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I went to church in person this morning. Hung onto Dom's arm the whole time. People came and talked to me and I thought of pushing them away and running. Didn't. Burning waves went up and down my chest. And now back home nowhere seems safe.

How can I live with such fear? I don't want to escape but what if it gets worse and one day I do? What if I let the misery beat me? It might happen. God You don't give me a guarantee that it won't. 

Carly Lombardi's nice, normal life is suddenly terrifying her. Desperate to understand her feelings and thoughts, she writes in her journal, hoping to find a way to fix herself.

But what if the task is beyond her?

Where do you go when the safe places don't feel safe?

Dear Anxious Heart is a story of faith, fear, and the power of writing your heart out.
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June–August 2022

Tues 27th June

I’m sitting in the front room, like I do every day at the moment. Bundled up in a shawl, with the heater on. Haven’t moved off the couch since waving Nick off to school. It’s a nice room, lots of sunshine on the carpet, eucalyptus trees outside the window and birds singing on the powerlines. And I can see right out to Dom’s work, though I can’t see him – just the specks of wind turbines far off on the hills.

I have nothing to do but rest and read. Why am I not reading? Or feeling restful?

The congestion’s gone, so has the sore throat and headache and fever, so I’m just waiting on the breathlessness. I’m tired, of course, but I don’t think that counts, because I’m not sleeping well by myself in the spare room. Funny how that room is so cosy by day, and so unsettling by night.

Everyone seems to be bending the COVID rules now, but I feel like I shouldn’t leave isolation until I’m symptom-free. When I don’t get puffed climbing the stairs. Then I’ll be free to turn right at the top and go sleep in our bedroom. Instead of left and down the hall to loneliness.

From the spare room you can see the sunrise over our tiny orchard (do twelve trees count as an orchard?) It’s beautiful, but I don’t seem able to enjoy it. Strange. Maybe it’s all the bare branches reminding me it’s time to prune. But even the leafy lemon tree doesn’t look pretty to me.

As soon as I’m out, I want to buy an orange tree. The supermarket orange I just ate wasn’t enjoyable at all – and it’s not because COVID took my sense of taste, because it didn’t (should be grateful, I guess). Maybe my default orange flavour memory is of the tree when I was a kid, the one that Dad cut down because it was shading the windows on the eastern side of the house.

Dom laughs every time I suggest buying a tree. ‘Carly, do we really need another one?’ I don’t mind him laughing though. Do I? Well, let’s say there’s nothing wrong with him finding it funny. I know that he thinks it’s endearing I’m never content with the number of trees in the backyard. I should be content, I guess.

The sun’s disappearing behind clouds. Hope it stays fine. Nick insists on riding his bike to school every day while I’m in isolation and not driving. It’s working well. Dom can get all the way out to the wind farm in time for work. Even when it’s raining, Nick says ‘It’s okay,’ and then pedals off in his spray jacket.

I don’t think it could possibly be okay.

Must try and work out what he’s really thinking. He doesn’t often say. Maybe he’s avoiding troubling his dad. Maybe this is his way of helping in a rough time. Maybe he thinks we don’t care.

Must make sure he knows none of this is his fault, and we do care about him, and he doesn’t have to ride. But then I don’t want to make Dom late for work either.

Must get better so I can drive Nick when he needs me to, and so I can get back to work and get the groceries and prune the trees and sign for parcels. And so we can go to NSW next month.

Gave up on trying to work the day before yesterday. Can’t remember my exact thought process now – that’s part of the problem, of course. My mind felt too floaty, stuck on the surface of thought, unable to dive deep.

I had started an article pitch but didn’t get past the subject line and my introduction.

‘Pitch: Bees Can Save the World

Hi, I’m Carly Lombardi, and ... ’

And I couldn’t think of what to write next. Couldn’t find my notes for the article, or my plan for pitches. Couldn’t navigate the folders. I hope it’s all still there, somewhere on the computer.

I should be glad I have no boss forcing me to work. On the other hand, there’s nobody to force me to work.

It’s only ten days until we go to NSW. Hope I don’t have symptoms by then. In the meantime, there’s packing, pruning, housework catchup, friends, family, work ... all these things I’m neglecting right now.

Must rest. Then I might be better tomorrow, maybe, and come out of isolation, and then maybe I’ll prune an apple tree. Just the thought of all the branches, what to cut, what to leave – it makes my head spin. I think I have brain-fog.

Must rest. I’ll lie here for an hour with my eyes closed whether or not I sleep. Surely that will help. And when I get up maybe I’ll have a clear mind and can sort stuff out instead of shivering.

Must get a blanket. Must rest.

Wed 28th June

Dom and I watched Friends last night. We’re almost done with the whole series. Last night’s episodes didn’t seem funny. I don’t know why. Maybe it was the classic last season problem, flogging the dead ... I mean, going on when they should have stopped. Except Dom was cackling away in the open doorway. His feet kept lifting off the ground, and the office chair would roll away down the hall because of the floor slant. Then he’d roll himself back again, the wheels thundering along the wood like balls in a bowling alley.

Not sure why I flinched every time.

Note: Must look into getting that slanty floor fixed. But what if they can’t do anything? What if they try, and make it worse? And we won’t be able to use the hall all the time they’re working, how would we get upstairs?

Nick was at Bible study, and I kept looking at my watch and waiting for Dom to pause the DVD, say ‘Well,’ grab his keys and blow me a kiss.

In the end, he paused the DVD, but then he just said: ‘Carly.’

I said, ‘Are you about to go?’

‘I was thinking, do you want to come out of isolation tomorrow?’

I said nothing.

‘Or tonight?’

I said nothing. Started to roll up the tie of my dressing gown. If you do it a certain way, it makes a fat velvety squishable ball. I squished it and unrolled it again. ‘I’m still breathless though.’

He said nothing.

‘Do you think it’s okay?’

There was a long pause. I made myself wait for him to consider, to find the words.

‘I think it’s not helpful for you to be stuck in here by yourself any longer.’

So ... did he mean that I’m not getting much done? Or that I can’t handle being alone? I’m still wondering about this – but I don’t want to ask.

Couldn’t decide and, in the end, he said, ‘C’mere.’ And I knew he’d have to head off soon to get Nick, and I didn’t want to hold him up. So, I walked through the doorway and into his arms, and my isolation was over. It was the most satisfying huggy kiss I can remember – until the next one. Tight and breathless, in a good way.

Later I wished I’d made myself stay there a bit longer. I guess it’s hard to get used to being able to touch someone.

But now everything’s back to normal.

Fri 30th June

Everything’s weird.

About 4 AM I went into a really deep sleep. Woke up gagging. There was a horrible dream about a pickled toad. This woman ...

Nope. I can’t.

Woke this morning with heart pounding, sick stomach. Managed to get downstairs and on the couch before I passed out. Don’t know why I’m feeling like this. Can’t be anything but horizontal. Can’t eat. Headache. Too hot. Trying not to think about the dream. Or anything.

Maybe I’m still sick. Maybe there’s something really wrong.

My heart won’t slow down.

Sat 1st July

I’m praying. It doesn’t work. I don’t know why. Dom keeps asking what’s wrong.

God! 

That’s not swearing, is it? I’m calling you. Calling on your name. What else can I... 

Maybe I’m praying wrong. Dom’s praying now. Nick sounds scared. Oh God I can’t.

Writing doesn’t help.

Fear not. He’s with me. That’s what He says.

I’m home, I’m safe, Dom’s here, Nick’s here. God’s here.

Oh God You are here ... right?

Fear not fear not fear not.

Sun 2nd July

Dom drove me to emergency last night. He held my hand. His hand was too hot I was sweating all over and could hardly breathe through the mask. Stared at the floor. Sang a hymn very softly inside the mask over and over and over. Can’t remember which one now.

I wanted a hug but only from someone who would call me Kinah like I used to call myself when I was too little to say Carolina. Like everyone called me until I stopped them. Why did I stop them

The doctors talked so much. Possibly this condition. But unlikely because of this factor. We thought maybe that condition. But your something or other is low. So no.

I could hear this crazy beeping. They kept looking at the wall over my head and then at each other and I realized I was hearing my heart. They were doing it on purpose talking about scary stuff then reassuring me. Making my heart race and slow down at a word or thought.

It’s skipping again. Must stop thinking about all this. Must book a GP appointment. That’s what they told me to do.

Dom and Nick are watching the church livestream on my laptop. I’m hiding in the front room. Can’t watch. Can’t even listen. Wish someone would come.

Mon 3rd July

Dom’s taking compassionate leave. At least he can drive Nick to school now.

He’s cancelling the NSW trip. I want to cry but I can’t. I hate this I hate this I hate this.

Have to stop thinking. Can’t.

Tues 4th July

At emergency they gave me Valium, two to take home, and I took one this morning. Gagged on it but it worked so fast. Everything was different for a while, but it feels like it’s already worn off. It’s supposed to last 24 hours. Dom said ‘24 hours my butt’

They asked me if I was suicidal. I said no, but maybe that was a lie. What does it mean if you’re afraid you might be in one day or tomorrow or in an hour or in a minute? What if you notice every danger – knives, razors, weed killer, glass, gas? What does that mean? Maybe I lied to them.

Have to stop thinking about this.

Everyone’s refunding all our holiday stuff. They have generous policies because of COVID. It’s a relief. I dreaded hearing Dom argue on the phone, berating them into it.

He keeps yelling out from the study whenever we get another refund. I wish he wouldn’t yell, but it’s nice he’s happy. I wish it took something so simple to make me feel good.

He came into the lounge room just then and I asked him about the suicidal thing. It was so hard to get the words out but I had to. He said I had told the truth.

Maybe I’m just on alert for all danger. Extreme alert. Like catastrophic fire danger days.

Fri 7th July

Dom found an article on COVID recovery that says Vitamin D can help. So he carried the deck chair outside for me and sat me down with a pillow and a puffy jacket and a blanket and a beanie and slippers with rubber soles for the soggy grass. The last bit of sun is on my face.

People walking past make one of two comments.

You’ve got a good spot.

I can’t remember the other one. I’ll have to wait until someone else walks past.

I can bother with full stops and capitals but other punctuation stuff like quotation marks is usually too hard. And it’s hard to think through what I’m writing. It just all comes out.

Apparently in COVID recovery breathlessness and insomnia are common. Mum suggested her sleeping tablets, but I can’t. I keep jumping awake needing to breathe more deeply. And I keep thinking, what if I couldn’t wake up? 

Aunty Fern said she cried for weeks after she had COVID. Lots of bottled-up sadness, triggered by the isolation or the illness or both.

Weeks. God, weeks?! Do I have to feel like this for that long?

There’s a blackbird up on the powerlines. I know it’s introduced and it throws mulch out of the garden beds and builds nests in the corners of the roof, but I can’t think about that right now. It is singing the most beautiful thing I’ve heard in a long time. And its feathers are so black and shiny, gleaming bottle green in the sunlight. Its song is indescribable ... like crystal water bubbling up from the first spring in a brand new world. And the sky is so blue up above it. And the air is moving past me instead of being trapped around me, and it’s fresh and cold.

Oh, God, thank you.

Sat 8th July

I saw the GP today. Now I have a referral to a counsellor, I don’t know why, and a prescription for antidepressants and sleeping tablets.

I thought I’d never be on antidepressants. I thought I could handle things. I was proud of not needing them when other people I knew did. Thinking I was so good and didn’t need anything.

It takes a month for them to kick in. I don’t get why. A month until I might start feeling better. Maybe. Thirty days, each day a yearful of shaking and dreading and desperately trying to fix this and failing and praying in a panic, prayers nobody could understand.

God. God. God. What do I do? I can’t think.

Mon 10th July

Just read the antidepressant side effects. Shouldn’t have.

Can’t write.

God ...

Mon 17th July

I’ve been reading the Bible with Dom every morning and evening, especially evening, and then we pray. I walk slowly through the house singing songs about God. Sometimes it helps and I think about walking down the street a little way or reading a book.

Sometimes it doesn’t.

Wed 19th July

The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing. (Psalm 23:1)

I’ve heard of someone using a Bible verse app in a hard time. Can’t remember who, but the verses kept being relevant. And this is a hard time. I’ve had that kind of app on my phone for ages, but I wasn’t looking at it. Now I am. I’m going to write the verse down in here first thing every day.

Lie down in green pastures – that’s how I feel when I lie in bed beside Dom.

Beside quiet waters – that’s what it’s like here outside in the sun, listening to the blackbirds. Today the air’s so clear I can see right across the oval to the giant park-like roundabout in the middle of town, the one that was built way back when land wasn’t a premium. It’s the pride of Lily Hills. You never find smashed bottles or graffiti there.

The lake in the centre glimmers in the light and I can catch glimpses of green – carpets of lily leaves coming up ahead of the spring flowers. And the hills in the distance, their tops sprinkled with the white dots of the wind turbines.

I just waved in that direction, forgetting Dom was behind me in the house. What is wrong with my brain? But it’s nice how he always waves too, when he’s up on a turbine.

Restores my soul – I always thought that was a quick refreshment kind of thing, and immediate healing. If God has that power, why not?

But maybe it’s more like putting a puzzle back together. One piece at a time. God is putting another piece of my messed-up soul back where it belongs.

Fri 21st July

I finally caved and had a sleeping tablet last night. But it was too much. My brain is just clearing up now, in the afternoon. I gagged on it too. I gag on every tablet I take, no matter how small. Still can’t stomach anything except plain Vita-Weat and soda water. The GP sent me a prescription for anti-nausea tablets after I rang up. Chewable tablets. They sort of help.

Dom took me for a very slow walk, about six houses down the street. Then I had to come back. It felt like the trees and the sky were going to fall on me.

Sat 22nd July

Mum’s staying with us because Dom’s back at work. She set up my deckchair out the front, and I got out here, resting after every couple of steps. She laughed when I lay down on the blanket box in the hall and it made it seem kind of funny and nice. Like a toddler, she said.

She has a lot of fun with Nick – they have the same sense of humour.

Mum’s sketching. She said I could have the deck chair; she’d prefer an upright one. I







Sun 24th July









Mon 1st Aug







Fri 5th Aug














Sat 6th Aug











Sun 7th Aug






Mon 8th Aug



















d2d_images/cover.jpg
Novella

Jennie Del Mastro





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





