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    I’m overwhelmed.




    Truth be told, I’ve been overwhelmed for years. Adrift in a sea of stress and grief and clinging to the life raft of responsibility.




    It’s time I start swimming again.




    And someday? Maybe surf the waves instead of being pulled under and dragged out to sea.




    ---




    “Hey Erin, you got any mayfly nymphs?”




    “Hiya, Joe. Yeah, let me grab a pack for you.”




    I leave him to shoot the breeze with Gordon and Fred while I head to the back and search through the latest order from my supplier. There are three boxes; it could take a while doing this on my own.




    I rub the aching spot in the center of my chest out of habit as I scan the tiny stockroom for my utility knife. I know I left it somewhere nearby.




    The three old men are telling their fishing stories in my shop the way their wives probably share gossip at the hair salon. I smile at the way their wobbly voices carry back here. Fred’s telling that same old Whopper of 1984 tale again. I’m fairly certain several inches and a good three pounds have been added over the last few years, but Gordon and Joe would never call him on it. If ever they did, their own tales would be up for scrutiny.




    A smile fills my face as I paw through dozens of air-filled bags taking up all of the free space in the box. I love those old goats. They can stop in and wag their chins as often as they like. Our shop isn’t all that big, but it’s regulars like them who keep us afloat. Mostly.




    Jonah probably would’ve made this place a smashing success. Heck, he probably would have moved it to a bigger, more central location by now or expanded to a second store. Or, maybe he’d have sold it off and moved us to Colorado near one river or another.




    Me? I’m just trying to muddle through enough to feed the kids and keep their ever-growing feet in shoes. Honestly. How do two kids go through shoes so fast?




    Way down in the bottom of the box, I finally unearth the tiny, feathery lures Joe wants. It’s taken me the better part of the last twenty years to learn the differences between all these little flies, and I still don’t quite get it right most of the time.




    Jonah could’ve identified them at a glance—right down to its stage in the lifecycle and when and where to use it for which fish. Not me. I preferred to sit on the shore with a good book, looking up only occasionally to watch Jonah’s graceful cast.




    That man could cast a line like a conductor whipping his baton before the philharmonic. The long, heavy line would slice through the air in a wide, looping arc to skim the surface and land a fly with a soft kiss.




    My hand absently massages that spot in the middle of my chest again, like that will somehow ease the pain in continual residence there.




    I ring Joe up for his fly and dump the rest of the baggie into the tiny labeled bin inside the display case. While the old-timers prattle on, I scan the other bins for what needs replenishing. It’s still too early in the year for most fishermen, but these guys like to meet up at my store year-round just to have something to eat up those long hours of retirement.




    I’ll never complain. Their presence fills the store with life and purpose. I look forward to their regular visits. Like the ebb and flow of the tide, ever changing but predictable.




    As much as I feel out of my depth some days, one of my favorite parts of running a small business is having a relationship with my regular customers. I like the stability of knowing which equipment they prefer, what new toys they might be tempted by. I love listening to them yammer on about their latest fishing exploits and hollering at me to solve a dispute over something trivial.




    Their stories of legendary monsters and how they were reeled in brings me comfort. Some days they’re about the only thing that distracts me from the constant ache that just won’t go away. Then again, some days they just make it worse.




    I miss Jonah.




    Later, after my Old Faithfuls leave, I putter around, scrubbing the metal shelving and other places I’d never remember to dust at home. I make mental note of things I’ll need to clearance if the layer of dust on the packages indicates their likelihood of selling at this point.




    A glance at my wrist shows I still have two hours before my twelve- and fifteen-year-old come crashing through the door, desperate for snacks, to help me close up and get to the bank. After that, we’ll start the next half of our days where basketball and gymnastics and dinner and homework keep us busy until we fall into bed out of sheer exhaustion.




    Well, the kids might not, but I will. They’ll head off to bed of their own accord because they’re too big to tuck in anymore. Then I’ll spend another two hours picking up their discarded school things and clothes and straightening up everything with a precision I used to razz my mother for, just so I can put off walking up the stairs and facing our empty king size bed alone.




    I go back to straightening and dusting the shelves and fight the reflexive massaging of my sternum. I guess it’s progress, though. I’m no longer rubbing the phantom wedding ring I finally removed from my hand. No longer wearing the ring on a long, heavy chain under my shirt, which is what started this whole chest-clenching habit in the first place.




    That ring was my anchor for so long. It about killed me to take it off, but I couldn’t stand all the pitying looks people gave me when they noticed I still wore it. Like there’s some timeline engraved on a stone tablet out there for when a person should suck it up and move on after losing the love of their life.




    Who decided a year was long enough, anyway? Like it’s some expiration date that passes and suddenly you’re supposed to be able to live like before?




    It’s been almost four years and I’m still not completely sure what I’m supposed to do here without him.




    It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Jonah and I had known each other since elementary school. Best friends living a few doors down from each other, inseparable until that awkward puberty stage. Rekindling our friendship in high school and then discovering it had become so much more. We got married the month after graduation, crazy in love at eighteen with massive dreams for our future.




    I got my degree in business, while he worked for his dad’s company climbing the corporate ladder and making the big bucks. We welcomed our two kids before we’d been married five years. We spent our free time exploring the mountain regions throughout New Mexico and Colorado—camping, fishing, hiking. Loving, laughing, living. We filled every spare moment of our lives with soaking up each other and loving our growing family.




    By twenty-five, Jonah had grown sick of the corporate chokehold and wanted to get out from under his father’s thumb and the pressure to take over a company he didn’t love. It took the next five years to save enough money to reach for his dreams. I, the ever-supportive wife, told him we would do whatever we needed to in order to make those dreams come true.




    That’s how we ended up with this little sporting goods shop. Jonah could be surrounded by the things that made him happy, full time, while my degree made it a reality. His passion, his drive, his energy, my business acumen.




    How was I to know that less than a year later, he’d be gone and it would all be up to me?




    The practical woman whose only dream was a life and family with the boy she’d loved for as long as she could remember.




    I’ve got to get out of this place. Not the shop, but this stuck place where nothing moves forward, only drifts.




    Don’t get me wrong. It’s gotten better, it really has. I don’t cry into his pillow all the time. I don’t reach for my phone to call him or just to hear his voicemail recording anymore. Haven’t done that in years. I finally bagged up his clothes and updated our family photos. Some of them. He’s still there, just not everywhere. I call that progress. Or at least, a reasonable facsimile of it.




    Maybe if I tread water long enough, the people who keep worrying about me will think I’m swimming. I want to be. Lord knows I want to swim again—out of the sea of grief to anywhere else.




    For so long I felt like part of me died with Jonah, but I know that’s a lie. The twinge in my muscles from fighting the current wouldn’t be so bad if that were true. I’ve kept afloat for my kids, but it’s time I learn to swim for them, too.
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