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She sat in the lead funeral car with her best umbrella clutched
between white-knuckled fists so that the dark pink fabric became
damp with her sweat.  Behind, in a coffin that looked a foot
too short, lay her husband.  She looked forward, smelling an
undertone of spray polish; incongruous.

 

Or maybe not, she thought. He liked things to be
clean.

 

A single rose, that she had cut fresh this morning, lay on the
casket, its deep red petals bleeding colour onto the wood. 
Thinking of that made her think of her husband’s poor heart,
pumping its last six days ago while he was having a bath, made her
think of the pruned tips of his fingers when she found him, the
scum of cold soapy water congealing around his middle.  She
thought of how, sobbing, she had tried to lift him from the water,
and how, tiny as she was, she had almost done it, but had had to
let him slip back in, disturbing the gloss of dirt and filmy
bubbles.  She thought of the sigh that had escaped him as he
settled, his breath still smelling of the Merlot they had finished
over dinner.  She thought of all this, and wished she hadn’t
cut a rose after all.

 

She shed no tears at the service, smiling throughout because she
knew he would have done, but silently loved him, her heart in such
pain that she thought she might join him.  She smiled at the
wake, through speeches made in voices unknown, stories that made
him a stranger.  She saw the picture of him in his beloved
garden, one she had taken herself, and she knew him again.

 

The tears finally came as she sat in the sun in their garden,
days later.  They dripped on the urn of his ashes.  She
stroked them from the polished lid, and unscrewed it slowly under
her palm.  The few inches of soft grey powder was not what she
expected, but she felt no sadness.  She spoke to the urn and
its contents, laughing at herself as she did.

 

How did it come to this, eh? she said, and slowly
tipped the ashes around the base of his favourite apple tree,
digging them into the soft earth. 

 

Let’s take you home.

 

Her tears came again at the first fruiting of the year. 
Apples, heavy with juice, swelled and ripened, and she saw the
curve of his cheek in one, the sharp ridge of his nose in
another.  In one, there was the beginning of a crimp that
became his full mouth.  He began to take shape.  She fed
the tree and pruned away branches that held apples which bore no
resemblance.   

 

One morning, two apples caught her attention, gloriously
ripe.  They glistened with dew that might have been tears, a
soft curved line, fringed with tiny hairs, bisecting both. 
She poured two glasses of wine and sat in the shade of the tree and
waited for his eyes to open.
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