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The red numbers on the alarm clock blinked in the dim light, marking 4:23 with a steady pulse that seemed to sync with Camille’s heartbeat. She opened her eyes before the alarm, as she had every night since the sleeping pills had stopped working fully. Her body felt heavy with fatigue, but her mind raced endlessly. She slowly turned her head on the pillow, gazing at Nathan’s broad form lying beside her. His muscular back faced her, motionless, like an impenetrable fortress. A stray lock of dark hair peeked out from under the covers—the only sign of life. Camille resisted the urge to reach out, to place her fingers on that familiar shoulder. When was the last time they had truly touched? Not those mechanical daily brushes, but real contact, charged with desire or even just tenderness?
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On the nightstand, the polished silver frame caught her eye. The photo of Lucas at the beach last summer made her smile despite the weariness weighing on her eyelids. His crystalline laugh seemed almost audible, his wind-tousled blond hair, his chubby little fingers clutching a handful of seaweed like treasure. Camille reached out a trembling hand, tracing a finger over the cold glass of the frame, as if to reassure herself that this happiness still existed, that it wasn’t just a mirage of her exhausted mind.
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“Did you take another sleeping pill?” Nathan’s raspy voice made her jump. He hadn’t even opened his eyes, as if he could read her thoughts through closed lids.
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“No.” The lie slipped too easily from her lips. She had crushed the pill in her tea at 2 a.m., when the insomnia had become physical pain, when the ceiling seemed to loom dangerously close to her face.
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“You should see your therapist.” His voice was neutral, professional—the tone he used with interns at the hospital.
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“You’d have to be there to go with me.” Her retort cut like a knife through the bedroom’s silence. She instantly regretted the bitterness in her words, but it was beyond her control.
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A heavy silence settled, thick with everything they no longer said. Nathan got up without a word, grabbed his robe from the chair where he threw it every night with metronomic regularity. Under the bed, invisible to the distracted eye, the empty pill box rolled softly until it hit the wall—a silent witness to their broken nights.
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“You should see your therapist.” That phrase, tossed out so casually, still echoed in Camille’s head, looping insistently, almost mockingly. She felt like those words, spoken so lightly by her husband, hid a kind of judgment, as if her distress were just a whim to be fixed in a few sessions.
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Yet Camille had thought about it long and hard. Switching therapists—yes, maybe that was the solution. After all, if she really wanted to move forward, shouldn’t she try new therapies, other approaches? She felt stuck, trapped in a pattern going nowhere. Dr. Vasseur, the family psychologist for years, no longer inspired confidence. His methods felt outdated, his advice too conventional, as if he were following a protocol without truly listening.

––––––––
[image: ]


Camille remembered the first appointments, when she still believed in his reassuring words. But over the months, she had sensed a certain distance, a professional routine that stifled all authenticity. She was tired of the heavy silences, the predictable questions she answered mechanically. No, Dr. Vasseur definitely wasn’t right for her anymore.
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It was time to turn the page, to find someone who would truly understand her. But where to start? The idea of starting over, of telling her story to a stranger, frightened her a little. Still, if she wanted to get better, she had to dare.
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❀️❀️❀️

The smell of fresh coffee and slightly burnt toast filled the kitchen—a scent of deceptive normality. Camille mechanically adjusted the Spider-Man watch around Lucas’s slender wrist, feeling her son’s rapid pulse beneath her fingers.
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“You’ll lose it, sweetheart,” she murmured, tightening the loose strap. The watch was too big for his small wrist—a gift from Nathan for his fifth birthday. “So you can grow into it,” he’d said with that rare smile that made Camille’s heart beat faster.
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“Look, Dad! My drawing!” Lucas waved a piece of paper under Nathan’s nose with the boundless energy of childhood. The clumsy sketch showed a bright sun with three smiling faces—one big, one medium, one small. A family. Nathan was typing on his phone, eyebrows furrowed as he focused on an email that seemed to demand all his attention.
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“Later, buddy. Dad’s busy.” His response was automatic, distant. He didn’t notice the shadow that crossed his son’s eyes or the slight slump in Lucas’s small shoulders.
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Camille poured orange juice into Lucas’s favorite cup—the one with dinosaurs—and took a deep breath.

“The school is having a party tonight. For the end of the year. Are you coming?” She tried to keep her voice neutral, but a note of hope slipped through anyway.
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Nathan barely looked up from his screen.

“I’m working late. An emergency.” Three words. Three little words that hurt.
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“As always.” Her tone was sharp, cutting like a scalpel. She couldn’t help it. Anger rose inside her—a dull, simmering anger she’d been holding back for months.
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Lucas looked back and forth between his parents, his big blue eyes—Nathan’s eyes—filling with a worry too mature for his age.

“Is Mommy mad?” His little voice trembled slightly.
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Nathan finally looked up, realizing too late the scene he’d just taken part in. But the damage was done. Lucas had already seen. Already heard. Already understood, in his child’s way, that something wasn’t right in his parents’ orderly world. 

❀️❀️❀️

The air in the garage was thick, saturated with the sharp smell of motor oil and cheap laundry detergent—that stubborn mixture that had seeped into the walls over the years. Nathan was placing his medical bag into the trunk with deliberate slowness, every movement measured, as if afraid that a sudden gesture might awaken memories better left in the dark. His fingers brushed against the instruments through the fabric of the bag, double-checking that he hadn’t forgotten anything.
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The passenger door, slightly bent, always caught his eye despite himself. That persistent dent, a remnant of the accident no one ever spoke about. A silent scar on the car’s body, much like the ones they carried inside. That night, the rain had lashed against the windshield, the headlights of other cars seemed to blur into the darkness, and the screams—always those screams—had torn through the silence, louder than reason, louder than everything.
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Nathan slammed the trunk shut with a sharp thud, as if to chase away the persistent image. He knew every departure felt like an escape, but he had no choice. The garage, with its oil-stained walls and shelves cluttered with rusty tools, suddenly felt too cramped, as if the walls were slowly closing in. He took a deep breath, the smell of detergent stinging his nostrils, before sliding behind the wheel. The car, despite the years, still held the echo of that night. And yet, he had to move forward. Always forward. 
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CHAPTER   II 
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The setting sun set the horizon ablaze, turning the schoolyard into a theater of long shadows where parents and children moved like puppets on invisible strings. Twinkling fairy lights flickered intermittently, their faint glow fighting a losing battle against the encroaching darkness. Camille clutched her third glass of champagne, the overly thin crystal threatening to shatter under the pressure of her grip. The bitter taste of the dissolved pill mixed with the fizzy bubbles, creating a metallic flavor that reminded her of blood—the blood that seemed to have frozen in her veins since anxiety had taken hold.
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Her eyes mechanically scanned the crowd, searching unsuccessfully for Nathan’s familiar silhouette. Twenty-five minutes since she’d last seen him. Probably busy sorting out that medical board issue with Diane—always Diane, that permanent shadow in their marriage. The thought pierced her temples, but she pushed it away, scolding herself for the misplaced worry, especially when...
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Suddenly, a brutal realization hit her. She checked her watch with such a sharp movement that drops of champagne splashed out, staining her dress with liquid stars.

6:49 PM. Lucas was supposed to be made up as a tiger at 6:30. Her own voice sounded strangled, as if someone else had spoken through her.
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She frantically scanned the yard, scrutinizing every group, every corner, every space between the booths. Lucas’s blond curls, usually so easy to spot in a crowd, were nowhere to be found. A wave of cold crept slowly up her spine, like an icy hand caressing her vertebrae one by one.
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Breathe, she ordered herself. He must be with friends, busy playing somewhere. But her hands were already trembling slightly, and a cold sweat beaded at the base of her neck.
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She walked toward the face-painting booth with steps she intended to be confident but that grew increasingly unsteady. The place was deserted. The table, covered in a paper tablecloth with childish patterns, was empty, abandoned. Only an eyeshadow palette lay scattered, a few silver glitter specks stuck to its surface like metallic tears. Camille brushed her finger against the small rectangular mirror leaning against the wall—perfectly clean, without a single fingerprint or smudge of makeup. As if no one had used this booth all evening.
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“Have... have you seen my son?” she asked a mother from Lucas’s class whom she vaguely recognized. Her voice sounded strangely high-pitched, almost like a stranger’s. “Lucas Laurent, five years old, curly blond hair, he’s wearing a navy blue T-shirt with a red tyrannosaurus...”  
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The woman shook her head with a polite smile that couldn’t quite hide her discomfort at the urgency in Camille’s tone.

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I’ve seen him in a while. Maybe he’s near the games?”

––––––––
[image: ]


Camille nodded mechanically and started moving again, her heart rate accelerating alarmingly. She checked the school restrooms, pushing each stall door open with increasing force, as if she expected to find Lucas hiding behind one of them. Nothing. The covered play area, empty and silent. The slide—his favorite—deserted, the metal surface already cool under her fingertips. The sandbox where he loved digging tunnels until his nails were black with damp soil, now barren and still, like a crime scene.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Lucas?” Her first call was almost timid, as if she hesitated to give voice to her growing fear. Then, louder: “Lucas!” When no answer came, she screamed his name with a force that tore at her throat and drew the attention of everyone in the yard: “LUCAS!”
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Faces turned toward her, a mix of curiosity and poorly concealed concern. Nathan appeared at her side as if materialized by her panic, his usually controlled face twisted by an expression she didn’t recognize—raw, primal vulnerability.
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“What’s going on?” he asked, but she could see in his eyes that he already understood the essence of it.
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“He’s gone.” The words burst out like shards of glass, cutting her mouth as they escaped. “I... I can’t find him anywhere. He was supposed to be at the face-painting booth, but... no one seems to...”
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The panic then organized itself with macabre efficiency. The teachers, alerted by their cries, began methodically searching every classroom, every closet, every possible nook. Parents spontaneously joined the effort, pushing aside nearby bushes, calling Lucas’s name with that false lightness people adopt to avoid frightening a child they hope is merely distracted. The principal, Mrs. Leclerc—a woman with steel-gray

[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





