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Just before dawn, the sun limped through the guest room curtains casting shadows of light across the room.

Outside, a chorus of kookaburras and magpies greeted the day.

It was beautiful, yet poignant, as if they knew the house was in mourning.

Sam closed her eyes against the tears and wondered how she’d ever slept through it.

She heard a slight whimper and rolled over to look at the needy bitch who’d been sharing her bed. With her big brown eyes, elfin features and golden hair, Sam hated her with a passion.

And hated herself for hating Daisy.

For all she knew, Daisy might miss Max more - her neediness more about comfort and connection than being the naturally bossy and demanding dog she was.

Daisy opened her eyes and thumped her tail heavily on the bed; once, and after a pause, once more. 

Sighing, Sam reached out to scratch her behind the ears, just where she liked it. She wasn’t Max, but her soft doggy body was warm and comforting.

Alive. As well as next to her.

Daisy rolled on her back, exposing her belly, and Sam shifted her scratching attention there. The stink of warm dog made the day seem normal and somehow manageable. 

Hopefully, it’d be a good day; she’d get something done, and Daisy would eat a little more and cling a little less.

Not that Daisy hadn’t been clingy all her life, but without Max’s balancing influence, having her around was like having an ear infection.

It hurt, and no matter how much you scratched it, it was never enough.

When a Labrador stops eating, you can’t help but worry.

Especially when that Lab had never missed a meal.

And loved going for walks because she could scarf up discarded sandwiches, fallen fruit and possum poo before anyone else noticed it was there.

Who made them cut a beach holiday short because she’d eaten something and spent a day and a night throwing up.

Sighing again, Sam crawled out of bed, dragged Max’s robe around her and went to the kitchen.

She scrubbed her dry, gritty eyes with the heels of her palms, and drank a half-empty leftover bottle of beer.

With tail half-mast and a scrabble of claws, Daisy arrived in the kitchen.

“Hey Daisy.”

Morning routine dictated Daisy receive a big hug and a back massage before being let out to perform her toilette.

It was warmer outside than in her heart, so Sam left the door open, and from habit, started preparing two cups of coffee.

Not that the hot, bitter drink would make up for another mostly sleepless night, but the routine, led into other routines, and sometimes she got through the day.

The percolator clicked and hissed, as she stared out the window - curtains still open from whenever she’d opened them last.

As the perfume of coffee filled the air, Daisy arrived back and grunting, settled on the floor.

Habit required emptying the dishwasher. Sam smiled grimly at the bleakness of a dishwasher filled with ones. One pot, one plate, one mug.

It was the exercise of loneliness; bend, reach, stand, stack - five repeats ladies!

Catching sight of the two mugs brought tears to Sam’s eyes once more, and she groped in her pockets for a tissue. When all she came up with was a crumpled mass of torn tissue paper, it was too much, and she couldn’t hold the sobs in any longer.

She crouched protectively as the pain hit, crying hard, body wrenching sobs.

Max was never coming back.

His memory saturated the house, from the run-down shack they’d bought and renovated, to the antiques they’d scoured markets for, to the canvases he’d painted himself.

After a point, her breathing evened out, and she noticed her knees ached.

She stood, wiping her nose and face on the robe’s hem.

Everyone said it would get easier. All she had to do was survive, one minute at a time.

Habit made her pour two coffees.

Habit usually made her take them back to bed with Max, but their room was as he’d left it on the last day.

If only she’d known it would be the last day.

Instead, she took both mugs to the table, placing one in front of his empty chair. As she sat, clasping her mug in both hands, regarding his empty seat, she couldn
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