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Chapter One: Funeral in January

By the time they lowered your coffin into the frozen Minnesota ground, I had already stopped hearing words correctly. The priest spoke in careful, rehearsed sentences about grace and eternal rest, but every syllable sounded far away, distorted by wind and memory. Snow drifted sideways through the cemetery while people stood in black coats pretending their lives still made sense.

Danny smoked beside a dead pine tree and stared at the grave like he wanted to fight it. Your mother cried quietly into a handkerchief that looked older than the century. I could not cry at all. That frightened me most. A month earlier you had still been alive, stirring powdered creamer into burnt coffee at Perkins at two in the morning. You had laughed about how Minnesotans apologized when someone else stepped on their foot. You tucked your hair behind your ear and said, “Promise me something.” Danny looked at you like there was nothing on earth he would refuse. “What?” he asked. “If I die before you, don’t become one of those people who turn grief into a personality.” You stirred the coffee so long the liquid became a whirlpool.

Danny shook his head. “What kind of promise is that?” You shrugged and smiled anyway. The jukebox in the corner hummed to itself.

Outside, neon from the Perkins sign buzzed against the night.

Now the coffin disappeared into the earth and the dirt sounded like rain on wood. I watched Danny’s hand open and close in his coat pocket, like he was squeezing something he couldn’t let go. It was my ultrasound picture. He had folded it and refolded it until the edges softened.

He reached down to throw a handful of soil onto the wood; I felt each clump like a fist through water. I wasn’t born. I existed only as a whisper beneath your ribs and a memory inside his head. I watched him from the other side of time and wanted to tell him I was still here, some version of me anyway, that both of us could still exist as long as he remembered our names. Someone handed him flowers. Someone else squeezed his shoulder. The afternoon blurred into fragments after that: black gloves; wet shoes; folding chairs in the church basement; ham sandwiches wrapped in plastic; old relatives telling stories that sounded borrowed from strangers.

Danny eventually found himself alone beside the coffee machine. “You should come out tonight,” a friend said. “No,” he answered. “You definitely should.” “I said no.” The friend lit a cigarette indoors despite the church rules. Nobody stopped him. “She wouldn’t want you sitting alone,” the friend said. “You don’t know what she wanted.” Danny stared at the Styrofoam cup as if it held an answer. “No,” the friend admitted quietly. “But neither do you anymore.” That sentence followed him home through the snowfall.

He went back to the house you had shared and sat on the floor listening to an old cassette tape of you laughing somewhere in the background of a forgotten recording. The tape hissed and popped. At first it sounded like nothing—just static and distant voices—but then your laugh slipped through, bright and clear, like sunlight through a crack in a door.

Danny closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to the speaker. “Hey,” your voice on the tape said, unaware of what would come. “Are you listening?” He was. He always will be.

Outside, snow covered everything equally. Even grief.




Chapter Two: Black Coats and Frozen Dirt

In the days after your burial, Danny moved through the world like it was a photograph he couldn’t quite see.

He went to work and forgot to speak.

He smoked too much. He drank coffee until his hands shook.

At night he walked down to the frozen lake behind the house and stood there until his fingers went numb.

The surface of the lake was a wide white sheet beneath a black sky. He could not tell where the horizon ended and the sky began. I watched him from a place outside of time, wanting to reach through his coat and say I was still here, some version of me anyway.

People sent casseroles, flowers, cards with Bible verses; they meant well but could not imagine a grief that did not belong to them.

Danny stacked the cards in the kitchen drawer and never opened them again. He kept your winter boots by the door because he couldn’t stand the emptiness their absence made.

When he went outside, he picked them up off the mat and put them back as if you would need them soon.

He left your toothbrush in the glass by the sink.

He left your mug on the table with its crescent of cold coffee still inside. There was comfort in these small lies. He would fall asleep on the couch with the television on but wake up at three in the morning anyway. The house would be silent except for the old fridge humming and the intermittent click of the heater. Sometimes he would get up and pace the kitchen. Sometimes he would stand in the doorway of the nursery and stare at the empty crib you had assembled together. “We’ll paint it yellow,” you had said. “Yellow is hopeful.” Now it sat unfinished, a skeleton of wood and screws, waiting for a life that wouldn’t come.

He reached out and touched the railing with his fingertips. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. I wanted to answer: “Me too.” He listened to your tape again. He had found half a dozen of them when he cleaned out your car: tapes of you and your friends recording improvised skits when you were teenagers; tapes of your college radio show; a tape you had made for him on his birthday that was just your voice reading him a poem about forgiveness. He rewound them and played them until the tape wore thin and my ghostly heartbeat interlaced with static. Each time he heard your voice say his name, his own name, it felt like a reprieve. Each time the tape ended and the hiss returned, it felt like a punishment. On the third night without you, the storm broke. Winds howled down from the north and shook the windows in their frames.

Danny sat in the dark and smoked on the floor, watching headlights occasionally sweep across the walls when a car passed on the highway. He thought of leaving. He thought of packing a bag and driving anywhere you had never been so he wouldn’t see you in every window. But he also knew that leaving would not change what he carried with him. He ground the cigarette out in a saucer and whispered, “What am I supposed to do?” The room did not answer. I wanted to, but I had no mouth.




Chapter Three: Emily’s Empty Apartment

A week later, Danny forced himself to go back to your apartment in Minneapolis to sort through your things. The landlord had been kind enough to give him time.

The air inside still smelled faintly of you—vanilla lotion and coffee and the thrift-store wool of your coat. Light slanted through the blinds and turned dust motes into floating galaxies. The plants on the sill had begun to wilt. He touched a leaf and felt its softness collapse between his fingers. “Sorry,” he said to it, as if it were a person he had failed.

He stood in the center of the living room and spun slowly, taking in the small artifacts of your life: stacks of books (Kundera, Didion, old comedic memoirs), a Polaroid of you and Danny at a lake last summer, a chipped mug with “PERKINS” printed in fading green on the side. Your shoes lay kicked off under the coffee table. A scarf hung from the back of a chair. A sweater draped on the arm of the couch. It was as if you had stepped out to answer the phone and would be back any minute. He fought the urge to sit and wait. In the top drawer of your dresser, under a pile of sweaters, he found the ultrasound images of me. Black-and-white echoes. Dark shapes on darker backgrounds. He hadn’t realized you had saved them. He lifted one to the light and squinted at the blurry bean. “You had your mother’s nose,” he said, laughing once though nothing was funny. He slid the photos back into their envelope and tucked them in his coat pocket next to his cigarettes.

He opened your journal and read a page at random. It was a list of baby names. “Ezra,” you had written, then crossed it out. “Alex.” “Marie.” “Holland.” I wondered which one I would have become. On another page you had scribbled: “Make art like you’re running out of time.” On another: “Tell Danny the dream about the diner.” On another: “Fear is just love with nowhere to go.” He found the letter you had written to me that I would never read. It began: “Dear you, I can’t wait to meet you.” He stopped before he reached the part where you told me about the world. His hands shook. He folded the letter and slid it back exactly where he had found it. Some things were too sacred even for grief. In the closet he pulled your red sweater against his face and inhaled. It smelled like woodsmoke and cheap diner coffee. He held it to his mouth and said into the wool, “I can’t do this.” I wanted to answer: “Neither can I.” He sat on the floor and cried for the first time since the cemetery. It was not loud or dramatic. It was a collapsing. The kind of crying that drains the color from the room. He cried until there were no more tears, only
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