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    To my cousin, Kevin. Rest in peace, dear stranger.
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The News
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The answer to the question remained on her lips as the clouds filled her mind. She could see it through the haze. She knew it needed to be said. An answer needed to be given. The soldier in front of her was waiting for it. Or so she had to assume. But she couldn’t see him anymore. His face fell out of focus quickly. The roughness of his face had melted away as he started to speak. 

Even before he spoke, though, Niamh knew what he had come to say. There was only one reason someone would come to talk to her about her cousin. 

“Niamh,” she heard a familiar voice say. “Niamh!”

She couldn’t identify the voice at first. She knew it was familiar. She knew she had memories of it lurking somewhere in her head. But at first, the face or name of the speaker was lost on her. The panic in the voice distorted it, Niamh assumed. But as the cloud continued to fill her thoughts and the air started to get so thick it barely fit into her lungs anymore, she realized it wasn’t just that. It wasn’t this other person (currently a mystery though they were known to Niam). It was her.  

And her problems were growing. She couldn’t see or speak. Her mind could barely form a thought or recall even the most basic of facts from her memory. The most recent thing to shut down was her lungs. Another casualty, another fallen bodily function that Niamh depended on to live. This one was foundational enough to be damning, but the failures were numerous. 

The strain took her by surprise, but the collapse was expected. It had to be. It was inevitable. The pressure on her body was something no human could bear. 

Her knees buckled, and suddenly, she was falling forward. Her body cut through the air with an unexpected ease and quickness. Wasn’t it painfully thick just a moment ago? So thick that breathing was impossible? That should have slowed her fall or had other people falling with her.  But no. None of that was real. It was another world that she could stay in, and in that world, none of this was happening. The soldier had never come, and her cousin was still alive. 

It was the soldier that caught her, though. And with that small act of kindness, she almost felt grateful that he was there. A flicker of appreciation and another of affection were ignited but without air, they could not take. The smallest wisps of oxygen were still being sucked up by the mere memory of the words he had spoken.

“On behalf of the Secretary of the Navy, I regret to inform you...”
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​The Ache
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Niamh had never been one to particularly like apologies. Even receiving them was the sort of chore she would try to escape from. Under the best of circumstances, they meant next to nothing. They did not erase the past. They did not undo the hurt or stitch together wounds that were still raw. They were words that suddenly existed and had to be acknowledged. Worse yet, there was a proper way to deal with those words. And she was expected to do as much. The social script was written in stone but with characters Niamh didn’t understand. Everything around that exchange felt so fake, but the pain was real. Those two things thus dealt in completely different realms. They were separate and wholly incompatible. And yet, a human being was expected to merge the two somehow, to do the impossible and wield them together, a task that any number of gods had failed to do. 

The absurdity of it had always put Niamh off. It was an item on a long list of things that put her off.

But in that moment, her disdain for apologies grew tenfold. She looked at the older man seated at the other side of the conference table in the small meeting room that the office seldom used because the circulation system was badly installed, keeping air from flowing through the space properly. It was a deficit that one could feel while they sat there. A mugginess lingered along with an uncomfortable heat. Both waited in the air for someone to sit down before they struck, ensnaring themselves on the skin of the brow and neck. 

Niamh always despised this room, and had she been clearer of mind, she would have insisted she not be brought into that one. The board members were using the main conference room, granted, but there were three others that each had a breeze to them: a small current that would have put life into her lungs. 

She had forgotten how to breathe, she realized. The news had knocked the air out of her, and the breathlessness drained her of the functional knowledge of how to do that most basic, fundamental bodily function. So she lost her breath. And she didn’t have much hope of catching it again. In response, her heart twisted in her chest. Had it forgotten how to beat too? Or was it just broken now. She wasn’t sure. In fact, for a moment, as the man in front of her took a sharp breath in, she wondered if she was living at all. How many death notifications have caused a second death? There was no way that number was zero. 

“I do apologize for going to you at work,” he said.

His voice was heavy and aged. Life had cut into it and worn it down. The notes of each syllable were now bruised and damaged. 

Life gets its hits into anyone, but as Niamh sat there and stared at his chapped lips, she wondered about the jabs and cuts that he had received. What were they? When had they happened? How deeply had they cut him? Given his profession, some of it was predictable and understandable. His story was printed for all to see on the uniform he had adorned his body with. The life of a soldier was brutal and bloody, and now he worked not with the dead but those who were left behind. The wails of heartbroken mothers lingered in his eyes, but they were not alone. 

When Niamh saw that, she straightened up. Her attention was piqued. That simple observation had stirred something deep within her. 

Or it was in its death rattle. That was a possibility too. 

“We try not to,” the soldier went on. 

Niamh had forgotten his name. He wore part of it on his uniform: title and rank. Those were the important bits by many standards. And yet. Niamh cared about none of it. She didn’t have it in her to care about him. That part of her–the part of her that would have been receptive to another person’s humanity–had gone numb. Or perhaps the nerve endings that formed it had outright died. She couldn’t be sure. The decay of her body was not one she could see from her perspective. Another set of eyes would be required if she really wanted to know what was happening, but she didn’t think anyone else would be able to see those wounds or know what to look for. And she also wasn’t sure if she wanted to know what the damage was. 

Ignorance could be bliss, after all. Or that was how the saying used to go. Its veracity could be debated if she had more energy. For now, she was willing to hide behind it, even if there was something unwise about adorning yourself in denial.

She whispered, “I know. I can be hard to find. And you want to do this in a timely manner.”

He started to go into further explanations, a defense of what could seem like a grave oversight. The abstract posters in the wall could not have judged his actions, but to work in death meant seeing or at least being aware of the cosmic ledger of your life: the good and bad standing in contest of each other. Little mistakes could add up, but their justification would rebalance the math. And that was what he was trying to do: rebalance his mistakes and the resulting deaths that were incurred. Niamh didn’t owe it to him, but she thought to help anyway.

“Tommy didn’t have my number,” Niamh suddenly explained. “We weren’t in regular contact.”

She had meant that to preempt the question she knew he was going to ask, which would have been a segue to the explanation. They had gone to her home and not found her. They had tried the phone record on file to find it was disconnected. And finally, they knew she had to be at work, though their certainty in that would be a bit of a guess. For a government employee to find her workplace, that was an easy task, but how could one guarantee that she was there? The math didn’t seem to add up. The possibilities and probabilities did not work in their favor. And yet, they were there, having this conversation that she had dreaded. 

There were two of them at some point, Niamh thought. Two soldiers had come to give the news, or so she remembered. She faintly remembered another man, a slightly younger man whose blue eyes still retained a small sparkle of hope. But he wasn’t there. He had disappeared, perhaps, turning into smoke when she collapsed. Or maybe he was just doing some sort of damage control. The notification was too public, but when Niamh saw them, a ball was set in motion. And suddenly, she didn’t want to be brought into another room. She just needed to know. 

She wasn’t supposed to be out in front; she wanted to tell the man. That part was something they could not have predicted. Her office was in the back, where she had no way of knowing about the comings and goings at the door. Had they been able to sneak in, they could have been ushered into a better conference room where they would have waited until she was there and alone. Her
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