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Chapter 1
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“Daddy, I don’t feel good,” Katie whines in that pitiful sounding tone every parent dreads. It says they aren’t faking it and they really are sick.

My eight-year-old daughter is standing in the entranceway to the hall, facing me unsteadily on her feet. One hand is holding a stuffed animal, but is also clutching at her stomach. The other one is pressed against her head. A grimace of pain is carved on her normally angelic face.

It’s my weekend to have my daughter, and of course she’s sick. My ex-wife was given residential custody in the divorce because my job as a marketing executive takes me out of town frequently. It totally sucks, but there’s nothing I can do about it. Because of this, I miss a lot of things in Katie’s life, but I do everything I can to make it to as many of her school functions, birthday parties, and anything else that crops up.

We spend most of our weekends together doing things she enjoys. Tomorrow we plan on going to the zoo. It’s her favorite place and we go there at least once a month, sometimes twice. She loves animals of all types, and I often imagine her becoming a veterinarian, zookeeper, or even operating a dog rescue when she grows up.

“Aw, Pumpkin. Come here,” I say, closing my laptop and setting it on the side table by my recliner. The report I’m working on for my boss can wait. Family always comes first with me.

I reach out with both arms as she leans in for me to pick her up, almost collapsing in my arms. I place her on my lap. Katie’s beautiful little face is flushed bright red and heavily beaded with sweat. She curls up in my lap as a shiver runs through her body. Her right hand is still clutching Mr. Boo Boo—the stuffed monkey I bought her when she was born. Her normally curly, light brown hair is plastered against her head and sticking up in all directions, like a severe case of bedhead. Heat radiates from her body like a furnace turned on full blast, and a knife of fear rams through my heart.

“Let’s take your temperature. You feel a little warm to me,” I tell Katie as calmly as I can muster so I don’t worry her.

I struggle to get out of the oversized chair while holding her, refusing to put her down. Mr. Boo Boo falls to the carpeted floor and I can’t reach him with Katie wrapped in my arms. She doesn’t seem to notice the missing animal as she clings tightly to my chest and places her overly-warm head on my shoulder.

I carry her to the bathroom to get the thermometer. It’s one of those digital ones that takes the temperature through the ear. It’s fast, painless, and easy to read. Everything a worried parent needs when their kids are sick.

The glowing digital numbers read 103.2 on the tiny display. Hoping the thermometer is giving an inaccurate temperature, I try again, but receive the same result.

Looking in the small medicine cabinet, I find a half-full bottle of liquid Children’s Tylenol. I waste no time in giving Katie the recommended dose, but I know I still need to take her to the doctor.

I slip on my furry house shoes, since they’re the only ones I can put on without setting Katie down. They were a Christmas gift from Katie the previous year and look like raccoons. I love them. She picked them out herself and told me they looked like me since I always seem to have dark circles under my eyes—a result of spending too much time staring at my computer screen and a distinct lack of sleep. Her observation had made me laugh because it was true.

I grab my wallet, cell phone, and keys before I head out the door, stuffing everything except the keys in my pockets. My apartment is on the second floor, closest to the stairwell. Thankfully, my assigned parking space is near the bottom of the stairs. Using the remote, I unlock the doors to my five-year-old Honda Civic as I run down the staircase, my house shoes threatening to slip off my feet with each hurried step I take.

Yanking open the driver’s side door, I pull the back of the seat forward and carefully place my baby girl in the rear seat, quickly buckling her in before getting in myself. Seeing her in pain and being unable to do anything about it scares the shit out of me and it makes me feel completely helpless. I’m teetering on the edge of panic, but I push it away, knowing I need to stay calm and get Katie to a doctor as quickly as possible.

I unlock my phone and hit the speed dial button for my ex-wife. Putting the phone on speaker; I start my car as the phone rings repeatedly on the other end.

“Come on, Grace. Answer the damn phone!” I growl, smacking the steering wheel with the palm of my hand in frustration.

My ex-wife, Grace, is currently being a bitch to me even though she has no reason to be. She’s the one who screwed up our marriage, not me. That being said, she’s very good with Katie and, as far as I know, has never said a bad word about me in front of our daughter. As long as that holds true, I’ll treat her as well as I can.

Grace is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Long jet-black hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a brilliant white smile that goes on for days. She’s also extremely intelligent and normally good natured. Her skin is always perfectly tanned and well-toned. Even after having Katie it only took her a couple months to get down to her pre-pregnancy weight, no doubt pissing off some of her snooty, high-society friends who never lost theirs.

We met during our second year of college at a party. Neither of us seemed to be having a great deal of fun, so I gathered my courage and asked if she would like to go get a coffee. To my shock, she said yes.

It turned out we had a lot in common. Neither of us were very big drinkers, we liked the same sports teams, and were both studying marketing. From that moment on, we were pretty much inseparable. The rest of our college years seemed to fly by and we married shortly after graduation in a huge ceremony that was mostly paid for by her parents and grandparents. Katie came along two years later, completing our perfect little family.

Somewhere along the way, Grace and I grew apart, or at least that was what she claimed after I caught her in our marital bed with her jerk of a boss. That was it for me. She instantly lost my trust and I could barely stand to look at her without getting physically ill, even though I still loved her with all my heart and wanted her back in the worst possible way.

A marriage without trust isn’t a true marriage, and I wanted no part of it. I found a fairly decent apartment close to my brother’s house and moved out within a week. Our divorce was finalized a year later.

I still find myself missing her, but can’t make myself try again. Once a cheater, always a cheater. Grace may have ruined our marriage, but I refuse to allow what she did to ruin our daughter’s life.

After five rings, the call goes to voicemail. Not having much choice, I leave her a near frantic message telling her Katie is extremely sick and what hospital I’m taking her to before disconnecting the call in frustration.

It’s nine-thirty on a Friday night and traffic isn’t too horrible for Dallas. I park near the emergency room entrance and carry Katie’s small, unresponsive body inside, screaming for help as I hurry toward the unoccupied reception desk. The strong pungent odor of cleaning solutions and antiseptic that only seems to reside in hospitals slaps me hard in the face.

A nurse comes into the hallway. “What seems to be the problem?” she asks calmly as she approaches us. She’s in her late thirties and has obviously been a nurse for a while since she maintains a composed demeanor the entire time.

“My daughter’s burning up. I gave her the recommended dose of Children’s Tylenol thirty minutes ago, but I don’t think it’s helping,” I inform the nurse as she feels Katie’s forehead with the back of her hand.

“Follow me,” she says, spinning on her heels and walking briskly through the door she’d just come out of. I do as ordered and place Katie on the gurney the nurse indicates when we get in the emergency room.

“When did you first notice she wasn’t well?”

“About thirty minutes ago. She seemed fine when we ate dinner and played in the tub when she took her bath. I put her to bed at eight and kissed her on the forehead, but she felt normal then. What would cause her temperature to rise so quickly?” I ask, fearing for my daughter’s life.

While I’m talking, the emergency room nurses are busy checking Katie out. I don’t know what most of the stuff they’re doing is. My heart sinks to the pit of my stomach when one of the nurses calls out 103.9 as Katie’s new temperature.

“It was a hundred and three point two less than thirty minutes ago,” I tell them as I fidget by Katie’s bedside, watching the nurses as they apply ice packs around my daughter’s small body. She looks frail and helpless, and it angers me there isn’t anything I can do but stand by and watch her suffer.

“What’s her name?” the head nurse asks, staring at me like I’ve been ignoring her. Maybe I have.

“Katie. Katie Winters. She’s eight. She’ll be nine next month.”

The nurse has already turned away from me by that point and is speaking to Katie, calling her name in an authoritative tone, but she isn’t getting any response.

I stand stoically at the foot of Katie’s bed, trying to stay out of the way of the medical personnel but wanting to be near my daughter. A doctor rushes in and immediately begins issuing orders. One of the monitors, which had been beeping in a steady rhythm, suddenly begins emitting a solid tone.

“We’re losing her,” announces one of the nurses, glancing at the monitor.

I don’t remember much after that. I know I yelled at the doctor to save her, to save my baby, before the nurses forcefully ushered me out of the emergency room and had me sit in a chair out in the hallway. They mentioned something about doing everything they could for Katie before rushing back into the room. I watched the door slowly close, as if taunting me. It seemed to take forever before it finally clicked closed.

“Excuse me, sir?” a friendly voice calls out to me. I ignore it as tears stream down my haggard face.

“Sir?” the unknown voice says a little more forcefully. I look up and find a woman standing in front of the hard plastic chair I’m sitting in. “My name’s Cindy. Everyone is doing everything possible for your daughter,” she says with a reserved smile.

Cindy is about five foot two with curly auburn hair. She’s a little on the heavy side, like she recently had a baby and hadn’t lost her pregnancy weight. She’s dressed in light blue hospital scrubs and has a lanyard around her neck with her work ID attached to it. She might be pretty, but it’s hard to tell under the garish make-up she’s wearing. Sometimes, less is more. As a guy, I wish women would learn that about cosmetics.

“Katie,” I whisper softly as I divert my gaze to the worn linoleum floor.

“Excuse me?” Her eyebrows scrunch up, confused about what I said.

“That’s my daughter’s name. Katie,” I reply, increasing my voice to a more normal tone as I raise my head to look at her.

“That’s a beautiful name. I’m truly sorry to bother you, but we need to get some paperwork filled out.”

I glare at her. How can they be worried about getting paperwork done when my daughter is fighting for her life in the next room?

“Look. I understand how you feel, but the more information we have about Katie, the better they can treat her. If nothing else, it will help take your mind off what’s going on for a few minutes.”

I grunt in response but stand and follow her in a daze, wanting to get it over with as quickly as possible so I can get back to my daughter.

I dig through my wallet until I find my health insurance card and quickly fill out the paperwork to the best of my ability. When I get to the section where I’m supposed to enter her mother’s information, I realize I left my phone in my car. Rather than go get it to get my ex-wife’s phone number, I leave it blank. I’ll give it to them later, once Katie is all right.

I fight back the emotions that threaten to overwhelm me and focus on the paperwork. Through blurred vision, I finish filling it out and hand it to Cathy. No, her name is Cindy. Not that it really matters. Well, not to me anyway. She might see it differently.

“Can you please check on my daughter?” I ask hopefully, still holding the completed paperwork out to her.

She smiles as she takes the clipboard from me and places it on the desk by the computer, which I assume she’ll transfer the information into.

“I’d be happy to, Mister Winters,” she replies with almost no emotion in her voice.

I get the feeling she isn’t being entirely sincere, but who can blame her after having to deal with emotionally distraught people like me all day?

I wait impatiently by the little window in front of her desk and watch as she confidently makes her way to the emergency room. It seems like she’s gone for hours, but it’s most likely only a few minutes. Time moves differently in stressful situations.

She smiles at me when she comes through the door. I hope it’s a good sign. “They’re still working on her, but she’s breathing on her own right now.”

“Oh, thank God!” I exclaim, nearly collapsing on the counter as relief rushes through my body like a cool breeze passing over my skin on a hot summer day.

“Her temperature is still pretty high, so they’re working on getting it brought down. Why don’t you wait in there?” she says, pointing to a waiting room across the hall. “It’s a lot more comfortable and I’ll make sure someone comes and talks to you as soon as we know anything more.”

I nod absentmindedly. “I have to get my cell phone out of my car and try to call her mom again.”

“That’s fine. It will probably be a little while before we have any more information, so you have some time,” she tells me before turning to her computer to enter my insurance information into their database.

Feeling almost dead inside, I retrieve my phone from my car. Grace still hasn’t called back. She’s probably too busy fucking her boss to worry about anything else; I think angrily.

I head inside the hospital and plop myself in one of the empty chairs and stare at my phone, feeling deflated. A loud commotion erupts in the hallway as someone else comes in seeking treatment. I ignore them, having more important things on my mind.

The decently sized waiting room has about forty lounge chairs in it, but only six are currently occupied. Since it’s Friday night, I have a feeling they’ll begin filling quickly in a few hours as the drunks start feeling invincible and begin doing stupid shit that makes perfect sense in their alcohol-addled brains.

Deciding to try Grace again, I press the call icon next to her name and listen impatiently as it rings several times before going to her voicemail. I call again and again. Finally giving up after six fruitless attempts. I don’t bother leaving a message. The first one I left pretty much covers what I need to say, so there isn’t a point in leaving another.

Grace is pissing me off by not answering my calls. We have an agreement to always answer a phone call from whoever has Katie in case something happens. This is the first time Grace failed to answer and of course it’s when I need to get a hold of her the most. I shove my phone in my pocket and stare at the floor. Unbelievably, I doze off.
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Chapter 2
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I’m startled awake by my phone ringing in my pocket. It’s Grace.

“Hello?”

“Dillon? What’s wrong with Katie? Is she okay?” Grace asks frantically.

I’m at a loss for words. How do you tell a mother that her eight-year-old daughter almost died?

“It’s bad. Katie’s temperature jumped to almost a hundred and four degrees in less than an hour. She was complaining of a stomachache and headache, so I brought her to the closest hospital. She’s still in the emergency room. Why didn’t you answer your phone?” I demand to know.

“I’m sorry. Vance took me out to dinner and I left my phone in the car,” she tries to explain.

I glance at the clock; it’s nearly eleven. “For two fucking hours?” I yell into the phone, causing more than a few heads to turn my way. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly to help calm my nerves before continuing the conversation in a more civil tone. “Never mind. It’s not important right now. Just get here as quick as you can,” I say before abruptly disconnecting the call.

Grace will be pissed that I cut her off, but I really don’t care at this point. I angrily shove the phone in my pocket and look around. The waiting room is nearly full now, which surprises me. I figured it wouldn’t get busy until after the bars closed.

Shrugging it off, I get up and go to check if there’s any news about Katie. I stop at the doorway and stare in disbelief down the hall toward the entrance. There has to be a dozen families waiting to get in to see a doctor. All of them have children with them, from babies to preteens, and each of them seems to be just as sick as Katie. What the hell is going on?

Cindy is busy trying to take care of the people coming in, so I return to my chair. Looking around the waiting room one more time, I notice most of the people are adults. Some are holding stuffed animals and several have diaper bags sitting on the floor next to them. Most of the women are crying and being held by men who I assume are their husbands. The men have tears in their eyes as well. My brain is trying to piece everything together, but it can’t quite figure it out.

There are a few teenagers in the room. For the most part, they look bored and are too busy playing on their phones to worry about what might be happening to their loved ones in the other room.

“Mister Winters?” a harried-looking Cindy calls to me from behind her desk.

I jump out of my chair and race to the window that’s being blocked by a man, demanding his son be admitted so he can see a doctor.

Cindy ignores the frustrated man and waves me toward the side door. I discover it’s locked when I try to open it, but then I hear a click and I can easily turn the knob. Cindy must have unlocked it remotely from behind her desk.

She turns away from the angry man and tells me to take a seat in the hall leading to the ER, and that someone will be out to speak with me shortly.

“Katie’s mom should be here soon. Her name’s Grace Winters,” I tell her.

“I’ll let her in when she gets here,” she promises as she turns to deal with the upset man who’s still on his verbal rampage, even though Cindy obviously hasn’t been listening to him.

I settle into an uncomfortable plastic chair and wait. It’s probably the same chair I sat in before, not that it matters. For some reason, my brain is grabbing at every stupid minute detail that I would normally ignore.

A door at the end of the hall swings open and two security guards step through. They stride quickly toward me with serious expressions on their faces. They pay me no attention as they get closer. The men turn at Cindy’s desk and enter the hall where the unruly parent is. I assume they’re there in case things get more out of hand.

I catch a glimpse of Grace’s long black hair as she rushes to the window, bypassing the line of people who are waiting to check in. She shoves the angry man to the side and starts speaking to Cindy in a frantic voice. I jump out of my seat and run to Cindy’s desk.

“That’s Katie’s mom,” I inform her as she gives me an exasperated nod and unlocks the door by pressing a button on the side of her desk.

I push the door open and wave Grace through, only then realizing Vance has tagged along. I don’t know why this pisses me off, but it does. This has nothing to do with him. I hold up my hand and stop him.

“Sorry. They only allow family back here,” I tell him, not sure if it’s true or not before shutting the door firmly in his face. It’s a small thing, but it makes me feel better.

“He’s family,” Grace objects while glaring at me.

“No he’s not,” I counter, ignoring the look she’s giving me. I sit in the same wretched chair as before and cross my arms defiantly, daring her to argue with me. She doesn’t.

Grace sits beside me, biting at her lower lip. “How is she?” Her voice is much lower now. I can tell she’s as worried about Katie as I am.

I shrug. “They haven’t told me anything for over an hour. Cindy just brought me back here right before you arrived and I haven’t spoken to the doctor yet.”

I could have told her about Katie’s heart stopping, but I don’t want to upset her any more than she already is.

“Cindy?” she asks, raising her eyebrows. There’s a hint of jealousy in her voice. She lost the right to be jealous over a year ago, but I guess she didn’t bother reading the memo.

I roll my eyes at her. “The receptionist, or whatever her job title is.”

“Oh,” she mumbles as she turns away, looking embarrassed. Maybe she realizes how petty she’s being, but probably not.

The door to the emergency room swings open and an exhausted-looking doctor walks through, making a beeline for us. I stand up and Grace does the same as she grabs my hand for emotional support.

“Mister and Missus Winters?” he asks as I nod. There’s no reason to mention we’re no longer married. “I’m Doctor Stanford. Katie’s stable for the moment. She’s a tough little girl.”

“What’s wrong with her?” asks Grace, fear etched in her normally confident eyes.

“Honestly, we don’t know. Whatever it is, it appears to be spreading. We have fifteen other kids who have been admitted with the same symptoms since you brought your daughter in, and there’s even more waiting to get in.”

“How’s she doing?” I ask, worried more now than I was before the doc had come out to talk to us.

Dr. Stanford looks frazzled. “Her fever keeps spiking despite everything we’re doing to bring it down. Her heart stopped twice, but we brought her back both times.” He pauses for a second before continuing, “Right now, she’s breathing on her own, but she’s in a coma.”

I’m afraid to hear the answer, but I have to know. “Is she going to be all right?”

The doctor looks away for a moment as he gathers his thoughts, or maybe he’s looking for his courage. After a few seconds, he shifts his gaze toward me.

“We’re doing everything we can for her, but I just don’t know what we’re dealing with so I can’t give you a definitive answer. If she survives, and I’m hopeful she will, she’ll have a long road of recovery ahead of her. I’m afraid her temperature has been too high for too long and there might be some irreversible brain damage. We won’t know for sure until she regains consciousness. Once we get her temperature stabilized, we’ll move her to the ICU.” He starts to say something else, but a nurse yells at him from the doorway and he hurries off.

My body deflates into the chair, shocked at what I heard. Grace is weeping uncontrollably on my shoulder, but I ignore her as I try to wrap my mind around what the doctor said.

I sit there like a zombie for what could have been hours, or only a few moments. People rush by us, but I pay them no mind. I’m lost in my thoughts, wondering if Katie will ever be the same happy-go-lucky girl after she recovers, or just a shell of her previous self.

I’m not sure how much time passes before someone stops in front of us. I look up and see the same tired doctor as before. The instant I see the resignation in his eyes, I know. My little girl, my Pumpkin, my reason for living, is gone.

The next couple of hours are a haze of paperwork, dealing with Grace, and seeing my deceased daughter’s body. I hold up fine until they pull the sheet off her face. That’s when I crumple to the floor, sobbing uncontrollably. Nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing, can prepare a parent for seeing their once vibrant child lying still on a gurney. The shroud of death covering their body in ugly shades of blue and gray. I always thought I would die long before Katie did. I assumed it was an unwritten rule or something. If it isn’t, it should be.

After a few minutes, I get myself under some semblance of control and approach the gurney where my daughter’s cold, dead body lies. I spend a few minutes stroking her hair. I tell her how much I love her and how sorry I am that I failed her. As I turn to leave, I swear I see her foot move. When I tell the nurse about it, she shakes her head.

“That’s normal. Sometimes the nervous system takes a while to completely shut down. It causes the muscles in the body to twitch,” she explains, but I quit listening as soon as she said it was a normal body function after death.

The urge to get out of the hospital overwhelms me. I suddenly feel claustrophobic and need to get outside, away from people. Ignoring everyone, I shove my way through the crowd in the hall without really seeing them and push my way outside.

Grace follows me to the parking lot, yelling at me to wait and wanting to know where I’m going. I pay her no mind as I climb in my Honda and drive off, leaving her standing alone in the middle of the hospital parking lot. I glance in my rearview mirror and see that the home-wrecker, Vance, has come outside and embraced her. My misplaced anger makes me press on the gas pedal just a little harder, wanting to get away from them.

I drive for hours, going nowhere, eventually finding my parking space at my apartment building just as the sun is peeking over the horizon.

Not wanting to enter my apartment and relive the memories of Katie, I sit in my car until it gets unbearably hot. I make my way upstairs and unlock the door. Stepping inside, I wander aimlessly around my apartment, unable to focus on anything, yet seeing everything in perfect detail at the same time.

Everywhere I look, the things I see remind me of Katie. Her empty dinner plate from the night before is laying in the kitchen sink, waiting to be put in the dishwasher. It’s something I normally would do before going to bed. The clothes she’d worn to school are scattered haphazardly on the tile floor in the bathroom, but I can’t bring myself to pick them up. Her school backpack is on the couch, untouched since she tossed it there after arriving home from school less than eighteen hours earlier.

Eventually, I climb into Katie’s twin-sized bed with the well-loved stuffed monkey she always slept with and cry myself to sleep.

When I wake up, for the tiniest of brief milliseconds, everything is fine. Then, without warning, it comes rushing back to me, slamming into me like a runaway freight train. I yell, throw things, and cuss out God for taking my angel away from me. God doesn’t need her. He has plenty of other angels. My anger slowly subsides and an empty void fills its place. Not knowing what else to do, I put on some clean clothes and go to the Dallas Zoo.

It’s three o’clock in the afternoon on a beautiful sunny Saturday, and the zoo should be packed with people and their children. There are maybe a dozen vehicles in the entire parking lot. I barely notice as I pay the admittance fee and head straight to the monkey sanctuary. Although Katie loved all animals, she had a particular fondness for the monkeys. I sit on a bench across from them, watching them play until it’s time for the zoo to close and the security team ushers me out. Having nowhere else to go, I return home.

There are dozens of phone calls I need to make, informing friends and family of Katie’s death, but I can’t force myself to call anyone. It will make it too real if I say the words out loud. After staring at my phone for what seems like forever, I call my mom and break the news.

She’s devastated, as I knew she would be. Katie had been her oldest grandchild. My mom keeps asking me questions I don’t know the answers to. What caused her death? When is the funeral? Are we having visitation? I finally tell her I have other calls to make before hanging up and shutting off my phone. My mom will call the rest of the family, even if I don’t want her to.

The silence of the apartment is too loud, too overpowering. I turn on the TV just for the noise, not really paying attention to what’s on. I retrieve Mr. Boo Boo from Katie’s room and settle in my recliner, clutching him to my chest. I think I doze off and on but don’t have a recollection of it one way or the other.

Erratic pounding on my front door startles me. I think about ignoring whoever it is, but they’re persistent and pound on it again. This time, they hit it with enough force; it rattles the door in its frame. Whoever it is, isn’t going to go away.

I struggle out of the chair, causing Mr. Boo Boo to fall to the floor, and force myself to walk toward the door. Peering through the peephole, I see my younger brother, Zach. I unlock the door and return to my recliner in a daze, not bothering to pick up the stuffed animal that I dropped only moments before. Zach lets himself in, latching the door firmly behind him.

I glance at him as he enters the room. He’s obviously been crying and looks distraught. I assume Mom called him to let him know about Katie. He has a six-pack of some cheap, off-brand beer that I’ve never heard of in his hand. Zach pulls a can off the plastic ring and hands it to me. I stare at it for a moment before taking it. Alcohol is probably the last thing I need, but what the hell? When in Rome and all that shit.

Before Zach sits on the couch, he moves Katie’s school bag, carefully setting it on the floor as if it might shatter at the slightest touch. I don’t know why, but Zach moving Katie’s bag pisses me off. It takes every ounce of willpower I have left for me not to say something. Instead, I pop the tab on the bargain beer and guzzle half the can. It tastes like camel piss, or at least what I imagine camel piss might taste like if I ever had to drink it. That might have been partly because I hadn’t brushed my teeth since yesterday morning and I have a major case of cottonmouth going on, but I doubt it. Most likely it’s because the beer is disgusting. I take another drink.

Zach looks like shit, and I imagine I don’t look any better.

“Joey died too,” he states flatly as he stares at the unopened beer in his hand.

I’m stunned. Joey is Zach’s two-year-old son. “Wait, what? When?” I ask, not knowing what else to say.

“Early this morning, or maybe sometime last night. Madison got up to check on him, but he was already cold.” Zach’s eyes are icy orbs of blank nothingness.

“I’m so sorry, Bro.” And I am. How could both of our kids die within such a short time span? It doesn’t make any sense to me.

“Have you watched the news?” he asks, glancing at the TV that’s still on. The volume is turned down too low to be able to easily understand what they’re saying.

I shake my head. “I haven’t done much of anything since Katie...” I let the sentence trail off.

Zach stares at me, and I can tell he’s hurting just as bad as I am. “All the children are dying,” he says it so quietly I wonder if I imagined it.

“What?” That isn’t possible. Zach must have misheard the news report or something. I grab the remote and turn up the volume, catching the anchor in mid-sentence.

‘...ren have died in the last twelve to eighteen hours. Reports have been coming in from cities across the United States. So far, no other country has reported an unusual number of children’s deaths similar to the tragedy that has befallen our great nation. No cause of death has been determined in any of the...’

I mute the TV, unwilling to hear any more.

Zach wipes the tears that threaten to spill from his eyes with the back of his hand. “We called nine-one-one after we found Joey. I assumed it was crib death or something similar. It took them over six hours to finally show up. Six hours!” he nearly shouts before calming down. “We sat there, holding our dead son for six long, excruciating hours.” Tears are streaming down his cheeks, fighting their way through the stubble on his face like soldiers through a battlefield.

“They told us they were taking him to the high school because there wasn’t any more room at the morgue or any of the hospitals. After they left, we didn’t know what to do. We mostly sat there and cried. I didn’t even think to call anybody until mom called to tell me about Katie.” He looked at me. “I’m sorry, Dill. I know how much you loved her.”

Zach has called me Dill for as long as I can remember. More to torment me than anything else. I actually like the shortened version of my name. Of course I’ll never tell him that.

I nod slowly, unwilling to speak for fear of breaking down again.

“Mom and Dad wanted to fly out here, but all the flights were fully booked. They’re going to drive instead.”

“Is that a good idea? Dad’s not in the best of health,” I ask, concerned for my dad’s well-being.

My parents’ traveling worries me. Dad suffered a heart attack earlier in the year and almost didn’t recover. I guess his bad habits finally caught up with him and now he’s paying the price for living an unhealthy lifestyle most of his life.

“I don’t think it matters. They just lost both of their grandchildren. Nothing is going to stop them from coming,” he says, opening his beer and taking a drink. He frowns at the taste before drinking some more.

“No matter what I do, it feels wrong,” I solemnly admit to Zach. “Katie can’t eat, so why should I? Everywhere I look, all I see is her or things that remind me of her.”

We sit in a comfortable silence. Each of us lost in our thoughts while we finish the six-pack.

“Can I stay here tonight? Madison went to her parents’ house and I don’t want to be alone.”

“Of course, Bro. You’re always welcome here.”

He nods toward the empty beer cans on the coffee table. “You got anything stronger?”

I rummage around in the kitchen and find half a bottle of Maker’s Mark Whisky, wondering once again why they chose to misspell whiskey on the label. I think it has something to do with what country it’s made in, but I’m not sure. I grab two shot glasses and return to the living room. We drink the whiskey straight. Neither of us speaks. There isn’t anything to say.

Zach stretches his body out on the couch and falls into a troubled sleep. I get him a pillow and blanket from the hall closet and do my best to make my younger brother as comfortable as I can before going to bed myself.

None of this makes sense. Why are the children dying? My brain bounces random thoughts around in my head like a little white ping-pong ball being battered around by paddles, keeping me awake. Eventually, the alcohol overpowers my thoughts as sleep consumes me.
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When I crawl out of bed, I find Zach still asleep on my couch. The blanket is hanging off his body and pooling on the floor. Physically, I feel like crap. It’s probably the after-effects of drinking the alcohol since I rarely drink.

I jump in the shower, making it as hot as my body can tolerate, hoping it will make me feel better. Surprisingly, it does. I force myself to shave, thinking I need to at least look human no matter how terrible I feel.

Feeling twenty times better than when I woke up, I head to the kitchen to fix something for us to eat. I haven’t eaten since I had dinner with Katie some thirty-six hours earlier and my stomach is tangled up in tight knots because of it.

I’m not a big breakfast person. I usually grab a cup of coffee and maybe a doughnut or bagel on my way to the office, but I keep some stuff around the house for the weekends when I have Katie. A pang of emotions threatens to erupt at the thought of my daughter, but I thrust them aside. I’ll have to deal with them sometime, but that time isn’t now.

Figuring pancakes are fairly easy, I mix the batter as the pan heats on the stove. I hear movement in the living room as Zach wakes up and stumbles to the bathroom. The shower starts a few minutes later and by the time he comes out, breakfast is ready.

“Can I borrow some clothes?” asks Zach, standing there with a towel wrapped around his waist. His body is still damp from the shower.

I’ve always been envious of his six-pack abs, but refuse to put in the work necessary to get some of my own.

“Sure. Wear whatever you want,” I reply absentmindedly as I set the table.

Zach disappears into my bedroom, returning a few minutes later wearing jeans and a t-shirt.

“Thanks for the loan of the clothes,” he says, sitting and staring at the stack of pancakes in front of him, “and for breakfast.”

“No problem,” I reply as I drench my pancakes in maple syrup.

I have just taken my first bite when the doorbell rings. Annoyed, I get up and open the front door ready to yell at whoever is there. I don’t get the chance as Grace storms past me.

“They lost her!” she yells, throwing her hands in the air as Vance follows her inside like a well-trained puppy dog, closing the door softly behind him.

Not sure what she’s talking about, I stare at her with a blank expression on my face.

“Katie. They can’t find her body!” she wails as she collapses in my arms.

Vance shoots me a dirty look, which I ignore. He might be a wife stealing douche bag, but at least he cares about Grace.

“What are you talking about? What do you mean they can’t find her?” I demand to know while pushing her away.

I’m more confused than ever, which seems to be a growing trend in my life. Grace must have her wires crossed since dead bodies just don’t get up and walk off on their own except in movies and books, and this is real life.

“I went to the county morgue this morning to see about making funeral arrangements and they couldn’t find her,” she says through her tears.

“Maybe she’s still at the hospital?” I offer as a possible explanation.

“No,” she says, shaking her head from side to side. “They have a record of her being there, but when I asked to see her, they couldn’t find her.”

Grace is clearly frustrated and with good reason. Some dumbass probably made a clerical error and Katie is in a different drawer at the morgue. I know my ex well enough to know that explanation won’t fly with her, so I don’t bother offering it.

“After we get done eating, me and Zach will go down there and straighten this out,” I tell her as I steer her toward Vance, much to his relief.

“Zachary’s here?” she asks, sounding surprised. She looks around before spotting him in the small dining alcove off the side of the kitchen.

“Hi, Grace,” he says without a trace of emotion, but at least he gives her a half-hearted wave. Zach hasn’t been a fan of my ex since she cheated on me.

“What are you doing here?” she asks him, rather rudely in my opinion. He has as much right to be here as she does, if not more.

I jump in, knowing my brother doesn’t need to deal with any of her bullshit right now. “It doesn’t matter, Grace. Go home. I’ll call you after I figure out what happened.” I make a motion with my head at Vance to get Grace out of my apartment.

“Come on, Grace. Let them eat so they can get to the morgue and figure this out,” says Vance, gently tugging on her elbow, but she isn’t ready to leave.

“How’s little Joey doing? I haven’t seen him in so long. I bet he’s getting big,” she says, putting her foot in her mouth as she so often does with Zach since our divorce.

Zach glares at her before tossing his fork on the table and storming to my bedroom. A slamming door punctuates his leaving the room.

“What did I do?” she asks. Her eyes are wide as she stares at me, looking bewildered.

“Grace, Joey died yesterday. Go home and watch the news. I’ll call you later,” I tell her as I push her and Vance out the door a little more forcefully than necessary, not caring if I piss Grace off or not. I lock it behind them.

“She’s gone,” I holler to my brother as I sit down and begin eating, although I’ve lost what little appetite I had.

Zach comes into the room a few minutes later. He’s been crying again.

“I’m sorry, Dill,” he says, apologizing unnecessarily. “I hate your ex sometimes.”

“Me too, Bro. Me too.”

We muddle our way through our meal, leaving most of it on our plates. I’m worried about Katie and hope they find her body by the time we get there. It’s hard enough to lose a child, but then to actually lose her to the point of not knowing where her body is has me completely terrified.

I call the morgue before we leave. It’s Sunday, and probably not their normal business hours. There’s no answer. All we can do is go there and hope someone is around to let us in. What other option do I have?

Mentally, I’m as devoid of emotions as one of Romero’s zombies. I cried myself out of tears, but I’m still angry, although I’m not sure who I’m angry with. Myself? Grace? The doctor who failed to save my little girl? God? All the above, or maybe none of them? I still find it almost impossible to believe Katie is actually gone.

That’s the thing about grief. There’s no rhyme or reason to it. Everyone has their own grieving process and no two are exactly alike. There’s no right or wrong way to grieve and no set rules. Grieving isn’t about forgetting your loved one, it’s about learning how to deal with their death and how to live without them in your life. It’s extremely tough to do and most people don’t know what to say to someone who lost a child. It’s a pain only someone who’s gone through it can truly understand. A child’s death is different since a part of you actually lived within them. When you lose a child, it’s literally like a piece of yourself died.

Right now, I just want answers. No, I need answers. Why did Katie die, and where is her body? Without knowing those two things, I’m not sure I can move on. Who am I kidding? Even with those answers, I likely can’t move on. Life as I knew it is pretty much over. My entire reason for living is gone. I shove the intrusive thoughts aside as Zach pulls into an empty parking space close to the entrance of the morgue.

The building is ugly, but so is death. It’s a stark, concrete, rectangular building with no personality. Windows break up the dull gray slab at odd intervals and it gives the place a disjointed feeling. The building has a cold aura to it. It has no soul, no spark of life, nothing to make it inviting. I want to run away, but can’t. Zach’s mannerisms give me the impression he’s thinking along the same lines as me, but neither of us says anything.

The heavy wooden and glass door—a stark contrast to the rest of the building—is unlocked and we let ourselves in.

The interior isn’t much of an improvement over the outside. Polished concrete floors that have seen better days, lead us to a well-worn counter in the small lobby—where I assume a receptionist or security guard would normally sit, although there’s no one there to greet us. The interior walls are the same drab gray concrete as the exterior of the building. The only bit of color—if white can be considered a color—is the drop-down ceiling panels. A half-dead plant that I think might be a ficus—I’m not much of a plant guy so I’m only guessing—stands as the lone sentry in its pot at the end of the worn laminate counter.

I look around for a bell or buzzer that might let someone know we’re waiting, but don’t see anything. We wait for over ten minutes, but no one comes to greet us.

“What do you think?” I ask my brother.

Zach glances around the dreary lobby and shrugs. “I guess we can try to find someone.”

There isn’t a directory or map indicating where we should start our search, so I nod toward the elevator. Our footsteps echo behind us as we cross the small lobby.

Zach presses the elevator button and we wait for the stainless steel door to open. The door slides into the wall with a loud clunking noise, sounding like it needs to be serviced. I step forward to enter the elevator, but Zach throws his arm in front of my chest and stops me. He’s staring wide-eyed at the floor.

Rust-colored smears coat the chipped laminate tiles on the elevator floor. It makes me wonder what they’d been painting since everything I saw so far had been unpainted concrete. The interior of the elevator is a cold, industrial stainless steel. The paint smears continue up the lower part of the walls.

“How do you get paint on the walls like that?” I ask, slowly shaking my head at how someone could be so messy and then leave without cleaning it up. My brain doesn’t quite make the connection, but Zach’s does.

“That’s not paint,” he whispers as the door slides closed with a creepy grinding thump.

I reach out to hit the button again, but Zach grabs my arm. “We need to go. Something’s not right here.”

He doesn’t wait for a response. Instead, he pulls me toward the front door and back outside, where the heat of the sun burns off the coldness that has seeped deep into my bones.

Not sure what’s going on, I glare at Zach. “What the hell was that about?” I demand to know. “You freaked out over a bit of spilled paint, and now you drag me out here without finding out where Katie is.”

“That wasn’t paint,” he says again, but I still don’t make the connection. Zach must see my confusion as he pulls his cell phone out of its leather holster on his belt. “It was dried blood. Something happened here and we need to call the police.”

No matter how many times he says it, I just can’t wrap my mind around it well enough to make sense of what he’s saying.

He presses a few buttons on his phone and then holds it to the side of his face as he waits for someone to answer.

“Hi. My name’s Zachary Winters. My brother and I are at the county morgue, and we need an officer here.” He listens for a moment, nodding his head in agreement with whatever is being said on the other end. “I understand that, but I think someone’s been killed or injured. There’s blood inside the elevator and nobody’s around.”

I can hear the voice of the female dispatcher but can’t make out any specific words.

“Okay. We’ll wait for them. Thanks,” he says before disconnecting the call. He stares at me with a worried expression on his face as he slides his phone into its holster.

“What?” I snap at him.

He already has me nervous and has yet to say anything to explain what he’s thinking. I’m still not convinced it was blood we saw in the elevator.

“Dill, I don’t know what’s going on, but the dispatcher said something odd. I don’t think she meant to say it since she tried to immediately cover it up.” He stands there and stares at me as if struggling to find the right words.

“Dammit, Bro! What did she say?” I’m getting even more frustrated with him, and he knows it.

“She said...” Zach pauses for a moment, fortifying himself for what he’s about to say. “She said the kids are coming back, and then she told me to lock myself in my car until the police arrive.”

I find the whole thing to be disconcerting. What kids? Back from where? What does that have to do with what happened here? Why does the dispatcher want us to lock ourselves in our car? I’m confused and my brain is having a hard time connecting the dots. Maybe I’m missing some dots. Hell, maybe I’m missing all of them.

I stare at him in total disbelief. Someone has to be pulling a horrible practical joke on us. A very cruel and morbid practical joke, but a joke nonetheless. It’s either that, or Zach misunderstood what the dispatcher said.

“What the fuck does that even mean?” I finally blurt out, baffled more than ever.

He shrugs as he glances at the concrete monstrosity of a building that houses the dead. He has a troubled look on his face.

“I’m not sure I want to know. Let’s just get in the car and wait for the cops, and then we can figure this all out.”

We climb into Zach’s Chevy Traverse and dutifully lock the doors, although we still aren’t sure exactly what we’re trying to lock out. My mind races as I try to figure out this weird jigsaw puzzle, but don’t get anywhere. It’s like the puzzle is upside down and the pieces are cardboard colored in various shapes and sizes.

It’s getting hot inside the SUV, so Zach turns on the engine and cranks the air conditioner to its coldest setting. The cold air gives me goosebumps, or maybe I already had them and the cold is just making them more pronounced.

It takes the police nearly thirty minutes to show up, but they finally do. Two cars, four cops. I open the door to get out of the SUV. I want to talk to them and explain what we saw, but I’m immediately ordered back inside the vehicle. I glare hatefully at the cop before slamming the door and locking it, making Zach flinch. He knows better than to say anything to me in my current mood. We watch as the officers open their trunks and begin putting on riot gear.

“What the fuck is happening? Bro, are you seeing this?”

“Uh-huh. I’m just not sure what’s going on. Do you think maybe someone is inside holding the employees hostage?”

I give it some thought. It’s actually a more reasonable suggestion than anything I’ve been able to come up with.

A crazed gunman entered the morgue and took the receptionist, or whoever was at the counter, hostage. They struggled in the elevator and someone got hurt, leaving the blood smears. The cops wearing riot gear. It fits the facts, at least as I know them.

“I think you might be right, but why?”

My brother pulls out his cell phone and starts taking video of what’s happening.

“It might make a good story someday,” he says with a smirk when I look at him, making me laugh.

I instantly cut it off. My daughter died two days ago, so I shouldn’t be laughing. I mentally chastise myself and then realize I’m being stupid. Katie wouldn’t want me to wallow in self-pity. She would want me to be happy and continue living life to the fullest. I try to smile, but the expression feels phony to me and I quickly wipe it from my face.

We observe as the police enter the building, their riot shields in one hand and batons in the other. For fifteen minutes, nothing happens.

“What’s that sound?” asks Zach as he rolls his window down so he can hear better.

He’s staring intently at the front door of the building as if it holds the answers to the world’s problems. I lower my window and lean my head outside. I hear what sounds like muffled firecrackers coming from inside the building.

I glance at my brother as my eyebrows draw together in concern and worry. “Gunshots?” I ask hesitantly. I’m not really sure, but know it’s the only logical explanation.

The front door is kicked open as two officers emerge, dragging a third behind them. Their riot shields and batons are missing. Instead, they have their guns drawn and are aiming behind them. Blood covers the unconscious officer, making me wonder if someone shot him.

They take refuge behind one of the patrol cars and I hear one of them calling for backup over the radio attached to his shoulder. There’s no sign of the fourth officer. One cop is attempting to render first aid to the downed man while the other keeps his gun pointed at the front door of the morgue. I notice his hands are shaking uncontrollably. Whoever is inside the building has scared this seasoned officer.

Time seems to slow down as the door swings open and five or six children spill out the door. The kids are preteens and they’re covered in blood. Based on their sizes, they vary in age from about four years old to around twelve.

I notice a mop of curly light brown hair on one of the mid-sized ones. She reminds me of Katie. I stare at the running figure as the cops are shooting at them. One kid falls to the ground as the rest trample over him. It gives me a clear path to see the Katie look-a-like. I immediately realize it isn’t a look-a-like; it’s Katie!

I jump out of Zach’s SUV and start running toward my daughter, calling her name. “Katie! Katie! It’s Daddy!” I scream at the top of my lungs.

All the kids turn my way as if they had choreographed it. The police are yelling at me, but I’m solely focused on my daughter and don’t hear what they’re saying. Through it all, the cops keep firing at the three remaining children, one of which is my daughter.

“Katie, get down!” I yell as I change my trajectory and head toward the officers who are trying to murder my little girl.

Fury fuels me as I sprint toward them. Out of the corner of my eye, I see another kid fall victim to the cops’ bullets. Katie and one other kid are the only ones who are still alive. I tackle the first officer I come to, but he uses my momentum against me and flips me over him and onto my back, knocking the air out of my lungs. In seconds, he has me pinned to the asphalt as I struggle to regain my breath and free myself.

Katie and the other kid, a boy of about ten, run around the corner of the police car. The cop scrambles off me, fumbling for his gun as I rise to my knees, holding my hands out to my baby girl. I smile at the girl I thought I lost forever. As she runs into my arms, I embrace her and hug her tight. I feel a sharp pain on my neck just as the officer—the same one that pinned me to the ground earlier—pulls her off me.

“Katie!” I scream loudly as the cop tosses her aside like a bag of trash.

Frantically, I try to reach her, but the cop pushes me to the ground. Katie hits the asphalt hard but is quickly on her feet and charging toward the officer. The back of her head explodes as the officer shoots her in the forehead. Katie’s body falls awkwardly to the unyielding ground, inches from my own.

“NO!” I scream while kicking and punching the officer.

Somehow, I struggle free and collapse to the ground beside my baby girl. I can barely see through my tears as I pick up her limp body and cradle her in my arms. The officers appear to have lost interest in me as they tend to their fallen comrade. They must have already killed the little boy, but I secretly hope he got away from the rogue cops.

I think something inside me breaks. Everything passes in a haze, but my mind doesn’t comprehend any of it. At some point, they remove Katie from my arms. I remember getting a shot from an EMT, but have no clue what it was for. I vaguely recall riding in Zach’s SUV, but then my memories fade to black.
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When I wake up, I find myself in Zach’s guest bedroom. I rack my brain, trying to figure out how I got there. It only takes seconds for my mind to recall the details of finding Katie alive—only for her life to be snuffed out once again by an overzealous cop. I’d lost my little girl twice in less than forty-eight hours.

There’s nothing left inside me to keep me moving forward. I pull the covers over my head, wishing the ground would open up and swallow me. I want to cry, to rage, to vent, but I’m emotionally dead inside. A hollow husk of a man. A shell that can easily be crushed with the lightest touch.

A soft knock sounds on the door, but I ignore it. Whoever it is goes away, only to return an hour or so later. This time, instead of knocking, the door swings open. The sound of feet walking across the carpet gets closer to me. I refuse to look at whoever it is, staying buried under the covers in my warm cocoon of loneliness. Someone sits on the edge of the bed as a hand is gingerly placed on the covers that lay on top of my shoulder. The body lies beside me and wraps me in an awkward embrace through the blankets.

Once again, tears flow silently as I lie there being comforted by some unknown person. I assume it’s my brother, although he isn’t typically the affectionate type. After a few minutes—when my last tear escapes from my tear ducts and I can cry no more—I move the covers aside and find Grace holding me. I roll over and hug her tight.

I still love her and think I always will, but that isn’t what this is about. We both lost the most important person in our lives. Not once, but twice. That’s a bond that only we share, and we’re the only ones who honestly know how the other feels. I’m physically, mentally, and emotionally drained. It isn’t long before I fall asleep.

The room is dark when I wake up. I know without looking that Grace has left. That’s fine with me. I don’t think I can deal with her right now.

Not bothering to turn on a light, I untangle myself from the sheets and blankets and roll out of bed—only to discover I’m in my boxers. Deciding it doesn’t matter who undressed me, I hurry to the bathroom down the hall. My bladder is near bursting and I barely have time to whip it out and aim for the toilet before urine streams out in an unstoppable torrent. Relief courses through my body as the water in the toilet turns yellow and my bladder empties. It feels amazing.

Once finished, I flush the toilet and wash my hands. I glance in the mirror and do a double-take. The face staring back at me is nearly unrecognizable. My normally tanned skin has paled considerably. There are dark circles under my red, bloodshot eyes, and my face looks shallow, like I’ve lost a lot of weight in a short amount of time. Rough stubble covers most of my face, which feels weird since I’m normally clean-shaven. My hair is a mess, sticking out in a hundred different directions. I run my fingers through it a few times before giving up. It is what it is and quite frankly; I don’t give a damn what I look like.

A bandage is attached to the side of my neck, near my collarbone. I peel it off, wincing as it pulls a few tiny hairs from my skin. Dried blood covers the inside of the bandage and I drop it in the trashcan. The wound has dried blood on it, so I wet my hand and gently scrub it away. Not wanting to face Madison’s wrath by getting blood on one of the towels, I wad up some toilet paper and wipe the blood-colored water from my neck the best I can before washing my hands again.

I lean closer to the mirror to inspect the injury. There are two semi-circular patterns of teeth marks on my skin. How I got bit is a mystery to my foggy brain, but whoever did it broke the skin in several places. It isn’t bleeding now and I don’t
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