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[image: ]


“C’mon, Daniel, get it together. You’ve made this drive a thousand times.” 

He settled into the driver's seat of his Accord, the leather still cool from the night air. He adjusted the rearview mirror. More out of habit than necessity. He’d bought the car after Sara left.

Through the windshield, his driveway stretched ahead—a ribbon of concrete flanked by the oak trees he and Sara had planted when they bought the home. Years before Emily was born. Eight years ago now. The morning sun filtered through the hundreds of branches in broken patterns that danced across the hood of his car.

Just another Tuesday, he thought. Stop procrastinating. 

He reached for his coffee, took a sip. Still hot. Perfect. 

Nothing’s going to happen.

Gotta beat the traffic.

His hand moved toward the gearshift, his mind already running through the day ahead. The Henderson presentation at ten. Lunch with the development team. Oh, and that conference call with the Singapore office at four—

Then the world exploded.

The white SUV came from nowhere, careening across the center line like a missile locked on target. 

Daniel's mind registered it in fragments: the Toyota emblem growing larger. A spiderweb crack spreading across a windshield in front of a woman's face frozen in horror behind the wheel. His body getting thrown forward at amazing speed. He tried to scream. Tried to warn Emily in the back seat, but his throat had closed. All of this before hearing the sickening crack of impact, sound being slower than light.

The impact was everything at once: the shriek of metal tearing like paper. Glass smashing into a thousand glittering knives. His body jerking forward. The seatbelt catching him. Ribs exploding with pain as every one of them cracked simultaneously. The airbag exploding in his face like a gorilla punching him square in the nose. He felt the car spinning. Fast. Hard. Then a heavy thump and the car was rolling, the world rotating on an axis that had come unmoored. Sky, ground, sky, ground. The sound of his breathing impossibly loud against his pounding heartbeat, each gasp wet and painful as the car continued rolling. Seemingly never-ending.

When the car finally rocked to a stop, Daniel sat in the wreckage, his hands still gripping a steering wheel that was no longer round. 

Smoke rose from the hood. His. Hers. He couldn't tell. 

He tried to push the door open. Stuck. He slammed his already aching shoulder against the glassless frame. It groaned but gave way. 

His legs felt disconnected from his body as he stepped onto the asphalt, the morning sun suddenly too bright, too cheerful for what it was illuminating.

That's when he saw a small figure on the road. About thirty feet away. Blonde hair spread across the pavement like spilled gold. 

Purple backpack. 

One shoe, her left sneaker, the one with the unicorn laces she'd begged for last month, lay five feet from her body.

“No!” The word formed in his mind but wouldn't reach his lips. 

His legs moved without permission, carrying him forward through air that had turned to molasses, every step taking an eternity.

"Emily?" His voice sounded wrong. Distant. Muffled. Like he was underwater.

Paramedics swarmed around her. So many of them. From a distance, they resembled ants on a grasshopper. 

Where had they come from? How had they arrived so soon? 

One was cutting away her jacket, the purple one with the butterfly on the back. Another had his fingers pressed to her neck, desperately feeling for something Daniel feared he wouldn't find.

A female paramedic with dark hair pulled back in a tight ponytail straddled Emily's small body. She laced her fingers together and pressed down on his daughter's chest. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

She's so small,” Daniel thought absurdly. Emily's so small, and that woman is going to break her ribs.

"Emily!" The scream finally tore from his throat. "EMILY!"

He lunged forward, but strong hands grabbed his arms. Police officers. When had the police arrived? 

The world was moving too fast and too slow all at once. His world threatening to collapse.

Officer Chen stepped directly into his line of sight. She was shorter than him. Still, she positioned herself like a wall, her dark eyes full of professional sympathy. But Daniel had to get to his daughter if it meant stepping out of his skin to get around the woman.

"Sir," she said, her voice firm but gentle. "Sir, you need to stay back. Let them work."

"That's my daughter!" The words ripped from somewhere deep in his chest. Somewhere that had never made sounds before. "That's my little girl! Get out of my way!"

Officer Martinez tightened his grip on Daniel's shoulder. He was older, maybe mid-forties, and his face had the hardened look of someone who'd seen these scenes too many times. That look. The pity in his eyes told Daniel everything he didn't want to know.

"I know, sir," Martinez said quietly. "I know. But you need to let them do their job. The best thing you can do for her right now is stay back."

Daniel fought against their grip, craning his neck to see around Chen's shoulder. Between the two officers, he caught glimpses of the scene beyond:

The paramedics had stopped.

The woman doing chest compressions sat back on her heels, her shoulders sagging. She looked at the male paramedic, who checked his watch and said something Daniel couldn't hear.

A younger paramedic, barely out of his teens unfolded a white sheet.

"No," Daniel whispered. "No, no, no, please—"

The sheet settled over Emily's body like snow. White. Clean. Final. Except for one corner, where it began to bloom red.

"NO!" Daniel's legs gave out. The officers struggled to hold him up, but he was deadweight, sinking to the asphalt. "PLEASE! EMILY! EMILY, BABY, PLEASE!"

His voice broke. Tears and snot streamed down his face. 

The officers were saying things, their mouths moving, but Daniel couldn't hear anything over the roaring in his ears, over the sound of his heart shattering into pieces that would never fit back together.

The white sheet billowed slightly in the morning breeze.

Daniel's eyes snapped open.

He gasped, sucking in air like he'd been drowning. 

His hands were locked on the steering wheel. Knuckles bone-white. Fingers aching from the pressure. 

Sweat had soaked through his shirt, cold and clammy against his skin.

The driveway was empty. Peaceful. The oak trees swayed gently in the breeze as they had done every morning. He could never decide if they were telling him good morning or waving goodbye.

His coffee cup lay on its side in his lap, brown liquid spreading across his khakis in a warm, wet stain. He stared at it dumbly, his brain struggling to reconnect with reality.

A memory. 

It was just a memory.

But God, it felt real. 

Months later, he could still smell the burning airbag. 

Still feel the phantom pain in his ribs. 

Still see Emily's hair spread across the asphalt like a halo for an angel who would never get her wings.

His chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath. 

His reflection in the rearview mirror looked like a stranger. Face pale. Eyes wild with terror. A thin sheen of sweat making his skin shine.

He forced his hand toward the gearshift. His fingers trembled so badly he could barely close them around it. Finally, he gripped the gearshift tighter, fighting against every screaming instinct in his body. 

He had to go to work.

His clients needed him.

He had already taken far too much time off.

Daniel pulled the gearshift toward drive—and froze.

Emily's face flashed in his mind. The white sheet. The blood spreading. 

His hand jerked away from the gearshift like it had seared his flesh.

"Come on," he said through gritted teeth. "Come on, Daniel. Don't be a coward. Just... just go."

He reached for the gearshift again. His whole arm trembled now, the shaking spreading through his shoulder, his chest, his jaw. He felt like he was coming apart from the inside out.

"Just go to work," he told himself, more forcefully this time. "Nothing's going to happen."

His voice cracked. Failed. Died.

Because he didn't believe it. The moment he touched the gearshift and looked up at the waving trees... he’d relive the worst moment of his life... again.

He slumped back in his seat, his hands falling uselessly to his lap. The engine continued to idle, a low rumble that seemed obscenely normal. 

The morning sun climbed higher, glinting off his windshield, painting the world in shades of gold that promised a beautiful day.

But all Daniel could see was white sheet spreading red.

All he could feel was the weight of his own paralysis pressing down on his chest like that paramedic's hands on Emily's sternum.

He sat. 

Unable to move forward. 

Unable to go back. 

Trapped in the terrible space between vision and reality.

The driveway waited. Accused. Dared him to try.

But Daniel stayed where he was. Frozen. Suspended out of time while the world waited. 

Somehow, he knew he’d never be able to move until the white sheet spreading red blew away.
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Chapter Two
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The living room had become a tomb.

Daniel sat on the couch in the dark, the only light coming from the television screen that cast flickering shadows across walls that hadn't seen daylight in weeks. Maybe months. He'd stopped counting. Since Sara left, the day his world truly stopped, the curtains stayed drawn, thick fabric blocking out a world he no longer belonged to.

Around him, the evidence of his collapse spread like a disease. 

Empty beer cans formed aluminum pyramids on the coffee table. Some toppled over. Others crushed and tossed toward the overflowing trash can in the corner. Most had missed. 

Pizza boxes lay stacked on the floor, grease stains seeping through cardboard. 

Chinese takeout containers leaked soy sauce onto yesterday's newspaper—or was it last week's? 

A bowl of what had once been cereal sat on the arm of the couch, the milk now separated and curdled, the flakes dissolved into gray sludge.

Daniel didn't notice how oppressive the smell had become. 

Sour beer. 

Rotting food. 

Unwashed clothes and unwashed body. 

The house reeked of decay, of a life decomposing in real time.

Every day. Every evening. He sat, his eyes fixed on the television, bloodshot and sunken into a face that had aged ten years in the past six months until he took just enough sleeping pills to sleep and not kill him. Stubble had grown into a patchy beard. His hair stood up at odd angles, unwashed and greasy. He wore the same sweatpants and stained t-shirt he'd been wearing for... he didn't know how long. So long they could walk for him.

On the screen, Emily danced.

The video was from her spring recital, two years ago. She was six, wearing a pink tutu that Sara had spent hours hemming to the perfect length. The image quality was shaky. Daniel had been holding the camera, zooming in too close, then too far, like an amateur. Which he was. But Emily's smile was crystal clear.

She spun across the stage with the other girls. Slightly offbeat. Her blonde pigtails bouncing with each movement. She was concentrating so hard, her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth the way it did when she colored or built towers with her blocks. When the music ended, she curtseyed too early, then looked around in panic, then curtseyed again when everyone else did.

The audience laughed. And Daniel could hear his own voice on the recording, chuckling with delight. Sara beside him whispering, "She's perfect."

Daniel's finger hovered over the remote, trembling. 

He pressed rewind. 

Watched it again.

Emily spinning. Tongue out. Double Curtsey. Sara whispering, "She's perfect."

Rewind.

Again.

His eyes burned, but no tears came. He'd cried himself empty weeks ago. Now there was just this hollow ache, this vast emptiness where his daughter used to be, where his life used to be.

The video changed. He must have pressed a button without realizing it. 

Now it was a family picnic at Riverside Park. Summer, maybe three years ago. The camera showed Sara spreading a checkered blanket under an oak tree, laughing at something off camera. Then Emily ran into frame, her face smeared with watermelon juice, holding up a dandelion she'd picked.

"Daddy, look! A flower for Mommy!"

Daniel's younger self said something behind the camera, probably teasing her, because Emily giggled and ran toward Sara, presenting the weed like it was a rose.

"Rewind," Daniel whispered to the empty room, his voice hoarse from disuse. He pressed the button.

Emily running. "Daddy, look! A flower for Mommy!"

Rewind.

"Daddy, look!"

Rewind.

The phone rang.

Daniel's head jerked toward the sound, his neck cracking painfully. The cell phone sat on the coffee table, vibrating against an empty beer can, making it rattle and dance. The screen glowed with a name: SARA.

He stared at it, watching it ring. Once. Twice. Three times.

His hand reached out, slow and mechanical, like his body was operating on muscle memory alone. He picked up the phone. Pressed accept. Brought it to his ear.

"Hello?" His voice came out as a rasp, barely recognizable.

"Daniel?" Sara's voice was careful, controlled. The voice she used when she was trying not to cry. "Daniel, Patrick called me."

Patrick. His boss. Former boss, probably.

"Okay," Daniel said flatly.

"You missed work again. Four days this week. He said—" She paused, and Daniel heard her take a shaky breath. "He said he's worried about you. Not just about the work. He thinks... he's concerned that you're not going to recover from this. That you might... that you might hurt yourself."

On the television, the scene had changed again. Christmas morning. Emily tearing into presents, wrapping paper flying everywhere like confetti. Her shriek of delight when she opened the bicycle—the purple one with streamers on the handles.

"I'm fine," Daniel said mechanically.

"You're not fine!" Sara's control broke, her voice cracking. "Daniel, you're not fine. I'm not fine. But I'm... I'm trying. I'm going to therapy, I'm going to grief group, I'm trying to keep living and you're just... you're disappearing."

He said nothing. What was there to say? 

She was right. 

He was disappearing. 

Had been disappearing from the moment he opened his eyes in the middle of the road and saw Emily with the white sheet spreading red. 

"I tried," Daniel said suddenly, his voice breaking. "I tried, Sara. I tried to go to work. I tried to leave the house. But every time—every goddamn time—I put the car in drive and I see it. I see the SUV. I see her on the road. I see the sheet covering her and the blood—"

"Stop." Sara's voice was sharp, cutting through his spiral. "Stop it, Daniel. There’s nothing you could have done to prevent what happened."

Daniel's hand tightened on the phone. "I could have—"

"How?!" her voice rose, edged with desperation and fury. "How could you have prevented that woman from having an aneurism while driving?!"

On the screen, Christmas Emily rode her new bicycle in circles in the living room, nearly knocking over the tree. Past-Daniel's voice: "Careful, Em! Outside, we ride outside!"

"There's a therapist," Sara said, her voice softening, sounding more pleading. "Her name is Dr. Rebecca Moss. She specializes in grief, in trauma. Patrick knows her, recommended her. I'll text you her number. Please, Daniel. Please call her. Please see her before you lose yourself completely."

"I'm already lost," Daniel whispered.

"No." Sara's voice was firm now, almost angry. "No, you're not. Not yet. But you will be if you keep sitting in that house, in the dark, watching those videos and rotting in your own guilt. Emmy wouldn't want this. You know she wouldn't want this."

Emily. Six years old, spinning in a pink tutu. Tongue out. Double Curtsey. Perfect.

"I'll think about it," Daniel said, the lie tasting like ash in his mouth.

Sara was quiet for a long moment. She knew him too well. Knew the difference between his promises and his lies.

"I’ll text you her number," Sara said finally. "I love you, Daniel. I still love you. But I can't save you. You have to save yourself."

The line went dead.

Daniel sat in the dark, the phone still pressed to his ear, listening to the silence. 

On the television, past-Daniel was teaching Emily to ride her bicycle in the driveway. She wobbled, almost fell, then found her balance. Her laughter rang out like bells.

"I've got it, Daddy! I've got it!"

Daniel's hand dropped to his lap, the phone falling onto the couch cushion beside him. His eyes stayed fixed on the screen, watching his daughter ride in circles, alive and laughing and perfect.

Around him, the tomb of his living room pressed in. Beer cans. Rotting food. The smell of his own decay. He had lost his senses while sinking further into this dark oblivion while on the television, Emily rode and rode and rode, trapped in an endless loop of pixels and light. Forever six. Forever laughing. Forever alive in a past he could never return to.

Daniel picked up the remote.

Pressed rewind.

Watched her ride again.

The phone buzzed with Sara's text. He didn't look at it.

In the dark, surrounded by the ruins of his life, Daniel Calloway watched his daughter live on a screen, and let himself disappear a little bit more.
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The glow of the laptop screen cut through the darkness, Daniel's face looking blue in the harsh light. He'd moved the computer to his lap sometime after Sara's call. Minutes ago. Hours ago. He couldn't tell anymore. Time had lost its shape, now elastic and meaningless in the tomb his living room had become.

Behind him, the television continued its loop. 

Emily at the picnic. 

Emily on Christmas. 

Emily riding her bicycle in endless circles.

Her laughter was like a ghost haunting every corner of the house.

The article on the screen blurred as he tried to focus. "Ten Ways to Cope with the Loss of a Loved One." The cursor blinked at him. Accusing. Waiting.

He scrolled.

1. Allow yourself to grieve.

Daniel's jaw clenched. What the hell did they think he'd been doing?

2. Reach out to friends and family for support.

His eyes flicked to the phone lying facedown on the couch. Sara's text notification still glowed through the cushion fabric. Unread.

3. Maintain a routine.

A bitter sound escaped his throat. Not quite a laugh. But the beer cans rattled slightly from the vibration.

4. Take care of your physical health.

He looked down at his sweatpants, at the stains he'd stopped noticing. When had he last washed them? Thursday? The Thursday before that?

5. Consider joining a grief support group.

The words swam on the screen. Professional. Clinical. Useless. Written by someone who'd probably never watched their child die on asphalt without knowing how the seatbelt had failed, never felt the particular way time stops when a white sheet settles over someone too small, too young, too goddam precious to be covered by anything except a blanket tucked in at night with a kiss on the forehead.

The VHS tape made a mechanical click behind him.

Daniel turned. The screen had gone blue, the text "REWIND" flashing in the corner. The tape mechanism whirred, pulling the ribbon back to the beginning. Back to Emily spinning. Back to Emily living.

He watched it wind. The sound was almost soothing. Rhythmic. Predictable. Unlike everything else in his life.

The phone rang.

Different from Sara's call. This ring was sharper, more insistent. His work ringtone. The one he'd forgotten to change.

He stared at the screen: MARTY.

Not Mark. Not again. 

Marty was what everyone at the firm called him—the office social butterfly who knew everyone's birthday, who organized the fantasy football league, who always had tickets to something. The guy who'd dragged Daniel out for beers after rough client meetings, who'd taught him to actually enjoy karaoke during that conference in Austin.

The guy he hadn't spoken to in weeks.

The phone rang again. Four times. Five. Marty wasn't giving up.

His hand moved mechanically, muscle memory overriding the part of his brain that wanted to let it ring. He pressed accept.

"Hey, Marty."

"Danny Boy!" Marty's voice came through too loud, too cheerful, like someone had turned up the brightness on a photograph until it hurt to look at. "There he is! Was starting to think you'd moved to Bermuda without telling anyone."

"Still here," Daniel said. His voice sounded wrong. Flat. Dead.

Marty must have heard it because the forced cheer dimmed slightly. "Yeah, man. How you doing? And don't give me the standard 'fine' bullshit. Patrick said you've been out again."

"I'm fine."

A pause. He could almost hear Marty deciding whether to push.

Behind him, the VHS clicked again. The rewind finished. The tape started playing. Emily appeared on screen, mid-spin in her pink tutu.

"Okay," Marty said slowly. "So... when you coming back? Henderson keeps asking about the revisions to the plaza design. Says nobody understands your notes but you."

Daniel's eyes stayed on the laptop screen. The article mocked him with its neat, numbered list, its promises of healing through routine and self-care and talking to people who thought they understood.

"I don't know."

"You don't know like... next week? Or you don't know like next month?"

"I don't know like I can't get in a car without freaking out," Daniel said, the words coming out a little louder than intended. "I don't know like every time I put the car in drive, I see the crash and her on the road. Every time, Marty. So I don't know when I'm coming back because I can't get there."

The silence that followed felt different. Heavier. Marty wasn't the type for heavy silences.

"Shit," Marty said finally. "That's... that's rough, man. Like really rough."

"Yeah."

"Have you tried—I don't know—music? Podcasts? Something to distract your brain while you drive?"

He almost laughed. "It's not about distraction. It's about the second I shift into drive, my body remembers the impact. I can feel the steering wheel in my hands when it breaks. I can smell the airbag. I see the SUV crossing the line and I can't breathe and—"

He stopped. His chest had tightened, the familiar panic creeping in just from describing it.

On screen, Emily curtsied early. Looked around in panic. Curtsied again. The audience laughed. Sara whispered, "She's perfect."

"Jesus," Marty breathed. "I didn't... I mean, Patrick said it was bad, but I didn't realize it was that bad."

"Everyone keeps asking how I'm doing," Daniel said, staring at the article's useless bullet points. "Like I'm supposed to have an answer. Like there's a timeline for this. 'Oh, six months is up, time to be functional again.' But I'm not. I can't drive. I can't work. I can't do anything except sit here and—"

He cut himself off before he said the rest. Before he admitted he spent every day watching videos of a dead girl, rewinding moments that couldn't be rewound in real life.

Marty was quiet for a beat. "That really does suck, Dan."

"Yeah."

"Look, let me think on this, okay? There's gotta be a solution. Maybe we can set up remote work for you? Video calls for client meetings? Or I could drive out to you, bring the files, we could work from your place until you're ready to—"

"I appreciate it, Marty. I do. But I need to figure this out myself."

Another pause. Daniel could hear the hesitation, the unspoken words. Marty wanted to push, wanted to help, wanted to fix things the way he fixed the office coffee maker when it broke or mediated disputes over the thermostat settings.

But this wasn't something that could be fixed with duct tape and charm.

"Alright," Marty said. "But I'm serious. Let me think on it. Maybe I'll come up with something. And Dan? Call me if you need anything. I mean it. Even if it's just to talk. Or not talk. Whatever."

"Thanks."

"Take care of yourself, yeah?"

The line went dead.

He set the phone down, his eyes returning to the laptop screen, to the article that promised healing through numbered steps and clinical advice. Most of it useless.

6. Express your feelings through journaling or art.

Great, he thought. I can’t write. Sure can’t draw. “Yep. Useless.”

He closed the browser tab.

The search bar blinked at him. Cursor waiting. Glaring rudely.

His fingers moved across the keyboard: coping with traumatic loss of a child

The results loaded. Thousands of them. Articles. Forums. Support groups. Therapist directories. All of them written by people who claimed to understand. People who promised that time would heal. Or that there was a path through the grief if he just followed the right steps.

He clicked the first link. Another article. "Moving Forward After Child Loss: A Survivor's Guide."

The word "survivor" stuck in his throat.

He wasn't surviving. He was existing. Breathing because his body didn't know how to stop, eating when the hunger got too painful to ignore, sleeping when he took enough pills to knock himself into dreamless black.

The article talked about acceptance. About finding meaning. About honoring the deceased by living fully.

Daniel's hand trembled on the trackpad.

Emily spun on the television. Tongue out. Perfect.

He closed the tab. 

Opened another: “Understanding Traumatic Grief." This one at least acknowledged that some losses were different, that sudden, violent death created specific kinds of wounds. But the advice was the same. Therapy. Support groups. Self-care. Time. Always time. As if enough of it could erase the image of his daughter's hair spread across asphalt like spilled gold and the white sheet spreading red.

The VHS player whirred. 

The tape played. Emily at the picnic now, running with the dandelion.

"Daddy, look! A flower for Mommy!"

His vision blurred. Not tears. He'd cried himself empty. Nothing but exhaustion making the screen swim. Well, and dry eyes, of course, from too many hours watching Emmy on the television and now staring at the laptop screen.

He clicked another link. 

Another article. This one from a grief counselor who'd lost her son. Maybe this one would be different. Maybe because someone who'd actually lived it would have answers that made sense. But three paragraphs in, it was the same advice wrapped in prettier words. Feel your feelings. Reach out. Take care of yourself. Join a community of others who understand.

His fingers hovered over the keyboard.

how to stop seeing dead daughter when trying to drive

He deleted it before searching, the backspace quickly erasing evirdotgniyrtnehwrethguaddaedgnieespotsotwoh. Too specific. Too pathetic.

PTSD flashbacks while driving

Better. More clinical. He could be anyone asking that question.

The results loaded. Articles about exposure therapy. About gradual desensitization. About working with a therapist to—

“Fuck it! What’s the use?” he said, then frustratingly rubbed his palms around and over his face.

He slammed the laptop shut and tossed it beside him on the couch as the screen went dark, plunging the room back into the flickering glow of the television. Emily rode her bicycle now, wobbling, finding balance, laughing.

"I've got it, Daddy! I've got it!"

He reached for the laptop and opened it again. The article about PTSD still glowed on the screen. He scanned it without really reading. The words floated past him, hollow and meaningless. Cognitive behavioral therapy. EMDR. Medication. Support systems.

None of it addressed the real problem.

The real problem was that Emily was gone, and no amount of therapy or support groups or self-care would bring her back. 

The real problem was that the last time he'd seen his daughter alive, she'd been complaining about having to wear her seatbelt because it wrinkled her favorite shirt.

The real problem was that he couldn't remember what he'd said to her. Had he told her the seatbelt was for her safety? Had he made it into a game? Had he just said "because I said so" in that tired parent voice he'd used too often?

He couldn't remember.

And now he'd never know what his last real words to his daughter had been because the last words he'd screamed—EMILY! EMILY, BABY, PLEASE!—didn't count. Those were words screamed at a body. At a white sheet spreading red.

He closed the article. Opened a new search.

grief support groups near me

The results loaded. Dozens of them. Groups for parents who'd lost children. Groups for sudden loss. Groups for trauma survivors. Meeting times and locations and contact information.

He stared at the addresses. Imagined walking into a room full of strangers, sitting in a circle, introducing himself. Hi, I'm Daniel. My daughter died six months ago and I can't drive anymore and my wife left and I'm rotting in my own filth watching home videos on repeat.

He closed the tab.

The cursor blinked.

Behind him, Emmy spun. The tape played. The mechanical click of the VHS player marked time in a way his broken brain couldn't anymore.

His fingers moved across the keys: is it normal to not want to recover from grief

He stared at the words. Then highlighted them and hit delete.

The television flickered. The blue screen appeared again. "REWIND." The tape wound backward, pulling her back to the beginning, back to spinning, back to living.

He watched it rewind. The sound overtook the room’s silence. Mechanical. Reliable. Honest in a way everything else had stopped being.

When the tape clicked and started playing again, he turned back to the laptop.

The search bar waited. Like everything else in his life. Waiting.
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[image: ]


The sleeping pills kicked in halfway to the bathroom.

Daniel wobbled, his shoulder hitting the wall. His hand fumbled for purchase against the plaster, fingers sliding down until he found the doorframe. The hallway tilted, floor and ceiling swapping places before settling into an uneasy truce.

He'd taken three. 

Maybe four. 

The bottle was somewhere in the living room, cap off, white tablets scattered across the coffee table like fallen teeth.

The bathroom was closer. That had been the plan. Take the pills, use the bathroom, collapse on the couch before unconsciousness dragged him under. But his feet weren't listening. They carried him past the bathroom door, past the linen closet with its broken handle, past the photographs Sara had left behind because taking them would've meant acknowledging what they'd lost.

His palm pressed against wood.

Emily's door.

The ceramic nameplate she'd painted at summer camp still hung there—EMILY'S ROOM in crooked purple letters, a glittery butterfly in the corner shedding sparkles onto the carpet below.

His hand found the knob. Turned it.

The door swung inward.

The smell hit him first. Not decay. Not dust. Just... her. Strawberry shampoo and the faint chemical tang of markers and something else underneath, something sweet and indefinable that had always been uniquely Emmy's. The room held it like a secret, air thick with the memory of a little girl who'd never return to disturb it.

Daniel stood in the doorway, swaying.

Nothing had changed. Sara had insisted before she left. Don't touch it. Don't move anything. Not until we're ready. But ready never came. Ready was a country neither of them would ever reach. So the room remained frozen—a museum exhibit or a shrine to a life cut short.

The bed was still unmade from that last morning. The purple comforter bunched at the foot, the sheets tangled where she'd kicked them off. Her stuffed animals arranged themselves across the pillows in the hierarchy she'd established: Mr. Tumbles the rabbit at the center, flanked by Princess Whiskers the cat and Roary the lion, with the smaller creatures filling in the gaps.

Her art table sat by the window, construction paper scattered across its surface. Half-finished drawings of flowers and princesses and what might've been a dinosaur. Crayons still out of the box, their paper wrappers peeling.

The dollhouse in the corner. The bookshelf overflowing with picture books. The play kitchen with its plastic food. The dress-up trunk spilling tutus and tiaras and fairy wings across the floor. All of it waiting. All of it screaming her absence.

Daniel's legs gave out. He caught himself on the bed frame, knees buckling, body folding until he sat on the edge of her mattress, the springs creaking. The sound felt wrong, too heavy, an adult intrusion in a space meant for smaller things.

His hand reached out. Trembling. Found Mr. Tumbles.

The rabbit was worn soft from years of devotion. One ear flopped lower than the other where Emmy had dragged him everywhere. His button eyes had lost their shine. A thin patch on his belly marked the spot she'd rubbed while falling asleep, night after night, her thumb moving in small circles until dreams took her.

Daniel clutched the rabbit to his chest.

"I miss you, baby."

The words came out broken. Barely sound. The pills made everything feel distant, like he was speaking underwater, like the room itself was submerged and he was drowning in it.

He should leave. Should get up. Should close the door and seal this room back in its amber preservation.

But the bed was so soft. The smell of her shampoo so strong. And Mr. Tumbles fit against him the way Emmy used to when she'd crawl into his lap for stories, the rabbit pressed between them, her head tucked under his chin.

Daniel lay down.

The pillow smelled like her. Strawberries and that indefinable sweetness. He curled on his side, Mr. Tumbles clutched tight, his body folding into the spaces her small frame had left behind.

The ceiling spun lazily above him. Glow-in-the-dark stars Sara had helped her stick up there, constellations Emmy had invented herself. The Big Butterfly. The Unicorn's Horn. The Princess Crown.

His eyes drifted closed.

Opened again.

Closed.

The room dissolved into darkness, solid objects becoming suggestions, furniture melting into shadow. The sleeping pills dragged him down toward unconsciousness, pulling him under like water closing over a drowning man's head.

Somewhere in the house, the VHS player clicked. Rewound. Started again.

Daniel's breathing slowed. Deepened.

Mr. Tumbles' button eyes stared at nothing.

The darkness thickened.

And then—

"Daddy?"

The voice cut through the fog like a blade.

Faint. Familiar. Impossible.

Daniel's eyes snapped open. The room swam back into focus, glow-in-the-dark stars pulsing dimly above. His heart hammered, the sleeping pills making everything feel delayed, his body responding seconds after his brain registered the sound.

He didn't move. Couldn't move. His fingers tightened on Mr. Tumbles.

Silence.

Just the house settling. Just the VHS player in the living room. Just his mind playing tricks, grief and medication conspiring to break what remained of his sanity.

He exhaled slowly. Closed his eyes.

"Daddy?"

There.

Again.

Not in the room. Not exactly. The sound came from everywhere and nowhere, like it originated inside his skull. A child's voice, high and sweet, carrying the particular inflection Emmy used when she wanted something.

His throat closed.

"Emmy?" The word barely made it out. A whisper. A prayer. A plea.

No response.

Of course no response. Emmy was gone. Emmy had been gone for six months. Emmy was buried in Cedar Hills Cemetery under a headstone that read BELOVED DAUGHTER and had butterflies carved into the marble because she'd loved butterflies.

The pills. Had to be the pills. He'd taken too many. His hand had been shaking when he'd opened the bottle and some had spilled and he'd just swallowed what was in his palm without counting.

His eyes fluttered closed. Forced his breathing to steady. The darkness behind his eyelids pulsed red, then black, then red again.

"Daddy? Are you sleeping?"

His eyes shot open.

The voice was clearer now. Closer. Still carrying that quality of being both present and absent, real and imagined, but unmistakably her. The slight lisp on the 's' from her missing front teeth. The way she lifted at the end of questions.

He pushed himself up on one elbow, Mr. Tumbles falling to the mattress. The room spun viciously, ceiling and floor trading places before snapping back. His vision doubled, then merged, then doubled again.

"Emmy?"

The darkness in the corner by the dollhouse seemed deeper than it should be. Thicker. Like it had substance. Like it was gathering itself into something coherent.

Daniel's hand found the edge of the bed. Gripped it so tight his knuckles ached.

"Baby, is that you?"

The words felt absurd leaving his mouth. Insane even. He was talking to shadows in his dead daughter's room while overdosing on sleeping pills. This was how Sara would find him. This was the final straw that would prove he'd lost his mind completely.

But the shadow in the corner shifted.

Daniel's breath caught.

"I can't—" His voice cracked. "You can't be here. You're not... you're gone, Emmy. You're..."

He couldn't say it. Couldn't force the word 'dead' into the air of her room, into this space that refused to acknowledge her absence.

The shadow didn't respond. Didn't move again. Just pooled there in the corner, darker than dark, a hole in the room where light couldn't reach.

The sleeping pills pulled at him. His eyelids drooped. The room faded at the edges.

"Daddy?"

Fainter now. Receding. Like she was moving away.

"Wait," Daniel breathed. "Don't go. Please don't—"

But the darkness was taking him, his grip on consciousness fast slipping.

The last thing he saw before the black swallowed him was the shadow in the corner. And the last thing he heard was a voice—faint, familiar, impossible—whispering something he couldn't quite make out.

Then nothing.
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Chapter Five
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The beeping came first.

Not Emily's laughter. Not the mechanical click of the VHS player. Just a steady, rhythmic pulse that drilled into Daniel's skull like a dentist's bit.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

Something squeezed his arm. Hard. Harder. Painful. He tried to open his blurry eyes to see what was happening, but heavy, it was too hard. Then it released with a loud sigh.

His eyes snapped open, adrenaline kicking in.

White ceiling tiles. Fluorescent lights. The chemical smell of disinfectant and floor wax.

Everything blurred at the edges, shapes refusing to solidify. He blinked, but the fog wouldn't clear. His head felt stuffed with cotton, thoughts moving through sludge.

The squeezing sensation tightened around his bicep again. He turned his head—too fast, the room lurching sideways—and saw the blood pressure cuff inflating, deflating, the machine beside his bed tracking numbers he couldn't focus on.

Bed.

Not Emily's bed. Not his couch.

"Where... am... I?" The words came out thick, his tongue heavy in his mouth.

Movement to his left. A woman in navy scrubs appeared, her face coming into focus slowly. Dark hair pulled back. Kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. A name badge he couldn't read.

"Mr. Calloway." Her voice was calm, practiced. The voice of someone used to dealing with confusion. "I need you to stay calm. You're at County General. You're safe."

"County—" His brain stuttered over the words. 

Hospital. 

He was in a hospital. 

The beeping was a heart monitor. The squeeze was blood
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