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Chapter One

 


Her grief was oppressive, a heavy weight Grace
couldn’t shed. It wrapped around her like a vise, squeezing every
ounce of joy from her life. She saw no reason to get up in the
morning, no reason to nourish her body with food. No reason to
vacuum and dust and weed and water. To wash the car and go grocery
shopping.

All the normal things normal people did, day
in and day out.

What did it matter? Who would it matter
to?

She had no one now that her husband was gone.
Thirty years together. Seven moves. Four states. No children.
Countless pets. One who now fruitlessly tried to nuzzle under the
covers with her.

Freak accident. That was what the authorities
called it. The kind people joked about, never thinking it could
really happen to them.

“I could step off a curb tomorrow
and get hit by a car…”

Well, that was exactly what happened. Michael
apparently had been so focused on answering his phone that he
didn’t realize he was already in the street, crossing against
traffic. Until it was too late.

Idiot! her mind screamed. He was too smart for that.
He knew better!

She went through the gamut of shock, denial,
anger, sorrow, and back to anger. Now, just depression. Emptiness.
Loneliness.

How could you be so careless? How
could you leave me?

His scent lingered in the sheets she burrowed
in, and she had not wanted to change them and lose what little
connection she had remaining with him. His clothes still hung in
the closet. His shoes lined the wall of the mudroom. His dentist
appointment reminder card was clipped to the calendar. It was last
week. She forgot to call and cancel.

Michael had been gone a month now, yet it
seemed like years. How had the hollow feeling taken such complete
control of her? Gutting her until there was nothing left? No
emotions, just a shell of the person she used to be.

When was the last time she had showered? Fed
Speckles, her long-haired Dappled Dachshund? Answered her phone or
checked her messages? Had a friend come by to check on
her?

She couldn’t say. Couldn’t even say what day
of the week it was. By the light filtering in through the drawn
curtains, it was at least mid-day. The incessant beeping that
suddenly sounded told her it was Wednesday. The garbage truck was
negotiating her cul-de-sac. Was her can out? Did she even have any
trash to collect?

Grace burrowed deeper into the covers, trying
to block out the sound. Any sound. All sounds.

Speckles’s whining usurped the beeps, tugging
at her heart. Yes, she understood whining. That was all she wanted
to do for the past four weeks.

With a pitiful groan, she threw the covers
back and was greeted by happy yips and a wet tongue on her cheek.
Fresh tears rolled down her face at the pure joy that danced in the
form of a little weiner dog. Doe-brown eyes shined and the little
mouth looked like it smiled between licks. The tail swishing wildly
announced her happy meter was pegged.

As more whining occurred—delighted whining
now—Speckles danced on the bed until Grace scooped her up in her
arms and hugged her tight. She buried her face in the soft, wavy
fur, inhaling the remnants of lavender shampoo last used at the
doggy spa. That was just last week, when her friend, Laurell, had
come by, offering to take care of some things for Grace.

Last Tuesday.

It had been eight days since she last saw
another human being. Probably another week before that. She was on
an extended leave from work, and her job as art teacher at the high
school was being covered by a substitute. It was only two weeks
into the start of the school year and she hadn’t even stepped foot
into her classroom. Met her students for the year. Although she had
the summer off, she went in now and then to organize and prepare
for the coming year. Now the substitute would benefit from her
eagerness and diligence to her job.

Thank goodness for tenure. And Michael’s
pension. And his life insurance.

Goddammit, I don’t want to use his
pension or his life insurance! I want him!

She wanted his soft kisses good morning, his
singing in the shower, his hand-holding during their evening walks.
She wanted to make his favorite beef enchiladas, rub his feet after
a long week of work, and argue with him over what movie to
watch.

Oh, they never really argued. Their years
together were tranquil, harmonious.

They’d known each other since grade school.
Began dating. Were separated for a bit before reconnecting and
marrying at the age of twenty. He knew she couldn’t have children
due to a severe case of endometriosis at a young age. Michael was
fine with that. Said they could consider adoption. But as they both
worked their way through college and began their careers—him a
lawyer, her an art teacher—they were content with their lives. They
had an abundance of stamps that filled their passports. And with
each move, Grace’s first stop was usually the animal shelter, where
she would eagerly volunteer and seek out their next
companion.

Losing her pets over the years had been hard,
of course. It was a fact of life. And while she never got used to
it, she had a way of dealing with it that limited her grief. She
had much love to give the next one while always remembering the
love from the previous.

Losing a family member was altogether
different. Both she and Michael had already lost their parents, as
both sets had had their children later in life.

Grace was fifty. Her parents had been
eighty-nine and ninety when they passed two years ago. Michael’s
weren’t much older themselves when they passed four years earlier.
But they had the luxury of growing old together. Of having their
loved one by their side for much longer.

Now Grace’s loved one was gone. In the blink
of an eye. And she would never know the feeling of having him by
her side another forty years from now.

Fresh tears gathered as she continued to sit
on the bed, her dog becoming anxious in her arms. Finally, she
stood and slowly made her way to the kitchen. After setting
Speckles down on the floor, she opened the pantry to get her kibble
and fill her bowl. She then rinsed her water bowl and refilled it,
placing it next to the kibble. Speckles happily munched on her
breakfast, occasionally looking up as if to ask, aren’t you going
to eat now?

Grace had no appetite. She wasn’t even sure
what groceries she had in the house. Hadn’t Laurell commented on
stopping by the store for her last week? She couldn’t remember.
Opening the pantry again, she took stock of what was there. She
then went to the fridge and did the same.

Sweet tea, milk, eggs, and cooked sausage
greeted her. A package of bread sat next to the butter dish. And
various covered dishes lined the shelves.

Friends and co-workers. Well-wishers who took
it upon themselves to see that she wouldn’t go hungry.

Well, she hadn’t gone hungry. One couldn’t go
hungry when they felt no hunger. Grace tried to think when the last
time she even ate was. Fog filled her mind. Hazy,
unclear.

She looked to the sink and saw no dirty
dishes. She opened the dishwasher and saw it was empty. A glance
back at the milk carton told her it had expired yesterday. Closing
the door, she walked to her sink and got herself a glass of water.
After downing that, she stared out at the back yard and saw the
grass needed mowing. No doubt her neighbor, Colin, would volunteer
to mow it again. She didn’t even ask last time. He kindly took it
upon himself to do the deed.

And had she thanked him for it? She didn’t
think so. Had she called Laurell to thank her? Probably
not.

She looked to the answering machine on the
counter and saw there were twelve messages. Staring vacantly out
the window, she barely registered the birds pecking at the ground
beneath her empty feeders.

Grace turned and left the kitchen to enter the
bathroom. Catching sight of herself in the mirror stopped her from
her intended duty. Who was that woman with the vacant green eyes?
Where were the dimples that adorned her constantly smiling face?
What happened to the shine in her auburn hair that brought her
pride because she hadn’t yet spied a gray hair on her
head?

Her face was ashen, her cheeks sunken, her
lips bloodless. Her nightshirt hung loosely off her shoulder, her
panties barely staying up around her hips.

How much weight had she lost in the last
month? She had some to spare, being pleasantly plump, as Michael
liked to say. When was the last time she put on clothes other than
to sleep in?

One month ago. The black shapeless dress and
simple cardigan.

Grace looked down at her feet and saw the
chipping polish. She was surprised there was any remaining color on
her toes at all. She had treated herself to a pedicure right before
she and Michael went away to Lake Chelan. They had a quick get-away
a week before his death. Four days in August when the temperatures
reached over ninety in Olympia, Washington, but stayed closer to
eighty at Chelan.

She and Michael loved being on the water. They
often went out on friends’ boats or took their canoe out to Capitol
Lake or onto Budd Inlet. Their travels took them to Hawaii and
Mexico. They even took a cruise out of Amsterdam, visiting several
European capitals.

Their next destination was to be Fiji. They
talked about it for years, debating on there or the Maldives. In
the end, they settled on Fiji, as it was closer to New Zealand. And
since they were traveling to the other side of the world, why not
go there too? Another dream destination.

Their trip was to take place over the
Christmas holiday. Summertime in that part of the world. Since
Grace and Michael had no relatives to
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