

Chapter 1

March 15th, 5:15 a.m.


There was a flicker—subtle, like candlelight at the edge of a mirror—and it danced across her lips before it bloomed into a full smile.


Leland felt the pull of that smile like gravity. It lit her face with a warmth that broke through the dark. Except… ‘why was it so dark?’


The question drifted through his mind like smoke. But the answer didn’t matter. Not here. Not now. Not when she was with him.


Helen’s fingers laced through his. They stood together, still, grounded in a moment suspended somewhere between memory and dream. The world around them was dim—‘was it night? Or simply absence?’


Time seemed to hush itself in her presence.


Then came the crack. Sharp. Sudden.


Sound snapped back into existence like a bone breaking. His heart lurched, the silence he hadn’t known he was holding splintering into shards. He turned, searching for the source. But the sidewalk, the air, the sky—it all collapsed into one still image.


Helen was no longer standing.


He knelt beside her.


She was in his arms now.


Her body was weightless in a way that made no sense. Head cradled in his lap, her breath shallow. His hands shook as they pressed to her stomach. Warmth spilled between his fingers—not blood, not exactly. Not in the dream. It was light. Blazing, terrifying light that poured from the wound like something sacred being lost.


He tried to hold her together. Tried to push it back in. But it kept spilling out.


“No...oh no…”


His voice sounded foreign. Small. Like it belonged to someone else entirely.


The colors around him twisted. Sky, pavement, skin, hair—all bleeding into one deep, impossibly rich hue. Red. Her red. The red of her hair, her face, her blood, her absence. It painted the world in mourning.


Strangers gathered, their eyes wide and hollow. They said nothing. Could do nothing. Just witnesses to a grief too large for words.
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5:45 a.m.


Leland awoke with a violent start. He swallowed the scream lodged in his throat, lips dry and cracking.


He swallowed the scream before it found air.


No use giving it shape. The house was still asleep. And besides, he was tired of hearing it too.


His breath caught in his chest, and it took him a full moment to remember how to breathe. The dream clung to him like wet sheets—sticky, suffocating.


The room came into focus slowly. Dim light. Familiar walls. Real air. He blinked the vision away, forcing the past to retreat.


The ceiling stared back, as it always did—blank stubborn, unwilling to change. He turned.


The red digits on the clock read 5:45 a.m.


Of course it did.


Because?


‘Why wouldn’t it?’


He hadn’t set an alarm in six months. He didn’t need to. His body had learned the rhythm of grief—it always woke before the day did. Movement caught his eye.


A figure stood in the doorway.


Angelina. His eldest.


Her silhouette framed by the soft glow of the hallway light. Dark fingernail polish. Thick mascara. Black lipstick that made her mouth look drawn on in ink. Wearing a night shirt with some cute animal in bold colors printed on the front.


She didn’t speak right away.


“You were crying out in your sleep,” she finally said. Flat. Factual. Not unkind. But not gentle, either.


Leland stared at her, stunned. For a moment, her blue eyes—Helen’s eyes—softened. Then she saw that he’d noticed. Her expression hardened like armor.


Her arms crossed.


That same posture. The same sharp defensive stance her mother used to take when a line had been crossed. She didn’t know how much she mirrored Helen in moments like these. Or maybe she did. Maybe that’s why she used it.


‘What was she so angry about though?’


He wanted to ask. But didn’t.


She lingered just long enough to make sure he was truly awake, then turned and walked away, her presence evaporating down the hallway.


Leland was left with the stillness. The hum of the air. The ghost of the dream tightening around his ribs like wire.


He lowered his face into his hands. Helen’s memory still burned in the space behind his eyes—raw, unfiltered, as sharp now as the day it happened.


‘Grief’, he thought, ‘is never truly silent.’


‘It waits. Patient. Hidden in the folds of sleep. And when it returns, it spake in screams.’


He sat there, eyes open, unable to move.


The light on the ceiling changed—barely. But enough to mean morning had begun.




Chapter 2

6:00 a.m.


Leland hadn’t moved since Angelina left his doorway.


The weight of the dream clung to him—Helen’s warmth fading, her bloodless light spilling through his hands, that unbearable silence cracked open by a scream. He could still feel her fingers in his. Still see the look on Angelina’s face when she saw him wake.


The red digits on the clock glared. It didn’t care that he felt a need for more sleep his body would never allow.


The bed creaked as he sat up. His joints ached like they were made of rust. He blinked at the window, where a sliver of light tried to peek through the curtains like an uninvited guest.


A breeze moved through the curtain. Outside, birds chirped like the world was still alright. Morning was too fresh. Life continued, apparently. 


Leland swung his legs off the bed. The movement felt heavier than it should’ve. He forced himself into the shower, shaved by habit, dressed out of necessity. Each movement was mechanical. Like puppetry without a puppeteer.


Downstairs, the rituals waited: brewing coffee, setting plates, pretending. Wading through the ruins of a former life he felt disconnected from.


He brewed coffee. Set the table. Three plates. No fourth. He hadn’t eaten breakfast since… well, it didn’t matter. The point was, he wouldn’t start today.


He covered the food on the stove. Rituals for the living, done by someone who didn’t quite feel among them. His daughters depended on him. That was enough to keep going.


He sat down heavily. The feet of the chair skittered across the linoleum before setting firmly in place. A warm earthy smell filled him. He took a deep breath. He stirred his coffee like it might answer something. The steam curled upward, warm and useless.


By 6:45, the table was ready— the scent of eggs and toast softening the walls. The first footfalls belonged to Angelina.


She drifted in like smoke—black-on-black clothes, black nails, blacker mood. Her lipstick drew a hard line across her mouth like it was tired of speaking for her. Her nightshirt had some cartoonish animal printed across the chest, incongruous against her armor. Her lipstick looked drawn on in ink, her eyes framed like shields.


Leland almost smiled. Then. Thought better of it.


No words came at first.


Once, she used to hover beside him, waiting for a nod before pulling out her chair next to his.


Now, she crossed the room silently, poured her coffee, and sat in the chair farthest from him.


“Morning,” she muttered, not to him exactly, eyes locked on nothing.


“Morning,” he said back, too softly.


She didn’t hear it—or didn’t want to.


Leland watched her, unsure if she was reaching out or walling off. She didn’t meet his eyes.


‘She used to smile.’


Now, she sat as far from him as the table allowed. Her eyes scanned the table. Three place settings. Her eyes stopped at the spot on the table in front of him.


“Hmph.” But then: she moved.


She got up.


She plated food. For everyone.


Morgan’s usual eggs. Catherine’s toast. Even a plate for him. She didn’t look up while she did it. Just filled the dishes. Her hands moved with practiced care, not affection—like checking boxes.


A glass of orange juice for Morgan, set down like a peace offering nobody asked for.


Then, out of habit or hope, she placed the third before Leland. He wouldn’t touch it. He hadn’t in months. But she did it anyway. Quiet. No demand. A ritual showing she hadn’t abandoned everything.


She placed a glass of orange juice beside Morgan’s plate—never milk. Morgan didn’t like milk with breakfast anymore. That mattered. Angelina remembered.


Angelina’s work was finished within minutes. She didn’t look at him when she sat down again. Just folded in at the farthest edge of the small table, her presence loud in its distance.


Leland watched her. There was something almost maternal in her movements. Not warm, but exacting.


Leland looked down at the plate in front of him.


‘She didn’t need to care—but she did.


Somewhere beneath the armor.’


The kitchen stayed quiet until Catherine arrived, ushering Morgan in with her.


Catherine entered with a practiced smile, leading Morgan in by the wrist like a tethered balloon. Sixteen going on thirty, Catherine walked with purpose, with poise. She wore Helen’s middle name and all of her calm.


“Morning, Leland,” she said brightly, brushing his cheek with a kiss before sitting beside him.


Angelina’s eyes snapped toward her—that name. A flash of warning mixed with anger flickered across her face. Leland. Not Dad. Not Daddy. The sharpness of it didn’t go unnoticed.


Catherine caught the look, faltered for a second, but sat anyway.


“Morning, Baby Girl,” he replied. It was the same exchange every morning. Like a script neither of them dared change. He nodded and smiled, small but sincere.


Morgan trailed behind, drowning in her oversized gray sweater. The sleeves swallowed her hands. Her hair curled down around her face in sleep-warmed waves.


“Morning, Daddy,” she mumbled.


“Morning, Sweetie Bird. Sleep okay?” he asked.


Morgan looked up and nodded, her lips tugging into a barely-there smile. She wandered to her seat and sat, picking up her fork like it weighed something. She stirred the eggs. One push, then another. Small circles. No intent to eat.


Angelina noticed. Her gaze slid toward her sister. “You’re not eating,” she said, voice low, precise. Not sharp. Just... measured.


Morgan flinched. Her fork paused. Silence spread.


Not because of the tone—but because this was a pattern. Angelina noticed everything. Whether she brushed her teeth. Skipped dinner. Spoke too softly. She didn’t scold. She tracked. And sometimes that stung more.


Catherine’s gaze shifted toward Angelina but said nothing.


Leland noticed the tension rise.


“Let her be. She’s fine,” Leland said gently, not looking away from his youngest.


Angelina stiffened. Her face didn’t change, but something shifted.


He’d echoed her concern—as if it were his. As if he hadn’t missed all the signs she’d been tracking for weeks. She glanced down at her coffee, fingers tightening around the mug.


“No, she’s not,” Angelina snapped, but left it there.


“She just needs time,” Leland sighed. He brushed a hand through Morgan’s unruly hair.


Morgan’s fork wobbled in her hand.


Morgan’s eyes turned up to her father, frightened. “You’ll be here when I get back… right?”


Leland’s breath caught. His heart clenched. “Of course. I’ll be here. I promise.”


She nodded but didn’t look convinced. She leaned across the space and into him briefly, wrapping small fingers around his arm. Not letting go.
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