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After the Storm

By Nell Iris

When I arrive at the lake on the morning of
the sixth anniversary of Vega’s death, someone is sitting in her
favorite spot on the cliff where a smooth dip creates a natural
seat.

I frown; I’ve rarely encountered anyone at
all here, especially not this early, during all the years I’ve come
here. Most people favor the other side of the small lake with its
easily accessible beach and convenient parking, instead of driving
on the narrow dirt road and trekking the last bit to get up to the
cliff.

The trek is challenging, the path is not wide
enough for two people to walk side by side, and the elms, the beech
trees, and a variety of shrubbery are taking over the trail more
and more every year. Soon I’ll need a machete to make it all the
way. The final stretch leading up to the cliff is quite steep and
you need a good pair of shoes to be safe. But after stepping out
from the tree line onto the cliff, the view from high above the
lake is stunning, and standing here makes it feel like being one
with the clouds, like I could spread my arms like wings, take off,
and sail across the sky with the rest of the birds.

I stop and scratch my neck. Why does this
person have to visit this place today of all days, when I need to
be alone with my memories of my darling daughter? I can’t cope with
people, but I can hardly order the person to kindly fuck off. Maybe
I should go and come back later?

No. People or not, I’m staying. At least for
a little while.

After a final scratch to my neck, I
straighten and resume walking, and as I get closer, the silhouette
of the person seems familiar. I pat the pocket of my hoodie, but
it’s empty. Dammit, I need to start remembering to bring my
glasses. I pat the other pocket where I usually keep my phone, but
it’s empty, too. There goes my trick of taking a picture and
zooming in on what I’m looking at to see details I can’t
distinguish without my glasses. I need to start remembering to
bring my phone, too.

Instead, I squint, and when the thick, black
braid snaking down the person’s back comes somewhat in focus, my
heart stops.

It’s him. Of course, it’s him.

Fox Arnell.

My fiancé. Ex. Ex-fiancé. The love of
my life, my almost husband, Vega’s adopted second dad, here on her
cliff.

His presence here on this day shouldn’t
surprise me, but I’ve been coming here on the anniversary of her
death every year and have never run into him before.

Vega. Our darling girl who would’ve turned
seventeen this year had she not gone in the car with her drunk
mother that fateful day. The memory makes the old anger flare up in
my chest, but I take a deep breath and expel it with the exhale.
I’ve spent too much time being angry, worked so hard to get over
it, and won’t allow myself to wallow in it anymore.

But the sight of Fox reminds me that I lost
everything that day. Not just my daughter. I lost my
happiness, my ability to feel something, to love. Him.

Fox. I lost my Fox.

I shake my head. He’s not mine anymore,
hasn’t been for years. It’s no one’s fault but my own; I drove him
away, asked him, told him, to leave. I was wild with grief,
unable to function properly. My heart lay shattered in my chest,
anger radiating from every cell of my body, directed everywhere and
at everyone. Even at Fox who was the only good thing left in
life.

It was love at first sight between
five-year-old Vega and Fox when I introduced them, and she started
calling him “Second Daddy” within three months after their first
meeting. She wasn’t his biological child—not that biology alone
makes a parent—but he was her daddy for six years before he, too,
lost a daughter.

It broke me even worse to see him deflate
when she died: his self-assured shoulders fell and collapsed in on
themselves, dark galaxies circled his eyes and chased away their
spark, his mouth lost its ability to smile, and he didn’t set foot
in his art studio for the rest of our time together.

Fox’s heartbreak was as bad as mine, and yet
he tried his best to be there for me. But I…couldn’t. I
couldn’t think about anything but my loss, of the tragedy of a
young life snatched away far too soon. Then my anger took over,
consumed me completely, and in the end, I flinched away when he
tried to touch me, and that made me even angrier. I couldn’t stand
seeing the hurt on his face when I wouldn’t let him close to me, I
couldn’t stand feeling repulsed by his gentle, loving hands, so I
told him to leave, and he didn’t put up a fight.

I haven’t seen him since that day. I know he
keeps in touch with my older sister Astrid, but I’ve asked her not
to tell me about him, and I don’t know anything that’s going on in
his life these days.

When I came back to my senses a couple years
ago—with a lot of help from my therapist and a grief support
group—the recognition of how I’d driven him away set me back badly
and broke my heart all over again. I didn’t want Astrid to even
mention his name, I didn’t go online to his website or google his
name to check up on him. If he’d moved on, if I were to see a
picture of him with a new man on his arm…I don’t know what would
have happened to me had I seen him look at anyone else the way he
used to look at me, like I was the embodiment of a combination of
all his favorite works of art and like he couldn’t believe I was
his.

So maybe I should go. Keep my distance,
respect his privacy and leave him to his thoughts and his memories
of our girl, and come back later? Maybe I shouldn’t risk seeing him
look at me with contempt, or worse, indifference.

Or am I being a chicken? Too cowardly to face
the disappointment—the anger?—he must feel after the way I treated
him? Too scared to still see the pain I inflicted on him the night
I asked him, ordered him, to leave me and never come
back?

Maybe I am. But I’m also finally at a place
where I can consider other people’s needs before my own, so I’ll
leave him with his memories.

But as I’m about to turn around, a ray of
sunshine breaks through the cloud cover, bathing him in a soft
golden light, and I can’t leave. The warm autumn sun highlights
silver streaks in his otherwise jet-black hair, streaks that
weren’t there when I last saw him. His hair is still long, the
braid as thick as ever, but even more beautiful threaded with
silver.

His hair was one of the many things that
attracted me to him the first time we met, and I was obsessed with
it from the first night we spent together. Thick and silky, I
couldn’t keep my hands off it. I used to undo his braid at the end
of the day and pull him on top of me in bed so his hair would fall
around us like the curtains of a canopy bed, creating a private
space where just the two of us existed. I’d run my fingers through
it, loop it around my hand and pull him close so I could kiss him
and kiss him and kiss him until our lips were red and puffy,
until we’d forgotten about the outside world, until our bodies had
melted together into one, and until my knees were so weak, I
couldn’t have walked away even if I’d wanted to.

God, I miss kissing him.

The thought of his lips pressed against
mine—even though I no longer have the right to kiss him—makes my
feet move, and his name slip out of my mouth as I approach him.

“Fox.”

He whips around his head at the sound of my
voice, his eyes widening. “Arn,” he says, voice tight, neck tense.
He starts to stand, but I hurry to cross the last few meters
separating us and stop him by laying my hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t leave,” I croak. “Not on my account.
You have as much right to be here as I have.”

He purses his kissable lips but relaxes in
his seat. He gives me a short nod before facing the lake with stiff
shoulders.

I sit next to him, too close considering
we’re not lovers anymore, but I don’t care. He doesn’t try to move
away from me, but he rigidly holds himself, and curls his hand into
a fist, but not before I catch it trembling.

God, I want to wrap my arms around him and
push into his warmth like I used to, but I force my attention to
the lake and the water. The morning light sprinkles glitter on the
surface, something Vega adored. The first time Fox took us here,
she asked if it was the fairies throwing their dust on the water,
but Fox, ever the realist, the truthteller, taught her about light
and reflective surfaces and that made her love him even more.

It was the first date as a family that Fox
planned for us, after we knew we were serious about each other, and
after I’d eagerly introduced them to each other. I’d talked so much
about her, told him everything about how she was a nature girl, who
loved everything about the outdoors; the flowers, the trees, every
single bird she’d ever encountered. And of course, being five years
old, she was in the princessy stage of her life and loved
everything that glittered.

Fox woke us up early one Saturday morning and
took us to this small lake in the heart of the forest; “our side”
of the lake that was more or less hidden from everyone. We climbed
to the top of the hill, up to this cliff; Vega was excited, her
little legs working hard as she was eager to make it to the top on
her own, refusing to let me carry her. Then we spent a long time
watching the sunlight dance across the surface, watching it
transform into a vast expanse of glitter.

My darling girl laughed and clapped her hands
before throwing her tiny arms around Fox’s neck, hugging him hard,
telling him it was the prettiest thing she’d ever seen. We named it
“Vega’s Cliff” after that, and we came back here again and again
during the rest of her life.

So this is where we spread her ashes after
her death. The glittery lake is her final resting place, and her
spirit soars with the birds overhead.

Tears well up in my eyes. “I miss you,
darling girl,” I breathe out, letting my words be carried on the
morning breeze down to her watery grave. My grief has dulled over
the years, gone from an acute, piercing pain into a light
throbbing—but ever present—ache, but being close to Vega’s second
daddy, to my Fox, lessens the ache even more.

She would be so disappointed in me if she
knew I’d driven him away.

Neither Fox nor I speak, but the silence
isn’t strained or tense, even after all this time. We never felt
the urge to fill the quiet with empty chatter, not even when our
relationship was new. Even our girl wasn’t a big talker.

Just being next to him, to them, was always
my favorite thing in the world. I would feel them both, as though
we were connected on a spiritual level and could feel each other’s
emotions and moods without having to declare them out loud. That
was something else I lost after Vega’s death. Without her, our
connection was incomplete, my antennae malfunctioning, and I was
cut off from the world, even from Fox. I was numb, unable to take
comfort in his usually-so-soothing presence, unable to communicate,
unable to do or be anything but heartbroken and angry.

But sitting here next to him now, I feel him
again, my antennae are tuned back into his frequency. Our network
is incomplete, the third signal is missing, but at least it’s back
online, and I can’t help reveling in being able to feel the weak
buzz of his sadness in my chest.

“I’m sorry,” I blurt, not being able to hold
it in anymore, and he has a right to my apology.

My therapist explained to me about coping
mechanisms, healthy or otherwise, and we talked about
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