


Shades of Teale

A Novel By Susan Crossman

Chapter One: Prelude

It’s a lousy day for a walk on a beach but I’ve dragged my carcass 
out into the gray morning anyway, hopeful that a little exercise 
will lift my mood and generate the energy I need to tackle the is-
sue of the Rest Of My Life. I’m not exactly fond of exercise, but 
I am fond of beaches and the one I’m trudging along today would 
be a fine one if it weren’t for the cold rain the wind keeps slapping 
my way. 

My feet are wet.

Somehow, though, I need to forget about all that and figure 
out what to do next, now that the fairy tale marriage I started with 
so much delight has foundered and sunk on the uncharted shoal 
of Reality. Whatever was I thinking? It helps to have a friend or 
two dancing in my corner and the one who owns the house I’ve 
borrowed is quite a dreamy guy. Realistically, he’s probably bad 
news, too, but he does own a house on a beach.

When I was young I loved to run on warm sand made shad-
owy in the setting sun and frighten the seagulls that collected near 
the water’s edge. They would scatter into the pastel sky and circle 
above the darkening, rippled surface of the water and I’d turn and 
race back along the shoreline in search of other birds to antago-
nize. The game made me feel powerful but I eventually became 
tired of stalking prey I could never capture. And I realized that I 
didn’t like seagulls much. 

What’s to like?

Seagulls are impatient, nervy, relentless and greedy. They 
scavenge the beach for the soggy remnants of picnic lunches and 
junk food crumbs, their cold, steely eyes darting in all directions 
and their beaks poised to snatch any gritty morsel they find ap-
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pealing. Their squawks are jarring, like the screech of ill-fitting 
metal doors; they fight. Do we really need seagulls in this world? 

David —my husband, not my friend —loved seagulls and 
maybe I should have known the match was doomed from the start. 
It was a long haul and the dissolution of what began as a colourful 
adventure has left me tired, drained and depleted, stranded on the 
edge of a rainy brown beach with only bitter memories, broken 
dreams and a couple of empty beer cans for comfort.

Budweiser.

David hated Budweiser, preferring Heineken or Grolsch and 
the cachet of sophistication they imparted to elegant men like him. 
Foreign beers were exotic, sophisticated, expensive and subtle. 
Budweiser was local, common, fizzy and cheap —I loved the 
stuff, but David’s nose never failed to tip upwards, nostrils flaring 
slightly, whenever I ordered one. There is a right way to do things 
and a wrong way, apparently. Even when all you want is a cold 
beer. Sometimes, I wanted two.

Today, I have shown amazing restraint and tucked only two 
cold red-and-white cans into the pocket of my bright-yellow rain-
coat. I’m a long way from home, and it’s still early morning, but I 
don’t care about the right way to do things anymore. I’m going to 
do things my way now, and that might mean a beer before lunch 
on a public beach from time to time. Who cares?

My mother thinks I’m falling apart and she calls from time 
to time to remind me that a little lipstick is a great way to brighten 
a gal’s mood. But right now, my socks are creeping down my legs 
like sluggish children on a broken slide and my hair keeps whip-
ping across my field of vision like the manic tails of falling kites. I 
need a decent cut and a dab of colour at the roots, too, heck maybe 
I need a new life, but for now I’m walking on a beach trying to fig-
ure out how I ended up here and where on Earth I’m going next. 

God I’m tired.

Divorce is a nasty game preceded, as it often is, by years 
of relentless bickering, sarcastic put-downs and the broken hopes 
of two people trying to pretend that everything is perfectly fine, 
thanks, we’d love to come for dinner Friday night —what can we 
bring?  It’s like a war in many ways, with the opening salvo fired 
by the one brave enough to say “I want a divorce.” The guns blaze 
back and forth for years as the contestants fight it out. Lawyers 
and accountants, child psychologists and best friends, the world 
and everybody in it, or so it seems, charge onto the field to pick a 
favorite and tell the pretty part of the truth that makes their cham-
pion look best on paper. 

Affidavits and financial statements, dirty tricks and bitter ac-
cusations —ammunition and propaganda, it all combines to cre-
ate a vicious weapon that is then wielded with as much skill and 
cunning as either side can muster. Both parties want the battle to 
end, and both want to win it —whatever winning means when 
there are crying children involved. So I am tired beyond measure, 
disappointed beyond belief, and angry, always angry. How DARE 
he…anything?

I heard some woman screaming at my car radio the other 
day and was awfully surprised to discover that she was me. She 
– I – had stopped by the time I got to work, but my throat felt 
sore all day and the pain chastened me. David would have made 
pithy yet scathing comments, had he known, and another damag-
ing note about me would have been added to the custody file. He 
must never know.

I like that word, “chastened,” though. 

It does not hint at the bleak sense of defeat I worry will 
someday suck me home, back into my mother’s circle of anx-
ious questioning and sharp disapproval. I might become forever 
stranded, then, a grown woman caught in her mother’s loving 
grasp, lost and remembered, held and admired. But for now I’m 
pleased to think that a story that begins with a chastening can end 
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with a beginning. In fact, the idea offers me a tiny flake of hope. 
Was I being alone in my delusion?

For years on end, I expected the magic of life, the mys-
tery and the delight, to appear before me in a blinding flash 
of magic. I waited hopefully for the happily-ever-after excite-
ment I was sure existed and when it came – oh! I would savour 
every moment. 

I am a regular woman, after all – though I drift and struggle 
to find meaning in the ongoing avalanche of life. I work hard, pay 
the bills, ignore dirty floors and create clever dishes out of noodles 
and meat that have been in the fridge since…Friday?  I book the 
doctor, pray for peace and return library books I never have time 
to read. Life can be so hard, so impossible, so confusing, so clear-
cut, so easy, so busy. 

And so what?  

There’s a big dog running down the beach towards me now 
– a Lab perhaps? — and another day I might find him irresist-
ible. I would probably run towards him and rake my cold fingers 
through his long golden fur. Maybe I would baby talk him into 
dropping the water-soaked branch he’s carrying so proudly and 
then I might throw the branch back into the surging waves for him 
to rescue again. We could play together, maybe for hours, just him 
and me, a woman and a dog, having a normal walk on a beach. I 
don’t feel normal today though. 

The dog is in an awful hurry and his ears flap rhythmically 
with the prancing movements of his body. He’s a beautiful dog 
and someone must love him very much. I wish I had a dog – I 
might call him Trooper — but what’s the point?  Why surge like 
an ocean wave towards a hopeful shore only to sink below the 
darkening sand, discouraged and unconsoled?  Why plan, why 
hope, why dream of anything at all when the greatest dream, the 
one that ends with the words “happily ever after” has turned out to 
be a criminal fraud?  As a child, I believed in fairy tales and I grew 

up believing that the man I married would be someone I could be 
mostly happy with most of the time. 

We would twirl through life together and he would carry me 
gently into our future, sweet future, love in the clouds. I was so 
terribly naive.

Trooper is at my side now, wagging his tail and asking for 
my attention. His owner is nowhere in sight and I wonder whether 
I would ever let my dog run free like this if I lived on a beach – 
not every stranger can be trusted. He drops the stick and wags 
some more, with his tongue hanging out, and what I could swear 
is a smile on his lips. The dog’s hopeful nature is an intrusion 
on my moodiness. I don’t want to play. I want to think. He’s a 
puppy, by the looks of him, although growing towards maturity. 
He’s bouncy and energetic, full of an infectious joy that overspills 
the boundaries of his body and dances delightedly in the very air 
above.

“Trooper, sit,” I say. Obediently, the dog parks his rear end 
on the wet sand beside me and looks expectantly at my face. I 
don’t want to throw the stick but he looks so appealing, so un-
marked by fear or hostility. 

I looked through my high school yearbook last night – my 
therapist’s idea – and I was struck by a similar look of painful 
freshness on the faces snapped in place by the now-forgotten pho-
tographer whose name we never knew. There we were, all tender 
and downy-soft like a large litter of puppies, prancing and bounc-
ing through high school hallways, sniffing expectantly for the 
grains of nourishment they call education, unaware of the slaugh-
terhouse of adult life. We were bursting with hope.

Like so many other dreamers, I still hope to do wonderful 
things, some day. That may never come to be but I still think that 
maybe, just maybe, if I dream long enough and hope hard enough 
and do all the right things at all the right times, some of those 
dreamy ideas will become just a little bit real. 
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But life is not about maybes. It’s about the space that exists 
between the goals you set and the goals you reach. That space is 
turbulent at the best of times and utterly demoralizing at the very 
worst. It can be thorny and unpredictable, brilliant and gratifying. 
In a marriage that descends into misery, it is a heart-breaking and 
fearful space where goals and dreams are mocked with conde-
scending laughter, and fairy tales go up in flames. 

As I stand with my beer can and my sense of betrayal, watch-
ing birds standing stupidly on the rain-swept beach, resisting the 
urge to throw that heavy wet stick, I wonder what others do when 
they discover there is no fairy tale, no happily ever after?  Bury the 
thought and carry on, because fairy tales are for children?  Create 
their own furtive fairy tale life and live it — secretly — in their 
hearts, alone?  Or scratch and scrabble for something they could 
call a charming life?  Pretty tablecloths and a fenced backyard?  
Or maybe friends for dinner Saturday night. Board games with the 
kids on a Sunday afternoon, season tickets to somewhere. What 
fun it all is. Does it pass for a charming life now?  Does it manage 
to hide a broken heart and an ugly, angry soul, scarred and bleed-
ing, screaming for the love you thought they had promised would 
be yours all yours all yours until the end of time?  

Who out there has never felt a secret loathing for the one 
they live with so deep and cutting that they dare not admit its 
existence because it would spoil every sweet illusion of nor-
malcy they’ve worked so hard to create? Of course, it must be 
put away, that thought, buried deep down inside that bottomless 
well they don’t even know is their eternal soul. Because it’s not a 
nice thought, and not comforting at all. If you let it creep out into 
the light of day it will eventually drive you insane unless you do 
something about it, which would require you to make a painful 
change. And who wants to do that? When I finally stopped to look 
at the devastation my marriage had brought to my life I was as-
tounded: how ever had I walked into such a mess without benefit 
of blindfold?  Who did that to me?  Obviously not me. Dammit 
— I had wanted a happy ending. I had wanted roses and dancing 

and happily-ever-after children playing at my mothering knees. I 
had wanted romance and love and music playing in my heart as 
I awoke beside the man I loved. And of course, the story would 
carry on this way until I died, one long parade of delightful events 
and happy moments. Certainly there would be disagreements but 
we would solve them calmly and maturely and…DROP DEAD 
YOU MISERABLE BASTARD.

That woman who might be me is screaming again, and the 
pain in my throat is echoing her misery.

“WHERE IS MY HAPPY ENDING?”  

Chastened, am I?

The fury in my head is dark and vicious and predatory. It 
carves away at every thought I have ever had, stabbing and slicing 
the broken mirror of my life and reaching for my veins to empty 
my angry body of its life blood, its purpose, its order. I am hate. I 
am disgust. I am an earsplitting scream of refusal, shrieking and 
tortured. I cannot, dare not, will not stop the explosion of anxiety 
that bleeds out my ears in a deafening rumble of anguished pain. 
It lives inside me now and will not go away, will not ease, will not 
fade. 

And inside the madness of me is the theatre where I play 
the home video of a life gone wrong. There is the silent woman 
sitting at a table, fingering the delicate white petals of daisies in 
a cut-glass vase. The smell of Sunday dinner fills the air and the 
late afternoon sun slants through the window spotlighting a mil-
lion particles of dust floating in the canyon of the white kitchen. 
From another room come moody strains of Tchaikovsky’s majes-
tic Romeo and Juliet overture and there is a man — a handsome 
man with an angry voice and a fist raised in anger, a curtain of fear 
crashes to the floor and the camera cuts to a bedroom where lone-
liness and pain paper the walls in the false and ugly colours of a 
lifeless marriage. Fists clenched in horror, sobs dare not shake her 
body and what do I do now? He loves me, hates me, protects and 
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admires me, forgives and despises me and where did I lose track 
of the real truth?  The phone rings, the man’s voice is cheerful and 
hearty now, oblivious to the echoing words of fury unleashed not 
three seconds or half a decade ago. He smiles broadly and winks 
at his face in the front hall mirror and another tiny little piece of 
her soul fades away to an untimely death. 

Stop now, I want to get out!  But I am out and still the 
show plays on. The threatening voices, the chill frost of evening, 
hide the knives, the worries, the dreams, the hopes. And watch 
the dancing feet made heavy by fear — money, health, children, 
work, time. The bitterness of two people locked in love’s deathly 
dance rejoices in more tears, searing loneliness, outrageous hu-
miliations, exalts in the blackness of the future. Nothing is fun, 
nothing is fair. I will explode and then it will all be over. Can it 
ever be over?  Where did I go?  Who am I now?  It’s all nightmare 
and no daydream anymore, and the worst part is, I created it all 
and like I said before it wasn’t supposed to be like this.

My story is not unique – so many others thought everything 
was possible, once upon a time. Every time I hear a young woman 
chattering about her upcoming wedding I see the woman I once 
was and I want to stop her, to convince her that she’s wrong, we 
were wrong, they were WRONG. ALL WRONG.

She is so full of faith, so certain of a happy future, that I am 
stunned into breathless anticipation of her story’s end. Part of me 
sneers at her ignorance and part of me pities her. 

I say nothing, naturally. There were so many beautiful brides 
last summer — too many to lecture, too many to save. They were 
white ones, mostly, and they fluttered around the public parks on 
sunny afternoons with bright red and pink smiles opening like 
flowers to reveal the pearly white of their stainless smiling fu-
tures. There is no-one happier than a bride on her wedding day. I 
was too.

“Stand there Mother.”

“I’m so relieved no-one tripped.”

“Dinner will be wonderful.”

“Wasn’t it funny when he dropped the ring!”  

“Smile for the camera everyone.”

“This is the first day of forever, and I will love you until the 
day I die. Thank God we don’t have to make any more plans.”  

“Steady me a minute, Sweetheart, would you please, while 
I check my shoe.”  

What a beautiful event!  What happy people!  What lovely 
presents!  What perfect pictures!  We’ll remember, forever, how 
happy we were today, the most important day of all days. We’ll 
remember, forever...until, perhaps, we wish we could forget. 


