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January

The morning Archie Dowling’s husband of 40 years died, he woke with a bouquet of roses in his arms. Eoin was on his left, where he’d always slept, his cold hand outstretched across Archie’s chest. Eoin was on his right, that well-known sheepish grin on his face. “I really tried to deal with this,” he said, plucking at his body’s arm. His translucent fingers passed through.

“Don’t worry about that, love,” Archie responded. “Thank you for the flowers.”

“Oh, yes, I could touch those,” Eoin said. “And the money I left on the counter at the florist’s.”

“I have no doubt,” Archie said. He swung his bare feet to the floor and stood with a groan, carrying the flowers tucked in one arm as he headed for the kitchen. “Dead or alive, you’re an honest man.”

He picked up the phone, dialed the non-emergency number, and quietly informed the dispatcher that his husband had passed in his sleep, and could they please send someone to his address. Eoin’s cold fingers wrapped around and through his free hand as he spoke.

When the ambulance arrived, Archie was dressed, in a well-pressed shirt and slacks, sitting at the kitchen table with his tea. The flowers were in a vase in the center of the table, and Eoin sat across from him with his own mug of tea, which he set down abruptly when the door opened.

“Mr. Dowling,” one of the paramedics said, a sympathetic tone in her voice. She reminded Archie of his niece, who he hadn’t seen since she was a teen, and he briefly mulled over the idea that Eoin’s death might leverage some sympathy from his sister. “So sorry for your loss.”

Her colleague eyed the second mug of tea on the table. It steamed gently, Eoin’s hand flexing around the handle as he tried to catch Archie’s eye.

Archie made the mistake of meeting Eoin’s gaze, and an immature giggle burst from his throat. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly, lifting a hand in response to the paramedic’s startled expression. “It’s just, well... you never expect forty years to end so suddenly.” His voice cracked a bit at the end of the sentence, and Eoin made a face of pity, then rolled his eyes.

“Of course.”

“Grief does funny things to a person,” said the other paramedic, trying to catch his colleague’s eyes and direct them to the second mug. If she’d noticed it at all, she didn’t react, just gave Archie a soft smile and allowed him to direct her to the bedroom.

When they left, they had Eoin’s body to be cremated, and Archie had a stack of pamphlets on grief and mental health, which he placed promptly in the recycling. “Would you like a fresh tea, love? That one must be awfully chilled by now.”

Eoin took a sip from the mug. “It’s fine, dear, but thank you.”

The phone on the wall rang. Archie sighed. “The first of the well-wishers,” he said, standing.

“Give them my love,” Eoin replied with a grin.

February

The funeral was a nightmare. Half the town turned out to pay their respects, leaving trinkets and flowers and Eoin’s favourite candies next to the urn and the collection of framed photos arranged at the front of the hall.

Eoin’s will had laid out his wishes for the funeral: one hell of a party. Archie didn’t have the heart to betray his desires, even if Eoin himself hadn’t been leaning over his shoulder as he made every phone call and planned every aspect. 

It was exactly what Eoin had wanted, even if that meant Archie spent most of the evening sitting stiffly in a chair he’d dragged into the corner, a glass of wine clenched in his shaking hand. If Eoin had been there — really there, there enough to be seen and touched — he would’ve been on the dancefloor with everyone else, tugging Archie along by the arm and holding him close, swaying together like a slow dance even when the music didn’t suit it. 

He didn’t feel much like standing in the middle of the crowd alone, shuffling his feet side to side because he didn’t know what to do if Eoin wasn’t there to guide him. 

So he sat, and he listened, and he smiled when Eoin flitted back to him to tell him all about the stories people were telling, and did Archie remember, and Eoin was sure that wasn’t how it had gone at all. Most of all, he hoped no one noticed him smiling into thin air, or that if they did they assumed he was a grieving man who’d had a few too many.

The stories were nice to hear, the memories nice to have. He would’ve preferred to talk about them at their kitchen table, with a cup of tea and Eoin sitting across from him, than listening to them over the pounding of the upbeat playlist Eoin had spent years curating. 

His path to the door was fraught with well-meaning party-goers, most of whom had been friends of Eoin’s for decades. The sober ones offered to drive him home. Those less sober offered him a drink. He declined them all, gasping with relief when he finally made it out of the hall into the stillness of the dark. 

After Eoin had been cremated, Archie had had the same jeweler who’d made their wedding rings seal some of the ashes into a gold pendant that he wore on a chain along with Eoin’s wedding ring. He rubbed his thumb over it, slumping against the wall. 

Even as he left the party, packed with people, and walked home with Eoin’s soundless footsteps following him, he’d never felt more alone.

March

“I will not go,” Archie said firmly.

“You will, and you will not be late,” Eoin shot back.

“You’re dead and you cannot force me.”

“I’m your husband, and I’m asking you.”

Archie’s resolve wavered. His bottom lip, pouted out, shook a little and drew in. “It’s been ten years, love.”

“You’re both much older. Wiser.” Eoin made a face. “Rebecca should be, anyway.” He laughed when Archie glared at him. “Isn’t it time to try? You told me she wouldn’t call, and she did, the very same day my obituary went up online.”

“Yes, which likely means she was googling “Dowling obituary” hoping for mine.”

“Ah, hush.” Eoin flapped a hand at him. “If she’d been hoping you were dead, she wouldn’t have called and invited you to lunch. She worries for you, dear. She’s still your baby sister.” He moved his hand across Archie’s head like he could smooth his over-long hair from his face. “You’ve barely left the house since the funeral. That’s no way to live. We used to go out, don’t you remember? Dinner, the park, everywhere.”

“I can’t stand the stares, love,” Archie whispered, turning his head away. 

Eoin paused, his brow furrowing. “Stares?”

“People see me and they pity me now,” he murmured. “They see a lost old man by himself. I know you’re with me, but no one else does.” 

“I’m always with you.” Eoin tried to take Archie’s hand, but his passed right through. Archie lifted his hand anyway, allowing Eoin to mime bringing it to his lips. “But you need more than me.”

“You’re all I’ve ever needed.”

“You’re sweet. But you’re still going to lunch with your sister. For me, dear? I’ll be right there with you. I would love to visit our diner again.” 

Archie rubbed at his pendant. He wasn’t lying when he said he hated the stares. But there was more to it than that.

He hated the contrast between Eoin and the living. He was harder to see, his voice softer, and it wasn’t right. He’d always lit up a room, laughed the loudest, smiled the brightest. Archie couldn’t stand seeing him so... diminished. But when he looked into his husband’s eyes, after all these years, he still couldn’t say no.

The diner was hell, as he’d expected. Packed with people, music thumping, and Eoin was barely visible. “Look there,” he said into Archie’s ear, trying and failing to pluck at his sleeve. “Eloise, you remember her, and look at her little boy. He’s grown so much!”

Archie didn’t look at Eloise. He remembered her well enough; she’d been one of Eoin’s favourite students over the 20 years he’d taught English at the local high school. There was only one thing Archie could look at — or rather, three. In the corner booth, the booth where he and Eoin ate countless lunches over forty years: the sister he hadn’t spoken to in ten years, her wife he’d never met, and his niece, Claire, the girl he’d never forgiven himself for leaving behind.

He felt the cold breeze of Eoin’s hand passing through his, then the warmth of Claire’s arms wrapping around him and his own tears dripping down his face.

April

Archie hadn’t worn a tie in thirty years. It wasn’t even his tie, the one he had on now. It was Eoin’s, a dark blue paisley that he’d sworn went perfectly with the one suit Archie owned. 

The table was set with the fancy plates Eoin had insisted they’d buy. The pasta, Eoin’s recipe, bubbled away on the stove as Archie fussed with the sleeves of his suit jacket. Even the tablecloth, an ornate cream-colored cotton, was what Eoin had picked out. The entire room was permeated with reminders of him, and yet Archie felt so desperately alone.

The one seat without a place setting was Eoin’s. He couldn’t bear to see anyone else sit there, even if it meant Rebecca and her wife, Kayla, would be squished together on one side of the small square table.

“If you continue to fuss, that will never cook,” Eoin’s voice was soft and very close to his ear. Archie didn’t flinch. His husband had always been soft-footed, and now that his steps made no noise at all, it was even easier for him to sneak up on Archie, but Archie had quickly adjusted. 

“It needs to be perfect,” Archie said.

“It will be, dear. Have faith.” Eoin bowed his head toward Archie’s.​​

There was a pang in his chest. He was thankful to have his husband in any capacity, but he ached to be able to kiss him again. He swallowed the lump in his throat and was about to speak when the doorbell rang.

“Uncle Archie!” Claire threw her arms around him the moment he opened the door. He laughed a little and hugged her back, hearing Eoin’s deep chuckling coming from the kitchen.

“Come in out of the cold,” he said, somewhat awkwardly. He imagined what Eoin would’ve done here. Accept the wine they brought, hustle it to the kitchen, come back, take their coats, offer a drink, tell them dinner would be ready soon...

Step after step after step, and it all felt so hollow.

“Archie, sit.” Rebecca took him by the shoulders, pushing him toward the table. Kayla had already pulled out his chair, and Rebecca forced him onto it, shoving it back up to the table.

He tried to push it back and stand, but Kayla leaned her hip on the back of the chair and his feet slid futilely on the tile floor. “Rebecca,” he said.

“I can serve some pasta. God knows you need to stay off your feet once in a while.”

Eoin, lounging in his chair at the table, laughed at that, pulling a face in response to Archie’s glare.

“You’re only five years younger than me,” Archie reminded her.

She slid his plate in front of him with a clatter as a response. None of them questioned the unset place or the odd placement of chairs as Claire opened the bottle of wine and started to pour it. 

“Tell your uncle about your idea,” Kayla said as they all sat.

“I’ve been working with an after school program,” Claire said, swirling her glass. “About a dozen kids, depending on the day. I thought you could come in and talk about your art.” 

“I don’t know, honey, I...” The words died in his throat. It wasn’t that he didn’t like kids. Or didn’t like to talk about his art. It was... “I don’t go out much,” he offered weakly.

“All the more reason to go,” Rebecca said, jabbing her fork at him. 

“I’ll think about it,” Archie said. 

Claire reached across the table to squeeze his hand. “That’s all I can ask.”

The conversation moved on without him, to Claire’s work with the kids, Kayla’s impending retirement, the RV Rebecca was fixing up to tour the country in. He nodded and smiled and responded, “I’ll think about it,” to every offer, and tried to avoid looking at Eoin and his knowing gaze.

May

Archie knew when he married Eoin how bad the man’s attitude could be. He hadn’t mellowed by 75, and death hadn’t calmed him either. 

Locked out of the house with a backpack full of paints and his dusty portfolio, cellphone in his hand and a light scarf wrapped around his neck, he regretted ever mentioning that Claire’s afterschool program was today.

He dialed his niece’s number and let it ring. “Uncle Archie,” she said warmly, and hesitated.

“D’you still need someone for that afterschool program?” he asked.

He could hear her smile through the phone. “I’ll be there in ten minutes to pick you up.”

Eoin didn’t let him back in, watching from the living room window as Archie tried the doorknob, found it locked, and realized his keys were missing. Eoin assumed, quite rightly, that Archie would disappear into his office upstairs to hide if he were allowed.

Facing down a room of wide-eyed preteens, Archie squeezed his scarf in both hands like he might rip it in two. His voice caught in his throat.

“This is my uncle,” Claire said smoothly, stepping in to rescue him. “Mr. Dowling.”

“Archie, please,” he said quickly. “If that’s alright, of course.” 

He couldn’t be “Mr. Dowling”. That was what Eoin’s students had called him. He wasn’t Eoin. 

Tears threatened to spill, and he tilted his head back as if the motion would make them pour back into his eyes instead of down his cheeks. 

“My uncle Archie,” Claire corrected. “Should I just let you... Take it away?”

Take me away from here, Archie thought, but he forced a smile and unwound the strap tying his portfolio binder shut. 

The moment he opened it, a sheet of paper fluttered to the floor. He bent to pick it up, shooing away Claire’s attempts to get it for him, and turned it over as he went to replace it in the binder.

His heart splintered in his chest. 

When Eoin had been sick, before he’d died, Archie had promised him anything, anything he wanted. He’d asked to use the expensive watercolors Archie had guarded jealously for years, dabbed rainbows across the sheets of paper, had Archie hang them to dry and then take a pen and trace the shapes Eoin had made, turning them into flowers and animals and his personal favourite, a lovingly rendered sketch of himself and Eoin, arms around each other, over a saturated rainbow background. 

These were not meant to be here. He’d locked these drawings away the same day the doctors had told them Eoin wasn’t getting better. 

“Uncle Archie?” Claire said, very gently. The children were silent.

He opened his mouth to reassure her and all that came out was a strangled sob. He looked around desperately, praying Eoin had slipped out of the house and followed them to the library, that he’d see his translucent form lurking in a corner or rushing to comfort him.

He was alone. 

Eoin was dead.

He would always be alone.

June

He hadn’t answered Claire’s calls since the disaster at the library. He’d just stared at her, gathered his portfolio together, and run. She hadn’t followed him; she couldn’t, she had the children to worry about. 

He hadn’t wanted her to follow him, anyway.

He’d only looked back to see if she was, so he could tell her to go back inside and never mind him.

Rebecca had called too, left voicemails that were first concerned, then threatening to call the police on him for a welfare check if he didn’t call her back. 

After the third call in one day, he’d unplugged the phone. Turned off his cellphone. Shut all the curtains, locked all the doors, secluded himself to his bedroom with a stack of books he’d always meant to read and a very disapproving husband.

Eoin stared him down, propped against the pillows on the bed while Archie read in his armchair by the sliver of sunlight he let sneak through the window. “Are we ever going to talk again?” 

Archie’s hand froze, halfway through the motion of turning a page. He’d thought if he ignored him, pretended he was just a hallucination, and perhaps he was, perhaps Archie really had lost his mind, that he would feel better.

That he could finally accept his aloneness and be comfortable in it, if not happy. 

“I know it hasn’t been easy for you,” Eoin said, coming to perch on the arm of Archie’s chair. He swung his legs up across his lap, the way he always had, and Archie went to put his hand on Eoin’s knee, forgetting for a moment that it would pass right through. The cracks in his shattered heart widened.

“It’s been six months,” Archie said, as if that excused it. As if six months was enough to heal the loss of forty years.

“And you’ve yet to speak to anyone. One dinner does not count,” he said, when Archie opened his mouth to protest. “If you don’t want to talk to me, dear, that’s fine, but you have to talk to someone.” He produced the brochures the paramedics had left behind from somewhere, setting them on Archie’s lap.

“I don’t need therapy.”

“Grief counselling, then. I looked through those. There’s a group for older folks who’ve lost a partner. I got into your laptop, sent an inquiry. They’re expecting you a week from Wednesday.” 

There was no arguing with the man. “Come to lunch with me after,” he said. “If you’re forcing me out of the house.”

The stubborn lines in Eoin’s forehead softened. “Of course, dear.”

July

“You must be Archie.” 

The woman facing him must have been ten years his senior, maybe more. Bright, mischievous eyes peered out of her wrinkled face as she regarded him. “I’m Gertrude.”

“Pleasure to meet you.” Archie rubbed at his arm. Gertrude extended a hand to him, and he shook it cautiously. Her hand was warm and delicate in his, and he felt that if he squeezed too hard, he would shatter her.

Her grip nearly broke his fingers as she enthusiastically pumped his arm up and down, then yanked him forward into a hug. Her arms around his waist were like a vise, making him let out a squeak.

“You come along and sit down next to me,” Gertrude said. “I’ll help you through your first few meetings. I’ve been coming here nearly ten years, myself, since my Dorothy passed. We’re like a family now, this group. You’ll fit right in.”

He could hear Eoin’s muffled laughter as Gertrude dragged him through the doors into the meeting room. He sat next to her in the circle of chairs, twisting the material of his shirt in his hands, as the facilitator started the meeting. The other attendees, all mostly older folks, shared memories of their loved ones and details of how they coped and lived with their grief with ease, while Archie had struggled to even pronounce his own name when asked.

Finally, someone asked the question he’d been dreading: “What brings you here?”

He had to close his eyes, pretend he wasn’t there. “My husband passed in January,” he said, barely a whisper. “After forty years.”

Gertrude reached over and pried one of his hands from his shirt, linking her fingers through his. He squeezed tighter than he should’ve, desperate for the anchor. Eoin hadn’t come in with him, and he felt untethered. Floating in an inescapable abyss.

“Tell us about him.” Gertrude squeezed his hand back.

The stories were like a rusty tap; Gertrude had finally turned it enough to get it flowing, and now it couldn’t be turned off again. He took up the remainder of the hour telling them everything he could think of; the way Eoin liked his tea, how his laugh sounded, the way his books covered every surface in their home except for the shelf they were meant to be on. By the time he finished there were tears on his cheeks and a soaked handkerchief someone had passed to him clenched in his free hand, but he felt lighter than he had in months.

“Are you heading home, Archie dear?” Gertrude asked as Archie headed for the door. He could see Eoin’s spirit in the doorway, a soft smile on his face.

“Invite her,” Eoin mouthed.

“I was just going to get lunch at a diner Eoin and I frequented,” he said, glancing sideways at her. “It’s not far. If you’d like to come.”

Gertrude’s smile could have lit up an entire city. “I’d love to.” 

August

Gertie’s hand rested in the crook of Archie’s elbow as they strolled past tables selling
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