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I was through the door first holding my
tackle box of craft supplies. Sunlight streamed through the two
windows to the left. I could feel from the front door just how much
heat was coming through those windows. I guessed that was good
considering it was October. Maybe it would save on the electric
bill. But then I remembered with much dismay that I’d have to
completely cover them. The disappointments never ceased.

David grunted behind me. I didn’t know if he
was grunting to get me to move or if the box was too heavy. I
couldn’t imagine it being the latter. It was only my dollhouse
furniture. I was caught between a grimace and guilt as I watched
him.

“You’d think you had the real thing in
here.” He placed the box on the dining room table and panted. His
head was glistening already. He’d shaved his head when I started
losing my hair to chemo treatments but whereas mine hadn’t yet
returned, he already had a dark shadow forming. That shadow was
oozing sweat even though it was his first box and even though it
was around 40 degrees out. He hadn't said he was even thinking
about shaving it again; guess I'd have to live through baldness on
my own after all.

I didn't know what to say. I felt bad that I
couldn’t help him get my stuff in the house. The lumpectomy on my
right breast hadn’t been too long ago and I still couldn’t lift
much.

He tried to grin but behind it, I could sense
the disarray and grief. He'd been supportive enough through my
disease which was great considering we were still almost newlyweds.
But this move wasn't good for our already faltering marriage. We'd
gone from happy couple to gloom in the months since my breast
cancer diagnosis.

What made this even more difficult was that I
was moving out here alone. Chemo had been every few weeks so living
three hours away from the cancer center wasn’t that big of a deal.
But now that chemo was over and I was about to head straight into a
month and a half of daily radiation, we both knew that kind of
driving would’ve just been insane. We found a small furnished house
only minutes from the center. This would be my home for the next
six weeks.

Alone.

I dabbed my eyes with a handkerchief. Since
I’d lost my lashes, my eyes seems to leak, as if the valve on my
tear ducts refused to shut off. At least I could hide behind that,
anyway. Truth was, I cried a lot more these days.

I caught David staring at me.

I gave him a weak smile. "I want my eyelashes
back."

He wasn't convinced. He turned and
disappeared back out the door to get the next box.

The last time I’d seen this place, the
furniture had been covered with plastic. Dust had formed a thin
layer like a light powder of snow on the floor. Now the hardwood
was spotless, the plastic was gone, and with just a touch of
personality here and there, I might just be able to make it.

“Where do you want it,
Leelee?”

I pointed to the word “bathroom” written in
marker on top of the box and smirked.

“Don’t be a smartass,” he said,
disappearing into the small “T” shaped hall. To the right was the
only bedroom and to the left was the small bathroom. I caught a
slip of a smile as he rounded the door frame.

“I didn’t say a word.” For a moment
there, it was like we didn't have this cloud over our
heads.

Only for a moment.

I walked through the living room/dining room
and looked in at the very small kitchen. The cabinets were white
and the counters were some off pink color like salmon. The floor
was faux red brick roll out laminate which someone had done a poor
job installing. Conveniently located inside the kitchen was a
washer and dryer, positioned so it was a very tight squeeze to get
clothes out of the washer. The dryer was speckled with rust stains
on top. It was set okay; unless I tried to open the dryer and
fridge at the same time, not that I could imagine a scenario where
I would do such a thing.



Nevertheless, it was doable. This was a
temporary home, after all, and I was grateful to have found
something empty and within budget while I was being radiated.

My phone rang. A quick glance at the display
showed that it was my mother-in-law.

“Hi, Sheila.” I tried to sound cheerful
but I was tired and emotionally drained.

“Hi, Cecily. How ya
feelin’?”

“The usual. I appreciate the work you
did out here. It looks so clean. It must’ve taken you
hours.”

“Just a couple. The place is small so
it’s not a big deal. There’s no way those doctors would’ve let you
scrub out some of the ick I found. They turned the electricity and
satellite on while I was there the other day. The water company
hadn’t shown, though.”

I walked to the sink and tried the faucet. A
groan came from somewhere behind the wall. Air hissed from the
faucet and water began to first sputter and then flow freely. “They
turned it on.”

“Good. I just wanted to make
sure.”

I smiled. “Everything’s fine. Thank you for
checking.”

Even though I couldn’t see her, I felt her
smiling back. “Your welcome. Call me if you need anything. Oh, and
check your fridge and cabinets.”

Before I could respond, she’d hung up. I
opened the refrigerator and the light illuminated a half gallon of
milk, half gallon of orange juice, a half carton of eggs, a fruit
plate, and deli sliced turkey, my favorite. I walked over to the
cabinet and found it stocked as well. I rummaged around some more
and found paper plates and utensils. That woman was something.

“Who was that?” David asked. He settled
in beside me panting with his hands on his hips. He smelled damp
and faintly of salt.

“Your mom, the saint.” I directed him
to peak in some of the cabinets.

He whistled in response. “Well, great! Guess
I don’t have to go to the store then.”

I pointed to the windows. “You’re going to
have to install opaque shades. Doc said I can’t be in the sun and
when I do go out, I still have to put on sunscreen under my
clothes. I’ll need a big bottle of the highest SPF you can
find.”

“I forgot you’re going to be a vampire
now.” He was trying his best to lighten my mood and I supposed I
should've been thankful for that.

But there wasn't much I was thankful for
these days.

***

I hoped I wasn’t so used to the house that by
the time the radiation treatments were over, I’d be referring to it
as “home”. Home was a long drive away and I was never more aware of
it until after my first day at the center when I stepped through
the door of the empty house.

David spent the night with me the first night
even though I told him he didn't have to. He had to leave early
that morning to open his plumbing store and get the technicians out
to their calls on time. So I made it to my appointment thinking
that I was actually getting radiation when I was only being prepped
for it. I went through measurements and simulations; setting
everything up to do the real thing tomorrow. While I was
disappointed that I hadn’t gotten my first radiation treatment,
coming back to a completely empty and foreign house was even more
so. In another way, though, it was a small relief. At least I
wouldn't have to think about how much of a burden I was on
David.

I tried to work but my eyes refused to
cooperate. I couldn’t very well construct my dollhouse furnishings
and accessories with tears obscuring my vision.

So I watched television through waves of
tears, dabbing at my eyes in three second intervals. I was tired
but suffered from insomnia. There’s nothing like being fatigued but
not being able to sleep. I was feeling the emptiness the strongest
then.

To prevent myself from dipping further into
depression, I decided to make myself some hot cocoa. I scooted to
the kitchen and wondered if I was just stupid or if it was God's
way of telling me this was all futile. The worst of the cancer
treatments were over and I was still headed down a negative
spiral.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a light
bobbing outside the kitchen window. While the front of the house
was ground level, the back was built on a hill. Under the back side
of the house was a basement, its only access from the backyard. I
couldn’t imagine why someone would be out in my backyard or going
into the basement after dark.

I pulled on my robe, grabbed my cell phone,
and headed out to the small screened-in back porch. I looked down
at the yard and didn’t see anything. A moment later, though, I
heard the clang of something down in the basement. I proceeded with
caution down the long flight of stairs and once down at the bottom
I turned to look under my porch where the basement door was, trying
to get a sense of what was going on before I showed myself. Whoever
it was didn’t seem concerned about staying in the shadows. The
basement was bright with light. I moved to the door and looked
through the glass to see my landlady, Mrs. Fitch, pulling a push
mower to one side of the room.

I rapped once and waved when she looked up.
She smiled and gestured for me to come in.

“Do you need some help with that?” She
looked to be only around 60 but didn’t weigh any more than a
feather. Her hair was stark white but full and wavy down her
back.

“Oh, hun, you’re in no position to help
me,” she responded with a stiff laugh. Her eyes settled on my bald
head for only a moment before she turned her attention back to her
task.

I realized it was the first time she’d seen
me without a bandana or cap on my head, not that we’d really had
much time to interact. “I may have a little trouble with my right
side but my left is just fine.” I walked over and helped her
finish.

“I asked my nephew to come mow the yard
one last time before the really cold weather came and afterward he
got distracted by my cookies. They’re calling for rain early so I
didn’t want to leave this out. I’m sorry if I woke you.”

“You didn’t wake me. Sounds like a
great nephew.”

She smiled. “Most teenagers want cash these
days. He lets me pay him with sweets.”

The basement was a typical array of plastic
totes, boxes, dust, and cobwebs. The air was so stuffy that I
wasn’t sure if I should even be breathing without a mask. Over half
the wall and some of the ceiling was covered in gray metal tiles.
“What is that?” I asked.

“Oh, lead tiles. Strange, I know, but
the owner of the house before us was some kind of professor at the
university and he did some x-ray stuff. Wanted to make sure he
didn’t expose the whole house, I guess. He came back to get some of
them but said he didn’t need the rest. I’ve been meaning to do
something with them but just haven’t thought much about
it.”

“Would you like to come up for some
cocoa?” I asked.

Her shoulders went rigid and she gave me a
small chuckle that was supposed to pass off nonchalance. I knew
better. “Oh, heavens, I’d be up all night if I drank hot cocoa at
this hour. But I do appreciate the offer. Perhaps you would like to
come by after your appointment tomorrow for some coffee and
cake.”

I didn’t want to press the issue. “Sounds
lovely.”

***

After chemo, I’d felt utterly useless for
days, even a couple of weeks, after my treatments. It had been a
few weeks since my last chemo treatment and I was starting to feel
almost human again. They told me the radiation would make me tired,
as if I hadn’t had enough of that with the chemo. But it actually
wasn’t that terrible.

I came in from my first treatment, laid my
purse on a small table near the television and headed to the
bathroom. After relieving myself, I checked my makeup in the mirror
with a fleeting humorous thought about my new vampire status. I
cleaned smudged eyeliner and began to apply fresh when behind me in
the mirror, I could’ve sworn I saw an image of something. It was
there and gone in a flash so I couldn’t be sure what I was seeing.
Maybe my overactive tear ducts were wreaking havoc on my vision
again. I penciled in eyebrows and wondered when they would grow
back, the image an afterthought.

Something tugged on the back of my shirt. The
makeup pencil flew from my hand and landed somewhere across the
room. I reached back and tried feeling the back of my clothes but
there was only so far that I could reach with lymph nodes having
been removed from under my right arm pit. I looked around the small
bathroom thinking of a large icky spider or something equally
awful. There was nothing there; only the bathtub, toilet, and the
green, blue, and white tile along the walls. There wasn’t even a
hint of anything that could’ve tugged at me.

I was still shaking as I drew my eyebrows
despite that I already decided my mind was overreacting. When I was
finished, I examined them in the mirror and knew I had to wash them
off and redo them. I didn’t want to go to Mrs. Fitch’s looking
angry.

***

“You have a beautiful home,” I
commented as Mrs. Fitch carried a plate holding slices of cinnamon
coffee cake to the table. The rain that was supposed to have been
there that morning was now rearing its head. The effect of it
outside the large bay window near the breakfast nook was
relaxing.

“Thank you. It took us quite a while to
get it finished.”

“You didn’t want to tear down the old
house?” The old house was the rental I was staying in. The Fitch’s
had built the house I sat in now on the same property as their old
house. When David and I had started looking for a place closer to
the cancer center, a friend had told us about how the house just
sat there empty year after year. It took some convincing to get
Mrs. Fitch to rent it to us. We weren’t sure why.
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