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      Tiny tributaries of mud trickled down the shower walls where Hayden Hill’s hands rested on the tile. Hot water sluiced over his bent head.

      Deep in a dank, Madagascar forest, oceans and continents away, a ghost orchid grew dreaming under heaps of decaying leaf litter. It would never see the sun. A tiny, star-shaped bloom would emerge for a single day to tempt ants to play pollinators. A vast community of fungal friends would lend all the nutrients it needed to survive.

      Hayden thought of Shelly, of her ashes mingled with the rich, dark earth in the backyard, where a young oak tree now stood naked and impudent. His own hands had dug the bed for the sapling’s roots, and still, its gawky adolescence felt like an affront to Hayden’s dead wife. Not that she had reached an advanced age herself. Who could have anticipated a thunderclap stroke at barely forty-six?

      He’d thought the oak was a fine choice for a headstone. Oak trees were repositories of abundant life, playing host to dozens of species in their spreading branches. Symbols of wisdom and storied the lore of numerous languages, the acorn-givers were gatekeepers of all planes of existence. This one might stand for hundreds of years. After a few summers, he could build a bench in its shade, a place to sit and talk with Shelly as he hadn’t done enough before she left.

      Once he’d heaped the aerated soil around the root ball and looked up at the thin branches, he’d been suffused with rage. Stupid, irrational fury at the woody creature for standing there without any fear, any sense of the time spilling from the tips of its limbs. For slowly, steadily going about its growing business untroubled by the detritus of a too-short life now churned into the soil to feed its roots. Shelly might as well have been a moth felled by the cold, autumnal night air, or a baby bird who left the nest too early, its feathers unready for the wind.

      No. Shelly was nothing like broken wings. She was the ghost orchid. Out of sight, her new existence unknown by all who walked above, the processes of her new becoming obscured from his understanding, but certain and sure, nonetheless. Hayden thought of forest giants, prostrated a hundred years ago or more, whose ancient bodies continued as homes and sustenance and carbon-sinks, their essence a perpetual and indelible part of their biome. Shelly’s incarnation had shifted form, but she remained, didn’t she?

      He swore under his breath and shut off the water. He’d forgotten to close the bathroom door, and the air was bracingly cold as he stepped out of the shower. He welcomed the discomfort, toweling himself roughly. Why was he trying to spin platitudes for himself? If they weren’t comforting or believable coming from other people, they sure as hell weren’t consoling coming from himself.

      Shelly wasn’t becoming. She wasn’t some ineffable presence surrounding him. She wasn’t anything but dead.

      Hayden didn’t bother with pants. A pair of underwear and a threadbare tee shirt would do. He wasn’t going anywhere. The parade of well-wishers knocking on his door with casserole dishes and bouquets of flowers had mercifully slowed to a trickle. If anyone showed up, he wouldn’t bother answering the door.

      He wondered how many people were conscious of the cruel irony of cut flowers as a sop for the bereaved. Maybe bouquets were remnants of a more practical age, a time when people recognized death for what it was and weren’t so inclined to avoid looking it in the eye. Sure, people of the past were more steeped in superstitions, but they were more familiar with death, too. History had never held a lot of fascination for Hayden, but he had the idea that prior to the 19th century, virtually every family had buried at least one child and sometimes, several. Half a century was a good lifespan for the ungreedy. And when the time for goodbyes came, it wasn’t rushed in a ritual of tinny, piped music and pancake makeup. Families sat with their dead in the house, while friends milled about, sharing bread, drinking beer, and telling stories. There was nothing sanitary about death, and nobody pretended there was.

      Back then, cut flowers were part of the dressing of the day. A thoroughly appropriate nod to both the brevity and the beauty of life, and a grimly pragmatic solution to the unavoidable byproducts of decomposition. By the time the blooms drooped, their heady fragrance was no longer able to counter the corpse’s stench, and it was time for both to be buried.

      But now? The stiff stems and artificially brilliant hues felt like a last revolt against the inevitable, a pointless little rebellion the bereaved were left alone to watch fail. After friends and family, coworkers and acquaintances offered their sympathies and fled as hastily as they could, the house was cluttered with expensive bouquets in various stages of decay. Hayden didn’t bother to add water to the vases, to delay the inescapable. Dried petals and leaves and crumbling stamen littered the carpet. This morning, he filled the garbage can with the macabre displays, vases and all.

      He didn’t need to be reminded that everything sweet and beautiful turned to dust in the end.

      Shelly’s parents loaded their car with several bouquets after the memorial. Roger and Diane had been as stunned as he, still in shock by the time they had to endure the modern pageantry of death. Hayden wondered if Roger and Diane felt differently about the flowers when they started dying, a grim echo of losing Shelly.

      None of them had seen death stalking Shelly’s veins. On her last morning, he’d looked into her eyes and hadn’t seen any hint of darkness. Hadn’t he? Panic swamped him, and he froze, standing at the kitchen counter with a glass in his hand. Frantically, he tried to remember. She’d been making her coffee to take to work as he was on his way out. Maybe their hugs and kisses had become perfunctory, but they never missed a day. She’d been distracted, but then, so had he. He recalled that last kiss, his hands on her shoulders.

      She had brown sugar on her lips from the English muffin. He laughed and said something trite about how sweet she was. And her eyes had met his—hadn’t they? Goddammit. Try as he might, he couldn’t picture them. He could see the curve of her cheekbone, her long fingers on the handle of the spoon as she stirred the sugar and cream into her coffee. The purple V of her blouse over her breasts.

      Had he not looked into her eyes? Why couldn’t he remember?

      With shaking hands, he poured out the water in his glass and replaced it with tequila. His little brother Lorne hadn’t known how to help, but at least he hadn’t pretended otherwise. He simply showed up with copious amounts of alcohol and filled Hayden’s cabinets and refrigerator. Lorne’s wife Jaciee left the brothers alone after a quick, hard hug. That first night, Lorne stayed over and said almost nothing while his brother sobbed and howled.

      Hayden hadn’t known he could make those noises. Hadn’t known grief would come like physical agony that spasmed all his muscles and wrenched his bones.

      Lorne had sat there in the dark, drinking steadily and holding onto his brother when Hayden would let him, retreating to the couch when he wouldn’t. Hayden hadn’t had a drop of alcohol that night or the next. But tonight—tonight he was grateful for every bottle Lorne had supplied. He’d even brought a bag of limes, lemons, and oranges.

      Hayden sliced up a lime, grabbed the saltshaker, and walked into the living room. He realized he should probably eat something, but he wasn’t hungry. He pushed aside the blankets and pillows heaped in the recliner and added his glass to the collection on the end table. He hadn’t slept in their bed. He didn’t know if he ever would again. Maybe he would sleep in the living room from now on.

      The first, long sip of tequila was oddly comforting. He had expected it to taste different, somehow. Everything else in the world was different now. But it tasted exactly like tequila. A weird place to find continuity, he supposed, but nothing and everything was weird these days.

      He wondered if Roger and Diane were finding comfort in one another, or if they were islanded in separate rooms, trying to find their way alone. People said losing a child was the worst type of grief, but Hayden couldn’t imagine anything worse than this. Was it easier if the child was an adult? Or was it worse, the loss heightened by shock? Parents must fear their children dying all the time while they’re young, but at some point, maybe they move beyond those anxieties. Once children are grown and settled, they thought they could relax into their old age—but then a thief stole it all away.

      He takes another burning swallow. Funny, how an event that stripped people of all artifices brought so many lies in its wake. Dignity, grace, even simple cohesion: all these vanished with that last breath. Death was so terribly slack. Empty. The face, the body, he’d loved so well becoming a thing in an instant. Her hand, just a collection of bones. What had happened to her hand that held his? Where had that gone?

      Maybe that was why the lies came tripping in so fast. The truth was too awful and bare. For Shelly’s parents, their Methodist religion had always been the scantest of polite veneers, more of a social exchange than anything else. A convenient conduit for their food pantry offerings, and a place to go on Christmas Eve. Couples to invite for game nights. But on the day of the memorial, Diane kept up a running patter about her angel watching over us from Heaven now, about the mystery of God’s will, and about how her daughter was with Diane’s own mother. Hayden didn’t know if Diane believed all that, or if it was just a desperate act of self-soothing. Roger hadn’t spoken at all, only stared as tears ran down his cheeks.

      Salt, tequila, lime. Hayden pushed himself up and shuffled back into the kitchen. No point in pouring a new glass, was there? He was the only one here. He grabbed the bottle and returned to the chair, pulling the blankets over his bare legs. It was getting cold at night, but he didn’t have the will to turn on the heater.

      He probably wasn’t being any more honest than Diane. What was the difference between claiming your daughter was an angel in heaven and claiming your wife was part of an oak tree that might lend its essence to the cycle of life? Both were attempts to distract from the simple reality: Shelly was gone.

      Shelly was gone. Nothing he could do, nothing he could drink, would lessen the severity of that. Wearily, he set the tequila bottle on the table and pushed back the recliner, flipping up the footstool. He stared at the embossed ceiling tiles. He wished he could keep drinking long enough to pull sleep over his eyelids, but the idea of one more swallow nauseated him.

      Why hadn’t he talked to her more? Even when loneliness tugged at him, even when he’d wonder what was hidden behind her cooling gaze, he’d been secretly relieved at the ease of their familiarity. Their relationship required so little of him these days. They still made love every two or three weeks, and it was good. Every time, he thought they should do it more often. Wrapped in the damp cocoon of her arms, sated with pleasure, he felt closer to her than he felt to himself. But the next day, initiating that closeness would seem like too much effort. There was work to do. The garden to keep up. Their shows to watch. And she was always running errands in the evening, meeting friends here and there.

      Autumn was halfway over, and they’d never made it to the river while it was warm. They used to go all the time. When they first married, they’d go with friends. But somehow, they’d lost almost all their couple friends over the years. It wasn’t a mystery, he supposed. All their friends had children and changed into moms and dads, while Hayden and Shelly had gone on perfectly content with each other.

      At first, they’d been blissfully, deliriously happy. They’d gotten drunk on each other and stayed that way for a long time; Hayden couldn’t be sure when or how their relationship had changed.

      Shelly had always been driven. No doubt, that was part of what drew him to her. Passion and energy beamed from her mobile face, coiled in ropes around the lithe limbs that seemed frustrated in stillness. She’d been a lush, wild English garden unapologetically juxtaposed against the concrete dreariness of the trailer park life he’d clawed his way out of. So deeply alive, there was nothing of a succulent about her; she stored nothing and absorbed everything. Even her thick masses of brown hair had a life of their own, much to her dismay.

      She approached everything in her life with the same verve and focus. The success of her career had less to do with ambition and more to do with how much she absolutely loved her job. Hayden smiled, the curve of his lips prompting an actual ache, remembering how terrifying and heady at once that focus had been when first directed at him.

      Shelly had been a financial advisor—for her, the perfect coalescence of science and chaos. She loved math, loved the surety and predictability of numbers, and she had an innate gift for equations. With sparks in her eyes, she’d tell him how the whole universe was a mathematical proposition of beautiful patterns. An inveterate gambler with what he’d thought an unbreakable lucky streak, she loved winning and had no fear of losing. There was always another day, another line to the problem.

      Only now there wasn’t.

      And they’d never made it to the river this summer. Their last summer. Why hadn’t he insisted they go? Hayden tried and failed to remember any weekend from June, July, or August. They could have found the time. Nothing more important had happened.

      Last year, they’d gone the first weekend after school started so they could have most of the riverbank to themselves. He could see her profile now, her face uplifted to the sun under a ridiculous floppy hat, the reflection of the rushing water spangling over her bare legs. Her blue bikini. Her chipped nail polish. Her upturned nose and the secret smile on her lips.

      Her eyes were closed against the light. Why couldn’t he see her eyes? Hayden gripped the arms of the recliner, making no effort to staunch his tears. Breathing was a hard enough process to maintain.

      Maybe that was the real reason they hadn’t gone back this summer.

      There’d been something, a shadow or distance between them on that last river trip. He could lie to himself. He wanted to. He could pretend it had been as idyllic as all their other trips. Certainly, nothing had gone wrong—no fights, no unpleasantness.

      But there was a stillness. The parts of Shelly that had always flowed into him without boundaries or barriers were now held quiet and motionless behind a wall he couldn’t see through. A wall he might have built himself, stone by stone, without realizing it. Every time he kept reading his book when he felt words straining against her lips, every time he headed out to spend the day in the garden instead of wandering with her. Every time he allowed her to retreat into a place he didn’t want to go, while the television droned between them. And there, at the river, at the place they’d always come to slough off the rest of the world and turn entirely into each other, Hayden couldn’t deny her waters had taken another direction entirely.

      He could have dug out a trench between them. But when they came back home, they fell into their regular habits. He didn’t mind the demanding work of trench-digging. A gardener liked to get his hands dirty. But he’d been afraid of what lay in her waters and what might happen when they crashed back together. Why risk conflict and ugliness and hard truths when they were so peaceful? Hayden couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a fight.

      Any mention of the river this summer had been half-hearted and easily dissuaded. Neither of them had wanted to be alone with the other, with only the river and the wind and the trees for distractions. And now alone was all he would ever be.

      Regret smelled like limes and liquor. At least he wouldn’t be hungover tomorrow; he lacked the energy to get drunk enough for that. Somehow, in the morning he had to drag himself into a full set of clothes and get to the lawyer’s office to discuss Shelly’s will. She’d been adamant about that sort of thing, all the details he’d never bothered to learn.

      Hayden started counting the curlicues in the embossed tiles overhead. Maybe if he counted them all, he’d fall asleep eventually. Maybe not.
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      Hayden stared uncomprehendingly across the gleaming walnut desk at Jane McGavin. The lawyer looked back at him, patience and compassion writ large on her face. Hayden realized his mouth was agape and snapped his jaw shut.

      Jane smiled, rose to her feet, and crossed the room to pour a glass of lemon water from a pitcher that stood on a small table beside a platter of muffins and fresh fruit. “Here. Details like these are a lot to absorb on top of everything else.”

      Everything else. The euphemisms for death were endless. Hayden clutched the glass of water like a lifeline. The liquid was cool and tart as it slid down his throat. He rallied.

      Most of the details weren’t much to absorb at all. He and Shelly either co-owned or had one another listed as beneficiaries on all their accounts and property. There was some work to be done, of course: filing with life insurance and getting the death certificate to banks and investment accounts. Jane would handle that. Shelly wanted her jewelry sold and the proceeds donated to a handful of charities she’d listed. Hayden would do that. Somehow. Eventually.

      No, none of that came as a surprise. But⁠—

      “Rachel’s Blooming Bouquets?” he repeated.

      “It’s a florist shop,” Jane said. “Shelly has been a co-owner for about two years. What you do now is entirely up to you, of course, but her wish was that you continue to hold part-ownership rather than selling your share. Even so, I reviewed their contract, and if you should decide to sell, there’s a standard clause allowing the partner, Rachel Lundgren, the opportunity to buy you out at a fair market value.” Jane spoke briskly, her features carefully smoothed except for a single furrow niggling between her brows.

      Hayden felt a matching furrow form on his own forehead.

      “Shelly owned a flower shop?”

      “Yes.”

      “But I’ve never even heard of it.”

      “Shelly was a prolific and practiced investor. You probably haven’t heard of most of the mutual funds you’re invested in or stocks you hold, either.”

      Hayden raised his eyebrows.

      Jane flushed. “I admit, one local boutique investment does stand out among the rest of her portfolio, but I’m sure there’s a simple explanation. Could Rachel be an acquaintance from school or some other social circle? I’m afraid I was only involved to the extent of completing paperwork.”

      Hayden downed the rest of the water. “Not any acquaintance I know of. It’s strange she never mentioned it. She managed our financial affairs, sure, but we always discussed things—what percentage to invest long-term or short-term, or other assets. I can’t believe she became a business owner and never said a word.”

      Jane’s smile was tight, a clean line like the ones Shelly had signed.

      He set the glass down on a coaster and leaned forward. “What more do you need from me?”

      There were signatures on a blur of papers and a smattering of details Hayden forgot as soon as he heard them. Ever since Shelly died, he’d felt like a child. All the things he thought he understood and controlled had been taken out of his hands, while strangers shuffled him from one task to another. First, the doctors, then the funeral directors, then family and neighbors and friends. And now, the lawyer. He’d met Jane McGavin before, brief appointments to deal with dry legalities Shelly thought necessary, but he’d never considered how one day, she’d be a gatekeeper to a road he didn’t want to be on, pushing him through into the unknown and locking the latch behind him so there was no chance of return.

      Apparently, beyond death lay a well-traveled track with ruts the bereaved were routinely shuttled along; anyone who’d found themselves on the road before knew the way. All he had to do was follow directions. As far as he could see, only the singular path traversed the wasted earth, so how could he feel so lost?

      When he arrived back home, he realized he’d reached the end of that road. All the necessaries were over. Modern ritual was horrifyingly brief. Eight days ago, he opened the same front door and smelled a hot curry bubbling away in the slow cooker. He heard Shelly calling his name from down the hall and saw her shoes beside his by the front door. In the bathroom, a damp towel smelled of her pomegranate shampoo.

      Eight days ago. Now, not only was she gone, but all the pomp and procedure attesting to her existence was complete. Instead of the deeply furrowed road behind him, an empty field stretched ahead, its masses of waving prairie grasses unmarked by other travelers. From where Hayden stood, not a single tree broke the monotony of the horizon. No winding creek promised secret shade clambering with hidden life. No destination beyond summoned.

      And still, into that emptiness was where he was expected to go.

      Longingly, he looked back at the path he’d been unwillingly forced along, but even that was gone. Swallowed up in prairie and more prairie. Golden grass waved bleakly in a dull wind that did nothing to lift the oppressive heat. It was almost as if his days spent with Shelly had never been. The endless grim was all there was, all there had ever been, all there would ever be.

      Hayden dropped his jacket onto the floor in the entry and went straight to the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator door, and his eyes met a sea of casserole dishes. He grabbed one and stuck it in the microwave.

      He unbuttoned his shirt and shed his pants somewhere along the way. When the microwave beeped, he grabbed the meal and a soda before flopping back into his recliner. He barely tasted the food, some combination of pasta, vegetables, and cheese.

      Something gnawed at him, something about the lawyer’s face. He’d gotten lost in the dusky smoothness of her broad cheekbones, her knobby little chin. Was she older or younger than him? He couldn’t tell. He knew, objectively, he’d found her attractive on previous occasions, but today, her features were unfamiliar, almost alien, frightening. Her eyelids blinked mechanically; her cool smile wasn’t a smile at all. Was it an apology? For what?

      Hayden tried to shift the casserole dish from his lap onto the end table, but the clanking protests of the small army of glasses and plates already occupying the space stopped him. Reluctantly, he gathered the dirty dishes in his arms and deposited them into the kitchen sink.

      Hands braced on the counter, Hayden stared dully out the front window. The back yard was his true oasis, but he did love the Japanese willow whose branches framed the kitchen window. A winding, stone pathway led down to the sidewalk he and Shelly would take to downtown pub crawls on balmy summer nights. When had they last done that?

      Last April—they’d met some of her coworkers at a craft brewery and had gone gallery to gallery on a First Friday night, an event organized to support local artists. Pleasant enough, but not exactly fun. It had felt more like a professional obligation than an excursion. And before that time—had it been last year? Or even the year before that?

      Wasted. He’d wasted so much time. He thought they had years, decades, together. And what did he have to show for the choices he’d made? What had he substituted for time spent with his partner and best friend that could console him now?

      He had no idea.

      She’d had something of her own, though. A flower shop, of all things. Hayden wasn’t sure if this secret felt like an insult or an effort to reach him.

      In college, Hayden loved his botany classes. Still, as he was approaching his graduation, there’d been little choice about pursuing further education or finding a way to make a career out of his love of plants.

      If he could have earned a doctorate in botany for the sheer pleasure of it, that would have been one thing. But he had no desire to teach, and even less to spend his life in a lab somewhere. At the time, Shelly was doing brilliantly in her career and had already been accepted into a master’s program. So, Hayden had parlayed his education into a position with a landscape architecture firm and supported Shelly through the rest of her classes.

      Now, he had his own business. He made about a third of what Shelly did, but that had never been a point of contention between them, and his work made him happy. And he thought she was fulfilled with hers, but she must have wanted something more, something different, and never told him.

      Why hadn’t she told him?

      No matter how Jane McGavin tried to spin it, Rachel’s Blooming Bouquets didn’t feel like an oversight. It felt like a secret.

      Hayden turned away from the graceful drooping of the willow’s burgundy branches. He pulled the living room curtains closed and returned to his recliner. He pulled the blankets up to his chin and flicked the TV on.

      Oh, good. A somebody-murdered-somebody show. He had no idea what time it was, and he didn’t care. Tomorrow, he’d go back to work and pretend he was still a real person but tonight, he was done pretending.

      How much time had Shelly spent at the shop? Those occasions when he thought she was at the office or out with friends, had she been at the shop, sticking cut stems into Styrofoam? Suddenly, he wished he hadn’t tossed the flowers from the memorial service. He could see if any of them had been sent from Rachel’s. They were still in the bin in the garage, but there was no question of him summoning the drive to dig them out. He hadn’t even managed to move the dishes from the sink to the dishwasher. He’d do that tomorrow, too. Baby steps.

      And who cared, anyway? Maybe he’d just throw the dishes away and live off paper plates from now on. Mostly, he wished he never had to eat again. It was such a colossal effort.

      Would the florist muddle along just fine without Shelly, or would there be some immediate consequence to her absence? It seemed preposterous to Hayden that, somewhere, someplace, a person he didn’t’ know could be suffering in the slightest way without his wife. Maybe he could ignore the whole thing, pretend he didn’t know the shop existed—until tax time, at least. Presumably, their tax accountant was already well-accustomed to tallying up the numbers from the business. Shelly was nothing if not conscientious when it came to money.

      He wondered if this Rachel person had found out about Shelly’s death. Hayden didn’t think people read obituaries in the paper anymore, even though he’d paid to have the funeral home print a nice one Jaciee had written for them.

      Social media. Of course. They’d have found out through social media. Shelly had been active there. He’d even logged on to her account to make the grim announcement after he’d called everyone he could think of. He supposed he could look at her friends and follower lists to see if Rachel Lundgren or the florist shop itself were there. They must be.

      Ah. His attention wandered back to the television screen. It was one of those mercy-killing nurses—so predictable. Hayden had a tough time buying the angle of people acting out of mercy. More like a God complex, he thought, trying to hold the power of life and death over the helpless. Maybe it was an attempt at invincibility; if they could choose the date and hour for others, they could fend off the moment when death came for themselves.

      But that was nonsense. Chaos always won in the end, and it wasn’t even minding the rules of the game.
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      One of the problems with being a successful business owner was that much of what other people might consider drudgery was delegated out. Although Hayden was out in the field half the time, he also spent many hours in the office, fielding phone calls, scheduling services, running payroll, and reviewing maintenance. He wished he were back at his college job, working full-time during summer as a landscaping grunt for the city. Maybe if he had exhausting, physical labor to fall into when the sun was barely up, he’d be able to still the looping thoughts in his head. Lawnmowers and weed-eaters and leaf-blowers might drown out the roaring silence Shelly’s voice had left behind.

      He’d throw himself into his work; that’s what people did, right? But he didn’t know how. And phone calls and ledgers didn’t hold the promise of mind-numbing exhaustion he craved.

      First, he had to survive the initial gauntlet. Every one of his employees had been at the memorial service but still felt they had to make some new acknowledgment or proffer comforting words. He hoped to give off a sense of doing as well as can be expected, but he had no idea what that looked like and from the anxious expressions on his employees’ faces, he suspected he was missing the mark.

      His assistant, Jason, kept dumping out his cold coffee and refilling his cup. Unlike Shelly’s complicated, sugary concoctions, Hayden’s choice was black. He’d pour cup after cup then forget to drink it.

      Again and again, he found himself staring out his office window, with no idea what to do next. Finally, he decided to write out a damn list, bullet-pointing every task, no matter how small. But once they were down in black and white, dread bubbled up from between the lines and suffused the room.

      He’d heard people describe grief or trauma as a blur, and he’d never thought to question that. Now, he wondered if the writers were simply uncomfortable with the details to describe them. Desperately, Hayden longed for a blur, but every single instant of the day stood out, sharp as shattered glass. Each moment a prison sentence of its own.

      In the afternoon, he shrugged into his jacket like an old man and grabbed his tool bag and gloves. He’d been looking forward to this job, he remembered, although it seemed like that feeling was from another life. They were transforming what had been a cold, concrete space bound by four towering hospital walls into a Japanese water garden.

      He thought he could do it. But when he pulled up alongside the company trucks in the hospital parking lot, his hands were shaking. A few days ago, he roared into the lot at breakneck speed, his veins roiling with fear. Shelly’s boss had called to tell him she’d collapsed at the office. It took him ten minutes to arrive at the hospital—too long to be able to say goodbye.

      The shock hit first. It couldn’t be true. Couldn’t be real. Shelly was only forty-six. Healthy. Strong. Vibrant. There had to be some kind of mistake. They’d confused his wife with someone else.

      Even when he saw her on the hospital bed, still draped in the remnants of their efforts to revive her, his mind couldn’t accept it. Uselessly, his hands had framed her face, traced her slack lips. He kissed her cheeks, her empty palms. His eyes searched the cold, quiet room, as if he could urge her spirit to stay.

      When a nurse came back, much later, he lay in the narrow bed beside her, his palm resting where her heartbeat should be. They helped him back onto his feet, though he hadn’t wanted to leave, and gave him a plastic bag filled with Shelly’s things. Kindly but firmly, they suggested he go home, asked if he had someone to help.

      Funny how passionate he’d been about the hospital project at first. The concrete patio was a relic of the seventies, a place for smokers in the heart of the complex. Ugly and utilitarian, with concrete benches and cigarette bins, it had been repurposed as a general outdoor area once the hospital had become non-smoking. But it wasn’t welcoming. Now the administration wanted to transform it into a space reflective of the peace and healing they wanted their patients and families to experience. Hayden had known exactly what he wanted to do with the area. Picking the right plants would be a challenge because the walls limited sun exposure and vastly increased the heat in the open air. He envisioned a shaded place with bubbling water, willowy, dwarf trees and thick mosses and lichens, flowering mounds and composite benches that simulated the warmth of wood but wouldn’t decay. He had designed a meandering path and various water features, so the limited square footage still managed a feeling of boundless wandering. A secret garden. Jason had supplied him with a handful of haikus evoking a sense of tranquility. Donors could add their names beneath the poet’s on concrete steppingstones.

      People needed a place to sit and absorb the sort of terrible news hospitals so often dispensed. How remote and theoretical this thought had seemed! When Hayden met with the hospital administrator in charge of the project, she walked him around the various wings and took him into the small, interfaith chapel. Hayden shuddered, remembering that room. Cold, beige, and impersonal, its only concession to solace being the dim lighting. Hayden couldn’t imagine how that room made anyone feel better.

      Maybe grief was different for religious people, but Hayden didn’t believe that. There was a reason why soaring cathedral ceilings simulated the branching canopy of the forest, a reason why stained-glass images needed the sun. When people were broken, nature healed. As much as they tried to divorce themselves from it with all their conveniences and constructs, human beings were an integral part of the natural world, and it was to the natural world they turned for restoration.

      He’d been so sure of this, although he hadn’t yet experienced any great tragedy in his own life. His parents were still alive. His mom flew out from Florida for Shelly’s memorial, and his dad called from Arkansas—about as much as Hayden expected where he was concerned. A couple of high school friends had died since graduation, no one close.

      Looking at the looming hospital from the safety of his truck, all he wanted was to get back to his chair at home, pull the blankets over his head, and count his breaths till he fell asleep.

      Hayden drove back to the office and sat for a while in the parking lot. He didn’t want to face Jason’s expectant face and explain why he was there instead of on the job. Or he could join one of the other two crews on other jobs.

      He could. Couldn’t he?

      He couldn’t. He’d used up every scrap of energy on this little failure.
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