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For Steph.

I’ll fetch you Pepsi ‘til these legs stop working, baby.
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From the first pew at Woodrow Funeral Home, Roger Darling stared at the picture of his dead wife. It was propped on an easel next to the coffin in which she lay. Closed casket, his only request in the planning of her service, and one he did not waver from; if her parents took umbrage, they could do it without him.

Daisy beamed out at him from the picture. Her long, dark hair hung straight, framing a radiant smile. The blue in the graduation robes was slightly darker than in her eyes. The nurse-to-be in the picture secured the pen that would write her own history, full of promise and opportunity. Dreams of the perfect life had filled her head: a full house with a big yard, great food with the love of her life, traveling the world with money earned from treating the wounded and easing their pain. 

They were the dreams of the young. The naïve.

Her blue eyes pierced him while in-laws cried on his left and right. The world hid behind a veil. Tears collected in the corners of his eyes. Not from grief but physical pain. Maybe they were connected. Roger never used to get migraines. He blinked the tears away before they could spill over.

The steady ache threatened to split his skull in a clean break from his right eye to the nape of his neck. 

Roger did his best to maintain a hold over his nausea as the preacher spoke. He could delay the sickness, but it was only a matter of time before his breakfast crawled out. He resolved to at least get through the ceremony.

Roger listened passively to Daisy’s parents’ teary speeches, bits of phrases worming their way into his melting brain. They spoke of her generosity and kindness and how she wanted to fix the world. One day, they came to her room to find her crying about a boy in her class. He had been teased for his ratty clothes and insubstantial lunches. It struck such a chord in Daisy that she convinced her mother to pack an extra lunch for the boy daily. It was an extravagance the Rosenthals could afford.

Recounting the story sent her mother into fresh gales. Her sobs permeated Roger’s migraine as if through a pane of glass. Daisy’s father embraced her. They became one, strapped together like two halves of a cocoon. Between them, Daisy’s absence. They stepped aside as her sisters, Anna and Megan, took their place. 

Both told endearing stories of how their big sister looked over them. Daisy made sure they were comfortable on every car ride, sitting between them and mediating any fight—of which there were many. Anna mentioned she was usually the main instigator. The crowd chuckled.

Roger didn’t. 

Daisy kept them fed and entertained while their parents worked. They owed every ‘A’ to her genuine interest in whatever they were learning. She was two shoulders to cry on, sometimes simultaneously.

“You were so strong for us, Daisy,” Megan—originally the middle daughter, promoted to eldest—said with a voice on the verge of breaking. “We should have been there for you. Nobody knew the problems you were going through because you were busy solving everybody else’s.”

“You were our own personal guardian angel.” Anna met Roger’s stare. “I only wish you had your own.”

The headache stabbed behind his right eye. Roger’s gut lurched. He clenched his jaw as Anna continued.

“We love you, Daisy. I hope you found peace. I know you’ll be looking down on us, taking care in Heaven the same way you did on Earth.” 

At last, it was Roger’s turn to speak. The walk to the stage was no more than a dozen steps, but each sent a jolt through his head. Eyes were on him. A crowd of sniffling mourners. Each step was punctuated by the honk of a nose. The collected gaze crawled across his skin like ants. 

Almost through. Almost done.

At the podium, Roger inhaled deeply. The air smelled of death. Of stasis, of a world that had slowed in some immeasurable way. It wouldn’t have been as bad if it wasn’t so warm. 

Why was nobody sweating? Was it just him?

Roger removed the sweat-stained sheet of paper from his jacket pocket. Words and phrases stolen from the internet, his own additions lazy. The stabbing sensation struck once more in his head, and he had to turn and close his eyes to fight groaning. When he opened them, Roger found himself looking right into his dead wife’s face.

Eyes normally deep blue now icy. Daisy’s head was blown up so large on the canvas next to her casket that it looked grotesque, almost like a different photo. 

He was too close, at too strange of an angle. Every blemish—even Daisy suffered the odd zit, perfect though she was—formed a mountain unseen from his vantage point in the audience. In life, Roger could stare down any challenge she had pointed his way, but this was too surreal.

If that was unsettling, what kind of uncanny valley would seeing her body now send him down?

Don’t think about her in there. Don’t think of the embalming fluid, the stitched wrists, the face hidden behind a few inches of the finest wood Rosenthal money could buy. Did they use regular make-up for corpses or something more specific? How did they keep her eyelids down? Glue? Were they down? Roger had to fight the urge to throw open the lid to the casket to satisfy his morbid curiosity.

Clearing his throat, he spoke.

“My wife, Daisy, was the love of my life.” He read from the paper, not daring to look into the crowd of crying faces. “She took care of me and supported me through tough times. When I was a struggling musician, she took care of the bills. Everybody loved her. I loved her.” 

He loved her. He loved her. Maybe if he said it enough, it would start to mean something.

He stopped as a fresh wave of nausea struck him again. His stomach felt full of crude oil, heavy and sloshing. It threatened to rise. He had seconds. No time for the Robert Frost poem, no time for the story of how they met. “Thank you,” he grunted into the microphone.

When he turned to leave the stage, he was greeted once more by that eerie, giant face. 

A high-pitched whine rang in his head, blocking out the audience's ambient noises.

Something came up from the bottom of his stomach. Despite his sealed lips, it squirted out. Loathsome bile containing a chunk of red bell pepper. It landed soundlessly on Daisy’s chin. 

His wife smiled through it all, taking his shit with a grin, even in death.

As he swam towards the bathroom, Roger was struck by the idea they would use such an old picture of her. Back before he had come into her life. Back before his poison had touched her. Was it that hard to find a recent picture of her happy?

 

 

Roger burst through the door to the men’s room. It smacked the hand of a young funeral home worker. The greasy-faced boy winced as the door caught his fingers.

“Hey!”

Roger had no time to even consider an apology. He found a toilet and violently expelled his stomach’s contents in a rushing torrent. His torso seized, but the act of purging provided much-needed relief from his migraine. Roger spat into water that smelled vaguely of shit. His throat was raw.

 He sat with his forehead resting on the porcelain lip of the toilet bowl. The hard chill soothed his burning brain, but he recoiled quickly after realizing what he was resting against. 

The door to the bathroom opened. Was he to be escorted out for smacking some dipshit with a door?

Of course, there would be a scene made at his wife’s funeral. It was just his luck. 

“Roger?” 

His brother? They had barely spoken since Alan moved out east to raise a family. The guy who had come back to town for Daisy’s funeral was a stranger. Roger grunted a greeting. Footsteps approached. Behind him, the hinges of the open door squealed.

“I’m sure that was very hard for you.” Alan violently squeezed his shoulders in an attempt to give comfort. His hands could be tube socks soaked in sewage for all the comfort they provided. “Some people were whispering about how weird it was, you not crying. Dicks, right?”

“That’s fucked up,” Roger said to the toilet bowl. Leave it to his brother to tell him about all the shit-talking going on behind his back while he spewed his guts out and his wife lay in a casket just outside. He wasn’t about to call Alan out, though; Roger didn’t want to give his big brother a reason to play the victim.

“I know,” Alan said, “like they’re all experts in the grieving process. Did you spit up on the picture out there?” 

So, at least one person saw it.

Alan helped him up. Roger stumbled toward the sink, a hand held against his forehead to stop his brains from exploding out like a claymore. Bending toward the tap, he filled his cheeks with water and swished. Alan washed his hands beside him. 

At some point in the last twenty-five years, the boy who had punched Roger in the bicep at the slightest provocation, who had locked himself in the bathroom for hour-long ‘showers,’ and who had stolen cash and coin from any and every family member in order to score the next dime bag of cheap weed had become a man. Roger’s brother, now a successful real estate agent, had grown tall with thick, black hair, perfectly styled to appease both the liberal and the conservative. His teeth were pearly white, veneers if Roger had to guess. The stranger fawning over himself in the mirror like some strutting cockatoo reminded Roger of the guy from Mad Men, only with twice the grease and half the charm.

“Why do you have that thing?” Alan asked, scrutinizing Roger in the mirror.

“What thing?” Roger dried his face, balled up the paper towel, and tossed it at the lidless garbage can by the door. It missed. He blamed it on the blind spots from his migraine.

“The goatee.”

Roger examined it in the mirror and noticed for the first time a speck of grey that had appeared in the forest of black. A hint of salt in his pepper. “She liked it.”

“Oh.”

They stood in silence for a moment, Alan looking at his shoes and Roger looking at the suggestion of age poking out under his bottom lip. Once noticed, it was hard to unsee.

 

 

Strangers danced around each other in a macabre display of emotion. One after the other, they offered condolences while carrying hors d’oeuvres paid for by Daisy’s parents.

“She truly was one of a kind,” an Indian doctor told Roger. The lights behind him were glaring. Roger had to squint. Doctors, nurses, and patients all gushed about Daisy. According to all, she made a difference in the lives of everybody at the hospital.

“Don’t I know it.” He hoped the discourse would end there but didn’t hold his breath.

“The amount of times she offered to stay late on a busy night… I swear that woman would’ve worked at the hospital even if we didn’t pay her. She just wanted to help. I remember this one boy who came in with a marble in his nose. His mother was losing her own marbles, going crazy calling for the doctors, but Daisy put a finger to his free nostril and made him blow with all his might. That marble shot out, and, I swear to God, Mr. Darling, your wife caught the thing, wiped it off, and handed it back to the boy. She was the best with the kids.” He chuckled and then grew somber. “The world lost a light; that much is true.”

What was he expected to say to that? Thanks for the story? The ache pounded mercilessly in his head. He disengaged with a mumbled phrase and stumbled towards the table loaded with refreshments.

Were funerals supposed to be this goddamn noisy? 

Your blood sugar’s probably low, he told himself, grabbing a bottle of orange juice. Roger downed it in the corner. He dabbed at his mouth with the side of his hand, trying to brush the wetness out of his goatee. He did his best to avoid glances that came his way from people milling about but accidentally locked eyes with the last man he wanted to chat with.

“Roger.” George Rosenthal came to him clutching a crumbling brownie, and Roger held out a hand to pre-emptively initiate a shake. “Put that thing away,” his father-in-law told him, opening his arms wide and enveloping Roger in a big bear hug. 

Keep that chocolate off the suit, old man. I know you can afford a million of these, but this jacket is the only one I’ve got, and I do not want to spend my night scrubbing stains.

“Hey George, how are you holding up?”

“I’ve been better.” George Rosenthal disengaged from the hug and popped the brownie in his mouth. “Judy’s been hit hard, though. Everyone who approaches her ends up with a sobbing mess on their hands. This really came out of the blue.” Wetness appeared in his eyes, but he wiped it away before it could go anywhere. “How about you? Are you doing okay?”

Roger did his best to manufacture a tear or two. He even tried pinching his thigh through his pocket but got nothing. “I’m managing.”

Daisy’s father sucked his lips in, the cookie-cutter smile people always gave him when they learned of his recent widower status. Their lips disappeared inside their mouth. Their head tilted and bopped up and down on a springy neck.

“Well, let me know if you need anything, Roger. I know we haven’t been the closest, but I’d love to have you out on the course. Remind me—are you right-handed or left?”

“Couldn’t tell you.”

“Well, I’m sure I’d have a set of clubs you could use.” He gave Roger another hug. “Don’t be a stranger, son.”

Roger broke the hug. “Excuse me, I need to use the bathroom.” He walked off as George Rosenthal gave him another nod and lipless smile.

Roger was in the clear, the tangled mass of grieving humanity behind him. He needed air, privacy. Needed space from the mourners.

Locusts, he thought. 

Anna and Megan Rosenthal headed him off at the bathroom door. 

“Hi,” Megan said, more nervous than her sister despite being the eldest of the two. She was short and stocky. She deserved a refund if she spent more than forty bucks on her haircut. It hung around her head, as lifeless as her big sister. There was a distinct line on her neck where her foundation ended. It was easy to picture Megan in the cosmetics aisles at Walmart, not caring about the color she picked. Just rushing in and grabbing a bottle before she could be accosted by a representative in a blue vest.

“Megan. Anna.”

Anna’s arms crossed over her chest. The bleach-blonde hair curling around her shoulders looked new. If Roger leaned a little closer, he would smell the dye. She swung in the other direction with her vanity. Her black dress hung just right, revealing a slim calf that ended in a heel, surely meant to make her look less trashy than she actually was.

“Hi, Darling,” she said to him. That term of endearment turned poisonous. 

Darling.

He had learned to deflect it at a young age. It started in middle school, tough guys trying to get to him by using his last name to infer he was some kind of pussy. It rolled off his back then, but in the mouth of Anna Rosenthal, it was nails on a chalkboard. There was a speculative look in her eye. 

“Beautiful service,” she said. 

“You can thank your parents for that. Too much for me to plan.”

“I bet,” Megan said, her big, doe eyes full of innocence.

“I’m sure you’re so torn up.” Anna uncrossed her arms and put her hands on her hips. She looked like a gunslinger, some witty retort holstered but ready to pop off at the drop of a hat.

“I hope you never have to feel the pain of losing your soul mate, Anna,” Roger said. “You’re single, right?” Daisy had recently mentioned Anna’s messy breakup involving a second—and third—woman. Had Anna found Henrik in their bed with those girls? Roger hoped so.

Her lips parted as she fumbled with her response. Megan came to her aid.

“We just wanted to talk to you about that night. There’s not a lot of information, and we know that you found her.” She looked at her sister for strength, but Anna was too busy blushing to give her any. “I mean, if it’s too hard for you to think about—”

“It is,” Roger said. “Maybe another time. Maybe not. Like Anna said, I’m pretty torn up.”

Megan donned the same nod and lipless smile her dad wore. He pictured them all lined up on a shelf like bobbleheads, nodding away. 

“Excuse me,” he said, slipping past into the bathroom and spending the rest of the service sitting on the toilet he occasionally puked into, clenched fist held against his forehead as the migraine attacked him in waves.
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There were some perks to having a dead wife. Roger relieved himself in the ensuite bathroom, the door wide open. No chance to offend. Married for eight years, and he still couldn’t piss in front of her.

Since her death, Roger woke each morning in a valley dividing their mattress. When Daisy was alive, he’d come up after a night of recording to find her in that divot, fast asleep with one leg thrown over a pillow. Roger would roll her limp body over to her side. 

She had to be a sound sleeper; moments of rest were unpredictable for her. The other nurses at Cabot General would come into the break room to find her slumped in a chair, more often than not, dead tired from working her fourth concurrent sixteen-hour day. 

Now she was just dead, hold the tired, and Roger got the middle. He no longer had to roll her off his side. His nights would be restful without her body acting like some sort of biological radiator. No longer would he wake to his wife rolling out of bed and gathering her clothes at four a.m.; he would wake when his internal clock said he had enough sleep. 

Daisy had always been as quiet as possible when getting up for her morning shifts, but Roger always stirred. With one sleep-crusted eye, he’d watch her. She would slide her dresser drawers open as slowly as possible, and he would want to scream at her to pull it out, for fuck’s sake, rip off the Band-aid. He heard her slip her pants on, heard the rustle of her shirt as she pulled it over her head, often inside out and requiring another shot at a task most nailed on the first try. 

Why didn’t she take her clothes into the hall first? Didn’t she know how loud that shit was right next to him? When she closed the door she would hold the knob, but the latch always clicked. Why didn’t she leave the door open? Every morning she did her little disappearing routine, and Roger would lie in bed, silently fuming at her for disturbing his sleep. No matter how much he tossed and turned, he would remain awake.

His neck grew hot. His house felt empty. 

Whatever, he thought. It’s her fault. She was the inconsiderate one. Taking the easy way out. Leaving her corpse behind for him to find. If she had so many problems, she could have just left. 

He washed his hands, splashing his face and wiping the sleep from his eyes. Beads of water collected in his goatee. The thing would feel wet for minutes. 

She could have left. Roger could have had the center of the bed all to himself without feeling bad about enjoying it. If Daisy had gone to her parents or a friend, she could have started over and built a life that wasn’t such a disappointment. If she had done that, Roger could have all the benefits of the bachelor’s life and no burdens of the widower’s. 

She was the inconsiderate one.

Now he had to think of shit that should have been handled when they were old and ready for death. He had to worry about the funeral, adjust his finances, and inform her colleagues of her departure. 

Except the joke was on her. Daisy’s family had stepped in to take care of all the logistics, and he had gladly let them, playing up the grieving widower angle. Stoic, but a river of emotions underneath the brave face.

If only they were as keen on cutting ties as he was. The Rosenthals kept trying to contact him to talk about her behavior in the days before her suicide, but Roger let the calls ring, left a voicemail answer, and left the text messages on read. It was only a matter of time before they’d knock on the door. Would he be able to dismiss them as easily as all the other well-wishers?

They wanted to meet with him, but it would be simpler to cut all ties completely. He knew they would look at him suspiciously as if he somehow led her to do it. Roger would see it in their eyes even though they would hide it. Daisy’s sisters had always thought she was too good for him. While Megan put forth a friendly face, Roger received no such courtesy from Anna. She made no attempt to hide her disdain for him.

While he pulled on a pair of unwashed jeans, he caught sight of the letter Daisy had left him. The plain envelope sat on the dresser, unopened and bearing his name in her delicate cursive. 

After selecting a shirt from the dresser, Roger slid open his underwear drawer and brushed the letter in. He didn’t want to read her excuses, her tearful last wishes. What she had done was unforgivable, and he hated her for it.

 

 

Despite his undisturbed sleep, Roger still had the headache from the previous day. It beat away within his skull, no longer a piercing migraine but painful, nonetheless. With every beat of his heart, a wave of dull pain radiated outwards from the center of his head. He threw a few Excedrin down his throat and held his head under the faucet in the kitchen while he drank deeply. When he was done, he leaned his forehead against the cool steel and closed his eyes. If he took it easy, the pain would subside, and he would be able to get some work done. He hadn’t been in his studio for a few days and felt guilty. The music didn’t record itself.

He breathed in the scent of Daisy’s Chanel perfume. 

She didn’t wear it often; the hospital had a strict no-smell policy, as it upset some patients while they were in recovery. She wore a modest amount only when Roger had taken her out, an occurrence which became more and more rare as their relationship evolved. 

Now he smelled it stronger than when he had carried her to bed in those early days. It made him nauseous, and he had to take a second to hold back vomit. He waited for the smell to fade away, but it remained.

Lifting his head, Roger spun around and walked towards the stairs in the townhouse they had bought together. The smell was so strong that there had to be a bottle spilled somewhere. He dreaded finding it. 

If it’s this strong in the kitchen, it’s going to be ripe at the source. 

It wasn’t in the bedroom; he would’ve smelled it before. He walked up the stairs to the top floor and checked the rooms. The spare bedroom was clear. The bathroom in the hall was clear. The office was clear. Roger held his breath and went back down to the main floor.

The smell was just as strong. It had to be coming from downstairs. It could’ve fallen out of her car in the garage, but Roger hadn’t touched the VW since she died, and he couldn’t think of any other place where it would be. Certainly not the studio. That was his area. 

Daisy had seen the rec room off the garage when they were house-hunting and waxed poetically about how their future kids could play with their friends down there. “We could get a pool table,” she said, “or air hockey!” 

Roger shrugged her off and made his own decision just a week after they moved in, transforming the large rec room into a recording studio, complete with soundproof walls and professionally installed guitar mounts. It was a purely financial decision; if he could record better music, he could bring in more money for their future house with their future kids. He never told his wife the thought of kids made him want to puke. 

This smell makes me want to puke. 

Could it be coming from the garage? He descended the stairs, the smell neither strengthening nor dissipating. Roger held his breath, then stepped through the door into the garage.

There was darkness, a damp chill, and the faint sounds of a basketball bouncing off the rim of a hoop outside. The smell of perfume was still present, but fading, mingling with the light scent of old trash. 

Roger flipped the light on. 

Daisy’s yellow Volkswagen sat before him in the two-car garage beneath their living room. The coupe was like a statue dedicated to the hardest-working woman at Cabot General. Roger hated driving the thing. It would sit there until he found the time to sell it. 

A pair of stainless-steel garbage cans stood against the wall. One of the lids was crooked and popped open an inch. The trash smelled.

Roger circled the VW to make the garbage fit better. He pushed his weight down on the metal lid, but the trash would not budge. It was full. 

He hoped he could get away with only putting out one can on garbage day, but he’d have to use the second. 

Sighing, Roger set the lid aside and removed a cardboard box, shuffling it onto his hip. The flaps popped open. He didn’t want to look in, but a gleam of rusty brown caught his eye, and morbid curiosity prompted him to examine further, to pick at that wound already scabbed over.

Placing the open box on top of the garbage can, Roger opened the flaps to examine the jumble of glass and dust. Inside were the shattered remains of Brando’s urn. 

He had read somewhere that vets burned all the euthanized animals at once, and what you received as the last remains of your precious family member were just a few cups of mixed ashes from the pile. However, Brando had been a good boy and deserved better than that. Roger paid extra to make sure he was cremated on his own and not in a mass burning. 

In the end, it didn’t matter; Brando’s remains were now in the canister of Roger’s vacuum. Three hundred dollars wasted on the dead dog’s dignity. All that remained of the urn was dusty ceramic shards, the longest coated in a thin layer of blood.

Roger found Daisy in the living room with her back against the mantle of the fireplace. Vacant eyes glazed over, staring at the floor, not reacting at all to his shakes, the slaps on her face to wake her, and the moans of sorrow and pain that hit him like a linebacker on speed. Long gashes ran from the inside of both elbows to her wrists, puckering at the edges like old meat sliced with a dull knife. Blood had pooled around her thighs, thick, dark as motor oil. It coated the stone but was contained by the deep runnels where the tiles were joined by caulk. Luckily, the carpet was uncontaminated by the life taken beneath family pictures. 

He got angry after his shock wore off. Daisy must have smashed the urn, knowing it would piss Roger off. Brando was the one thing that kept him grounded even after the dog passed, and the thought of taking that away from him must have brought her some fleeting giddiness in her last moments. One last fuck you before turning Roger’s life inside-out.

And for what? Was her life really that bad? 

There was a note with his name on it upstairs. The answer to the question on everyone’s mind was sitting in his underwear drawer, waiting. Unread. 

He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. 

She had taken the longest shard of the dog’s urn and used it to open the arteries in both arms. 

A sardonic chuckle escaped him. Only a nurse would be able to get it that right. He removed the lid from the other can and dumped the glass in unceremoniously. 

A chirping sound came from within the Volkswagen, some electronic bird stuck inside the small hatchback. When Roger looked through the window on the passenger side, he saw Daisy’s phone sitting upright in the cup holder, forgotten after a long shift at the hospital, as was common. Roger had seen her stumble out of the car dead on her feet from sheer exhaustion as she made her zombie walk to the bed, or more often, the couch, as her weary brain could only take her that far. He opened the door and answered the phone on the second ring.

“Hello?”

There was silence on the other end. Roger repeated himself. A small voice came through.

“I was kind of hoping to get the voicemail, Roger. Do you mind if I call again? I want to hear her voice. It’s Gwen, by the way. We met at—”

Roger pressed the end button before she could finish. He threw the phone back in the cup holder as it flashed a low battery sign at him. 

Let it die, Roger. It’s what you do.

 

 

He was stepping back into the foyer when there was a delicate knock at the door. That’ll be another casserole. Roger walked to the front door, trying to picture his freezer in his mind and wondering if there would be space for this one. It turned out that when your wife died, people thought you lost the ability to feed yourself. 

He was putting on his grieving face when he opened the door on a young Asian woman. 

She stood before him in a cute, pink V-neck and yoga pants highlighting her hips. Her hair was jet black and cut in a bob that curled towards her chin. Her eyes were open wide in the most piteous look of sympathy Roger had received. He looked down for a casserole but was relieved she had not followed the plan everyone else must’ve set out. Instead of pasta, the woman held a twelve-pack of beer. 

“Hi, I’m Mei; I live a few doors down.” 

Pine Groves. They all had a piece of the pie that was their thirty-two-unit townhouse complex. The future of residency in growing towns. Better than condos, but far from the landowning dream quickly being snuffed out by foreign investors. Always named after nature. Spruce this, Meadow that.

Perfect, except for the lack of trick-or-treaters. Their first year in the townhouse, Daisy had tried to lure kids with candy like Hansel and Gretel’s witch come Halloween. Full-sized chocolate bars. She wanted to be that house. It was the year she found out they all went to the nearby Shinecreek Village, a complex with three-hundred-and-five townhouses, all laid perfectly for the haul. The old guy across the street with his precious garden informed her that parents dropped their kids off there instead, year after year. 

Pine Groves received no trick-or-treaters.

A souped-up Mitsubishi full of teenagers sped off behind her. A puff of vape smoke to rival industrial-era smokestacks billowed into the sky from the backseat window. Their music shook Roger’s doorframe, deep bass burrowing into the ground.

Mei looked over her shoulder at them, then shook her head. She made no effort to hand over the beer. She held it at her waist, her arms pushing her breasts together. Roger had to restrain himself from staring. 

“I’m Roger.” He nodded at her delivery. “Beer?”

She shrugged, a movement that made his job of maintaining eye contact that much harder. “I figured you must be neck deep in lasagna. Sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you.” Still, she held onto the beer. “Would you like to come in?” This was a question Roger hadn’t asked the deliverers of casserole, but they tended to be older and much less endowed than the woman standing on his doorstep.

“Sure.” She stepped inside. As Roger closed the door behind her, he noticed the smell of perfume no longer hung in the air.

 

 

“Did you know Daisy well?” 

They made their way to the kitchen, and Mei heaved the beer into the fridge. 

“Not really,” she said. “She gave me this little, handmade card when you guys moved in and added me on Facebook. Just in case we needed to get a hold of each other. You know, strata stuff?”

“That makes sense.” Roger rinsed the casserole dish from the night before. He opened the dishwasher to toss it in, but it was full. 

“Here, let me take care of that.” Mei took the dish from him and began scrubbing it in the sink, slipping off the charm bracelet that dangled from a narrow wrist and placing it to the side. “Sick of these yet?”

“Casseroles?” Roger laughed. She looked phenomenal from behind. Her waist shook back and forth as she worked on a particularly sticky spot. “You have no idea.”

“It’s devastating. When I saw all the posts on her page, my heart dropped. We didn’t talk too much, but she seemed like such a nice woman.” Turning around, she took a dish towel hanging off the stove and sniffed it before using it to dry off the dish. “How are you coping?”

Roger wiped at his eye and leaned on the counter. “Well, you know, it’s the little things that get you. Waking up alone, not having anybody to talk to about your day… having to live off of reheated dishes from well-meaning strangers. Mostly friends of Daisy.”

She chuckled and placed the dish down before sliding her bracelet on and leaning back on her palms. The pose did wonders for her figure, pushing her chest forward and arching her back. “I guess she did all the cooking, huh?”

He shrugged. “Nah, I just haven’t had time to get groceries. All the planning and stuff that comes afterward, it takes up a lot of time.” 

“How about you and I go out together and grab some things? Work has kept me busy; my own pantry is getting dangerously empty.”

A lump developed in his throat. “Sure,” he choked out before remembering his own appointments. “Wait, my brother’s coming over tonight.”

“Oh? That’s good. He lives in town?”

“No, Toronto area. Just in for… support.”

She looked around. “You didn’t have space for him here?”

 “It’s complicated.” Roger rubbed his hands together and avoided her gaze. “We aren’t super close.” 

“Ahhh. Well, it’s nice of him to come to town in your moment of need.” She smiled at him. It showed off teeth that had been well taken care of and dimples you could hide change in. 

“How about tomorrow?”

“Yeah, tomorrow works.”

“It’s a date then.” 
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The front door flew open, and Roger staggered in. Fabric bags loaded with groceries hung off his arms, and he made a show of struggling under the weight of them. They were awkward. He and Mei had packed her Hyundai. 

Mei followed, impressed.

“We could’ve made more than one trip,” she said. “You didn’t have to do this!”

“I wouldn’t want you to—” Roger shifted his weight to catch a slipping bag “—get the impression I’m some weakling.”

Mei laughed behind a hand. “When you told me you were a musician, I had my suspicions. You proved me wrong, though, Superman.” She closed the door behind Roger and followed him up the stairs and towards the kitchen. “Let me give you a hand. I can carry a few bags.” As she reached out to grab one from him, Roger shuffled away.

“Don’t worry about me; I got ’em.” Quickening his pace, Roger walked into the kitchen but made a spatial misjudgment and banged his hip on the quartz countertop.

“Fuck me,” he exclaimed and heaved the bags onto the counter. As he made his way to the fridge, he rubbed his hip, wincing. 

“You okay?”

“Yeah, fine, fine.” He opened the fridge and reached in. Pulling two beers out between the fingers in his left hand. “Thirsty?”

The dimples in her cheek made an appearance as Mei smiled and took a bottle from him. “I’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

“I see how it is,” Roger replied. “You bring me beer just so you can drink it yourself. I’m onto you.”

 “Cheers.” They clinked bottles and drank deeply.

 

 

Talking to Mei came easily to Roger.

The one thing women loved more than a married man was a grieving one. Some maternal instinct kicked in, and all they wanted to do was take care of them. These women were usually between forty to fifty, so Mei brought a nice change of pace. 

He had allowed her to pick food for him, from produce to baked goods, and she did so with glee, content to show off her nutritional knowledge. She knew every superfood and understood how to look past marketing gimmicks and buy quality food. Roger had a suspicion his pantry would contain the same bag of quinoa for the next decade.

They chatted as they put away his groceries, Roger’s upper body buried in the fridge. “Were you born here, Mei?”

“Yeah, but my parents are Chinese citizens. I spent a lot of time going back and forth growing up.” Her voice came from around the corner in the pantry.

More foreigners using our real estate market as investments, Roger thought. He went to put a jug of orange juice on the top shelf and felt a twinge of pain in his intestine. His head didn’t ache anymore, but he wasn’t done with the stomach pain. 

“Are they over there now?” 

“Yeah,” she replied, “I manage some rentals for them here. It’s not bad; they usually accept the tenants I recommend. People who don’t cause trouble. Mostly old people, honestly. Less likely to throw keggers and destroy the place. I mean, some assholes slip through the cracks, but they don’t usually cause trouble for me.”

“Sounds like a good gig,” Roger said. Of course, they owned property in Canada. Whatever they could do to get their money out of their own rocky economy. Who cared if it fucked up someone else’s market?

“It is. It gives me a lot of down time to paint.”

“Ah, you’re an artist too.”

Mei chuckled. “Yeah, but nothing serious.”

“I’m sure you’re very big on Etsy.”

Mei scoffed. “I’m no sell-out. I don’t take commissions.”

Was that a dig at him? Roger let it slide. Her words contained no edge, so she must not have meant any offense by it. 

“What do you do with your finished work?” he asked.

“Give it away. Thrift stores. Coffee shops.”

“So the broke and thirsty have something nice to look at.”

“Something along those lines. I get enough money managing rentals. There’s something to be said for working for your parents. More trust, better pay …. It would be nice to have them around, but I guess they have more important things to deal with. Lots of meetings.”

“Sorry.”

“What about you? Any family aside from your brother?”

Roger took a break and rubbed low on his stomach in an attempt to ease his discomfort. “No. Parents both passed a few years ago.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“It’s all right, it was a while ago. I think… two or three years? Something like that.”

“What happened?”

Roger resumed putting away the last of the fruit in front of him, placing apples next to the quickly ripening lemons in the crisper. “Alzheimer’s for my mom,” he said. “Dad went in his sleep not too long after. Heart attack.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s in the past.” Roger stood and stretched. He grabbed his beer off the counter and finished it off in two long swallows. “Well, that about does it,” he said, putting a hand on the source of the discomfort. “Thanks for helping me out, Mei. You didn’t have to.”

She stepped around the corner, rolling up the bag she had been unloading. “No problem. I wanted to.” She handed the bag back to Roger. 

Their fingers touched as he took it back. They looked at the bag and then back at each other. A moment hung between them, filling the air like the fragrance wafting off of a bouquet of roses. His stomach contained a strange weightlessness for the first time since the early days of his relationship with Daisy. Back when the love was blossoming and they were experiencing all the firsts that come in romance. 

The discomfort in his gut swelled. Roger turned away, tossing the bags under the sink.

“I’m going to run to the washroom. Excuse me.” 

He rushed up the stairs to the furthest bathroom from Mei.

 

 

Roger’s gut felt like it was going to burst. The hallway to his bedroom stretched like a funhouse maze, and he feared he would shit his pants. He didn’t know if it was better to waddle onwards and clench his ass cheeks in an attempt to hold back the waste, or sprint and reach the toilet quicker. He settled for a shambling gait. 

As soon as he was in the ensuite, he slammed the door and pulled his pants down. He didn’t have time to check if the lid was up and could only hope it was; he didn’t want to let his bowels loose all over the plastic and into his pants. He dropped onto the toilet and unloaded. 

Release came, bringing with it nothing but a loud, vibrating fart that must have echoed throughout the house. Oh god, he thought, she had to have heard that. Roger buried his face in his hands. He should have had those contractors soundproof the bathrooms when they were in for the studio. He sat in his shame. Nothing else came, but the pressure in his stomach abated a bit. 

Stupid. All that over a little gas. 

It served him right for lying about his parents.

Roger didn’t feel like explaining his entire family history to this chick he met only a couple days ago. He didn’t ask about her family; she had volunteered it! That was her prerogative. Women like her were all the same, though. They were nosy, needing to know every little bit about a man. Wanted to know what he was scared of, what he hoped for, and what demons haunted his past. Maybe they thought they could change him. If they knew his wounds, they could heal him like a battlefield nurse out of some Nicholas Sparks novel. 

Daisy used to constantly ask what he was thinking about, driving Roger crazy. It wasn’t that he had anything to hide, not always. Sometimes, he was thinking about nothing, but she wouldn’t accept that as an honest answer. According to her, it was impossible to completely empty one's mind. 

Sometimes he was thinking about complete nonsense. One line of thought would jump to another that would branch off into its own. Through a series of seemingly unrelated ideas, he would go from thinking about buying a new guitar to wondering if dogs could laugh. Rather than explain his internal tangents, however, he would become annoyed and brush the nosy woman off.

Already, Mei was starting to show the same traits. 

Whatever, it’s not like I’m married to this chick. It would be as easy as not talking to her if he wanted to cut ties. He stood and looked to see what was in the toilet. 

Empty. He wiped and flushed just in case. 

Roger examined his face while washing his hands. His hair had grown long and was starting to frizz out, becoming a dull, dry-looking mop on his head. It hung over his ears, and he made a mental note to visit the barber at some point this week. In the days after Daisy’s death, he had found it hard to care for everything he needed to get done. 

Thinking of his wife—or was it ex-wife now?—got him examining the goatee he had begrudgingly maintained for the better part of two years. He hated the way it felt like a patch of dirt cropped up on his face. More than that, he hated the way it made him look. Roger had always thought men with goatees looked like assholes. It made him look like a prick, so he added a shave to his mental note. The one grey hair stared out from the dark bristles around it, daring him to do it.

As he was drying off his hands, he noticed the shower curtain open a tad. He had always made a point to close it after his showers. It made the bathroom look cleaner. 

Now it was open half a foot. His eyes followed the line of it down and saw a delicate hand draped over the edge of the tub; a woman’s hand with purple nail polish starting to flake away. 

Roger blinked, and the hand was gone. He walked over to the tub and pulled the curtain back, certain he would see the body of his deceased wife dumped unceremoniously in his bathroom, the subject of some disgusting prankster. The tub was empty. He pulled the curtain back and ensured it was straight before leaving the bathroom.

Living alone had him jumping at shadows.

 

 

If Mei had heard his eruption from upstairs, she showed no hint and made no comment. She wouldn’t, Roger figured, that would be impolite. Rich folks had manners. Civility. As a baby, she probably spent her meals sitting in the Rolls Royce of high chairs with a literal silver spoon in her mouth. 

She stood before the bookshelf, the middle levels stocked end to end with vinyl albums. 

“I was checking out your collection.” She handed him another beer. 

Smiling, he thanked her and twisted off the cap, placing it in his pocket for later disposal. “What do you think?”

“It’s very … diverse. You seem to have something from every era. The Stones, ELO, Genesis, the Arctic Monkeys ….”

“As different as they all seem, trends and patterns appear throughout countless genres. After all, there are only a set number of chords and progressions.” Girls ate up that pseudo-intellectual shit all the time.

“Kind of sucks, doesn’t it?”

Roger cocked his head. “Why’s that?”

Mei pulled a vinyl out of its sleeve and placed it onto the record player. “As new and original as artists try to be, they can only do so much.” A drum beat began, and plucky guitar strummed out as Under My Thumb by The Rolling Stones played. “Everything’s derivative.”

“I guess. There’s a certain amount of comfort in knowing that, though. A kind of safety net. Once a musician knows how things go together, it allows the freedom to play within those rules. And to break them when the moment calls for it.” He had wandered closer to Mei and looked over her shoulder at the collection he had amassed over the years. At that angle, it was hard not to see down her shirt, and she turned to him with a coy smile. 

“You have a secret, though.”

He turned away and strolled over to the couch where he sat. “And what’s that?”

“You have a sore spot for country.” She bent to a lower level and slid out a handful of CDs. “Travis Tritt, Florida Georgia Line, Brad Paisley ….” 

“It’s for work,” he explained. Roger felt a twinge of impatience and tried to move past it. “Research.”

“Oh?” she inquired before replacing the CDs and moving to sit beside him. 

“That’s where the money is.”

“No shit?”

“No shit. I make a living playing session guitar for dumb arena-country wannabe’s who don’t give a damn about forming a band.”

“What’s session guitar?”

“People don’t want to go through the time and effort of writing out all the parts to their song, so they send me the bare bones, and I record some rhythm guitar for them.” Roger shook his head and drank more from his bottle. “They want to churn out the same formulaic crap and sell it to kids in love with the farm lifestyle. It’s a fad. The rustic look, drinking out of mason jars. They like to think they’re cowboys and cowgirls while they drive the F-150 their husband bought, used for hauling nothing but groceries.”

“Come on, you’ve got to like it a little bit.”

“Not even a little bit.”

“What do you like, then?”

That was a question he couldn’t answer honestly. They'd lock him up if he told people he didn’t listen to music for fun. Who didn’t like music? Psychopaths. He could recognize it and respect complexities, but Roger drove in silence. He showered in silence. He exercised in silence. Music was a job. Each album on his shelf was a gift from his dad. The man knew his son played for a living, so he tried to connect with him by sharing his own favorites. The connection never moved past polite smiles and remarks of gratitude.

“A little bit of everything,” he replied.

“That’s what everyone says.”

He shrugged.

“So, you go into the studio and play this shitty music that you hate just for a paycheck? Sounds miserable.”

“Is it any worse than doing the same thing in an office?”

“Guess not.” She played with the end of her belt and looked downwards. “Did Daisy like it? Country music?”

There it was. Of course, she would want to talk about Daisy. Everyone had a morbid curiosity when it came to people who took the step you couldn’t take back. No answer satisfied it. Deep down, they wanted to know the warning signs to reassure themselves they were different. That no matter how bad they felt, everything would get better. It was a different feeling that led people to jump off bridges or swallow a bottle full of sleeping pills. Everyone wanted evidence suicide happened to a certain type of person and not people like them.

“Played it all the time,” Roger said.

“I bet she was proud of you, playing for artists she admired.”

“Yeah, maybe.” He brushed some lint from the couch cushion. “Like I said, though, it was all wannabe’s. Dreamers who rarely made it to local radio. She liked what was popular.”

Mei took a drink from her bottle before putting it on the coffee table. Next to a coaster. “Do you miss her?”

No. He wanted to say he hated her for doing what she did, for thinking the life he gave her was worthless enough to toss away. He wanted to tell that to everyone who put Daisy on a pedestal and made her out to be some sort of angel. 

But that wasn’t what they wanted to hear. He was an actor with a script and would be punished for any deviation.

“So much.” He wiped at his eye, though there were no tears present. Roger knew how to play the game. There was a way for him to pull just the right strings and end up with just the right amount of sympathy. 

Mei placed her hand on his thigh. He covered it with his own. Mei’s skin was cool. Dry. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’ll get better.”

“I know,” he said, putting a small quiver in his voice. “But I’m all alone now. I’m going to drift through life. Someone to be pitied. ‘There goes Roger, poor asshole didn’t even see the signs.’”

She hugged him. “You’re not alone,” she said. “I’m here.”

He sniffled and caught a whiff of her perfume. It was a flowery scent, something a young girl would wear. Faint traces of vanilla, saccharine sweet. He breathed in deeply. “Thank you,” he whispered from over her shoulder. 

They separated. She held his hands in hers. Their body heat had equalized to the point where there was no difference in temperature. The point where her palm became his could not easily be discerned. “I’m going to help you through this, okay? Whatever you need, I’ll be three doors down.”

He looked deep into her dark brown eyes, and she returned the gaze. Roger’s eyes flicked to her lips. Her tongue came out to wet them. There it is. He closed his eyes and moved in for the kiss.

It was a quick one. His lips touched hers, and he rejoiced in the victory, but it was premature. She drew back after a couple seconds and looked at him confused. “Roger ….”

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.”

“It’s okay, but can you handle something like this so soon?”

Roger tried to come up with some game plan, but he felt control slipping from his grasp. If he didn’t say the right thing, it would all be fucked. 

“I wanted to be close to you,” he said. “I don’t know. You’re the first one to really listen since all this happened.”

“Really?” She relaxed and leaned in closer.

“Yeah. Everyone pays lip service and says the things you’re supposed to say, but you’re actually interested. You want to know more about me and not just about her.”

“I do, Roger. You went through a terrible thing, that’s all. It doesn’t have to define you.”

“Will you help me with that? Help me figure out who I want to be?”

She reached out to him and grabbed his hands again. “I will.” Rubbing her thumb along the muscles in his hand, Mei said, “I don’t have a lot of friends, you know. Just spend all my time taking care of other people. Tenants’ issues. Special projects for my parents. I don’t know… ‘Only Child’ problems, right?”

“You don’t have to force yourself to be friends with me.”

“No!” She squeezed, her small hands surprisingly strong. Painter’s hands. “I’m not forcing it. I’m trying to say that I’ve been lonely myself. I know how it feels.” Mei went back to rubbing her thumb on the palm of his hands, the soft pad faintly ticklish. “Maybe we can help each other.” 

This time, she initiated the kiss, and it lasted. He gently touched her jawline as her own hands roamed over his chest. With a swing of her leg, she rolled onto his lap and fumbled at his belt. 

“Are you sure?” Roger said, in between kisses.

“Mhmm,” she replied, and within seconds it was happening. He moved with her as his hands explored her body. They travelled from her waist, up her shirt, and over her breasts. She pulled herself close to him and moaned in his ear. 

Gravity took a break, and Roger had the sudden idea that if her comforting weight wasn’t pinning him to the couch, he would simply float off through the ceiling to a heaven where Daisy awaited him.

He felt that familiar pressure building within him, but at the moment of climax he peered over Mei’s shoulder at the beer bottle sitting next to the coaster. There was a ring of condensation forming at the base of it, staining the table. 

His exaltation was cut short by a wave of pain rolling through his back. It seized, as if electrocuted. He bent forward in excruciating pain. The muscle clenched tighter and tighter until it felt like his entire back would split open in a mess of bloody, burst tissue beneath this girl, unaware of the trauma he was experiencing.

Roger closed his eyes and focused on his breath. In. Out. With each deep exhalation, the tension in his back released more until the pain was nothing but a dull throb. He let his body roll back. His head lolled over his shoulders. Mei’s perfume filled his nostrils, cloying instead of sweet.

She sat with her hands on his chest, looking pleased with herself. “Guess you needed that.” Under My Thumb gave way to Doncha Bother Me, and Roger felt a tear slip out from beneath a closed eyelid. “Maybe we both did.”
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