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After the Funeral

Present Day

The last of the guests left at half past four, and then the house was quiet in a way that Daniel had never experienced before — not the comfortable quiet of an ordinary evening, not the companionable silence of two people sharing a room without needing to fill it. This was a different kind of quiet. The kind that has weight. The kind that presses against your ribs.

He stood at the kitchen window and watched the final car pull out of the drive, and when the taillights disappeared around the bend he felt, for the first time that day, that he was allowed to stop performing.

He had been performing for six hours. Shaking hands. Accepting casseroles. Saying, repeatedly, that yes, she would be so touched, and yes, she was extraordinary, and yes, thank you, thank you, thank you. He had said thank you so many times that the words had become shapes in his mouth, hollow and strange.

Lila had been the last to leave. She had stood in the doorway for a long moment with her coat buttoned and her eyes red and her hands doing something complicated at her sides, as though she had something to say and was deciding, word by word, not to say it. She had hugged him instead — tight and brief and full of something he couldn't name — and then she was gone too.

Daniel turned from the window.

The kitchen looked the same as it always had. That was the strange thing about the first days of grief — the world kept insisting on its own continuity. The same blue plates on the shelf. The same herb pots on the sill that Elena had arranged by height and then rearranged by color and then left, finally, in a configuration that was neither but somehow better. The same table where they had eaten breakfast for nine years, where she had read the newspaper section by section and he had read nothing because he preferred to watch her read.

He pulled out a chair and sat down.

That was when he saw the envelope.

✦

It was sitting in the center of the table, which meant someone had placed it there deliberately. Not the caterers — they hadn't been in the kitchen. Not the guests. Lila, he thought. Lila had placed it there and then stood in the doorway doing something complicated with her hands because she had known it was there and had been deciding whether to warn him.

His name was written on the front in Elena's handwriting. Just: Daniel. No surname, no formal address. The handwriting of someone writing for an audience of one.

He sat with it in his hands for a long time. The afternoon light was changing, going golden and then amber through the kitchen window, and the herb pots made small shadows on the sill, and the house was very quiet.

He turned the envelope over. On the back, in smaller letters, in her careful cursive:

If you're reading this, I'm already gone.

Please make yourself a cup of tea first. I know you won't. But I wanted to ask.

He made the tea.

He stood at the kettle and waited for it to boil and thought about nothing, which was not nothing at all but was the closest he could manage. He poured the water. He brought the mug to the table. He sat back down.

He opened the envelope.

The letter inside was four pages, handwritten on the cream stationery she kept in the top drawer of her desk — the expensive kind she saved for things that mattered. He had teased her about that stationery once, about treating paper like a occasion. She had told him some things deserve to be written on something that feels right in your hands.

He understood that now.

He read the first page slowly. Then he set the letter down and pressed both hands flat against the table and looked at the ceiling for a moment.

Then he picked it up and read it again from the beginning, because some things need to be received twice before they can be understood at all.

Daniel,

I have started this letter eleven times. This is the version I'm keeping, which means it's the truest one — the others were too careful, too curated, and I promised myself that if I was finally going to say the things I never said out loud, I would say them the way they actually are.

So here they are. The way they actually are.

First: I love you. I have loved you from the day in the bookshop when you argued with me about a novel I hadn't finished yet and you were wrong and you knew it and you kept arguing anyway just to watch me get animated. I thought: this person is going to be important to me. I didn't know how right I was.

Second: there are things I kept from you. Not because I didn't trust you — I trust you more than anyone I have ever known. But because some things, once spoken, cannot be taken back. And I was always trying to protect the life we had from the things that would have changed it.

I know now that was a mistake. But I made it out of love, and I hope you can hold both of those things at once — the mistake and the love — without needing to separate them.

I want to tell you everything. I'm going to tell you everything.

Start from the beginning with me. Do you remember the bookshop?

He did. He remembered everything about it.

He closed his eyes. The tea went cold beside him. Outside, the amber light faded to grey, and the first evening sounds of the neighborhood filtered through the window — a dog, a car, the distant rhythm of someone's sprinkler — and Daniel Voss sat at his kitchen table and let his wife's handwriting pull him backward into the life they had made together.

Into the beginning of it. Where she wanted him to start.
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The First Time

Nine Years Ago

The bookshop was called Aldgate & Sons, though there had not been an Aldgate or any sons for twenty years — just a woman named Margery who wore reading glasses on a beaded chain and kept the shelves in an order that made sense only to her. It was the kind of shop that smelled of paper and possibility, the kind that people discovered by accident and then returned to deliberately for the rest of their lives.

Elena had been there first. She was in the back corner near the travel section, which was not where she usually gravitated, but she had recently been thinking about going somewhere and hadn't yet decided where, and she had a theory that the right destination announced itself to you if you stood near enough to the options and waited.

She had been waiting for twenty minutes when Daniel arrived.

He came in looking for a specific novel — a contemporary one that a colleague had recommended with such insistence that he'd felt embarrassed not to have read it. He didn't find it in the fiction section. He found it, eventually, shelved incorrectly near the essays. He also found, shelved beside it, a woman who was holding the same book he was reaching for.

They both stopped.

✦

"I had it first," she said. She didn't look up from the back cover.

"You weren't holding it," he said.

"I was considering it. Consideration is a form of possession."

"That's not a legal principle."

"Most important things aren't."

She looked up then. He was taller than she'd expected — she wasn't sure why she'd formed an expectation — with the kind of face that was interesting rather than handsome, full of expression even at rest. He was looking at her with something between amusement and the particular alertness of a person who has just realized a conversation is more interesting than they anticipated.

She handed him the book.

"You take it," she said. "I haven't decided if I want it yet."

"What would help you decide?"

"Knowing whether it's worth the time."

"I haven't read it yet either."

"Then we're equally uninformed." She tilted her head. "There's a café next door. We could each read the first chapter and report back."'

He had nowhere to be for another two hours. She knew this because he said it, and she noted that he said it without checking his phone — that he simply knew it, the way people know things when they're actually present in a moment.

She filed that away.

✦

The café was small and warm and served coffee in thick ceramic cups that kept the heat in. They sat at a table by the window and read their respective first chapters in companionable silence, which was, Elena thought, a very telling way to spend time with a stranger. Some people couldn't do it — they fidgeted, they spoke, they needed the reassurance of noise. Daniel read with complete absorption, occasionally making a small expression at
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