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  Dedication


To the readers that found your way here- 
This is for anyone who has ever felt the ache of losing themselves and the courage of finding the way back. This book is for you.
Thank you for turning these pages and walking beside a heart learning to rise again.
May you feel seen in the shadows, understood in the quiet, and reminded that nothing truly beautiful is ever lost in the dark for long.







  
  Authors Notes


To my family and in-real-life people specifically!!!! 
If you know me in real life, please— for the love of my sanity— skip to the last page on chapter 15
Let’s not test my social anxiety more than life already does. Sometimes a story just needs a little pizzazz. That does not mean you need to venture into that scene.
And no, the steamy bits are not based on true events, just had to put that out there
If we make eye contact after you’ve read those pages, I will simply evaporate on the spot.
Thank you for your partnership in this delicate, high-stakes reputational risk management exercise. My social stability is hanging on by a single fraying thread, and your compliance directly supports the integrity of the whole system 
Trigger Warnings- 
This story moves through grief and loss and those emotionally fog heavy days where everything feels either too sharp or too muted. The characters navigate sadness, numb moments, and the quiet weight of mental health struggles as they learn how to breathe again.
I’m with you as you read this. Truly. Navigating grief is a journey not a destination, and you are not walking through this book alone.
There is a hopeful and deeply earned happily ever after waiting at the end because I am absolutely not here to wreck your emotional foundation. But if your heart is tender right now or you’re carrying fresh grief, please be gentle with yourself. You can always set this book aside and return to it when you feel steadier.
Your wellbeing comes first. Full stop. This story will wait for you.







  
  Playlist


Every book has a heartbeat, and this one found its rhythm in a playlist that carried me through the writing and editing process. If you’d like to step into the emotional landscape that shaped these chapters, here’s the list: 
	See You Again — Carrie Underwood

	Every Little Thing — Carly Pearce

	Possibility — Lykke Li

	Clocks — Coldplay

	Something in the Orange — Zach Bryan

	Supermarket Flowers — Ed Sheeran

	Here Without You — 3 Doors Down

	Wake Me Up When September Ends — Green Day

	What Hurts the Most — Rascal Flatts

	When You Were Young — The Killers

	The Scientist — Coldplay

	Wonderland — Taylor Swift

	Losing Time — Charolette Adelle

	Back to December — Taylor Swift

	Drows in the Whiskey (feat Miranda Lambert) — Jason Aldean

	The Sound of Silence — Disturbed

	Drowning — Chris Young

	How Do I Let You Go — Parmalee

	Mad Hatter — Melanie Martinez

	Hard Days — Brantly Gilbert

	Earned It — The Weekend

	Bring Me to Life — Evanescence

	Home — Daughtry

	I Am Healing — Danty_Lwanga

	Young Love (Strong Love) — The Judds

	Memories — Maroon 5
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  Chapter 1
The Silence After


The house smells like Lilies. I’ve never been fond of those flowers. There are other arrangements that are being drowned out. 
The cloyingly sweet scent is overwhelming. I hate lilies. The death flower. Why were they chosen to show love during time taken filled with mourning? The smell sits weighted on the air, sickly floral, along with slight smell of rot, coming from the too warm March weather. The false spring seems to clash with my life.
It reminds me of the church funeral parlors. Their water swollen stems among the wilting prayers. I can still hear the sniffles, muffled comments as the priest spoke. The sweetness coats the back of my throat until I can almost taste the soil they were plucked from.
They’re everywhere in my kitchen, dotting my granite counters. Drooping over the sink, collapsing under their own perfume. That smell is as thick as sorrow hanging in the air.
Someone must have brought them here after the service. I don’t remember answering the door, but then again people have been in and out of my house for days. Some are helping with arrangements; others here to clean and lend a hand.
I picture hands arranging them. The people in their mourning clothes, moving through my house as I float somewhere away from it all, trying to tune it out. I would send them away, but I don’t even have the energy for that. I’ve been in a daze since the officer told me Grant was gone. Lost myself along with every image of the future we might have had together.
Everyone speaks softly, the way people do when they’re afraid to say the wrong things.
I stare at the flowers, the way they are already dying. They end in their vases, petals bruising like they know he isn’t coming back.
I feel the same way. The weight of my unwashed hair sitting heavy on my head; my clothes feeling foreign and intrusive on my exhausted body. I had to buy a new dress. No one wants to buy new clothes that they will wear only once. After I take off this dress, it’s going in the trash. I don’t want the memories that cling to this fabric.
I resent the short lives of flowers. They were fully alive somewhere, where they could be loved and cherished in a field, yet they are here, withering away under my stare. They were picked, stripped, and displayed. Just like those flowers, everyone is watching my reactions, waiting for the widow to fall apart.
People keep leaving things behind. Cards, food, and flowers. I know they are tokens of how they mean well, but my kitchen has become a museum of pity and sympathy. Every casserole feels like an apology for something no one can fix.
I’d like to know who decided casseroles are the thing to fix feelings. Nothing like cream-of-mushroom and cream cheese clogging your arteries to make you feel better, to soothe the ache. The food is just as dense as the smell of the flowers. Why is everything so heavy?
The clutter of it all drives me crazy. Not that I’m going to do anything about it. Grant would’ve. I know he would hate it. He would be able to soothe my anxiety, wordlessly, effortlessly. He’d be feeding everyone, picking up the mess to help ease the stress. He’d be consoling everyone. The solid rock for us to lean against. The memories of him doing just that hurts, as if pressing on a bruise. I can see him moving through the room, easy and sure. His sleeves rolled up his muscular forearms, making easy conversation with everyone. Even the ghosts of his habits haunt me with painful precision.
I remember the heaviness to his shoulders. He was the one that wanted to take care of others while not realizing how much he was taking on. He didn’t have to shoulder it alone. I hope he knew I tried to help carry that for him. In that aspect, it was as easy as breathing to try to help him. Not outright help that he could brush off. Help in making sure he had a lunch for his long hours at work, making sure his toolbox held the things he talked about needing. Silent, small gestures. A steady, I am here.
I sit at the kitchen table with a mug of coffee I can’t really taste. Lift. Sip. Set down. The cup trembles each time I lift it. The warmth doesn’t reach my fingers. There’s no taste, no life, just an echo of the ritual. The motion keeps my hands busy, something to do while my mind drifts in and out.
My fingers bruise white with the weight of the mug. “You can’t survive on caffeine alone. Stop skipping meals. You’re not the friendliest when your blood sugar is low.” He wouldn’t be hounding me to eat, but he would be putting food in front of me, nudging me to take care of myself. All the while chastising his friends for not trying to care for me in the way he would. But I can’t eat with the rock of pain sitting in the pit of my stomach. I can’t get my tired jaw to unclench, or to do anything but sit here as a wraith of myself.
The mug has left damp rings on the wood of the table. Grant had just sanded and refinished it. I panic a little, using my dress to wipe away the moisture. He built this table for us. Now it’s the only thing that feels as solid as his presence.
I’ve found I don’t like leaving the table. The rest of the house feels wrong. It’s too still, too quiet, as if even the walls are holding their breath waiting for his return as I am.
Around me, people move through the room like ghosts; dark clothes, soft voices. Careful steps on the old hardwood that creaks no matter how light the footfall is.
He had that on his to-do list. Redo the floors. There’s one board in particular that’s lifted. We only noticed because we would slide down the hall in our socks. The board sent me falling into his arms. I didn’t mind it. But he wanted everything to be perfect. I glance down the hallway. The shadows are longer there. The light from the kitchen doesn’t quite reach the end anymore. Like the house has learned his absence and decided to dim itself.
I didn’t need perfect. I just needed him. The last night before the accident he stood right there, debating how to start the project. Wanting to fix the boards that squeaked the loudest. I teased him that the sound became my alarm over the years. When even his heavy boots were light in their steps, especially when he would sneak up on me. He grinned. “Then instead of the floor calling out, I’ll do it to tell you I’m home.” It squeaks now, low and slow, like it’s remembering too as someone passes over it.
Everyone moves softer around me, like loud sounds might break me. I catch flashes of pity in their eyes. It’s the kind that looks like love but feels like distance. Grief has a way of turning everyone into actors reading the same bad script.
I don’t want pity. Or condolences. I don’t want to be this person. It’s like my light has been stolen. Instead of being the one to help lift others, I’m not the one who needs the boost. I don’t like that feeling at all. The only person that could get me to accept the help without a fight, at least a strong one is gone.
I hear them whispering about my loss. Their words filled with sympathy disguised as respect.
“She shouldn’t be alone yet, is anyone going to stay with her?”
“What will she do with this big place all to herself?
“She looks like she needs rest.”
“Poor thing.”
They’ll go home tonight and tell their spouses they did their part. They’ll sleep. I’ll still be here, choking on their comfort food. My shoulders hunch as I curl further into myself. I want to cover my ears and block it all out. I glance away when I notice his jacket still hanging on the back of a chair, collar turned up and sleeve cuffs rolled. I pull it into my lap, tracing the seam of the cuff where the thread came loose. It’s still faintly warm from the sun that came in the window this morning, or maybe it’s just me pretending the warmth is from him. My mind is trying to ground me, but my thoughts float miles above my body. I know I’m dissociating, watching from somewhere far away. I don’t fight it. The distance is a small mercy. I have no clue how much time has passed, until glancing at the green lines of the clock on the stove. It’s been two hours since sitting down that I’ve been glued to this chair.
Beckett stands near the doorway, shoulders squared, jaw too tight. Grant’s younger brother. Practically twins, although, different sides from the same coin. He’s always been the carefree one. Today, though, I can see that facade is cracking. The sadness that clouds him matching my own. My heart aches for him, in a different way than my own has been a constant; this is sharp. I want to take his pain away. His hands twitch as his sides like he doesn’t know what to do with them.  Every now and then he runs his hands through his already tousled chestnut hair.
Just to the side of him, Owen (Grant’s older brother) hovers. He’s the one who always has a joke, who could make anyone laugh. His eyes are bloodshot, his smile, missing. He keeps refilling my coffee just to do something, although the pot’s been empty for a while now.
They could’ve passed for triplets, the Wynn brothers. All dark eyes and broad shoulders, cut from the same stubborn mold. Only difference in their overall style, complimenting their personalities. Grant sported a faint stubble shadowing his jaw. Beckett kept his hair longer, a rebel streak he never grew out of. And Owen, ever the outlier, shaved his head close, full beard framing his smile. Same build, give or take an inch or two. They had the same lopsided grin when they’d line up, side by side, joking that their mother hadn’t made Irish twins once, but twice.
Every few minutes, Owen looks at me. What’s left is the older brother who holds everyone else up. He’s barely keeping it together, and I won’t make him carry me too.
There was a moment during the funeral where his lip wobbled as he struggled to gain composure. It sent me into near hysterics. The mirror of ache, loss, longing and regret. The dead leave more than just their possessions behind in their wake.
I see Grant. In his friends, his brothers, and this house. How is that the only way I will find him now? It doesn’t feel real.
“Do you need anything, El?” he asks softly. His voice trembles in the middle of my name.
I shake my head. I don’t look up. If I see their ache in their faces, I’ll break too. And I’m somewhere between numb and disbelief. 
They think I can’t hear them when they talk in the hallway.
Beckett: “She’s not eating.”
Owen: “Would you? If it was you?”
A pause. Then, quieter: “He loved her so damn much.”
It’s a swift punch to the gut. Someone sedate me. I know he loved me. I felt it in every encounter, every touch, every action. Even if we were in a disagreement, there was no yelling, love and frustration maybe, but love there just the same. Hearing them whispering about it sucks. I know what they will do. They will step up in his stead. But I don’t want that or them. It feels like a handout. I’m not their responsibility. I didn’t ask for this. I want Grant back. I want my life back.
Their voices blur into a single hum of a sad symphony. The background song to the second worst day of my life. Actually, all the days since I lost him have been the worst in their own ways. Leaving the hospital with his things, planning the funeral, now this wake. If you’d ask me before his death about my bad days, they would accumulate to being late to work, getting stuck in traffic, burning my coffee, those mornings where you’re rushing and all the little things go wrong. Now those moments feel so frivolous compared to this.
The murmur of voices fades as someone clears their throat, their shadow cascading over me.
I smell his overly used, heavy cologne first. He uses far too much. I’ve never understood the men that do that. Hints of cologne is one thing, a tease. This is an assault the senses and I wrinkle my nose. 
“Elise,” the man says. Darren. (From Grant’s job.) He’s holding a takeout container, fingers twitching against the lid like he’s not sure if he should hand it to me or set it down and bolt. He shuffles from foot to foot nervously.
Grant never liked him. Said he stared too long, talked too close. I used to laugh it off. Now, seeing the flicker of something pity shaped doused in hope in Darren’s eyes, I understand what Grant saw.
The cowardice, the self-serving intention. I don’t want to talk to him. And I don’t. My people-pleasing skills left my body when I left the hospital that night two weeks ago.
“I, uh, figured you probably haven’t been eating much,” Darren says, offering the container. “It’s from that Thai place you said you liked.”
He must’ve been eaves dropping. I never told him that personally. It weirds me out, roils in my gut as I lean away from him, not hiding my reaction.
Before I can answer, Owen steps in from nowhere, broad shouldered and unyielding. Beckett lingers, a pace behind him, quieter but sharper. This is so unlike their usual big personalities that all I can do is stare. They’re like shadows trained to move when I hesitate.
“She’s got plenty,” Owen says flatly, taking the container before I can touch it.
Darren’s eyes narrow defensively. “Just trying to help.”
Beckett folds his arms. “Help somewhere else.” His fists clench tightly, and I can see his restraint not to react. His easy demeanor a second away from snapping.
For a heartbeat, the air hums with something unsaid, masculine ego and the ghost of Grant’s disapproval. Darren mutters something under his breath and leaves. But they leave no room for arguments.
When he’s gone, I stare at the food in Owen’s hand, my throat tight.
“Grant would’ve hated that,” I whisper.
Owen’s expression softens just slightly. “Yeah,” he says. “He would’ve seen him out the door so fast his head would spin.”  I watch as he tosses the food in the trash.
The ache that swells in my chest like a tidal wave isn’t from what just happened. It’s from the absence of what used to. Grant never needed to say a word. His quiet, steady presence had always been enough to make men like Darren think twice. And now, sitting in the stillness he left behind, I realize how much safety had sounded like silence when he was around.
Grief is such a strange thing. It makes you crave company and despise it at the same time.
I want someone to share this ache, but when they try, I want to scream that they don’t understand. They don’t know what it’s like to bury your other half. To lower the sun itself into the ground.
It was like burying my heart, part of my soul.
I stayed until he was lowered into the ground. When they started to throw dirt into the grave, it took all my strength not to jump in with him. Beckett and Owen made sure that didn’t happen. They didn’t speak. Just stood by as I fell apart in so many ways; I couldn’t keep track. My knees wobbled, my throat hoarse, unable to make much of a sound as I sobbed.
We said forever. We promised it. I keep my promises, but this one, I don’t know how to anymore. I keep replaying the vows, the way he smiled when he said them, how he squeezed my fingers at “in sickness and in health.” The irony guts me. No one tells you forever can end in a single moment. These things happen to people all the time, but you never expect to be one of them.
His life was replayed in that church through words from others. People stood up, one after another, to say something kind, something funny. He touched so many people’s lives. It seems unreal. To sum someone up in an hour or two. Their whole life is mapped out with stories, interpretations of interactions. He would’ve snorted the minute someone tried to say he was heroic, to say he was strong. He didn’t need the words. His actions were his peace. How he was and showed up, that’s what mattered to him. He didn’t do it for recognition. He did it because that’s just who he is... was.
The smell of rain lingers in the air as people come and go, though it hasn’t rained all day.
I used to love it. That smell would’ve had me making cocoa and cocooning myself in blankets on the porch. We’d dance in it, slip barefoot through puddles until we were soaked and laughing. Watching the rain pour off his face, through his five o’clock shadow, I can picture it clearly. His eyes dancing with mischief as he spins me around before splashing us through more puddles.
Now I just wonder if I’ll ever feel that kind of joy again. I don’t really want to without him. My whole body riots the idea of it.
A flash. Rain on glass. Headlights splitting the dark. His voice, urgent: Hold on, Elise. Just hold on.
Then metal screaming. Then nothing.
I keep trying to remember if I told him to slow down.
I can hear my voice in the car. Calm, distractedly talking about dinner plans, or maybe nothing at all. He’d always listen to me drone on, smiling as if everything I said meant something.
If I’d known those would be my last words to him, I would’ve said something that mattered. Something like don’t go yet.  I love you. Take me with you.
Instead, I talked about traffic lights and takeout.
He died listening to me fill the air with small talk.
Did he grab my hand? No. His hands were on the wheel.
Did I scream? I can’t remember.
The silence that followed after was louder than any sound I’ve ever heard.
The memory doesn’t play straight; it shudders, skips, loops. Each time I try to see his face, the glass fogs, headlights burst; everything dissolves into that impossible sound of metal folding in on itself. The absence of him edits memory like a bad film cut by shaking hands.
My chest tightens. I blink, and the world stutters; the curtains sway though the air is still. My heart skips a beat before finding its rhythm again.
I tell myself mourning does this. It warps things, bends time, hazes reality.
Sometimes, in the quiet moments, I still expect the phone to ring. I’ve been mentally begging it to ring. I imagine him saying he’s fine, that it was someone else. That I can stop living like half a person. It’s ridiculous.  I know it but my heart still looks for him every time headlights pass the window, every time the door opens.
The last few weeks blur together: the hospital, the sterile light, the officer at my bedside, his voice gentle but merciless. I remember screaming until I couldn’t anymore. The nurse’s hands steady, face solemn; but I could see the sadness in her eyes, the cold sting of the sedative. It feels like a fever dream. I wanted to tell them both the shell of the woman they were looking at isn’t me. But I know that wouldn’t be true.
When I woke up again, everyone was crying and I knew it was my waking nightmare.
On the counter, a casserole dish sits under foil labeled For the Wynn Family.
I stare at the handwriting until it blurs.
Family.
The word doesn’t fit anymore. Just me. That’s not a family.
The word sits heavy in my mind. The space of the word filling my mind is enormous. It presses against my ribs, my heart physically aching. It puts a painful lump in my throat and a new sting to my eyes. Maybe that’s what family really is. It’s the space someone leaves in your heart that never closes again.
My phone buzzes on the table.
June: Just checking in, love. Remember to eat.
Ivy: Call me for anything. Seriously. I mean it.
They only just left after I told them a million times they didn’t need to stay. Mother hens. Normally, I’d tease them for being soft, but I can’t even pretend.
I type I’m fine, then delete it. The lie feels too heavy to send.
The police said I was lucky. Lucky.
That’s not the word I would use.
I keep turning that word over in my mind until it reeks of poison. If this is what surviving feels like, then I think they got it wrong. He’s the one who deserved to wake up.
He’s the one who should still be here sanding tables and making coffee too strong.
I’m just the echo left behind.
Owen’s laugh breaks the silence, too loud, too forced, cracking in the middle.
Beckett murmurs something about taking people’s coats.
The smell of coffee and lilies makes me dizzy.
The hum of the refrigerator swells until it sounds almost like breathing. I find myself answering it with mine, shallow, uneven, syncing by accident. I focus on that instead of the sounds around me. In and out. In and out. I don’t want to be breathing... or living... but I have to.
I press my palms flat to the table. The wood is cool beneath my skin. He refinished it last spring, sanding out every dent, every scratch that told our story. I told him not to. I liked the imperfections. But he wanted it to be perfect. I can trace the faint lines from laughter, arguments, burnt dinners, and the ghosts of good mornings in every grain.
There was the mark from when I dropped the cast iron pan trying to cook tri tip.
“Tri tips are for barbecues,” he said, laughing.
The pale blue streak from paint and wine night when he tickled me until my brush slipped. The rings from so many mornings with coffee shared together.
I trace the grain, fingertips searching for what’s left of him. If touching it could bring him back, I’d never stop.
“Don’t go.”
The words are clear. Too clear.
I freeze.
The sound isn’t just in the room with me; it’s a tickle of a light breeze inside my head, low and familiar. For one mad second, I think he’s standing behind me. I can almost feel the warmth at my back, the breath that used to fog my neck when he’d lean close to steal a kiss.
Then the world tilts.
The mug slips. Coffee spills across the table, spreading a dark stain across the wood.
For a heartbeat, I smell rain and asphalt. The metallic tang of blood.
The sound of the crash roars through me so sharply I flinch.
Then it’s gone.
Just the kitchen again.
Quiet. Ordinary. Unbearable.
It takes a moment to settle my racing heart. I hold my chest as if to keep it from falling out.
Beckett rushes in. “You okay?”
I nod, though my voice won’t work. It’s not hot anymore. I’ve been nursing it since they dragged me away from his grave.
Owen grabs a towel and starts wiping up the mess. His hands shake.
They both pretend not to see the terror on my face, looking around as if I will find him in the crowd to ground me.
“Just an accident,” Beckett says softly. “Just coffee.”
But it’s not.
Nothing is just anything anymore.
They leave a little later, voices hushed, footsteps retreating. The door closes. The refrigerator hums. The house exhales.
I stay at the table long after the light drains from the windows, until my reflection disappears into the dark glass.
Everything feels paused like the world is waiting for me to catch up to something I can’t see.
Then I hear it.
Tick… tick… tick.
Slow. Heavy. Deliberate.
I look up.
A clock sits on the mantle above the fireplace, an antique I’ve never seen before.
Brass casing, glass face, soft gold light pulsing beneath its surface.
My breath catches.
It wasn’t here before.
Where did it come from? Am I so out of it that someone placed it and I didn’t notice? I should probably be terrified, but intrigue cuts through the fear.
The ticking grows louder, the rhythm syncing with my heartbeat.
In the silence between ticks, something inside me shifts.
And for the briefest moment, I hear his voice again.
Hold on, Elise. Just hold on.
The words ripple through me, half long forgotten memory, half command. The air hums. The lilies sway as if stirred by breath that isn’t mine. The world stills on that heartbeat.






  
  Chapter 2
The First Chime


Idon’t sleep. 
Not really.
My jaw aches from clenching. My tongue tastes like old coffee and stale breath. My eyes feel gritty. Running my hands over my face, I can feel the puffiness. If I cared, it would need one hell of an eye cream to fix it. But I can’t bring myself to.
I just sit there in the half dark, staring at the ceiling while the lilies rot sweetly in their vase downstairs. The scent seeps into everything. Into my hair, into my throat until I can taste it. The air feels thick enough to chew.
I’ve never been one for the classically beautiful flowers. The only lilies I find pretty are spider lilies.  I want dark purple dahlias with their spoon like petals, their blooms so heavy they almost can’t hold the weight. I like hydrangeas with their tiny little blooms, making one big ball of puff in all the different shades.
Grant never bought me roses.  He didn’t bring me daisies. I would get lavender plucked from a field or a handful of wildflowers that spread across the town in spring. A pretty bouquet of colors and shapes some would consider a nuisance, while I would appreciate the thought and the simplicity of each flower contributing to the beauty.
I push a hand to my chest as the ache rolls in, a vice around my heart as I realize I won’t get another one. When did he last give one to me? Did I appreciate them? Give him extra kisses for thinking of me?  I’m not sure how long I hold myself together, but I’m sure I will have fingertip shaped bruises from pressing so hard. The physical pain grounding me as I wait for the pain to settle. My one constant companion in all this.
It’s all too…still.
I don’t hear his boots on the hardwood. The deep timber of his voice as he talks on the phone. The steady heartbeat of the house, now missing.
I realize I will never again have the moment of my heart racing as I rush to the door to kiss him, even though he’s only been gone for work.
Falling into his kisses was my favorite. Each one was as precious as our first. Some slow and soft, some intense like we couldn’t survive without breathing each other in. The barest of kisses with a smile lurking behind it. The anticipation made my heart race every single time. The tickle of his facial hair, the gentle brush of his fingertips moving my hair out of the way. The magnetic pull that he was, drawing me into his gravity.
No more.
Hot tears hit my fingertips. My stuttering breaths shake me from the lingering memories.
Realizing I was tracing my lips both missing his touch and hoping to capture the feel of him there. I swipe them off my face angrily. I’m so damn tired of crying.
And beneath it all: the ticking. Incessant loud ticking.
That damn clock.
Each tick cuts through the quiet, too loud, too steady, like a heartbeat that isn’t mine. I try to ignore it. I bury myself in the blanket still wrapped around me as I press my hands to my ears. But the sound finds me anyway, slipping through the spaces between breaths.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
I drift to the kitchen on muscle memory alone. No dramatic collapse. No sobbing. Just momentum and the quiet indignity of still being alive.
Am I considered alive at this point?
The mug is already on the table. Or maybe I put it there and forgot. Time isn’t linear anymore, it’s a slow leak. I sit. Wood bites into me like the chair resents my weight. My hips ache, my back stiffens. I fold into the seat the way you fold into surrender. I find myself leaning into it like I would him after a hard day, but where I would find his warmth, I only find the cold.
Morning light slants wider. Then brighter. Then dull. Then gold the color he used to come home in. And I don’t notice the shifts until they’re already gone.
I wrap my hands around the mug. It’s cold. It stays cold. I hold it anyway, as if wanting warmth hard enough could conjure him.
There’s no sobbing. No theatrics. Just stillness that feels rancid. Thoughts that feel like dust settling in my lungs.
How am I breathing when he isn’t?
How can a body want to live when the soul is already curled up in the ground with him?
Why am I here at all, when every part of me is leaning backward into a life that has already passed me by?
My legs throb from sitting so long. My face feels tight with dried tears I don’t remember letting fall. My mouth tastes like I cried hours ago.
No one knocks. No one calls. No one is tugging me back into a world that insists I keep moving. Thank God. Let them stay gone. Let the world spin on without me for a while.
I don’t need saving today.
I don’t want it.
Despite that incessant throbbing in my legs, I sit long enough to feel myself softening at the edges. Long enough to imagine if I sit perfectly still, I might slip out of time entirely and find him.
A sharp sting prickles my calves pins and needles punishment for daring to keep breathing. The wood digs into my thighs harshly. My body begging for motion, my heart begging for oblivion.
I blink, and the light has changed again.
A whole day gone. Lost without drama. Just sitting. Just staying.
Still here when I don’t know how to be.
Still here when the only thing I want is the one thing I can never have again.
Still here. God help me. Still here.
My traitorous brain interjects then, bringing back a night I wish vehemently to go back to. To stop. To intervene. To do anything, but end up here.
My palms sweat against the mug.
Rain needles the windshield.
“Left lane,” he says, calm, thumb tapping twice on the wheel.
My thumb taps twice on the mug, involuntarily.
Every second scrapes against my nerves. Grating on them, slowly wearing them down.
Every sound is a reminder that time is still moving even though he isn’t. I keep thinking grief should be quiet, but it’s not. It clicks and hums and scrapes. It keeps time even when I refuse to.
I don’t understand it. How can the world keep going when mine has come to such an utter stand still?
By midnight, I can’t stand it anymore.
Not the ticking. Not the stillness.
I throw off the blanket and stumble into the living room, bare feet cold against the floorboards. The air hums faintly, like electricity before a storm. The clock sits above the empty fireplace, second hand swinging slow and deliberate, mocking me. Time is still moving.
“Stop it,” I whisper. “Please, just stop.”
But it doesn’t.
I grab the clock and try to pull it down. The paint sticks to the crown of the mantle and for a moment I think I might rip off all of the molding. It finally breaks free and send me stumbling back a few steps. The sound rips through the quiet like bone breaking. Dust falls in soft flakes, catching the dim light like ash. My heart slams against my ribs, too hard, too alive for someone who doesn’t want to be anymore. 
For a moment I can almost hear him “Elise, you’ll never forgive yourself if you break such a beautiful piece of work”
I may have tried to mount some old antique shelves once upon a time and ended up curled up quietly cursing the pieces of the shelves across the room. He came home from work to find me angry at this inanimate object muttering a few choice words. He just let a little laugh loose and went about cleaning up my mess. He fixed the shelves up in the workshop he had set up in the back, came inside an hour later, and hung them with an effortless grace that made me more frustrated than appreciative at the time.
The clock is heavier than I expect. The weight breaks me free from the memory. I stand there holding it in my hands and can’t help but wonder how it is I never noticed it sitting there before.
I set it on the table, my hands trembling, my pulse a frantic echo of its rhythm. I can feel its pulse in my palms long after I have set it down.
The ticking doesn’t falter.
If anything, it grows louder like it’s pleased I’m paying attention.
I flip it around, expecting to see gears, dust, something ordinary like a battery with no backing to hold it in place.
Instead, I see a drawing.
Penciled on the back of the clock face, faint but unmistakable: the sketch he made me in high school. I would know it from anywhere. I’m certain if I go into my room to the small shoe box of trinkets, I would find the worn paper there. A rough outline of a clock, the numbers replaced with tiny hearts and suns, his messy handwriting curling across the top.
Here’s to our forever — written between the seconds.
The air leaves the room. I swear my lungs forget how to work. It feels like drowning without water. My knees almost give out, but I can’t stop looking. His handwriting hits me harder than any picture ever could. The loops and uneven lines. He always pressed too hard, his pencil leaving indentations long after the ink faded. My head spins. The tears brimming my eyes blurring everything.
My fingertips brush the graphite lines. The texture is uneven, like his hand hesitated here and there like he’d been nervous when he drew it. I remember the day instantly. Art class. His paper smudged with charcoal. The smell of paint and floor wax. The sound of him humming off key under his breath in the seat next to mine.
The refrigerator hum lowers a note.  Lilies tip in their vases, spent.
The room lifts and tilts.
Linoleum under my sneakers, salty fries in the cafeteria air, someone’s laughter clattering off the metal tables. The hum of students assaults my ears.
And then the memory floods in. It starts too bright, too perfect, as if my mind’s trying to polish what’s already been perfected.
We were seventeen.
I saw him for the first time walking through the cafeteria. He wasn’t loud or flashy just there, the way sunlight falls through a window and changes everything it touches. Staring at him both calmed and exhilarated me. His hair was messy, his backpack half zipped and hanging off his shoulder, his attention somewhere else entirely. He wore a black hoodie with a tear at the cuff and a tiny burn mark near his wrist. He pulled his backpack higher a couple of times to keep it in its place.
But I came to a dead stop. It was like a movie. I couldn’t pull myself from his gravity. I knew right then I had to know him. His magnetism felt across a noisy room.
The noise around me dropped out for half a second. No clatter of trays, no laughter, no bell, nothing. The volume and chaos of the room fell away. Just him, framed in that dusty window light, looking up like he’d heard someone call his name. Like the calm before a storm.
Something in my chest stuttered, like a heartbeat missing a step.
I remember thinking: Oh. It’s you.
It was as though my soul recognized him even though I’d never seen him before.
And then he looked at me.
His dark eyes drank me in and I couldn’t get enough. I felt alive under his stare. Like until that moment I didn’t know what living felt like.
Just one second. Just a glance.
But it felt like recognition. A whole cacophony of feelings, felt even in just a brief glance. Queue the storm.
After that, we found each other everywhere between classes, at the bus stop, across hallways crowded with people who didn’t matter anymore. Like we somehow orbited around each other. It was inevitable.
He’d wait for me by the lockers, leaning against the wall like he’d been doing it his whole life. He never said hi first; he’d just smile, slow and sure, like he knew I’d come.
Sometimes he’d walk me halfway home and never ask to come the rest of the way. I’d watch him go, every step deliberate, like he didn’t want to give time the chance to pass between us.
Back then, we talked about everything and nothing.  The way kids do when they don’t realize they’re building a life out of conversation and little moments.
By spring, we were inseparable. Easy friendship blooming.
By summer, we were something more, though neither of us knew how to say it.
He sat beside me in art class one afternoon, sketching while







