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        This text is a new reimagining of previously published works: “Stages of Grief: A Short Story,” Without You: A Novelette, and Tales of Grief and Healing: A Complete Duology.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names of characters, places, and incidents included are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to two people.

      

        

      
        First, to my husband, John. You have always supported me in all of my dreams, even if I hardly ever believe in myself. Without you, my imposter syndrome would have won and this book would never have existed. I love you, always.

      

        

      
        Second, to my departed grandmother, Wilma Clark. Life without you has never been the same. I hope you have found comfort and happiness, free from pain. Though you are gone, I will love you always. I miss you every day.
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Without You is a work that depicts realistic grief in fictional settings. At its core, it is a story of profound love, the ache of loss, and what it’s like to live on after someone’s passing.

      This tale was originally published as a compilation called Tales of Grief and Healing which contained two shorter works, “Stages of Grief” and Without You: A Novelette. This edition of this book has undergone reformatting, been given a new cover, and has been renamed Without You in honor of these original publications, as this new edition better reflects the heart of the story contained within.

      This book discusses the consequences of driving under the influence. If this topic is uncomfortable for you, you may not wish to proceed with this text.

      I hope Without You brings you healing in your time of sorrows.
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        Denial. Anger. Bargaining. Depression. Acceptance.

      

      

      They say that these are the stages of grief - that when you lose someone, you'll experience all of this before you somehow make your way out of the fog and find some semblance of "okay," of the new normal. They say this as if some all-knowing, big-brained scientist has cracked the secret to human existence. It's like he's opened up someone's mind, crawled inside, and seen it first-hand, only to move on to the next person, and the next, and the next, and he finds that it's always the same. Cut. Paste.

      I always thought that it was crap. How could every single human being experience all of the same emotions when they lose someone? It's not like every person you lose is as important to you as any other person that you might lose. How could they be? Is your fourth-cousin-twice-removed, married in and divorced out, of the same importance as your own child or your parent? And, it's not like every death is exactly the same. Some are long and drawn out, unfolding in front of your eyes slowly over months or years with ample amounts of time to say goodbye before that person has even really faded away. Some are fast, unexpected, and sever ties like a sharp blade. Supposedly some are beautiful - sacrifices to a noble cause that serves the larger group of humanity - while still others are gruesome and appalling, like lives cut short by a perfectly human monster lost in the bottom of a beer can on a Friday afternoon. Obviously, the experience of death isn't the same, so how can everyone find their solace with the same cookie-cutter textbook psychology nonsense?

      So, when it happened to me, I didn't believe in any of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Denial

          

        

      

    

    
      It was colder in the morgue than I expected it to be. In the tv shows and movies that Owen and I always watched together, the coroners never shivered, even though they wore only a light outfit and a basic lab coat.

      I clutched at my elbows, willing my limbs to stay lifeless at my sides, though my whole body wanted nothing more than to chitter and vibrate. I wasn't dressed for this. I mean, after all, who gets dressed in the morning with the thought, "I know, I'll wear my lined jacket today in case I have to go downtown to identify a body." I might have been told a few times that I had a morbid sense of humor, but even my mind didn't work that way.

      Owen, on the other hand, was dead-silent. His usual aloof expression in the face of chaos was locked in stone. If I hadn't known better, I would have thought he was the one in rigor-mortis, not the corpse neatly covered in the thin white sheet that he couldn't tear his eyes away from. To be fair, it was hard to tear my own eyes away from it, too.

      "I know this is difficult," the man on the other side of the steel table said, "and I wish that we didn't have to ask you to come in here today. We only need a moment of your time. We must confirm that we have the right person to move forward with the case. When you are ready, I will pull back the sheet, and all you need to say is yes or no. Do you understand?"

      I swallowed and nodded. Owen straightened himself up, adjusted his sleeves, and did the same.

      "If we do have the person here that we believe we do, this may be..." the man started and then trailed off. "Well, people react differently. There is a waste bin over there," he pointed, "if you need it."

      "Okay," Owen whispered.

      I said nothing at all. There weren't words to say at this particular moment. Nothing I could say would make the corpse in front of us any less daunting. Nothing I could say would settle anyone's nerves.

      For a brief second, I thought that this was all some kind of elaborate prank. A wildly inappropriate chuckle threatened to break free from my throat as I imagined that this would be exactly the kind of thing that our friends might do to celebrate a 30th birthday. The theme would be the death of youth. Perhaps it was Annalise under the sheet, waiting patiently to jump up and scare us at the last second. Perhaps someone would wheel in a giant Rice Krispie treat, decorated to look like a gravestone, covered with gray frosting and carefully written black letters: "Here she lies, too old to rise." That had to be it. This wasn't real.

      But, it wasn’t her birthday.

      Then, I remembered the mangled remains of the car folded into the guardrail like it was made of paper. It may as well have been a piece of origami, edges tucked into impossible positions until it vaguely resembled a little yellow Volkswagen Beetle. The shattered glass  sparked like flecks of glitter in the afternoon sun. The slowly dripping gasoline seemed almost like spilled glue oozing in excess from this sloppy, childish attempt to assemble the twisted scene before them.

      This was not a prank. This was reality. There was a body underneath that sheet.

      I considered reaching out to lay my hand on Owen's shoulder, but thought better of it. If I had done that, the simple act of kindness in his lowest hour could have destroyed what little composure he had left. No, I decided it was best to leave him be.

      After a moment of silence, the coroner reached out and delicately pinched the top fold of the sheet. He glanced toward us, arranged his features into a practiced expression of sadness, then slowly pulled back the veil.

      Silence. Long moments of silence.

      I stared at the corpse before me in disbelief. There was absolutely no way that this was real. I had been certain a minute ago, but now…

      I recognized the long, dark strands of hair now matted with thick blood. I would know that hair anywhere. I had curled it around my fingers and brushed it countless times. I knew the shape of those eyes, the contour of those cheeks. I could discern with ease the scar underneath the chin and the emerald colored nose ring tucked into the left nostril. How many times had I stared right at these exact same features, once full of life, now the desolate blue of death?

      This couldn't be real. It just couldn't.

      The quiet shuffle of Owen's feet was enough to rip me from my reverie. He had turned his head away from the scene before him and shrouded his eyes with his hands as if he could block out the horror by sheer force of will. It reminded me in a grotesque way of a game of hide-and-seek.

      Count to ten, Owen, I thought to myself. Then, go look again.

      "Do we have the correct identity for the person here before us?" the coroner gently asked.

      Owen aggressively rubbed at his face, swatting away the tears that had formed in his eyes. He sniffed quietly, as if he could clear away his own shock and disbelief with these simple gestures. With visible effort and a strained voice, he drew himself up just enough to say, "Yes, it's her."

      With practiced hands, the coroner quickly pulled the sheet back over her face, erasing her body once more.

      Again, there was silence.

      What more could be said? Could I really argue with what I had seen with my own eyes? With what Owen had seen with his?

      And yet, there could be no truth in this. The body on the table had to have been manipulated somehow. It had to be a sick prop from the theatre we all loved down on 6th street. Or maybe it was someone else, someone who looked remarkably like... it had to be a long lost twin. It had to be...

      "Are we done here?" Owen whispered, his voice suddenly as hard as the steel of the table she laid upon before him.

      "Yes," the coroner replied. "We're done."

      Without another word, Owen turned on his heel and stormed out of the room, leaving me there to gawk at the horrific, crisp white outline.

      Denial. What a funny thing it is.
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      I don’t remember how long I stood there in the morgue staring at that disturbingly white sheet. It felt like both seconds and literal eternities. The only way I could think to describe it was the desperate burning sensation I used to feel right before I broke through the surface of the water after diving down into the deepest part of the pool, like Owen and I used to do when we were both kids.

      Before reality set in, there was a deep, dull quiet. Every sound disappeared, replaced by a numbness that, although I knew it came from my mind, seeped into my muscles and tingled my skin. In the very center of my being, a heat began to bloom. It started slowly, then all at once it felt like my heart and lungs would burst if I didn’t free myself from whatever this new torment was. It wasn’t until the coroner unlocked the wheels of the table, and without even acknowledging my presence, began to roll it away with a deafening squeak, that I slowly backed away through the double doors and rushed to find Owen.

      When I slipped into the passenger seat of Owen’s car, I found him brutally quiet. He stared at the steering wheel gripped tightly between his fingers with a stony expression, almost completely unreadable except for his eyes. Even from my seat, I could see the fire behind them. It was the same heat I felt in my own chest.

      He didn’t even look up. We sat in silence for a long time. What was there to say?

      There’s no way that was really her in there. But it was. We both knew it was.

      There’s no way that she could be dead. But she was. She was dead and nothing I could say would bring her back to life.

      It’s going to be okay. But it never would be again.

      Each and every pointless platitude did nothing more than stoke the fire burning deep down in my own soul, and so I said nothing.

      Without warning, Owen erupted. A roar of pain ripped its way out of him and reverberated through the car. It was deep and guttural. It was fury without censoring, all consuming, a bomb threatening to shatter him into tiny pieces right there in the driver’s seat. He slammed his fist as hard as he could into the center of the steering wheel, not once, but three times. The first time his blow landed, it made a hollow thud, skin against rubberized plastic, followed immediately by the shocking blast of the horn. The second time split open the skin on his knuckles. The third time left bloody streaks behind.

      I quivered in my seat. For the first time in my life, I found myself afraid of him and afraid for him.

      He froze in place like ice. I watched as he stared down at his mangled knuckles. Drops of blood turned into thin rivulets and ran down his arms, glistening in the little bit of light that shined into the car from the yellow fixture on the concrete wall before us. He didn’t attempt to wipe them away. Instead, he leaned forward on his arms, muscles tensed, and clenched the wheel.

      With a conscious effort, I took a deep breath and tried to force myself to still, to calm.

      “Owen,” I whispered.

      He didn’t answer. He just sat there, hands gripping the wheel like it was the only thing that could save him from tipping straight over the edge of a cliff. Maybe it was.

      “Owen?” I tried again.

      Still, there was no response.

      I waited, and I waited, but his cold-shoulder began to slice straight through me like a knife. I knew he was hurting. I knew he needed space to deal with what was happening. Yet, his rejection began to cause my own rage to grow. How could he ignore me like this? Does he really think he is the only one hurting? It was like I didn’t even exist, even though my entire life had just been destroyed, too.
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