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I Let Her In
By Lia Rose
Norma
The sky has been the same shade of ash for three days now. It’s hard to tell when one day ends and the next begins when all the light is gray and wet. That helps. Time doesn’t move if you don’t let it.
The apartment is quiet, except for the dripping tap in the kitchen and the occasional moan of the
wind pressing against the window. I haven’t turned on the heat. I like the cold—it wraps around me like a heavy coat. A reason to stay curled up. A reason not to move.
My phone buzzes.
Laura: “On my wayyy chica we’re gonna RAISE THE DEADDD!!!”
I don’t answer. If I do, I’ll have to smile. She’ll come anyway.
I look around at the dim apartment—mismatched candles burned low, piles of laundry like small grave mounds. I told her not to come. I told her I wasn’t well.
But Laura never listens when she’s like this. And lately, she’s always like this.
Laura
The streets glisten like wet ink under the streetlamps. Everything’s moving too slowly—people, cars, clouds. It’s like the world’s in slow motion and I’m the only one still running.
I love it.
I haven’t slept in—what, two days? Three? But I feel amazing. My thoughts are racing like hummingbirds, darting between ideas. I want to paint. I want to dance. I want to talk to ghosts.
Norma’s apartment always felt like the right place for ghosts. She used to joke it was haunted.
But maybe it was just her. Sadness like hers clings to walls. It sinks into the wood.
I’ve got a bag full of snacks—sweet, salty, crunchy, gummy—and a spirit board I found at the thrift store, still stained with candle wax and old something.
I skip up the stairs, taking two at a time, heart pounding. Not with fear. With possibility.
Norma
She arrives like lightning: sudden, loud, impossible to ignore.
“Normaaaaaa!” she calls through the door, knocking like it owes her money.
I let her in because I always do. Because I miss her. Because I’m afraid of what she brings and more afraid of what I’d do without it.
She bursts in, soaked from the rain, eyeliner smeared like war paint, eyes sparkling. Always sparkling. She’s all color and speed, limbs too loose, smile too sharp.
“Brought the goods!” she sings. “Snacks, drinks, entertainment.” She lifts the board from the bag and grins.
I feel a shiver down my back. The planchette is already on the board like it’s been waiting.
“I told you not to come,” I murmur.
“You did,” she says, tossing her wet jacket on my couch. “But you didn’t mean it.”
I did. God, I did.
Laura
She’s worse than I remember. Small. Pale. Faded. I want to shake her. Or hug her. Or both.
“You need a spark,” I tell her. “Something to get you out of this. A good scare, maybe. That used to help. Remember that night with the seance?”
Her eyes flick to the board. I swear she pales more. That makes me giddy.
We sit on the floor, cross-legged like we used to. Candlelight flickers against the water-streaked windows. The apartment hums with stillness.
“You ready?” I ask, already placing my fingers on the planchette.
She hesitates, then joins me. Her hands are trembling. Mine are buzzing.
“Spirits,” I whisper, dramatic, teasing, alive. “We invite you in. We seek answers. Are you there?”
The planchette moves.
Norma
I didn’t move it.
Laura laughs, delighted. “Did you feel that?”
I nod, barely.
The board spells:
H–E–L–L–O
N–O–R–M–A
My breath catches.
Laura claps her hands. “Oooooh! They know your name!”
I pull my hands back.
“This isn’t funny,” I say.
She frowns. “I’m not doing it, Norms.”
I want to believe her. But the air has changed. It feels thick, like water. Like trying to breathe underwater.
The board shakes. Just once. Like a breath.
Then again:
N–O–R–M–A
W–A–K–E–U–P
My stomach drops. Laura doesn’t seem to notice. She’s humming now, some song she made up.
She’s always making things up when she’s like this. Fantasies, memories, monsters.
Except the monsters are here.
Laura
Something’s happening. The planchette is cold, vibrating faintly. The room feels full. I look around, giddy.
“You feel that?” I ask.
Norma doesn’t answer. She’s staring at the board, lips moving. Praying?
“Norma,” I say gently. “It’s okay. This is just energy. We’re tapping into something bigger. Isn’t
that what you wanted?”
The candles flicker violently. One goes out. Then another.
Then all of them.
We’re in darkness.
I can still feel the planchette under my fingers.
It moves.
I don’t follow.
It moves on its own.
S–T–A–Y
Norma
The darkness isn’t empty.
There’s something breathing. Not just Laura. Not me. It rasps and clicks like wet paper tearing.
I crawl backward, hands scrambling. “Turn on the lights,” I whisper.
She doesn’t move.
“Laura—turn them on!”
A match strikes. Her face glows orange for a moment.
But it’s not her face.
It’s twisted. Smiling too wide. Her eyes reflect nothing. Black glass.
“Norma,” it says in Laura’s voice, but too slow. Like tape winding down.
“I thought you’d never let me back in.”
Laura
I watch myself speak. I can hear it. But I’m not saying those words.
I’m not in control.
The planchette pulses under my palm. I try to let go. My hand won’t move.
Norma is crying.
I try to reach her, to pull back into myself, but something else is in here. Something hungry.
It dug into me through the board.
It wanted her, but I was the open door.
Laura and Norma
Norma and Laura
The apartment is alive with whispers now. The walls creak in rhythm. The candles relight, one by one, revealing shadows that don’t belong to either of them.
Norma is curled into the couch, whispering: “This isn’t real. This isn’t real. This isn’t real.”
Laura—what’s left of her—stands above the board, smiling.
“I thought she’d be stronger,” the thing says, voice glitching between tones. “But she’s always been so easy to break.”
It steps forward.
Norma screams.
Then silence.
Two days later Norma’s neighbor called the police.
“She was always quiet,” he said. “But that night—it sounded like someone was… laughing. But
wrong. Like… layered. And crying. At the same time.”
The police found the door locked from the inside.
Inside:
– No people.
– No blood.
– No lights.
– Candles burned to stubs.
– A spirit board on the floor, planchette stuck to the word: YES
– The walls, every inch, scratched with the same phrase:
“I let her in. I let her in. I let her in.”












Filled with Nothing


By T.D. Lawler
I sat silent, staring at my mother and not sure what to do.
“When?” I asked.
“I got the call this afternoon. He passed away this morning.” Her voice was steady and flat. It told me everything I needed to know about how she felt. I felt the same way then and for a long time after.
I hadn’t seen him since I was eighteen. I was twenty-eight when he died. The last thing he said to me on the phone was angry, something small blown up by booze, and he’d threatened me. He had been an abusive alcoholic when I was growing up. I only got to see him every other weekend, when he showed up for visitations that is. Still, after that call I told myself I was done. I swore I would not become him. Funny thing: instead of changing, I found the same bottle he always had. I started doing dumb things and getting into trouble. He called sometimes afterward and I never picked up. Maybe I was afraid of catching a glimpse of my own future. Maybe something inside me had already cracked that day and I didn’t want to see what was behind it. I spent years hating the man based on one conversation, convincing myself that he was garbage and that I was better despite waking up on a bathroom floor or strung out on pills.
That day, when I learned he was dead, something else in me shifted. I took the vow I had made at eighteen and treated it like a contract. Maybe I treated it too well. I stopped drinking. I have not had a drop since. I got a job, then a real corporate job. I worked. I moved up. Promotions, power, responsibilities followed like a parade I did not want but could not stop watching.
On paper I was doing everything right. My father never held a steady job. He did odd jobs for cash under the table, skirting the system while his body rotted from sports and drugs. I told myself I would be different. I told myself that achievement would be armor.
But success turned out to be only another kind of hunger. The higher I climbed, the louder the small voice at the back of my head became. It never praised me. It only pushed.
Do more.
Be better.
You are not enough.
Those phrases settled into my skull until they sounded like fact. The voice used his cadence, his cheap threats spun into the grammar of assessment. At thirty-five I had more than he ever did and it still felt hollow. The trophies weighed nothing. The awards fit my hands like empty boxes.
Instead of looking at that truth, I buried it. I wrote books and watched other people read my name aloud. I worked harder, accepted more meetings, wore nicer suits that fit tighter across my chest. I learned the language of achievement and spoke it until my throat was raw. Work replaced questioning. Work replaced talk. Work replaced sleep.
There is a slow erosion that happens when you live for someone else’s shadow. Your life becomes a ledger and you count yourself into smaller and smaller pieces. The ritual of accomplishment taught me new ways to be empty. I learned to silence the part of me that might have said, enough. I learned to ignore the part that wanted to laugh or cry without measuring profit.
At night I still hear the rhythm of his voice. It is quieter now, threaded into meeting agendas and manuscript edits. Sometimes when I wake, the house smells faintly of his favorite brand, or I find a chair pulled out as if someone had just left. The more I built to prove I was not him, the more I made a place for him to live inside my head. The vow that saved me also furnished a room where his old criticisms could take up residence.
Success taught me how to survive. It did not teach me how to stop becoming what I feared. And that, I am starting to understand, is the kind of horror that does not need hands to hurt you. It works in quieter ways. It sits in your reflection and waits for you to look away.
Last week I turned fifty-eight, the exact age my father was when he died. That day I finally saw him again, or at least the thing that had been following me for years: a faceless man in a hat. Grief is a patient animal. It crouches in the corners and waits for you to forget it is there. It teaches you rituals, small and ugly, until your hands move without thought and your mouth tastes like old apologies. It twists memory until guilt feels like truth. It is quiet until it is not, and then it is all sound.
For most of my life I tried to be better than what came before me. I pushed my body and my mind as if sheer effort could erase a pattern. I built a life of proofs. Degrees, promotions, awards, tidy rooms with no loose threads. Nothing filled the hole. Nothing pleased the creature that lived behind my eyes. Achievements only fed the hunger for more.
The faceless man began as an impression, a chill at the edge of a crowd. Then he was at the grocery store, standing between the cereal and the frozen peas. He waited in the passenger seat when I drove. He leaned against the lamppost outside my office and watched me step out of meetings. Sometimes I would catch him in the mirror, or think I did, and the mirror would show only my tired face and the hollow where something else had been. I stopped caring if he was my father, or death, or some shape my mind made to keep me company. I stopped caring because I had spent a life learning not to care.
The day he sat next to me on the bus I let my head drop and listened to everything I had not said for thirty years. I remembered the phone call, the last violent syllables of his voice, and the sudden, selfish vow I had made to never be him. I also remembered other things. I remembered him walking to my mother’s house when he had no car because he wanted to see me. I remembered his clumsy presents bought on payday and the way his hands smelled of oil and cigarettes when he tucked a toy under my arm. He drank, he hit, and he left scars that do not show. He was cruel and he could be clumsy with love. Both truths lived in the same room in my chest and they banged into each other until sleep became impossible.
There is no undoing. No conversation will fix what is gone. The mass I built in my head was never just guilt. Last week the doctor gave it a name. A shadow growing in the folds of my brain, silent and patient, just like the faceless man. I wonder now if the faceless man was never grief at all, but the tumor itself, waiting for me to recognize it. The night after my birthday, I sat in the dark and felt it breathing beside me, keeping time with my own lungs. It leaned close and the and only time it spoke the voice was my father’s. Its only words were final.
“Not enough.”
My father died at fifty-eight. So will I.
















12:06
By Lia Rose
The watch was always too heavy for my wrist. A gold antique with bezels, its face marked by a faint spiderweb crack, hairline thin, like something delicate had been dropped and not quite broken. My mother wore it every day, though she said it never kept proper time. “It remembers when it wants to,” she used to joke, but there was something in her voice that made it sound more like a warning.
When she died, I found it on her nightstand. No note, just the watch, ticking faintly, as if it had been waiting for me to walk in. Her death was ruled unknown. People use the word “unexpected” like it’s a shield, but I think the signs were there; easy to ignore if you were desperate to. I wore the watch to her funeral because I didn’t know what else to hold onto.
It ticked through the service. Tick. Tick. Tick. Like it was keeping time not with seconds, but with heartbeats. The first time it stopped, I was in bed, scrolling aimlessly to avoid sleeping. Midnight.
Halloween night. Outside, jack-o’-lanterns grinned in the dark, their light barely cutting through the fog curling along the street. The hands froze at 12:06 a.m., but the ticking went on… muted, almost muffled, as though I were hearing it from underwater. The room felt colder, the dark heavier. And then, my bedroom door creaked open.
I live alone.
I called out her name. I don’t know why, maybe because my voice still knew the shape of it. No answer, just a faint shuffle, like bare feet on carpet.
The next morning, the watch had started again, hands gliding forward like nothing had happened.
It became a pattern. October: Halloween season. Always just after midnight. The ticking would slow, the hands would stop, and something or someone would find their way to me. At first it was only the creak of the door, a shadow under the frame, and the scent of my mother’s perfume. But each night, the presence stayed longer. Sat on the edge of my bed. Breathed against my ear. I should have taken it off. Sold it. Smashed it. But grief is strange; it makes you cling to what you should throw away. I wanted to believe it was her, even when deep down, I knew the air that pressed against my skin was colder than her hands had ever been.
Last night, it stopped again. 12:06 a.m. The ticking was louder this time…inside my head, like it had moved behind my eyes. She sat beside me, closer than ever. I didn’t need to see her face to know it wasn’t hers.
The voice that spoke wasn’t hers either.
“Your turn.”
This morning, the watch is ticking on my nightstand. The hands point to the exact time I’ll die—though I’m the only one who knows it.
And it’s heavy, wrong in every way, but it feels like coming home.
















Carved Awake
By T.D. Lawler
I float in a black so complete it has weight. My body is a rumor, a memory I can't reach. There is nothing to push against, nothing to measure myself by. The emptiness is a slow, steady calm. The anesthesiologist said only that I would fall asleep and wake in recovery. He did not mention this. But that’s fine. I let the quiet hold me.
There is no up, no down, no left or right. There is only this soft, sucking stillness. Then a pinprick of light appears, tiny and impossibly distant. I drift toward it because that is what you do with a point of brightness. It grows. It sharpens. Far away, voices blur into a wet, muffled hum. They sound safe at first, like someone talking behind a thick curtain.
Light explodes. The ceiling above me is a flat, clinical white. Lamps glare like sterile suns. Shapes move at the edges of my sight. Faces, hands, the blue of scrubs. I cannot move my eyes. I cannot move anything. My chest wants to rise but does not. Panic arrives slowly, then focused and cold.
“Damnit, Em, I thought you taped her eyes closed,” a male voice says to my left, low and impatient.
“I did. Must not have stuck. I’ll take care of it, Doctor Edwards.”
Words try to form in my throat.
Excuse me, I am awake.
The thought is loud in my head but the world outside takes no notice. The nurse slips away and comes back with a roll of tape. She presses the sticky strip over my eyelids as if fastening a lid.
The tape is close, close enough to smell. It smells like plastic and antiseptic. Her fingers are methodical. She tugs the skin at the corners of my eyes, then lays the strip across. The edges crinkle. The adhesive pulls at my lashes. I try to blink but the muscles don’t obey.
I can’t see anything, but light still leaks through my taped eyelids. Voices drift around me, clear and sharp. I beg to sink back into that weightless void, but the darkness doesn’t come. I am trapped here, listening.
“Alright, what are we doing today?” a deep male voice asks.
“Lipo, face and stomach,” the nurse—Em—replies. “and tummy tuck.”
“Really? She’s not even that fat. Couldn’t work off the extra twenty?”
Fuck you. I try to scream, but the sound stays locked in my skull.
Then it happens. A sudden pull, tugs at my stomach. It doesn’t hurt but white-hot panic surges through me.
“See?” the man says, stretching my skin like fabric. “A little diet and exercise and this would vanish. Some people just want the easy way. Lazy. Don’t fall into that, Emily.”
Emily giggles.
Rage twists inside me, trapped with nowhere to go. Fuck her too. I want to spit, to claw, to show them I’m still here.
I’m sorry I don’t have time to hit the gym every damn day. Between work and kids, school pickups and after school activities, there’s nothing left for me.
“Alright, give me the needle and turn on the vacuum.”
A small motor whines to life. I pray I won’t feel it. I can see and hear, but maybe my body is gone. Then pain rips through me. The needle pierces my stomach, sharp and hot. It digs in, the metal dragging. The suction starts with a wet, hungry sound. It hurts like a huge piercing, only worse because it moves under my skin. I can feel it sliding, probing, cutting a path where it shouldn’t be.
“Okay, other side.” His voice is distant and bored. Minutes stretch like hours. The needle sinks into the opposite flank. My whole torso rocks with each in-and-out motion. He works like a man following a checklist, not like a someone touching another person. There is no gentleness. There is only routine.
“Roll her to the side. Let’s get those love handles.”
They laugh as if I am a lesson. “I think she needs to worry more about that tramp stamp than lipo,” someone says and laughs.
They trade judgments about my life like trading cards. The tape over my eyes lets the light in but not the world. Their voices are a bright, awful soundtrack. Rage and panic knot in my brain. I want to scream but know I can’t.
They stab again. It stops feeling sharp. It becomes a continuous, grinding pressure.
I can’t wait to get out of here and sue the fuck out of you.
They flip me, talk while they move me, talk about my tattoos as if I am not a person with names and bills.
Who the hell are you?
The needle finds new routes. The suction noises grow louder, like a mouth eating.
“Okay, let’s suck the fat out of her face, then we’ll do the tuck,” the doctor says. The words land like a verdict.
Oh God. My face.
White-hot fire shoots into my neck. Every slither of metal bites at the soft places under my jaw. He tugs. The needle bends beneath my skin and the pain maps across my cheeks. I can feel the emptying, a hollowing that makes my face feel thin and different. The suction sound becomes a roar inside my skull. It devours momentum and leaves only the loud buzz of the machine and the soft, cruel chatter of people who treat my body like a demonstration.
I can’t stand it. The tape, the voices, the mechanical chewing. My hands are useless. I am present and erased at once. They lecture each other about fashion and consequences while they unmake me.
Panic claws at the edges. My breath would be ragged and deep if could breath for myself. I try to make noise, to raise a hand, to claw at the tape, but my limbs won’t listen. The adhesive holds. The operation goes on, clinical and cruel. The vacuum sings. The light glares. I am trapped inside my own body, a thing being hollowed out while people teach each other lessons.
Finally the needle slides free. The motor winds down, leaving a hollow silence that lasts only a moment.
“Scalpel,” he orders.
My gut sinks. I’d forgotten about the tummy tuck.
Why the hell did I let Jeff talk me into this? To look good for him? That fat slob hasn’t cared about his body in years, but I’m here, carved open for his balding, beer-bloated ass.
The blade is too sharp to register at first. There’s no sting, only the strange awareness of skin parting, gliding open like fabric under scissors. Then the fire blooms. A line of pain flares across my abdomen, hot and endless.
God. Satan. Anyone. Get me the fuck out of here.
They peel my flesh back, and I feel the shift, the tug of it folding away from me. Air rushes against the raw nerves underneath. It burns. The simple touch of oxygen is agony, like salt pressed into a fresh wound. My body screams silently while they work.
The scalpel cuts again, trimming away what they don’t want. There’s a sick wet sound, followed by a metallic ping as a slab of me hits the tray. Flesh and fat, reduced to waste.
“Eight pounds. Eight pounds of fat and skin. Thousands of dollars for eight pounds,” the doctor says.
“What a waste,” Emily replies.
Rage claws through the pain.
I’m going to kill you bitch. I’m going to cut your fucking face off and throw it in the god damn garbage disposal.
Instead, I lie here while they begin the tuck.
They pull. They stretch. My skin drags across my ribs and muscle as they try to cover the gap. It feels like someone yanking a hangnail, that awful tearing—but multiplied across my whole abdomen. Inches of living flesh pulled tight, nerves stretched until they scream.
My body is no longer mine. It’s leather to be trimmed, stitched, and reshaped. And I feel every single second of it.
They don’t hurry. The room moves with the slow, ordinary efficiency of people who do this every day. He reaches for a length of suture and the spool unwinds with a soft, clinical hiss.
The first pass is a shock of pressure and contact. The needle slides through the edge of my skin and the motion is intimate and mechanical, a small hook threading flesh like fabric. Each stitch is a calculated tug. The thread tightens and the wound puckers, folding me toward a new shape they’ve decided I should be. It feels like being resewn.
The clamps click in a rhythm I will never forget. They pinch the skin, steady it, hand off instruments with bored efficiency. I count nothing because time has gone soft around the edges; all I have are the tiny, cruel rhythms — pinch, pass, pull, tie. Each knot is a tiny strangulation against my own skin. They snip the thread with a clean, final sound. Small trimmings fall into the tray. The sound is banal, almost polite. It makes my stomach drop.
They work methodically, smoothing and tucking, pulling the edges together until my abdomen is a seam. With every pass the pull increases — my skin drawn taught, a map of lines and tension.
The smell in the room shifts. Not raw in the way that shocks, but clinical and metallic and detergent-clean. It clings to the back of my throat and makes my mouth taste funny. My chest rises in shallow, useful breaths. I take them because I must; fear and humiliation and pain are too loud to think around.
Emily chatters as she hands over clamps and gauze, the same sing-song tone she used before. Her voice is close and careless.
“Make sure the tension’s even,” the doctor says. “We don’t want puckering.”
They finish with a line of tidy stitches, then a layer of glue, then bandages that seal me shut. The covering is cool and dry against the newly tightened surface. It feels foreign. I can feel the bandage’s edges cling to me, the adhesive pulling at tiny hairs.
Thank god that’s over.
The bed rocks. Fluorescent lights hum. I float somewhere between sleep and wakefulness.
They must be taking me back to my room. Then I fell the tube being pulled from my lungs and out of my mouth.
I’m going to sue all of you fuckers. This building will be mine.
The rolling stops. Footsteps approach. Fingers tug at the tape over my eyes. Emily peels the left strip away. My lid does not open. She peels the right. It gives a sliver of sight through tangled lashes. The world is a smear of pale shapes and harsh light.
Faces lean in. “We did well,” the doctor says, approving. “Good work, Em.” Their small professional compliments slide over me and make my skin crawl. They leave. The door clicks. I am alone, breathing under bandages and pain.
Through the lashes I see a figure in the doorway. It’s Emily. She glances around, then crosses into the room. She comes close and waves a hand over my face. I try to move. My mouth is dry. My hands won’t move.
She pulls something from his pocket. A syringe that’s already filled. For a moment I think pain meds. Relief floods me.
Please! I feel like I’m on fire.
She smiles, and the smile is wrong. She leans toward the IV pole on my right and plunges the needle into the line. I can barely turn my head, but I see the plunger push down. All the liquid goes in at once.
Oh God. Oh God.
She comes close enough that her breath brushes my cheek. “Jeff says good night,” she whispers, and then she is gone, slipping out like a secret.
Panic flares hot and thin.
What did she give me?
Relief follows like a slow tide. The raw edge of pain softens. My muscles unclench. It is only painkillers, I tell myself. Only painkillers.
Light squeezes at the edges of my vision. The room tilts. Colors bleed into one another. The world thins. Breath becomes a small.
Wait, what’s happening. I’m done! I should be waking up! I should be safe.
The light retreats. The sounds stretch distant and small. The last thing I hear is the quick, ordinary clatter of a cart in the hallway. Then the ceiling shifts into a void.
It is the same black as before, but closer now. No up. No down. No hands. No voices. Only a vast, swallowing quiet. I float toward it because there is nothing else to do.
The darkness takes me and holds me, and the world narrows until there is nothing left but the soft, absolute absence of everything.
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Bonus!
Please enjoy The Coat, which can be found in the collection of stories in Enter Tragedy: Grief and Other Horrors.
1
She crumpled to the floor of the walk-in closet, her sobs muffled by the cocoon of his clothes. The scent of him still lingered faintly—cologne, laundry detergent, something unmistakably his—woven into the fabric of shirts, pants, and jackets that hung like silent sentinels around her. His shoes lined the floor in various states of wear, from polished leather loafers to the old sneakers with frayed laces and gaping holes, shoved into the corner yet impossible to discard. Six months had passed, and still, she couldn't let go. Not a single item. Not even the broken remnants of what he had once worn.
The memory surged forward, raw and unbidden, gripping her chest like a vise. A Tuesday afternoon—a day like any other, until it wasn’t. She’d been tidying the living room when her phone rang. The moment she saw the number on the screen, her stomach twisted.
Her heart raced as the voice on the other end delivered the news she had always dreaded. He was gone—killed in a car accident while traveling for work. How many times had she worried about this very thing? His constant travel, the endless miles on unfamiliar roads. She had told herself she was being irrational, but now, the fear that had once seemed distant and paranoid was her crushing reality.
Now, she sat in the closet, her fingers desperately clutching the fabric of one of his coats, as though it could tether her to him. It was the coat she had begun wearing to bed, its size swallowing her small frame. Wrapping herself in its warmth brought her comfort, a fleeting sense of him still near. Tears streamed down her face without restraint, her breath ragged and uneven. Outside, the world continued as if unaware of her pain. But within this small, silent space, surrounded by remnants of him, time seemed to freeze.
She wiped her tears on the sleeve of his coat and forced herself to stand. Her legs felt shaky, as though they barely remembered how to hold her up, but she stood, nonetheless.
Enough. The word echoed in her mind, firm yet fragile. She couldn’t keep living this way, drowning in sorrow that clung to her like a second skin. It wasn’t healthy to feel this broken all the time. She knew it. She’d told herself as much countless times, yet the weight of it all pressed her back down each time she tried to rise.
Am I not grieving the right way? The thought circled her mind, relentless. Am I not moving on fast enough? These questions haunted her daily, whispered by some invisible critic that refused to let her be. And then, almost inevitably, the darkest thought would follow, slithering into her consciousness like a shadow: I don’t want to be here anymore.
The thought came now, sharp and unwelcome, but she shoved it aside. She wouldn’t let it consume her. Not today. Not right now.
She straightened her back and took a shaky breath. She needed to do something. Sitting here in this closet, surrounded by the relics of a life she no longer had, wasn’t going to heal her. Maybe it was time to start letting go. Maybe it was time to begin the impossible task of moving forward.
Her eyes scanned the walk-in closet, every corner heavy with memories. Forty-five years of marriage were folded and hung neatly on these hangers and shelves. His favorite polo shirts. The ties he wore to work. The coat, that coat, the one he claimed made him look "too fancy" but wore anyway because he knew it made her smile.
The tears came again, a fresh wave that she couldn’t stop. Her shoulders shook as sobs racked her body, her hands gripping the doorframe for support. How could she move on from this? From him? The very idea felt like a betrayal, like erasing him piece by piece from her life.
But deep down, beneath the grief and guilt, was a small, trembling voice that whispered: You’re still here. You have to try.
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She woke the next morning, the remnants of another restless night still clinging to her. She had barely slept, the darkness filled with fragments of dreams and memories that wouldn’t let her go. She rolled over, the emptiness of the bed beside her pressing down on her chest like a heavy weight.
With a deep sigh, she took the coat from where it still lay tangled around her, it’s comforting warmth no longer enough to soothe her. She hung it back in the closet, its familiar presence now just another part of the space that had come to feel like a silent witness to her grief.
Walking into the kitchen, she went through the motions of the morning without really thinking. She brewed the coffee, letting the rich aroma fill the air, but it didn’t reach her. Her mind was elsewhere, lost in the fog of loss. She filled the dogs' bowls with food and water, a fleeting thought of him crossing her mind. He had always been the one to take care of them first thing in the morning, his soft voice coaxing them out of bed and into their routine before he’d leave for work.
Do they miss him? The question lingered in her mind, unanswered, as she shuffled to the table with a bowl of flavorless oatmeal. She sat in front of the TV, the screen flickering in front of her, but her gaze never truly focused on it. It was just noise—a distraction from the heavy silence of the house.
Since the funeral, since the last time the family had been there, she couldn’t bring herself to sit at the dining table. She could still see him there at the head, his chair once filled with so much life, laughter, and stories. The kids and grandkids gathered around, the table bursting with food and the warmth of family. They had come together from out of state, from their busy lives, to offer their support, to comfort her in the days following his passing.
But eventually, they had to leave—back to their homes, their routines, their own families. And she was left behind, the house quieter than ever.
Since that day, she had refused to sit at the table. The thought of it felt too raw, too painful. Every time she walked past it, the image of him sitting there, smiling at the chaos and love of his family, would surface—sharp and relentless.
So, she ate in front of the TV, where the noise could drown out the ghosts that still lingered at the table. She couldn’t bring herself to face that emptiness just yet.
After breakfast she busied herself with tidying the house that didn’t need cleaning but it was something to occupy her time. On the end table was a small pile of change that started to collect dust, untouched since that day. His slippers were still on his side of the bed. In a way it’s as if he was still there.
The afternoon slipped by in its usual rhythm, the soft hum of familiarity weaving through the hours. A nap on the couch punctuated the day, just as it always did, sunlight filtering through the curtains and painting lazy patterns on the floor.
The dogs began to stir, tails wagging and paws tapping against the hardwood floor as they gathered near the front door. A glance at the clock confirmed her unspoken thought: it must be six o’clock, the time he usually got home.
She guided the eager dogs back to the kitchen, their excitement momentarily redirected to the rattle of kibble hitting their bowls. As they busied themselves with their evening meal, she shuffled toward the bedroom, her slippers scuffing softly against the floor.
In the walk-in closet, her hand instinctively reached out, brushing against the familiar fabric of his coat sleeve. She paused for a moment, gripping it gently, as if the touch might summon his presence.
When the sobs finally subsided, she wiped her face again and drew in a deep, ragged breath. She looked around the closet, her gaze lingering on his things.
Maybe it was time. Maybe she could start small. One thing…maybe two. She wouldn’t have to get rid of everything—not yet maybe not ever—but she had to start somewhere.
She ran her fingers over the sleeve of one of his sweaters, the fabric soft and familiar. It hurt—God, it hurt so much—but she let herself imagine that first step forward. Not a leap, not even a full stride. Just a step.
It was what he would have wanted. And maybe, just maybe, it was what she needed too.
She decided to start small. She reached for an old pair of beat-up shoes, their soles worn smooth, and placed them gently into a cardboard box. Next came a handful of mismatched socks and some faded underwear, items he would’ve chuckled at her for even keeping. She stood over the box for a moment, staring at its contents, letting herself absorb the reality of what she’d done. Those things were no longer in the closet.
To her surprise, it felt... okay. Maybe even good.
Encouraged by the unexpected relief, she reached for more. An old shirt he’d worn when mowing the lawn. A few hats he used to toss on when tinkering in the garage or heading out to the store. Piece by piece, she filled the box, her movements gaining purpose with each item. She didn’t stop until she glanced around and realized a small corner of his side of the closet was now empty.
The sight didn’t bring the tidal wave of guilt she had feared. Instead, it felt light. It felt... right.
For the first time in months, she let out a small, shaky exhale that didn’t turn into a sob. She set the box aside, wiping her hands on her jeans, and allowed herself a moment to take it all in. The closet wasn’t as full, and neither, she realized, was the suffocating weight on her chest.
It hadn’t been this way for so long. Since his death, her life had unraveled in ways she hadn’t even seen coming. She’d stopped taking care of herself, trading home-cooked meals for bags of chips and takeout containers. She’d started smoking in the house—something he’d been adamant about keeping outside. At first, it had felt like rebellion, but over time, it became habit, her way of filling the silence.
Depression had seeped into every corner of her life, stealing her energy and resolve. Days blurred together as she stopped showering regularly, stopped changing out of the same pair of sweatpants. Friends stopped calling after a while; she had stopped answering. Sundays came and went without her stepping into a pew or singing a single hymn.
But now—now there was a flicker of something else. It wasn’t joy, not yet, but it was something close to hope. She’d started this small act of clearing away his things as a practical decision, a task she knew needed to be done eventually. Yet, it was more than that. It felt like a quiet permission to take care of herself again, to reclaim her life piece by piece.
She looked at the box one last time before heading out of the closet. Maybe tomorrow she’ll tackle another corner, or maybe she won’t. Either way, this small step was enough for today. And for the first time in what felt like forever, enough was good.
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She woke the next morning with a new idea blooming in her mind. It felt fragile but promising, like the first green shoot after a long winter. She wanted to give back. He would have liked that, she thought. The idea of his belongings finding new life with people in need felt right, as though it honored him in a way words never could.
With a sense of purpose she hadn’t felt in months, she got out of bed and prepared for the day. After a quick shower—her first in longer than she cared to admit—she dressed and returned to the closet. The box from the day before sat waiting, half-filled with shoes, shirts, and hats. She added more until it was packed to the brim, the edges bulging slightly.
Sliding the box into the backseat of her car, she felt a mix of nervousness and resolve. The drive into town was quiet, the radio off, her hands gripping the steering wheel a little tighter than usual. She parked outside the local St. Vincent de Paul thrift store, staring at the building for a moment before taking a deep breath and stepping out.
Inside, the air was warm and smelled faintly of old books and fabric softener. A few people browsed the aisles, and a small line formed at the counter where donations were being processed. She took her place at the end, the box resting heavily in her arms.
When the elderly woman behind the counter called, “Next,” she froze. Her feet felt glued to the floor, her breath caught somewhere between her lungs and her throat. What if this was the wrong thing to do? What if it was too soon?
But then she heard his voice in her mind, as steady and gentle as it had always been: One step at a time.
She forced herself to move, one hesitant step after another, until she reached the counter.
“Good morning,” she said, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “I’d like to make a donation.”
The elderly woman peered over her glasses at the box, her gaze briefly scanning the contents before shifting to the woman’s face. Her sharp eyes softened as she took in the dark circles under her eyes, the faint tremble in her hands, and the hollow expression that spoke of sleepless nights and endless grief.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” the woman said gently, her voice laced with understanding.
The words hit her like a wave, both painful and comforting. She managed a small smile, but it never reached her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice breaking just slightly.
The elderly woman nodded and accepted the box without another word, handling it with care as if she knew the weight it carried wasn’t just physical.
As she made her way toward the front door, something caught her eye—a small stack of brightly colored flyers neatly arranged on a table near the entrance. She hesitated, her steps slowing. The bold letters at the top read:
“Volunteers Needed! Give your time, make a difference.”
She picked up one of the flyers and scanned the details. The store was looking for people to help sort donations, organize shelves, and assist customers. They were asking for just a few hours a week.
For a moment, she simply stared at the paper in her hands, the words swimming in and out of focus. Could she do this? Could she give more than just his things?
Her heart ached at the thought of returning to this place, of seeing people rifling through the belongings she had just parted with. But then another thought nudged its way in: Maybe this could be something more. A way to give back, to connect, to feel useful again.
She tucked the flyer carefully into her purse as she stepped outside, the cool air brushing her face. She wasn’t sure if she’d follow through yet but carrying that small piece of paper felt like holding onto a new possibility.
And for the first time in a long while, she allowed herself to imagine what tomorrow might bring.
As she walked back to her car, the woman felt an odd lightness, as though she’d just put down something heavier than the box she’d carried. It wasn’t relief exactly, but something close. Maybe, just maybe, she was starting to find her way.
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The next morning, she found herself back in the closet, standing in the same space where grief had so often overwhelmed her. But today felt different. With a steady breath, she began sorting through more of his belongings, her movements slow and deliberate. Each shirt she folded, each pair of shoes she placed in the box, carried a memory she allowed herself to feel before letting it go.
As she worked, she came across a few of her own things—clothes she hadn’t worn in years, tucked into the back corners of the closet. She hesitated for a moment before adding them to the box. It felt right, like a symbolic shedding of the past she no longer needed to carry.
By noon, the box was full, and his side of the closet was bare—except for his coat. The familiar sight of it hanging there, untouched, rooted her in place. She had decided early on that it would stay. It was his favorite, the one he always grabbed before heading out the door, whether for an errand or taking her to dinner. To her, it felt less like an object and more like a piece of him, something she wasn’t ready to part with.
She reached out and ran her fingers down the sleeve, the fabric soft and worn in places from years of use. The emptiness of the closet around it seemed to echo back at her, amplifying the ache in her chest. She gripped the sleeve tightly, her forehead pressing against the coat as the tears came again, hot and unrelenting.
This time, the tears weren’t for the things she had given away but for the man she had lost. The absence of his belongings only made the truth stark: he was gone. No things or clothes could change that.
And yet, as the sobs subsided, she stayed there for a long while, holding the coat as though it could hold her back. The grief was still heavy, but in the quiet that followed her tears, she felt a small glimmer of strength.
Maybe this was what healing looked like—not a sudden lightness, but the ability to stand in the emptiness and keep going.
After giving herself a little time to steady her emotions, she grabbed the box and the flyer, feeling a small but steady resolve. Once again, she drove to the store, her heart beating a little faster than usual.
Inside, the atmosphere was the same—a quiet hum of activity, a few customers browsing, and the soft rustling of clothes on racks. She joined the donation line again, clutching the box tightly. When it was her turn, the same elderly woman greeted her, her expression softening into a sad smile of recognition.
“Back again?” the woman asked gently.
“Yes,” she replied, setting the box on the counter. “And, um, I wanted to ask—” She fumbled in her purse for the flyer and held it out. “Are you still looking for volunteers?”
The elderly woman’s face lit up. “Absolutely!” she said, her enthusiasm almost startling. “Come on back, and I’ll get the manager to talk with you.”
Following the woman through a narrow hallway, she was led to a small office. The space smelled faintly of coffee and paper, and she sat down in one of the worn chairs, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. The wait was short—barely a few minutes—before another woman entered.
This woman was about her age, with warm eyes and a welcoming smile. She extended her hand in greeting. “Good afternoon! I hear you’re interested in volunteering?”
“Yes, very much,” she said, shaking the woman’s hand. Her voice wavered slightly as she began to explain. “I... I recently lost my husband. I’ve been going through his things, donating them here, and... well, it made me think about donating my time, too.” She gave a nervous laugh and quickly added, “I’m sorry, that was probably too much.”
The manager shook her head, her expression kind. “Oh, no, not at all. I’m so sorry for your loss, and I think it’s wonderful that you want to give your time. We could really use the help.”
The woman leaned forward slightly, her tone practical but encouraging. “We’re looking for someone three days a week, from noon to four. Would that work for you?”
“Yes,” she said, a smile forming on her lips for the first time in what felt like forever. “That sounds perfect.”
“Great!” the manager said, pulling out a stack of papers. “Let’s get some paperwork filled out, and we can have you start the day after tomorrow.”
As she signed her name and answered the questions on the forms, a new feeling washed over her—something she hadn’t felt in months. Purpose. Belonging. A flicker of excitement.
When she left the store that day, the air seemed a little lighter, the sky a little brighter. For the first time, she allowed herself to believe that this small step might lead to something bigger—a chance to heal, to connect, to rebuild. And in that belief, she felt a glimmer of hope take root.
That evening, when she returned to the all-too-quiet house, the weight of the day hit her like a tidal wave. The stillness felt oppressive, pressing down on her chest with every step she took. She lingered in the hallway, hesitating before walking into the bedroom.
The closet door was open, revealing the stark emptiness she had created. His side, once filled with the comforting chaos of his belongings, now stood barren—except for the coat. The sight of it, hanging there like a ghost of what once was, unraveled her fragile composure.
She sank to the floor, her trembling hands reaching for the sleeve. Pulling the coat down from its hanger, she clutched it to her chest, the fabric still faintly carrying his scent. The memories came rushing in like a flood: his laughter, the way he’d shrug into this very coat before heading out the door, the countless moments they’d shared.
How could I have given it all away? What have I done? The questions raced through her mind, each one stabbing at her heart.
The sobs came hard and fast, shaking her entire body as she held the coat tighter, as though it were the only thing tethering her to him. She buried her face in the worn fabric, her tears soaking into it, and let the grief consume her.
At some point, exhaustion overtook her. She curled up on the floor, wrapped in his coat like a fragile shield against the emptiness surrounding her. As she drifted into a restless sleep, her cheeks still damp, the silence of the house settled around her, unbroken and unkind.
For the first time in the last couple days, she felt the full force of her loneliness, and it pressed down on her like the weight of all the memories she could no longer hold in her hands.
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“Good morning,” she said, forcing the brightest smile she could manage. It was her first day volunteering, and though she wasn’t sure what to expect, she held on to a quiet sense of hope.
Working the register turned out to be straightforward—the basics hadn’t changed much since her teenage years, even if the technology was fancier now.
The customers who passed through her line were pleasant, bringing gently used items to the counter. She found herself enjoying the rhythm of scanning barcodes and making small talk.
But then her breath hitched.
A man approached the counter, holding a shirt she recognized instantly. Her chest tightened as the memories flooded back.
“Mornin’,” the man said with an easy smile, oblivious to her turmoil.
She stared at the shirt—his shirt. It was unmistakable, one her late husband had worn countless times to work. Every fiber of her being screamed to snatch it away, to hold on to this last piece of him. But she stayed still, gripping the scanner.
“Morning,” she replied flatly, her voice betraying none of her inner conflict. “Did you find everything okay?” she asked, scanning the small barcode with trembling fingers.
“Yes,” the man said, his smile widening. “Actually, this is perfect. I’ve got a big interview tomorrow, and I couldn’t afford a nice shirt otherwise. This one’s in great condition.”
Her heart softened. For a moment, she pictured her husband wearing that shirt, buttoning it up for another day at the office, completely unaware it would one day end up here, helping someone else chase a dream.
“Well,” she said, her voice a little brighter now, “good luck with your interview.”
“Thank you,” he said, taking the shirt with him.
She watched him leave, clutching the small spark of comfort that came with knowing her husband’s shirt might bring someone else a fresh start.
After helping a few more customers, she took a quick break. Despite knowing she shouldn’t, she wandered into the men’s section. Her eyes instinctively sought out his clothes, and there they were—neatly displayed, just as she remembered. A bittersweet smile spread across her face as her fingertips brushed over the familiar shirts and pants.
“How’s your first day?” the manager asked, stepping into the break room and heading toward the communal microwave.
“Not bad at all,” she replied, turning to face them with a grateful smile. “It’s nice being out, talking to people again. Everyone here has been so kind. Thank you so much for this opportunity.”
“You’re so welcome. We’re glad to have you.”
The manager paused for a moment, her expression softening as she placed a comforting hand on hers. “Listen,” she began gently, “I lost my husband two years ago—cancer. It was the hardest time of my life. But honestly, being here, staying busy, and connecting with others helped me get through it. If you ever need someone to talk to, don’t hesitate, okay?”
Her throat tightened as tears brimmed in her eyes. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate that,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
The manager gave her a warm, understanding smile before turning back to the microwave.
After lunch, she was heading back to her register when she saw it—the coat. The air seemed to shift as her eyes locked onto it. Someone was wearing it, walking toward the doors with steady, purposeful strides.
“Sir!” she called out, her voice cutting through the store’s hum as she broke into a jog. “Sir!” she shouted again, louder this time, her heart pounding in her chest.
The man stopped and turned to face her, a confused look on his face.
She skidded to a halt, breathless, as her gaze settled on him—and the coat. Her stomach dropped. It wasn’t the coat. Not even close.
“Yes?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
“I… I’m so sorry,” she stammered, heat rushing to her cheeks. “I thought you were someone else.”
The man nodded slowly, still puzzled, before offering a polite smile. “No problem.”
She forced a small, embarrassed laugh, stepping back as he turned and continued toward the door. Her shoulders sagged as she watched him walk away, the adrenaline fading and leaving an ache of disappointment in its wake.
What the hell? she thought, her heart skipping a beat.
Without hesitation, she turned on her heel and headed back to the men’s section. Her fingers darted through the racks of clothes, searching frantically. She knew she hadn’t brought the coat in. She was certain she’d hung it back in the closet this morning. But she couldn’t help herself—she had to check. To be sure.
Minutes ticked by as she rifled through the garments. Nothing. The coat wasn’t there.
What if someone already bought it? The thought hit her like a punch, making her stomach twist. A ripple of panic spread through her chest, quick and unwelcome. Her eyes flicked to the clock. She still had an hour left on her shift. An hour that now felt like an eternity.
She spent that agonizing stretch of time assisting customers with a forced smile and jittery hands. Every tick of the clock seemed louder than the last. The second the big hand hit four, she bolted. She barely managed a goodbye to her coworkers before rushing to her car. Her foot pressed harder on the gas pedal than it should have as she sped home.
When she finally reached her house, she didn’t even take off her shoes. She shoved the door open, letting it swing shut behind her as she sprinted to the bedroom. Her breath hitched as she yanked open the closet door.
There it was. The coat hung exactly where she’d left it that morning, undisturbed.
Relief flooded her. She exhaled deeply, leaning against the closet doorframe. A small, sheepish laugh escaped her lips as she let her racing thoughts settle.
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After hanging the coat neatly back in the closet, she moved through her usual morning ritual—feeding the dogs and tidying up the house. The motions were automatic, almost mechanical, and before long, everything was done. For a moment, she stood in the quiet, the stillness around her feeling oddly suffocating. With nothing left to occupy her hands, she sank onto the couch, hoping a nap might quell her restlessness. But it didn’t. Her mind buzzed, her body jittered with an inexplicable need for purpose. She craved the satisfaction, the focus, the momentum she'd felt the day before.
Without a second thought, she grabbed her keys. There was no point in calling ahead; she’d figure it out when she got there. There had to be something—a task, a mess, a project. Anything to busy her hands and quiet her thoughts. As she drove, a faint sense of relief washed over her. She was on her way to where she belonged: in motion, making things better.
The manager was surprised to see her show up unannounced but didn’t object to her staying. "Of course!," she said with a shrug, she was understanding. She nodded, grateful for the distraction.
In no time, she was busy organizing clothes and straightening shelves. The routine steadied her. The rhythm of sorting, folding, and arranging calmed her frayed nerves. Even the small, casual conversations she struck up with other volunteers felt like tiny lifelines, pulling her out of the heavy silence that had settled over her life.
When she wandered into the men’s section, she felt a strange mixture of sadness and peace. As she passed the racks, her hand brushed against familiar textures—his shirts, his well-worn jeans. They’d been donated only days ago, yet here they were, ready to begin a new chapter in someone else’s life. She smiled softly at the thought. Maybe his clothes could offer someone else the warmth and comfort they once brought her.
But then she saw it.
The coat.
Her chest tightened. It shouldn’t be here. It couldn’t be here. She’d been so sure she put it back in the closet that morning. She reached out with trembling hands, brushing against the fabric as if to confirm it was real. The weight of the memories it carried threatened to overwhelm her.
She glanced around, her mind racing, before carefully slipping the coat off the rack. Without a word, she walked briskly to her car, clutching it to her chest like a precious secret. Once inside, she sat in the driver’s seat, gripping the steering wheel and staring at the coat in her lap. A tear slipped down her cheek as she let out a shaky breath.
It didn’t belong here.
She couldn’t risk it, she had to get it home now. So she told the manager she had something else to do and would be back later.
When she got home, she headed straight for the closet. Her heart pounded as she swung the door open. The coat was there, hanging exactly where she’d left it that morning.
She froze, staring at it. Then, slowly, she looked down at the coat in her hand. It was different now. A different size, a different color. It wasn’t the same coat at all.
Her stomach flipped. I’m losing it, she thought, pressing her hand to her forehead. She folded the imposter coat neatly, as if handling it with care would steady her. After a quiet, distracted lunch, she decided to take it back to the store.
As she drove, she found herself laughing softly, shaking her head. She knew the coat—the real coat—was safe at home. So why did she keep seeing it? Why did it keep showing up? She brushed it off as grief playing tricks on her, another cruel reminder of how heavy her loss still weighed on her mind.
When she arrived at the store, she placed the strange coat back on the rack and dove back into work. The familiarity of folding clothes and rearranging shelves helped calm her nerves. For a while, she felt almost normal again.
But as the afternoon wore on, a strange sensation crept over her. A wave of nausea hit her, and her back ached with a dull, persistent throb. She decided to finish a few more tasks, then head home to take some medicine and rest.
That’s when she saw him.
A tall man wearing a fedora. And the coat. His coat.
Her breath caught in her throat, and her pulse began to race. The room spun for a moment, but she steadied herself, moving toward him. Her mind was a storm of confusion and disbelief. How is this possible?
“Sir…” she called out when she reached him, her voice shaky but insistent. “I’m sorry, but this coat isn’t for sale.”
The man looked down at her, puzzled. “Excuse me?”
“The coat,” she said, her voice firming. “Take it off. It’s not for sale.”
The man frowned, pulling the edges of the coat tighter around himself. “Oh, no, you’re mistaken. I didn’t buy this here. This is my coat.”
“No, it’s not,” she snapped, her voice rising. Her heart was pounding so hard she thought it might burst. “Take it off. Please.”
The man’s confusion deepened, and he raised his hands in a calming gesture. “There must be some mistake. This coat—”
“Take it off now!” she shouted, her voice trembling with desperation.
Tears welled up in her eyes as she lunged for the coat, grabbing at the fabric. Her hands shook as she tried to pull it off him.
“Hey, stop!” the man said, trying to step back, but she clung to him.
A crowd began to gather—volunteers, customers, all watching the scene unfold with wide eyes. The tension in the air was palpable.
“What’s going on here?” The manager’s voice cut through the commotion as she pushed through the circle of onlookers.
Her words spilled out in a frantic rush. “He can’t have this! It’s not for sale—it’s not his!”
The man looked utterly bewildered. “I don’t understand,” he said, glancing between her and the manager. “This is just my coat!”
The manager held up her hands. “Okay, okay, everyone calm down.” She turned to her, her expression concerned but firm. “Let’s step aside and talk, okay?”
But she couldn’t let go. Her fingers clutched the coat as if it were the last tether to something she couldn’t explain—something she wasn’t ready to lose again.
She tugged harder, her fingers digging into the fabric, until the man, unwilling to escalate the situation further, let go. The coat slipped free, and she clutched it to her chest, breathing heavily.
But something was wrong.
It didn’t feel right. The texture, the weight—off. It didn’t smell right either. That familiar scent she’d yearned for was missing. Her chest tightened as she slowly opened her eyes and looked at it.
It wasn’t the coat.
Her hands began to tremble, and she felt the weight of every gaze in the room pressing down on her. Heat rose in her cheeks as she handed the coat back to the bewildered man. Her voice cracked as she whispered, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
The man hesitated before taking it, his expression shifting between confusion and pity. The manager quickly stepped in, placing a gentle hand on her arm and steering her away.
“You should go home,” the manager said softly. “Get some rest.”
She wanted to protest, to explain, to scream that something wasn’t right—that it wasn’t her imagination. But the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she nodded, her movements stiff and robotic, and walked out of the store.
The drive home was a blur.
When she stepped inside her house, the familiar quiet enveloped her like a suffocating blanket. Her eyes drifted to the closet, her chest tightening with dread and anticipation. She opened the door, and there it was.
The coat.
Just as she knew it would be. Hanging in its rightful place, unmoving, untouched.
Her heart ached as a wave of exhaustion crashed over her. Her back throbbed, her vision blurred, and every part of her body seemed to plead for relief.
She reached for the coat, her fingers grazing the fabric before pulling it from the hanger. Slowly, she wrapped it around herself, letting its weight settle over her shoulders.
It felt warm, comforting, like his embrace. She walked to her bed, laid down, and pulled the coat tighter around her. A small, serene smile graced her lips as she closed her eyes.
The pain began to fade, replaced by a deep, overwhelming peace.
And at last, she rested.
***
Sometime later
He strolled down the aisle, his hands brushing across racks of secondhand jackets, searching for something warm. Something sturdy to get him through the winter.
“Too small… too green…” he muttered under his breath, passing over coat after coat. Then his eyes landed on it.
“Oh, wonderful!” he said to no one in particular.
He pulled a dark wool coat off the rack and slipped it on. It felt a little heavy, the kind of weight that suggested quality, but it fit perfectly. The wool was thick and soft, and it felt like it could block even the sharpest chill.
Satisfied, he took it off and made his way to the counter where an elderly woman waited, her eyes kind but tired. She smiled as he approached, but when she glanced at the coat in his hands, her smile faltered—just slightly.
“Will that be all?” she asked, her voice measured.
“Yes, this is exactly what I was looking for,” he replied, beaming.
The woman hesitated for a beat, then nodded and began ringing up his purchase. She handed him the receipt without another word, her earlier warmth replaced by something quieter, harder to place.
He shrugged it off and went home to his small apartment, pleased with his find. After hanging the coat in the closet near the kitchen, he made himself a quick dinner and settled onto the couch, binge-watching a few episodes of his favorite show. The coat was already an afterthought.
Hours later, around midnight, a noise jolted him awake.
He sat up, heart thudding, straining to listen. It was faint at first, but as he crept into the hallway, it grew louder.
He froze, every hair on his body standing on end. The noise was coming from the closet.
His throat went dry as he stepped closer, the floor creaking beneath his feet. It was unmistakable now—clear and heart-wrenching, the sound of a woman crying.
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