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Part I Water

Chapter I
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‘I am so proud of you! You did it!’  Luka embraced his girl and kissed her passionately. 

Emily smiled, stars twinkling in her eyes. She had just finished her studies at the University of Oxford and was proud to obtain a master's in History of Art and Visual Culture. She was so happy she couldn’t stop smiling. During her studies, her grandmother passed away unexpectedly. Emily had always been close to her, so the loss hit her hard. She was so upset that she fell behind in her studies. Thanks to Luka's support, she gathered the courage to finish her studies.

‘I am taking you out to dinner and dancing,’ Luka said. ‘You need to relax and celebrate this! Dance throughout the entire night!’

‘I’m not sure, sweetie,’ Emily replied. ‘I’d rather stay at home and have some takeaway. And I can dance at home. It’s more fun just the two of us, dancing together, holding each other.’ 

‘But I already made reservations at your favourite restaurant,’ Luka sighed.

Emily looked into his downcast eyes. ‘Ok. How about a compromise? We’ll have dinner and then go home to dance.’

Luka smiled in agreement and kissed her gently on her lips. He truly appreciated Emily’s way of finding a solution before getting into a quarrel. She understood his financial situation and knew he had saved up for this dinner. 

Emily enjoyed the menu Luka had chosen. They started with wild mushroom and spinach tortellini, followed by pan-fried sea bass. While waiting for dessert, Emily looked out the window onto the pond. A thought crossed her mind, but she let it go.

‘Luka, this is heaven,’ while scraping off the rest of her sorbet. ‘I have such a good time. You always know how to make me feel like a princess.’

‘I’m glad you liked it. And you know I would do anything for you. I love seeing you smile and can’t stand to see you unhappy.’ Luka took Emily’s hand and squeezed it gently. 

‘I want to ask you something and I can understand if you say no, and if you need time to think, I’ll wait for your answer, but I ...’

Luka chuckled. He loved how Emily would weave long sentences before she got to the heart of the conversation. ‘What is it you want to ask, my love?’ he said softly, his grey eyes gazing into hers.

‘Do you want to move in with me?’

‘Yes,’ Luka replied immediately. 

And Emily was over the moon. On their way back home, she sang along with the tunes on the radio. Luka, as always driving very carefully, laughed. He told Emily how much he loved her and the way she made him laugh. Emily took out her smartphone and filmed her own silliness. 

One careless moment changed her future forever. Emily turned to Luka and asked if he wanted to say something. He glanced in her direction for one little second. Somehow, he lost control of the wheel and the vehicle got off track. They crashed into a tree. 

Emily woke up. Screaming. For one second she had the feeling that everything was all right. For one second she was happy. And then the truth hit her. She was in hospital and Luka was dead.

Luka suffered from severe head trauma after the accident. He had slipped into a coma after emergency surgery, but he never regained consciousness. He died the day after the accident. 

Emily, though slightly injured, had to stay in hospital for several days, as there was no one to care for her at home. Her parents, who had immigrated to the USA, were on their way back to the UK. Several friends visited Emily. But the only thing she did, was ignoring them and staring at the wall. Refusing to talk about what happened to her was her way of coping with the grief. Unfortunately, many of her friends didn’t understand this. 

After the funeral, Emily went home with her mother. Two weeks passed. Emily spent the days in solitude, feeling nothing but pain and heartache. Self-blame was her companion during the day. Nightmares haunted her sleep. If it wasn’t for her cat and her mother, she would have been completely alone.

‘Maybe you should talk to someone,’ her mother suggested, seeing her suffer yet another day.

‘I don’t want to! I am not a freak or crazy.’

‘No, you are not. But there are people who can help you come to terms with what happened.’

‘I can do that with my friends.’

‘When? When you are finished ignoring them? They haven’t contacted you or visited you since the funeral.

Tears rolled down Emily’s cheeks.

‘I don’t like seeing you like this.’ Emily’s mother tried to put her arms around her daughter, but the latter pushed her away.

The following day Emily’s mother had to return to the USA. 

‘Please, promise me you talk to a grief counsellor.’

‘Fine,’ Emily sighed after hugging her mother goodbye. The next day Emily found herself sitting in the office of a therapist, talking about nothing and relieved to leave.

‘Tell me, Emily, how are you really feeling today? How did you feel when you left the previous session?’ The therapist looked at her with a warm smile.

Emily raised her head and looked angrily at the person opposite her.

‘I don’t want to talk about my feelings,’ she replied bluntly. ‘I’ve decided to stop coming to these sessions. They don’t really help.’

‘No problem,’ the therapist answered. ‘If you want, you can leave now or finish the entire hour. I don’t want to keep you here against your will.’

‘Good. I’ll pay you for the entire session but will leave immediately.’ And Emily quit therapy after attending only two sessions.

The oppressive July heath turned ice cold as she entered her home. Emily looked around her living room. The area was filled with her paintings. One stood unfinished on an easel. A nearby table was covered with pencils, paper, acrylic paint in various colours and used brushes.

‘These have to go,’ she spoke out loud. ‘They only remind me of the fun I had. And fun is something that is no longer welcome in my life.’ She took the paintings and easel upstairs and hid them in the attic. The other tools ended up in the bin. 

Two weeks passed with Emily spending her days in solitude, crying and ignoring everyone who reached out to her. From time to time, she mindlessly strolled in the garden that surrounded her house. However, by the end of the week, she finally realised she had to start living her life again. Miraculously, at that same moment, her phone rang. 

‘You need to leave your house,’ her friend Sarah said. ‘Let’s go shopping today. And afterwards, we’ll have tea and cake at Portia’s. I’ll pick you up in half an hour.’

Emily sighed. Weeks had passed since Luka’s death and she had barely stepped outside. 

‘All right,’ she replied. ‘But I want to be home by five!’

Emily stared at herself in the mirror. Her red curly hair hung loose over the back of her black dress. ‘Why did I ever agree to this?’ she yelled. Her eyes filled with tears. She told herself that everything would be all right and kept staring into the mirror.

The honk of a horn brought her attention back to her promise. 

Outside was Sarah standing next to her little car. The sun, playing hide and seek with the clouds, turned the car from bright blue to dark grey. Sarah, dressed to cope with the heat, had her long, black hair in a classic ponytail hanging down her purple t-shirt. Black sandals stuck out from under her jeans. She gave Emily a little hug before they got in the car.

‘How is the job hunting going,’ Emily asked after an awkward silence.

‘Not very good. I think I just have to go for that job my neighbour offered me. It’s a job in a fast-food restaurant. Not what I was hoping for, but at least it will pay the bills.’ Sarah had left school at the age of sixteen without finishing it. At twenty-seven, she was still moving from one low-paying job to another. 

Silence returned. Sarah put on the radio, hoping to chase away the quiet. Emily turned her face to the window and stared outside. Twenty minutes later Sarah parked her car. They spent most of the afternoon window-shopping before Sarah stopped at a little store. As the door opened, they were welcomed by the sweet scent of incense. A middle-aged woman, wearing a plain dress and her grey hair pulled back into a bun, walked towards them.

‘My dear ladies, welcome!’ she said in a deep voice. 

‘Hello, Portia,’ replied Sarah smiling.

Emily only nodded her head. 

The two women sat down at a round table and quickly placed an order.

‘Tea and a slice of your delicious apple cake, please.’

‘I’ll have the same,’ mumbled Emily.

‘Oh, you’re in a hurry? I’ll bring it as soon as possible.’ 

‘Yes, my friend has to be home by five,’ Sarah snarled, ‘although I have no idea why,’ she whispered to herself. 

Emily looked around. The place looked deserted. The walls on one side were filled with books. Behind their table, shelves carried incense sticks and holders. Emily vaguely smelt the scents. In the middle of the room sat a round table full of crystals. One big rose quartz as a centrepiece was surrounded by several small pieces of black tourmaline quartz. At the edge, a circle of white moonstones. She gazed at it until Portia put down the teas and cakes. Next to Emily’s cup, she lay a book.

‘Don’t be afraid. You may use this. And then let your inner self guide you,’ Portia said softly.

Emily was astonished. A pentagram adorned the cover of the book She knew her friend was into witchcraft, but she ... She uttered a protest, but Sarah interrupted.

‘Don’t. Portia always knows what is best for people. Just read it!’

Emily tossed it in her bag and sipped her tea. Looking at her watch she indicated it was time to leave.

Not waiting for Sarah, Emily stood up, faked a smile and left the shop. She hurried to the bus stop. She didn’t bother about Sarah. She ignored her calling out to her. On her way home, she texted: ’Sorry, couldn’t stay any longer. It felt like torture.’

Sarah replied with an unhappy emoticon. 

Twenty minutes later Emily entered her house. ‘Almost five,’ she sobbed. A tear dangled down her cheek. She shook her head hoping to lose the memory of the car accident. She gazed outside the window to her garden that surrounded her cottage, wiping away the tear that ran down her cheek. Emily willed herself into a state of emotional numbness, refusing to feel. ‘Emotions are like thoughts; they live rent-free in my head.’ Emily’s words pondered through her mind. She continued to stare outside until the trees and the grass blurred together. She had no idea how long she had been standing there when the sudden barking of a dog startled her. Emily pulled out her phone to call Sarah. To her relief, it went to voicemail. She left a brief message. ‘I’ll explain as soon as I’m ready for it.’ She switched off her mobile after checking the time. It was nearly half past seven. Time to eat, she thought. But she wasn’t hungry. How would she pass the evening? It was too early to go to bed. Suddenly she remembered the book Portia had given her. Reaching into her bag, she pulled it out and opened it at a random page.

‘The holy waters of healing will wash away the pain of the past.’

‘Weird,’ she said to herself. She turned the pages to the beginning of that chapter. A beautiful drawing of a blue creature mentioning the word ‘Undine’ at the bottom. Above, the word water was put in capitals. 

She flipped a page.

‘The element of water is connected to the West. It is often linked to feelings and emotions.’

She closed the book. Witchcraft was not her thing. She didn’t think it was evil or bad. It just sounded too strange with all that hocus pocus.  She turned on the television hoping to pass the time. An hour later, she went to bed. 
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