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      Janelle’s grandfather is a broken man. Smart and caring, he still contains a sadness that never goes away—just like the permanent limp he won’t discuss.

      The limp he got in the South in the 1960s, when being a Black man falsely accused of a crime meant terrible things.

      Then Janelle gets a wild, impossible chance to help her grandfather and right the injustice….

      “Bringing Light to Darkness” originally appeared in Obsessions: An Anthology of Original Fiction (Stark Publishing, 2020).
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      My grandfather is a broken man.

      I don’t mean to say he’s angry or mean; in fact, most of the time he’s warm, funny, and caring. The love he and my grandmother share is heartwarming. They still hold hands everywhere they go, and he always kisses her before he leaves the room.

      But there’s a sadness in him, one that doesn’t go away. Neither will the permanent limp from an injury he refuses to discuss.

      He refuses to discuss any of it, really, so when I was in my teens and old enough to understand there was a dark place in him, I asked my grandmother. She looked me up and down, her brown eyes searching mine, and then nodded, as if agreeing that now was the right time.

      She was sitting in her favorite club chair, the one covered with orange and black African Kente-print fabric. She ran a hand over her tight curls, which had long gone from black to grey, then picked up a bottle of her favorite hand lotion. She had them stashed all over the house. I’d say she used it obsessively except that she had the softest hands of anyone I’d ever met.

      Plus I’d picked up the habit. At any given time, one or both of us smelled like rosewater.

      “All right, Janelle baby. Your grandfather was a young man in the South in the Sixties,” she began.

      Oh, shit. Suddenly I knew what was coming. Not the details, but the hideousness of it.

      “Let me guess: Jim Crow laws,” I said.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, and I could tell she was holding back tears. I was, too. She took a deep breath through her nose, opened her eyes, and continued.

      “In a way, yes. Although he didn’t do anything wrong, even by those laws. He was falsely accused.”

      With that stated so firmly no jury could disagree with her, she plowed ahead with the awful truth.

      My grandfather, I knew, had been a reporter from an early age, working his way up to editor-in-chief of a black-run newspaper in Washington. Now, I learned, this almost hadn’t happened.

      On the basis of his writing samples from his small-town newspaper, he was invited to Washington, DC, to interview for a position at The Washington Chronicle. He didn’t own a car, so he had to take the bus—and he didn’t have the money to stay overnight, so he had to take the earliest bus possible.

      So it was at the barest hint of dawn when he was walking briskly down the street, and a woman came out of an apartment building and down the steps to the sidewalk.

      A white woman.

      It barely cools down in the summertime in Virginia, even at night. Still, the woman was wearing black and had a scarf over her face.

      My grandfather, focused on not missing his bus, didn’t see her. It was highly unlikely the woman saw him.

      So they bumped into each other.

      My grandfather leapt back as soon as he realized what had happened. He touched his hat and said, “My apologies, ma’am.”

      That should have been enough. Perhaps she might have given him a dressing-down to add to her feelings of superiority.

      But apparently, that wasn’t enough for her. She summoned the police and claimed my grandfather had laid hands on her.

      Even though it had happened decades ago, my blood boiled.

      He was arrested, tried, found guilty (with no witnesses, it was his word against hers, and who would believe a Negro over a respectable white woman?), and jailed. It was sometime during that process that he retained the injury that left him with a permanent limp and a cane. (Although he’d taken to collecting interesting canes, and had stories about each one.)

      He wouldn’t tell anyone, my grandmother said, her voice tight in a way I knew she was again holding back tears, not even her, what had happened. He swore it didn’t matter anymore.

      But even I knew it did. The experience changed him, caused the dark place within him.
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      That might have been the end of it, my knowing the truth and living with it as the rest of my family had been. But I was too stubborn to leave it be.

      I needed to know more.

      I dug up newspaper articles about the event, the trial, the sentencing. The reporting—the language—made me sick, but I pressed on.

      The woman’s name was Carol Pierce. I stared at her picture in the grainy photocopy until I saw her in my sleep. She was slender, pretty if you like blond coifs and self-satisfied smiles. She was also the wife of Ronald Pierce III, whose family practically built the town. They were the closest thing to royalty in small-town South.

      I was able to pick out quite a few details about Carol Pierce. She’d organized charity events; smiled and sparkled on her husband’s arm when he ran for the state senate. (He lost.)

      Reading between the lines, I guessed that for all her outer beauty, she wasn’t someone well-liked, just someone people stayed close to because of her influence. Didn’t surprise me one bit.

      Unfortunately, I also found obituaries. Carol Pierce was dead. Cancer. Her husband, heart attack. I couldn’t get revenge on her, any kind of closure from them for my grandfather, even if I’d wanted to. (But what would that have served? A young black woman getting in the face of an old white woman, demanding she recant a story from decades ago?)

      Sometimes old cases can be reopened, and those found guilty in the past can be exonerated. But everyone involved was dead or old, and anyway, it was still only my grandfather’s word.

      So I tucked all the information away and let it lurk in a dark corner of my brain, like a spider deep in its web, waiting for the opportunity to come to her. Patient.
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