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This is for my mother, who never stifled my imagination.


CHAPTER 1

Stephen Morrison held his dead daughter’s doll in a shaking hand, watching rain spill from a rusted gutter. The windshield wipers fanned the water from side to side in a hypnotic rhythm. 

Whomp-whomp. Whomp-whomp.

A dark gravity pulled his eyes away from the storm and toward Allie’s doll. His calloused fingers massaged the little dress that Shelley had made for it like a worry stone.

Look, Daddy! Mommy says dolly and me are twins . . .

Stephen tilted the doll upward. Its azure eyes flipped open, as if from a nap. If he buried his nose in the crook of the neck . . .

Daddy, that tickles!

 . . . it wouldn’t smell anything like Allie. He smelled it anyway. Cheap plastic filled his nostrils. A sweet strawberry smell hid below it and tickled the hairs in his nose. No matter how many pills he took, memories of the good times, before the wreck, was all the projector in his mind played. A sob welled up in his chest, shaking him as if he were at the mercy of an angry sea. It begged him to stop fighting the waves and just let go. For a brief moment, he longed for his handgun.

Who loves you, Allie-bear?

He hugged the doll and pressed its cold cheek to his.

But it couldn’t hug back.

You do, Daddy!

It would never hug back. It wasn’t Allie. It would never be Allie. Still, he placed his thumb on its chest and waited for a heartbeat that would never come.

The clock inside the car warned he would be late for his appointment with the shrink if he didn’t move now.

Stephen wiped his tears with the doll’s dress and reluctantly placed it in the passenger seat. He arranged the skirt of the dress so it covered her knees.

Let’s buckle you in, Allie-bear.

He turned the car off and pulled the keys out of the ignition. Stephen opened the door and stepped into the rain, losing himself in the places between the droplets. The wind bent him like the willow trees on the side of the road as he walked toward the doctor’s office.

He reached for the doorknob with a hand that used to be there and bumped what was left of his right shoulder into the doorway. The pain rippled through his thin, frail body like a pebble dropped by a child in a pond.

A numb hand rubbed at his nub which only intensified the effect. Pins and needles danced on a limb that became a painful memory.

I’m going to faint.

“Mr. Morrison?” Her soothing voice was distant, underwater. “What are you doing out here in the rain? You don’t even have an umbrella.”

Stephen’s fingernails drew little red crescents on his palm.

“I’m sorry, Doctor Sullivan.”

Daddy, can you get my dolly?

“Let’s go inside and get you dry, okay?”

He nodded, wiped away tears and followed her inside.


CHAPTER 2

“Can you take me back to that moment, Stephen? What stands out?” Dr. Meagan Sullivan jotted notes in her file. 

Thunder rumbled outside, shaking the walls.

I need my prescriptions refilled. Please . . .

“Well, I just keep telling myself that what happened . . .  it could have been anyone. I mean, my brother Josh was right behind us. They have two children.” Stephen cleared his throat, snorting back tears. He stared out his psychiatrist’s window into the gray sky and was pulled toward its vacuous center. “I guess what they say is true.”

“What’s that?”

“That everything we look at is a mirror.” His dry tongue licked cracked lips. “Anyway, it’s the randomness of it . . . I can’t . . . ”

Tears pattered like Allie’s footsteps across the leather recliner, as if in a faint, ghost-like pool.

“Stephen, if you don’t feel comfortable going back there yet, that’s okay.”

I can’t believe I’m doing this.

“I . . . think I can.”

“Let’s give it a go, huh?”

He took a deep breath and exhaled. “There we are at the intersection. Shelley was singing to Allie in the backseat trying to calm her tantrum. Over and over, and over again . . . it’s like a movie stuck on replay. I can’t . . . I can’t remember what Allie asked me. Why Shelley was so upset.”

Can we hurry this up?

“That’s okay. Please understand, this is normal behavior given your injuries. Especially head trauma. Do you remember anything after that?” Doctor Sullivan brushed a stray lock of red hair behind her ear.

“The red light was taking forever. I had my hand out to Allie. She dropped her doll at some point. I saw it out of the corner of my eye on the floorboard behind us. I picked it up and handed it back to her. I heard Shelley scream, and there was this weird sound . . . melodic almost. Then the ice cream truck comes toward us and just cuts the car into . . . ” His face twitched as the pain came back: The windshield shearing his arm off; his head breaking through the window and slamming into steel at sixty miles an hour; Allie screaming his name before . . .

This is why, bitch. Thanks.

“You’re doing fine.” Doctor Sullivan removed her glasses. They reminded him of old actresses and bad movies. She placed the tip in her mouth.

“I can still feel it.” Stephen raised the arm that used to be there. “My physician says they’re phantom pains. The “pins and needles effect.” But when I pushed her back into the car-seat . . .  those little fingers wrapped around my pinky and they squeezed.” Stephen wiggled an invisible digit. “They squeezed. God, I can still feel it. And that . . .  fuck . . . that piece of shit! He’s still alive. He’s in a coma, but he’s still alive.” Stephen shook his head, letting out a nervous laugh. “And you know what? He just may walk out of there. He just may.”

The cloud moved closer and swelled, its center a deep pool of oblivion. The pressure squeezed his head again. His vision turned hazy. He could feel vomit inching its way up his esophagus.

“Stephen, grieving is a process.” She leaned forward and handed him tissues.

Stephen composed himself the best he could.

“Anger is perfectly natural. It plays a crucial part in the process of healing. It’s okay to feel the way you do. We just need to work on moving forward, okay?”

His heart skipped a beat and the world went black. His fingertips played with the stitches above his left ear and a faint electricity of phantom nerve impulses flared around his healing shoulder joint.

“A four-year-old dies, and a drunk driver lives?”

“I’m sorry, Stephen.”

“Do you have children? You look young enough. What if it had been you?”

“I am so sorry, Stephen. I apologize. If you’re not ready to go there, then let’s back off. How are the anti-depressants working?”

Stephen bit down on his lower lip until he tasted pennies.

“It numbs it, that’s all.” 

“How about the pain?”

“Bad. Real bad. Still. And I find myself reaching for my wife, and she’s reaching for a bottle.”

“How is Shelly? Has she gone back to work at the hospital? She hasn’t been here with you for counseling. I’m very concerned for you both. You’re a family unit.”

“A family?” Stephen let out another nervous laugh. “Is that what I’m supposed to call it?”

“How bad is it at home? Would you like to talk about that?”


CHAPTER 3

Stephen rounded the corner of his street and came to a slow stop. His hands shook so badly he dropped his tranquilizers and painkillers. 

This is not my beautiful house.

The whomp-whomp of the windshield wipers stopped.

He reached for Allie’s doll . . .

Which is nothing but memories and pain. I need . . .

 . . . but picked up his pill bottles instead. He opened them and swallowed three of each, waiting for their sweet release.

A train’s siren jabbed his eardrums with toothpicks. As it passed, a low rumble followed, shaking the car and rattling the change in the cup-holder.

Did I just hear that? The track’s been tore up since . . .  He stepped out and lumbered his way to the front door. This is not my beautiful life.

The key fumbled in the deadlock. The rusted mechanism squeaked in protest. It was just a little off; much like what it protected inside.

This is not my beautiful wife.

He walked into the empty hallway and breathed in the peanut butter and jelly mixed with cigarettes smell of home.

“Shelley!”

It was just Shelley, now. No more Honey, or Love. And by no means Shell. The thought pained him. It was too close to . . .

The truth.

“Shelley.”

Something danced in the corner of his left eye and he saw her frail form nestled under the window, hidden by the gloom. Wide and vacant eyes stared, fixed on nothing.

“Shelley?” he waved his hand in front of her face.

“I’m going to live with my parents for a while. I can’t take this. I’m done.”

Time slowed as he placed his hand on the wall and lowered his head between his knees and breathed.

Stephen cleared his throat, tasting the residue from the pills as they slid down his throat. “You’re being childish. You know that, right?”

“No. Childish is our therapist calling and asking me why I drink so much, when you’re the one that’s passed out every—”

“I . . . I had to tell her.”

“We’ve . . . I can’t believe I’m saying this, but, I need you to be a man. I know you’re suffering, but we’re—”

“Oh! Hello, Shelley’s father! We weren’t expecting you, but come on in!”

“I can’t talk to you right now.” She got up and walked down the hall.

I can’t believe what I just heard myself say . . .

“Shelley?”

Stephen heard her slippers come to a stop on the hard-wood floor.

“What?”

“I found her doll. You know, the one you made the dress for. It’s in the car . . . and for the life of me, I can’t touch it anymore. It’s . . . I’m done, too.” Stephen felt a pang in his chest, like someone had just hit the pause button.

Stephen watched her walk back into the room, and for a moment, he thought he saw understanding in her face. Or pity.

Does it really matter which?

“How do you think I feel? I lost my Allie-bear!” Tears spilled and Shelley’s body shook like a tree in a hurricane. “She’s gone. And the more I stay . . . the more I stay here, the more it . . . it eats at me . . . like some starved animal.”

“Please. Can we call a truce?”

“You were right. I’m a hypocrite. But you have no right to tell her that!” Shelley sobbed, pointing her finger at him. 

“Please forgive me. I’m . . . I’m doing the best I can. We both are, right? I knew it would be hard, but this . . . ” Shelley nodded and approached.

“I’m sorry, too,” Stephen said, as he stood.

He embraced her shaking body, and for the first time in two weeks, he felt a tingle of strength.

The feeling left as quickly as it came.

Their storms coalesced into a crescendo that scraped his eardrums. When it passed, she fell asleep on his chest. He closed his eyes and followed her.

***

Stephen stood chest-high in the ocean with Allyson in his arms, feeling the great ebb and flow of the tide. He felt microscopic compared to the azure forever that kissed the sun. His feet sank a little deeper with each breath of the Atlantic.

“Daddy, I’m scared.”

“You’re in my arms, okay? Nothing bad can happen to you, Baby.” Stephen kissed her forehead. Her fear faded as her blue eyes stared into the great yawn. “And when you’re old enough, you’ll get to go scuba-diving with us, yeah?”

Reluctantly, she grinned.

A scream bounced between his eardrums. “Stephen!”

Allyson gasped and he felt her tiny arms encircle him. “What is it, Sweetie?”

He followed her eyes and looked behind him. Shelley stood at the edge of the beach, waving her arms. Warmth poured over their bodies as he clutched Allie tight.

“Mommy needs us. Wanna go see Mommy?” 

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go, Bugga-boo.”

He pulled at his feet and the ocean’s floor yanked back. The coming wave rolled closer, rising up, turning his bowels to ice. Commands from his brain to move his feet failed.

A siren wailed like an air raid—a warning.

It’s coming.

“I can’t. Help!” Was all he could muster as he enveloped little Allie, placing her face over his shoulder, closing his eyes.

“Don’t look, Baby. You don’t want to see this.”

The air raid squelched like an engine throwing a piston rod. Invisible metallic spikes entered his ears, seeking softer tissue.

Don’t pass out. Allyson needs me.

The wave crashed over them, bending him back like a blade of grass in the wind as debris raced across his body.

I forgot to take a breath. Did Allie?

The wave yanked them forward. Feet sank deeper, his knees straining at the force. A tendon snapped like a guitar string. Fireworks went off behind his eyes.

He opened his eyes and watched the sun get brighter as Allie struggled in his arms.

I can’t breathe.

The warm, silken waters turned cold and harsh as they pulled at little Allie-bear. Every movement slowed as he turned to ice. The siren became a telephone ringing. Stephen awoke as if a shotgun had been fired by his ear.

He took in gulps of air, feeling the grip of that tiny hand.

I can still feel the wave.

The sound of the phone was now clear and crisp; a sound he loathed, burrowing into his head like a greedy termite.

Shelley snorted, and twitched. Stephen shook his head, laid her carefully against the couch, and picked up the phone.

“Hello?” His voice was groggy and his throat felt like it was filled with Styrofoam.

“Stephen! Thank God. How are you, buddy?”

“Frank. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. We’re calling to see how you and Shelley are doing. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time?”

Stephen’s sigh filled the long pause.

“Look, I just wanted to let you know that we understand your situation. Now, don’t worry about bereavement leave, okay? I talked to the higher-ups and you’re cleared for another month. God bless the Family Medical Leave Act, my friend.”

Stephen tried to speak but the Styrofoam expanded.

He hung up the phone and barely made it to the toilet and vomited into the sink. After the dry heaves passed, he stared at his emaciated body. At the dark sockets his eyes called home. The stubble across his face that had turned white in just under a week.

Stephen splashed cold water on his face. He turned the faucet on full-blast and stuck his head under its cool, soothing rush. Looking up, this time, he saw the face of his father. Pills? Check. Alcohol? Check. Ready to say fuck it?

Magic 8 Ball says: Ask again later.

He felt unsteady, like sand was shifting under his feet. Stephen leaned forward, elbow on the sink, and turned the water off.

He grabbed a towel and dried his face as he listened for Shelley. He stepped out of the bathroom and peeked into the living room. She lay on the couch, her chest slowly rising and falling.

Good. She needs it.

He turned and tripped on one of Allie’s wooden spelling blocks.

Biting his lip against the urge to scream, he hopped up and down, his hand massaging his foot.

“Fuck,” he managed and leaned against the wall feeling the throb in his head pound away. His sight came and went with each loop. Thud-thud. Thud-thud.

Allie’s Blocks were scattered all down the hallway. Letters, shapes and colors dotted the wooden floor. Stephen moved the majority of them with his foot and found himself in Allie’s doorway.

Am I really ready for this?

He took a deep breath and entered with his toes maneuvering through the debris.

Out of habit, he leaned forward with his right shoulder and realized there was only air. He cursed himself and flipped the light switch on with this left hand.

He shielded his eyes from the intensity as haunting thoughts swam through his gray matter. Memories came in flashes while he searched for Allie’s red toy box.

Look what I painted for you today, Daddy.

The porcelain doll Grandma bought her for her last birthday sat atop it, grinning.

Mommy says it’s her favorite! See, Daddy? This one is you. This is Mommy, and this is a kitty-cat.
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