.

      I could unravel.

      It would be as easy as just letting go. Even completely losing my mind feels like too much of an effort, though. I sigh and shrug out of the dress before I sweat new stains into the delicate fabric. The patented leather shoes were beginning to pinch my feet anyway.

      That’s what I tell myself. It’s the ache in my toes that has prompted me to rethink this idea. Not that it was stupid. Not that it was sad and pathetic to put on your wedding dress on the anniversary of your husband’s death.

      Shivering in my underthings, I lean down to loosen the iron-grip on my toes and feel a sharp spasm shoot up my back. I cry out in pain even though there’s no one to rush to my aid, no one to bring me a first aid kit or ask if I’m okay.

      I stagger to the bed and hurl myself on top as another wave of pain seizes me, my muscles tightening into an angry fist. I breathe through it trying to think of how I can get to the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. Oh how I wish someone were here to help me.

      No one ever talks about this part of aloneness.
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        Dear Joseph,

        My therapist says I didn’t take the assignment seriously enough and that I’m supposed to tell you what’s going on with me, which well, to be honest, isn’t much.

        Anyway, here goes…

        Today, I walked to the store to buy groceries. I bought one carton of eggs, frozen garden peas, toilet paper (on sale) and two pints of milk (ever the optimist). Then I walked back to the cottage and ate dinner alone.

        Yours always,

        Eliza
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        * * *

      

      “There’s nothing wrong with me,” I tell Hilda who is back in her usual spot on the ceiling, looking down on my bedroom in all its messy glory. Hilda doesn’t judge me. She doesn’t ask me how I’m doing with eyes full of pity. She doesn’t hint at me starting dating again. She certainly doesn’t coerce me into therapy.

      I smell the armpit of a wrinkly blouse. Blech, onions. I toss it in the heap with the other rejects and survey the dwindling options laid out on the bed. I am running out of suitable I-don’t-need-therapy-thank-you-very-much outfits to wear to my session with Dr. Joyce today.

      It occurred to me last night while I was writing the letter to Joseph that all I had to do was play along and Dr. Joyce would sign off on my mental stability. With Dr. Joyce’s stamp of approval, Virginia would transfer the cottage to me, and I could be done with all this nonsense.

      I mean, Virginia never said how long I had to go to therapy, just that she wanted me to get better. How hard is it to sound upbeat on paper? I mean, as long as we’re not talking about Joseph dying, I won’t turn into a snivelling mess, and the less of a mess I am, the sooner I can be done with it.

      It’s a bit of a nasty trick if you ask me. Virginia knows the cottage is rightfully mine. She’s only on title as a formality to satisfy the bank. She never made any of the payments. That was all Joseph and then both of us after we married.

      It was our home together, the first place I was able to call home since my mother died. I don’t want to go back to living in rented-out rooms or couch surfing with friends (or worse, their parents). Thanks to the life insurance policy I shouldn’t have to.

      I was able to pay off the cottage with a little extra left over for living expenses. I never even thought that the cottage wouldn’t be mine. I just assumed it would be. Yes, I didn’t contribute as much as Joseph, but I helped with the upkeep and that should count for something.

      Even if I hadn’t spent the insurance money paying off the cottage, it wouldn’t be enough for me to buy a different place. Since Joseph bought it, the market has skyrocketed, and everything within the village is beyond my reach, even for rent.

      It shouldn’t matter. Joseph wanted me to have it.

      He told me he was going to insist his mother transfer the title to him so it could officially be ours. But of course, he never got around to it. Even if he did, I have no doubt she would have talked him out of it. I wish he had because it’s what gives her this hold over me now.

      I wonder if she even cares that I would be homeless if she sold the cottage out from under me. Well, one nasty trick deserves another. I will play your game and follow the rules, Virginia, but it doesn’t mean I will actually do anything.

      Joseph would approve of my plan. I can almost hear his voice saying it. He was always saying things like that. “You've got this, luv.” Then he'd wink and smile his big goofy grin and all would be well. He had that effect on me.

      “What do you think of this one?” I hold up a silk knit sweater that has the faint smell of dust. It was a gift from my mother-in-law purchased at one of her posh stores. It doesn’t suit me at all and I always found it too tight, but today isn’t about me. Today is about showing Dr. Joyce that I’m fine.

      Hilda twitches a leg and I take it as her approval and pull the sweater on, releasing a cloud of dust to dance and spin in the sunbeam shining through the window. It feels tighter than I remember. I examine my reflection in the mirror. The delicate knit is stretched taut over my chest, the sleeves riding up into my underarms.

      I tug the sweater down and turn to look at it sideways in the mirror. The squishy bits—a new addition to my self-loathing after weeks of eating nothing but calorie-laden casseroles—bulge out from my waistband. I pull at the armpits already feeling the dampness there.

      Ugh, this is going to be a sweaty mess in no time.

      I wriggle out of it and toss it on the growing pile of rejects, throwing a little shade at Hilda for giving me bad advice. I tear through another half dozen options. This one too small, that one too itchy, and so on until the bed is empty.

      I finally settle on an oversized sweatshirt with the tiniest splattering of paint on the sleeve that won’t show the squishy bits or the sweat stains. Is it professional? Not in the least. But it won’t leave me feeling like a disgusting blob, which is the new low bar I have set for myself.
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        * * *

      

      “Your shopping list wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,” Dr. Joyce says with a sigh.

      She puts down the journal, takes off her glasses, and looks at me. I squirm in my seat. Why do therapists need to look at their patients? I know that look. I have seen that look a thousand times before. It’s the look everyone who knows about Joseph gives me.

      Someone should really look into a confession format where you mumble your sins—or in my case, your sadness—in the privacy of a wooden box. Talking about your problems out in the open, where there’s nowhere to hide and everyone can see the snot running down your face, makes it so much worse.

      “You said to talk about my day.” I shrug, suddenly feeling self-conscious about my hum-drum routine. This was not how it was supposed to go. She was supposed to read my boring letter and agree that I sounded mentally fit.

      I did exactly what she asked for. She said to tell him about my day and that’s what I did. I wrote about my day. What she doesn’t understand is how going to the shops is a big deal for me. For months after Joseph died, I couldn’t bring myself to go. Not when everyone knew what had happened even if they didn’t know me all that well.

      People who I barely knew were coming up to me and saying how sorry they were and how was I doing and it was such a shame because he was so young. I get they were just trying to be nice, but I hated it. It made me feel exposed and weak every time I broke down in public so I stopped going.

      Even now, I had to stand outside the shop and psyche myself up. I dashed in, head down and quickly grabbed the handful of items on my list. When the clerk at the register recognized me, I held my breath, hoping she wouldn’t say anything. I don’t want to explain any of that to Dr. Joyce.

      “Yes, well, I was hoping you would also talk about what you were feeling.”

      “I said how I was feeling.”

      “Optimistic?”

      “Yes.”

      Not go out and buy a lotto ticket optimistic, but maybe buy a carton of eggs and some fresh veg optimistic. Make myself a dinner omelet optimistic. I make a plan to stop by the grocer on the way home (the second time this week…hurrah me!).

      “Talking about milk is not the same as talking about how you feel about what happened.”

      “Oh.”

      “Are you?” she asks.

      “Am I what?”

      “Feeling optimistic?”

      “I was…”

      I can’t tell her I was feeling optimistic when I wrote it because I thought playing along would get me out of future sessions and that every second she is looking at me, I feel less so. I definitely can’t tell her I am feeling worse because that would just get me more sessions, not less.

      Suddenly, my vision of my therapeutic emancipation is fading. I can see Dr. Joyce isn’t going to be placated with a cheerful letter and a grocery list. She means business, digging into my shattered psyche business. I don’t want someone poking and prodding around in my personal thoughts.

      I am fine with them just as they are. I silently curse Virginia and her manipulation for forcing me into this situation. All I want is to go back to sitting in my chair and reading my books. Technically, it was rereading the same books I had read dozens of times before, but there’s nothing wrong with that.

      Lots of people reread books.

      Okay, so most of them don’t reread books to avoid leaving the house, but that seems a little picky because I do leave the house, just not often. Now thanks to Virginia, I am forced to leave the house twice a week, every week.

      What the letter doesn’t say is the trip to the shops was the day after our last session. After that, I hid out in the cottage for the remainder of the week, eating my way through a bizarre assortment of casseroles.

      “What changed?” Dr. Joyce asks, tilting her head to the side.

      “I don’t know.”

      Dr. Joyce folds her hands on her lap and looks at me. The clock ticks down the painful seconds that turn into minutes. I shift my gaze to study the room. I never really noticed it before, probably because I had my head buried in a wad of tissue.

      Everything about it was designed to be comforting. Warm, neutral tones, paintings of sunny landscapes, strategically placed plants. The furniture was more like what you would expect in a formal living room, complete with matching accent pillows.

      It’s the wall of books that catch my attention. I scan the titles looking for something familiar, something to focus on, but it’s all self-help blather with affirming titles that sound more like cheers to be shouted by perky cheerleaders than therapeutic mantras. You Can Do It! Winning at Life!

      Now she’s writing something down in her notebook. I didn't think therapists used notebooks anymore. Did I have my own notebook or were her musings about my miserable life jumbled in with everyone else's problems?

      Imagining my sad story touching other peoples' stories feels like an invasion of my privacy. Like when peas had the gall to invade the personal space of the potatoes. I don’t like it when my food accidentally touches.

      This feels even worse.

      Dr. Joyce clicks her tongue, “Do you want to talk about…”

      I shake my head, feeling the sting of tears behind my eyes. I study the twisted tissue in my lap. I hate crying in front of people.

      “We don’t have to,” she says gently. “Why don’t we try the letter again?”

      I nod and she holds out the journal for me like a treat for an obedient puppy. I force myself to look at Dr. Joyce. I instantly regret it as she gives me that look of concern that says she can see through my strategic lie and to the heart of my problem.

      I am a mess.
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        * * *

      

      Sprung early from another disastrous therapy session, I walk home, this time taking a shortcut through the narrow streets and back alleyways. I am too wrung out to handle running into anyone I know to chance my usual walk home through the park.

      I drop my gaze to the cobbled street as I relive the mortifying embarrassment of sitting there twisting the tissue in my hands like a child unable to answer the most basic math question. Dr. Joyce eventually sighed and suggested we end the session early.

      What is wrong with me?

      I am jolted from my thoughts by a shrill voice from across the street. “Lizzy, is that you?” Before I know what is going on my friend from grade school Caroline Bailey is bounding across the street, shopping bags bouncing at her side. She folds me into an awkward hug. “Ermmygod, I haven’t seen you in ages!”

      By ages, she means well before Joseph died since none of my friends who left for London came back for the funeral. It was fine. I didn’t really want them there anyway. Just more people to take in the spectacle of poor, sad Eliza having an emotional breakdown.

      No, thank you.

      They all sent lovely bouquets. Carnations mostly. Not exactly what you’d send to a rose gardener, but still, a nice thought. Some even signed the cards themselves. I get why most didn’t. It’s hard to send flowers across the country and personally sign the card. That’s not how it works.

      “Hey, Caz.” I try to echo her enthusiasm.

      “I heard what happened,” she says as she mimes a sad face. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thanks,” I say, fighting against tears.

      “Why didn’t you call me? I would have come.” Judging by the look of concern on her face, she’s not talking about the funeral.

      “It’s fine,” I say, glancing down at her shopping bags in search of a change of subject before she could ask what happened. “That’s quite a lot”—I nod at the bulging Tesco bags—“How long are you home for?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. As long as my mother needs me.” She lowers her voice. “She’s not doing so well.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “She’ll be fine.” She waves her hand. “Tough old bat, she is.”

      I smile at this.

      Her mum was indeed a tough old bat. Scary as hell too. When we raided the liquor cabinet and drank half a bottle of her father’s prized cognac, she chased Caz around the house with a rolling pin screaming bloody murder.

      “I’m sure she will be,” I say, trying to sound confident about something I know nothing about. We fall into an uncomfortable silence, the unspoken question still hanging in the air. I glance around, searching for an excuse to exit this conversation.

      “Oh hey…we should get together, go for a drink…like old times!”

      “Sounds great.” My voice squeaks.

      Her memory of old times isn’t the same as my memory of old times. For her, school was dances and parties and an endless string of dates willing to endure her mother’s interrogation for the chance to go out with her. She had the type of beauty people described as “effortless” (although anyone who got ready with her before a school social knew that wasn’t true).

      My school experience was quite the opposite. For me, it was sitting in the corner feeling awkward and embarrassed only to have to hear about her exploits in full technicolour detail later. People described my beauty as “smart”, “funny”, or my favourite “a nice person”. In other words, requiring a lot of effort. None of which I ever mastered.

      It wasn’t until I met Joseph that everyone stopped giving me pitying looks and useless dating advice. Suddenly, I was the lucky one who found a man willing to settle down and get married while they were still chasing careers and men who may or may not already be married in the big city.

      “Ring me.”

      “Sure,” I say, trying to maintain my cheerful smile, knowing I would not ring her and in fact, I would go out of my way to avoid bumping into her. I don’t want to talk about it, not even with her. Not with anyone. They wouldn’t believe me anyway.

      Caz waves goodbye and bounces back across the street. I am the wallflower again, watching her from the sidelines. I shake my head, reminding myself I am a fully grown adult who has left teenaged bullshit behind.

      How long could she possibly be home for?

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/imprint-tree-original.jpg





OEBPS/images/young_deardeadhusband_ebook.jpg
Carla Young





