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Strain 

It showed up on his doorstep one morning. Harold was sure there was some mistake; he 

never got packages. Sure enough, his next-door neighbor’s name was printed neatly on 

the label. He glanced furtively from side-to-side, ensuring that no one was watching him. 

His fingertips tingled as he scooped up the package. Though he’d never taken Celia’s 

mail before, he’d thought about it at least once a day since she’d moved in six months 

earlier.  

 He ducked back through his front door, walked solemnly into the kitchen, and set 

the small box on the table. He took a slight step back, suddenly afraid of what he might 

find. After all, he had to admit to himself that he didn’t know Celia particularly well yet, 

and the object now in his possession could provide him with some unappealing detail 

about her. However, it could also provide the perfect excuse for him to enter her life, so 

he pulled the packing tape from the box’s cardboard flaps. Brown paper filled most of the 

space inside, and he batted it away impatiently. Inhaling deeply, he plunged his hand 

inside. His fingers closed around something cold. His heart jolted. What he extracted 

from the box, though, was more mundane than he could have hoped: a metal tea strainer. 

There was no card or note to indicate who had sent it, and Harold couldn’t have cared 

less. He now knew that Celia liked tea. He’d never been much of a tea drinker, but the 

idea that it would give him something in common with Celia was more than enough 

reason to try it. 

 Harold secreted the box and paper in the cupboard under the kitchen sink. He 

carried the tea strainer to the counter and chose a mug from the shelf. As he set the kettle 
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to boil, he glanced down at the tea strainer again, smiling in spite of himself. That tea 

strainer had been intended for Celia, but Fate had brought it to him instead. He imagined 

the two of them laughing over the mistake as they shared scones in Celia’s kitchen. If 

things went well during that first meeting, Harold would bring Celia back with him and 

show her his house, the home they were meant to share. Harold had known that Celia was 

meant to be his wife from the moment he first saw her. The fact that she had a husband 

was only a minor inconvenience. Harold was sure it was a forced marriage, devoid of 

love. Anyway, her husband was always traveling, and Celia needed—deserved—a man 

willing to be present constantly. This husband wouldn’t last; her current state of 

matrimony only delayed the inevitable. 

 The kettle shrieked, and Harold quickly removed it from the stovetop. As he did 

so, he peered through the kitchen window. Smoke-colored clouds rushed across the sky, 

heavy with rain. Celia’s vegetable garden would be pummeled by the storm. The fragile 

plants probably wouldn’t survive to feed anyone. 

 Harold stopped moving abruptly; he realized it was unlikely that he actually had 

any tea. Still, once he put his mind to doing something, he hated to be deterred. He 

rummaged stubbornly in a high cupboard. To his surprise, he found a tin containing 

tealeaves—green tea, he surmised, sniffing inside the tin. He slowly recalled having 

bought the tin as a souvenir at a café in some far-off town. It had been years since the last 

time he’d traveled. Harold wondered briefly if tea could go bad, but decided it was 

impossible. 

 He pulled a few leaves from the tin and dropped them into the strainer. They 

crunched pleasantly. He felt an odd satisfaction as he pressed the tea leaves between the 
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two metal spheres. He didn’t quite understand it, but something about the act of 

squeezing the leaves was soothing to him. 

 Harold went into his study. He placed the scalding mug of tea on his desk. Into a 

top drawer he deposited the label from Celia’s package. He had rescued it, carefully 

peeling it from the cardboard. He sat down and squinted through the window, which was 

now speckled with raindrops. As he had predicted, her vegetable garden already looked 

windswept. 

 Beyond the garden, Harold could just make out the window that looked into 

Celia’s sewing room. The room behind the glass was dim; Celia was not there. Harold 

leaned back with his tea and settled in to wait. She would come eventually. Until she did, 

Harold would once again occupy himself with thoughts of bringing her into his home. He 

couldn’t let her see him, though—not until he was ready. So he sat perfectly still as the 

room darkened around him and rain pattered against the roof.  


