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Love is what remains when everything else falls away.
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Chapter 1: Just Another Friday

Trevor’s parents dropped him off right before dinner, the sky settling into that warm gold that made everything look softer than it really was. The gravel popped under the tires as the car rolled up the driveway, and Trevor’s dad opened the door with a tired grunt.

“Alright, monster,” he said, scooping Trevor up like he weighed nothing.

Trevor squirmed and kicked and laughed like he always did. “Put me down! I’m not a baby!”

“You keep sayin’ that like it makes it true,” his dad teased.

His mom rubbed her forehead. “Can we please have one normal drop-off? Just one?”

Mary, Gramaw to Trevor, opened the screen door before they even reached it. “Well look at that. My favorite boy in the whole county.”

Trevor wriggled out of his dad’s arms and ran straight into hers. She smelled like lavender and the last thing she baked that morning.

“You makin’ soup?” Trevor asked.

“I am,” she said. “Now go wash your hands. They look like you’ve been diggin’ for oil.”

Trevor darted to the kitchen sink.

His mom kissed Mary’s cheek. “Thanks again, Mom. We only plan to be out a couple hours.”

Mary waved her away. “Go. You two need to breathe. He’s fine with me.”

His dad opened the car door. “We’ll be back before too late.”

“Don’t rush,” Mary said. “But don’t speed either. I know how you get.”

Trevor peeked around the doorway. “Bring me dessert!”

His mom laughed. “We’ll see!”

When the taillights disappeared down the road, the house settled into its familiar evening hush.

Dinner smelled warm and comforting, soup simmering, cornbread cooling on the counter, that faint lemon scent from Gramaw’s soap lingering under everything.

“Sit,” she said.

Trevor slammed into the chair. The whole table shook.

“Lord have mercy,” Mary muttered. “You tryin’ to make me lose my mind?”

“I didn’t do anything!” Trevor said.

“You breathe loud enough to rattle the windows,” she shot back.

They ate. Trevor talked with his mouth full, swung his legs, nearly knocked over his cup twice. Mary caught it both times, once with a reflex she didn’t know she still had.

“You’re gonna send me to an early grave,” she said.

“No I’m not,” Trevor answered. “You’re tough.”

“How tough?”

“Dinosaur tough.”

Mary snorted. “I’ll take it.”

After dinner, Trevor insisted on helping with dishes. He grabbed a plate, elbowed another, bobbled both, spun like he was breakdancing, and somehow caught one with his knee.

He froze. “See? Ninja.”

Mary pressed a hand to her heart. “Boy, if you break one more thing, I’m tapin’ oven mitts to your hands.”

Later, Trevor sprawled across the living room rug with his dinosaurs, making explosion sounds that shook the walls.

Mary knitted in her worn chair, the TV murmuring weather updates she wasn’t really listening to.

Trevor slammed a T-Rex into the couch.

Mary jolted. “Warn a woman before you do that! I thought the house exploded.”

“It was an ambush.”

“This whole house is an ambush.”

At 8:15, she pointed toward the hall. “Shower. You smell like outside.”

“I was outside!”

“Well you’re inside now. Go wash the forest off you.”

Trevor groaned but went. He came back wrapped in a big blanket, smelling like cheap citrus shampoo.

They watched a cartoon, him wide awake, her nodding off every three minutes.


Everything felt normal.
Safe.
Ordinary.


Nothing hinted at the storm waiting outside.

The knock came around ten.


Soft.
Normal.


Mary frowned. “Who’s knockin’ this late?”

Trevor peeked over the couch. “Maybe somebody’s dog ran away again?”

“That woman doesn’t knock soft,” Mary muttered.

She pushed herself up, joints popping, and walked to the door.

Trevor followed until she gave him that look.

“Back.”

He stepped away.

Mary opened the door.

Two police officers stood there.

Everything inside Trevor went still.

“Ma’am,” the woman officer said softly, “may we come in?”

Mary’s voice thinned. “Yes… come in.”

They stepped inside. Hats in their hands. Faces too gentle.

“Ma’am,” the male officer said, “is there somewhere private we can talk?”

Mary’s eyes flicked toward Trevor.

“Honey,” she whispered, “go turn the TV up, alright?”

“Why?”

“Just do it, sweetheart,” her voice cracked.

Trevor obeyed. He turned the volume up. But not enough to drown out the words.


He heard his mother’s name.
His father’s name.


Then silence.


Mary didn’t scream.
Didn’t fall.
Didn’t breathe for a long, awful second.


Trevor stepped forward without thinking.

Mary rushed to him, kneeling fast despite her aching knees. She held his shoulders like she was afraid he’d vanish.

“Honey… I need you to get your shoes,” she whispered.

“Why? Where are we going?”

“We’re going to see Mrs. Halpern.”

“What happened?”

Mary swallowed hard. “I’ll explain soon. But not here. Shoes, baby… please.”

His hands shook while he tied them.

Mary stepped into the kitchen, called the neighbor, her voice breaking twice.

She thanked the officers. Grabbed her purse. Led Trevor outside.

“Gramaw… what’s going on?” Trevor whispered.

“We’re just going to the Halpern’s honey.”

“Why?”

“Because I need to go somewhere after that… and you can’t come with me.”

Trevor’s breath hitched. “Are Mom and Dad okay?”

Mary forced a trembling smile. “We’ll talk soon. I promise.”

But the promise didn’t land.

Something cold settled in Trevor’s stomach.

Mary drove down the road, white-knuckled, blinking too fast.

When they pulled into the Halpern’s driveway, Trevor whispered, “Please tell me.”

Mary cupped his cheek. “I love you more than anything.”

“Then tell me what happened.”

“I will,” she whispered. “Soon. Not yet.”

Tears filled his eyes. “Gramaw…”

She kissed his forehead. “Trust me, sweetheart.”

She got out, opened his door, and Mrs. Halpern rushed out.

“Oh honey…” she murmured. “Come inside.”

Mary knelt and hugged Trevor tight.

“I’ll be back soon,” she whispered. “I swear it.”

“When?”

“As soon as I can.”

He clung to her coat.

Mary gently pried his fingers loose.

“Be good,” she whispered. “I’ll be back.”

She turned fast so he wouldn’t see her cry.

Trevor watched her taillights vanish.


Something inside him knew.
Something enormous had broken.



He didn’t know how.
Not yet.
But he knew.


Mary did what had to be done.

She went where the officers told her. Signed what they handed her. Listened to the careful, gentle words people use when they’re afraid the truth might crush someone.

She didn’t break in front of them.

She saved it for the silence of her car.

When she finally drove home, headlights cutting across the yard, she saw another car waiting in her driveway.

Trevor’s mother’s parents stood on the porch, holding each other, faces raw from crying.

They straightened when Mary stepped out of her car.

“Mary…” Trevor’s grandmother whispered. “We’re so sorry.”

Mary nodded once. She didn’t trust her voice yet.

They went inside together. Trevor’s dinosaurs lay scattered across the rug where he’d left them. The sight almost brought Mary to her knees.

They all sat, silent, exhausted.

Trevor’s grandmother reached for Mary’s hand. “We know you were the one who… who identified them.”

Mary closed her eyes. “I did.”

His grandfather swallowed. “You shouldn’t have had to do that alone.”

Mary shook her head. “It had to be done.”

Silence filled the room, heavy and hurting.

Finally, his grandfather cleared his throat. “Mary… about Trevor, ”

Mary straightened. “He comes home with me. That’s not a question.”

Trevor’s grandmother nodded quickly through tears. “We’re not here to take him. We just… we want to be part of his life. He’s all we have left of her.”

Mary whispered, “And he’s all I have left of my boy.”

They held hands a long time, three grieving people trying to breathe.

When they finally left, Mary locked the door and pressed her forehead against the wood.

She let herself cry, just for a moment.

Then she wiped her face.

Trevor needed her.

Mary grabbed her keys, but she didn’t leave right away. She stood in the middle of the living room, staring at the dinosaurs scattered across the rug. One of them, the blue T-Rex Trevor insisted was the “leader”, lay on its side like it was tired too.

She picked it up. Turned it over in her hand. The tiny plastic teeth were worn from years of being chewed on when Trevor was younger.

Mary set it gently on the couch.

“Alright, baby,” she whispered to the empty room. “I’m comin’.”

Before she walked out, she flicked off the kitchen light. Then she paused and turned it back on. The silence of the house felt wrong. Too still. Too hollow. She grabbed Trevor’s favorite blanket off the back of the chair, the one he dragged around like a security badge, and folded it even though he’d just mess it up later.

The small motions steadied her hands.

She stepped out onto the porch and locked the door. The cool air brushed against her face, and she inhaled slow, steadying herself.

Down the road, a dog barked once. Somewhere far off, a truck rumbled along the highway. The world kept moving like nothing had changed.

But everything had.

Mary climbed into her car, turned the key, and let the engine hum beneath her. She rested both hands on the wheel and whispered, “You’re not alone, Trevor. Not now. Not ever.”

Then she backed out of the driveway, headlights sweeping across the front yard one last time before she pulled into the road and headed toward the Halpern’s house, toward the boy who needed her more than anything in the world.

Trevor curled up on the Halpern’s sofa with a blanket pulled tight around him. The fabric scratched his cheek, but he didn’t move. The whole room felt too big. Too clean. Too quiet. He could hear the clock on the wall ticking sharp and steady. Tick. Tick. Tick. It felt like it was tapping on the inside of his skull.

He hadn’t slept. His eyes burned. Every time he blinked he saw that doorway in Mary’s house. Saw the officers. Heard his mother’s name. His father’s. Then everything just went dark.

Mrs. Halpern stood halfway in the kitchen, pretending to flip through a magazine. She hadn’t turned a page in forever.

“You need anything, sweetheart?” she asked.

Trevor shook his head. His fingers twisted the blanket until it hurt. He didn’t let go.

“Is Gramaw comin’?” His voice came out small.

“She’ll be here,” she said. “She’s just handling something.”

He nodded, but it didn’t feel like he believed a single word of that.

Headlights slid across the curtains. Mrs. Halpern let out a breath so slow it wobbled.

“There she is.”

Trevor shot off the sofa. His socks slid across the rug and he almost wiped out, catching himself with one hand on the wall. He didn’t even notice. He just ran.

Mrs. Halpern opened the door.

Mary stood there.

Her hair was messed up. Her coat was crooked. Her eyes were red and tired. But when she saw Trevor, her whole face broke open.

“Honey,” she whispered.

Trevor slammed into her chest. She wrapped him up, arms shaking like she was holding onto something precious and breakable.

“I’m here,” she said. “I’m right here.”

“Don’t leave again,” he mumbled.

“I won’t. Not tonight.”

Mary thanked the Halpern’s, even though her voice didn’t sound steady. Then she took Trevor’s hand. He squeezed back hard, like he needed something to keep him from floating off.

They walked to the car in silence.

The ride home felt slow and strange. The outside world slid past in dark waves. Trevor pressed his forehead against the window. The cold helped a little.

“Gramaw?,” he whispered.

“Yes, baby.”

“Are Mom and Dad mad at me?”

Mary’s breath hitched. She steadied it.

“No, sweetheart. They ain’t mad.”

“Are they in trouble?”

“No.”

“Are they comin’ home?”

She didn’t answer right away.

“Not tonight,” she said.

Trevor stared down at his shoes. He didn’t say anything else.

Mary parked in the driveway. The porch light flickered overhead, weak and tired.

She unbuckled him even though he knew how. Her hands shook. She picked him up and he didn’t fight it. He put his face against her shoulder and held her coat.

Inside, the house smelled like lemon cleaner and leftover soup and the faint sugar from cookies she baked earlier. Everything was right where he left it.


His dinosaurs on the rug.
His blanket over the chair.
His cup on the counter with dried juice in it.


But the house felt wrong. Too quiet. Too empty.

Mary took him to his room and pulled out his pajamas. Trevor didn’t move until she touched his arm.

“You want help?” she asked.

He nodded.

Mary dressed him slow, hands gentle, like every button mattered. She brushed his hair. Straightened the sleeves. She didn’t know what else to do.

“Can I sleep in your room?,” he asked.

Mary didn’t answer right away. She swallowed hard and nodded.

“You don’t have to sleep alone tonight.”

She carried him again. The bed dipped as she climbed in. He curled into her side and grabbed her robe.

“Gramaw?”

“Yes, baby.”

“You’re not gonna leave me. Right?”

Mary kissed his hair.

“No, sweetheart. I’m right here.”

His breathing slowed. His fingers loosened but never let go completely. He drifted to sleep.

Mary stayed still until she was sure he was out.

She eased herself out of bed and tucked the blanket around him. His little hand still gripped the fabric like he was afraid it would disappear.

The living room felt heavier than before. Thick air. Quiet that pushed against her.

Trevor’s blue T Rex was lying where she put it. She bent down and picked it up. Held it to her chest. The worn plastic felt warm from her hands.

She sat in her rocking chair.


The quiet hit first.
Then her breath.
Then everything inside her cracked.


Her shoulders shook. Tears hit her knuckles. She covered her mouth so he wouldn’t hear.

After a moment she wiped her face.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she whispered. “Please Lord help me”

She pushed herself up. Her knees popped loud in the silence.

She set the T Rex on the little table and walked toward her room.

She stopped in the doorway.

Trevor was curled up in her blankets, small and scared and somehow older all at once. His face looked softer in sleep.

Mary leaned against the frame.

“We’re gonna make it,” she whispered. “One day at a time.”

She turned the light off.


The house held both of them.
Tired.
Shaken.
Hurting.


But together.


Chapter 2: The First Real Friend


Time did not race in Mary’s house.
It moved slow.
Soft.
Like warm honey sliding down the side of a jar.


The days after the funeral blurred into weeks. Trevor drifted through them half-awake, clinging to anything that felt solid. Mary made sure there was always something solid.

She woke him up every morning with the same line.

“Up, boy. The world ain’t gonna hold still while you nap.”

He’d groan and pull the blanket over his head. She would yank it off, toss it on the chair, and kiss the back of his head.


He learned the sounds of her house.
The kettle whistling.
The soft scrape of her slippers on the kitchen tile.
The little hum she did when she was thinking.



He learned where the plates went.
Where the sharp knives were.
Where she hid the cookie tin when she thought he wouldn’t notice.


He noticed.

He always noticed.

Some nights he still cried. Quiet. Face shoved into his pillow so the sound wouldn’t escape. Mary always heard his cries, she would come into his room, sit on the edge of his bed, rubbing circles between his shoulders until the shaking stopped.

“You’re alright, baby,” she’d whisper. “I got you.”

He believed her. Not every second. But enough.

Months turned into years. His legs got longer. His shoes got bigger. His voice picked up that early crack that made Mary smile when she thought he wasn’t looking.

By eleven, he was eating everything in sight.

“You’re eatin’ me out of house and home,” she told him one night as he reached for a third biscuit.

Trevor paused, hand hovering. “You want me to stop?”

She snorted. “Sit down and eat the damn biscuit.”

Life was not perfect. Some days hurt. Some days felt heavy. But the house was full. Of dishes clinking. Of slammed doors. Of cartoon theme songs and Mary fussing at him to turn that down before the neighbors thought she’d lost control.

By the time middle school came around, Trevor was still clumsy, still soft-hearted, still too loud when he got excited. But he walked into that new building with a kind of quiet courage.

Mary had built him back, one tiny piece at a time.

And she was waiting for him every day at three o’clock, parked in the same spot, hands on the steering wheel, eyes tracking the door until he came out.

Trevor’s first day of middle school started with him losing a fight with a locker.

He stared at the combination in his hand.

“Twenty-four, eleven, thirty-two,” he muttered.

He twisted the dial. It clicked. He tugged on the lock.

Nothing.

He tried again. Harder.

Nothing.

By the third attempt, he was breathing through his teeth like the metal had personally insulted him.

Behind him, someone laughed.

“You’re doing that wrong,” a girl said.

Trevor turned.

She stood at the locker next to his, a little shorter than him, curly brown hair pulled into a bun that was already coming loose. Her backpack was covered in doodles and band logos drawn in black marker. She had the kind of eyes that looked like they didn’t miss much.

“Excuse me?” Trevor said.

She nodded at his lock. “You’re doing it wrong.”

“I’m just turning it,” he said.

“Exactly.” She walked over. “Here. Move.”

He stepped aside. She took the lock from his hand, spun the dial fast, numbers a blur. It clicked open with a small metallic snap.

Trevor stared. “How’d you do that?”

“I’m Sarah,” she said, like that explained everything.

“That’s not an answer,” he said.

“It is if you know me.” She handed him the lock. “Don’t fight the metal. It always wins.”

Trevor blinked. “I’m Trevor.”

“I know,” she said.

“How?”

“You dropped your schedule, like, three times before the bell. You might want to grow hands that work.”

His face flushed hot. “Oh.”

Sarah grinned. “Relax. I pick people up all the time. You’re just the first one who looked like a deer on a highway.”

“That’s bad, right?,” he said.

“It’s cute,” she answered.

He didn’t know what to do with that.

By the end of the week, they were everywhere together.

Hallway? She was beside him, talking about teachers and weird cafeteria food.

Lunch? She dropped her tray across from his like that table belonged to them and no one else.

“Are you okay?” she asked him once, out behind the gym where they could see the football field but no one could hear them.

Trevor shrugged. “Sometimes.”

“That’s not an answer,” she said.

“It is if you know me,” he shot back with a gotcha look.

She smiled. “Alright then.”

The first day she came over to his house, she marched in like she’d always lived there.

Mary wiped her hands on a dish towel and eyed the stranger in her kitchen.

“And who are you?” Mary asked.

“I’m Sarah,” she said. “I’m here to supervise Trevor so he doesn’t walk into a wall.”

Trevor dropped his backpack. “I don’t walk into walls.”

Mary looked from one to the other. “You’re the girl from school?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sarah said.

“You hungry?” Mary asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” Sarah said again.

“Good. Sit down.”

There was no more questioning after that.

At dinner, Sarah talked. About teachers. About her little brother. About how the school milk tasted like it came from an angry cow. Trevor mostly listened, cutting his chicken too small because he didn’t want to spill anything.

Mary watched. Took it all in. Could see the way Trevor’d unclenched a little with this loud girl beside him. She decided right there Sarah was welcome any time she wanted.

Years rolled over them like slow waves.

Middle school shifted into high school. The building changed, the lockers changed, the teachers changed. Trevor and Sarah didn’t.


They still walked through the doors together most mornings.
They still sat at the same table at lunch.
They still griped about homework and laughed at stupid jokes and pretended they were not scared of the future.


Trevor got taller than Mary. That annoyed her.

“Look at you,” she said one day as he reached for a pot on the top shelf. “You were knee-high to a chipmunk yesterday.”


Trevor reached for the pot on the top shelf.
Mary squinted at him. “Be careful.”
He grinned down at her. “You want this pot or not?”
“Course I want it,” she said. “And don’t drop it.”


Sarah watched them together, leaning in the doorway, arms crossed, smiling.

“You two are adorable,” she said.

Mary pointed at her. “You keep him out of trouble?”

“I try,” Sarah said.

“Try harder,” Mary answered.

“I will but he’s so darn clumsy,” she said as she looked up at him.

“I’m right here,” Trevor said as he handed the pot to Mary. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here”

“Ok we won’t,” Sarah said as she winked at Mary. “We’ll just talk about you like you are here.”

Mary chuckled at that.

High school brought new faces. New voices. New energy.

It also brought moments that made Trevor tilt his head and think, Wait.

He noticed things he hadn’t before. The way some boys laughed. The way some arms looked in t-shirts. The way his stomach did a strange flip when he watched certain people walk down the hall.

He didn’t say anything. He shoved it down, focused on tests, on Mary, on helping at home. But Sarah watched him. She always watched him.

She saw the way his eyes lingered a little too long and then snapped away.

She saw him flinch when someone at lunch used the word “gay” like it was trash.

She saw his jaw tighten, then relax, then force a fake laugh.


She didn’t push.
Not at first.


One late afternoon, when they were both sixteen, they sat on Mary’s front steps, the wood warm under them from the day’s heat. The sun was tilting toward the trees. Cicadas hummed in the background like a broken electric fence.

Mary had gone to pick up something from the pharmacy. The house behind them felt like it was listening.

Sarah sipped her sweet tea and watched Trevor stare at nothing.

He had that far-off look again. The one he got when a certain boy walked past them in the hallway. Or when he watched the track team.

“Trevor?” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Can I ask you something?”

He squinted. “Is this gonna ruin my day?”

“It might.” She replied.

“Cool. Great. Love that for me,” he said with a smirk.

She sighed. “Trevor. Are you into boys?”

Trevor’s whole brain froze. “What? No. Maybe. I don’t know. Why would you ask that? Stop asking things. I hate this.”

“Breathe,” she said.

“I am breathing,” he snapped, sucking in air like he was choking on the wind.

“It’s not a trick question.”

Trevor stared at his shoes. “I think… yeah. I mean… probably. I don’t know. My mouth isn’t working.”

“That’s still an answer,” she said.

“Please don’t be weird about it.”

“Trevor.” Sarah said looking up at him. “You pouted for twenty minutes when you dropped your fries in seventh grade. You think this is the thing that’s gonna throw me?”

“And I didn’t pout”. He replied.

She looked at him for what he thought was a full five minutes.

“You’re not mad?,” he asked head hung low. “We still going to be friends?”

“Trevor, what a stupid question. Did you stab somebody? Kick a puppy? Eat the last toaster strudel? No? Then we’re fine. Why in the world would I be mad? And yes, we’re still friends. Who else am I supposed to bully on a daily basis? You’re all I’ve got.” “It just feels weird to say it.”

He stared at her. “…How did you even know?”

She grinned. “I have elite gaydar.”

He frowned. “What the hell is gaydar?”

“It’s like a sixth sense. I can tell when a boy is secretly staring at another boy’s arms in gym class.”

“I was not staring at their arms.”

“You were staring at their arms, their jawlines, their legs, their butts. Honestly it was like you were conducting research for a science project.”

“Oh fuck,” he groaned. “Kill me.”

“Relax. Nobody else noticed. People are too busy thinking about themselves. But I saw it. Because I watch you like a hawk.”

“You’re sure it’s okay?,” he asked.

“Trevor. You’re still the same idiot who walks into parked cars and cries when cartoon animals suffer. Nothing changed.”

“I don’t cry at cartoon animals.”

“You absolutely do. “You cried when that little cartoon fox got left behind in the rain. It wasn’t even the sad part yet.”

“That was emotional,” he muttered.

She laughed. “You’re my best friend. Period. End of story.”

“You promise?”

“I promise. Now stop lookin’ like your soul just melted. You told the exact right person first.”

“Should… should I tell Gramaw?”

“If you want. And if she says anything dumb, I’ll fight her.”

“"Please, no fighting my grandma." He said.

“Ok, ok I won’t fight Mary, besides, she’d destroy me anyway.”

Trevor cracked a smile. “Probably.”

They both laughed. It came out softer than before, but real.

Later that night, Trevor lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. The room felt different, like he’d moved one wall a few inches without meaning to.

He heard Mary in the kitchen, putting away dishes. The clink of plates. The low sound of her humming. Safe. Familiar.

He wasn’t ready to tell her yet. Not tonight. Maybe not this month. But knowing he’d said it out loud to one person made his chest feel less tight.


He’d told Sarah.
Sarah was still here.
The world hadn’t ended.


Maybe, he thought, it wouldn’t end when he told Mary either.

He rolled onto his side and pulled the blanket up.

In the other house across town, Sarah stared at her ceiling too, smiling to herself.

“About damn time,” she whispered.

That was how sixteen-year-old Trevor Dixon’s world settled into its next shape:


A boy who liked boys.
A best friend who saw him clearly.
A grandmother who loved him without having all the details yet.



Chapter 3: The Slow Fall

Trevor shoved the front door open with his hip, arms loaded with two grocery bags he definitely should’ve made two trips for.

He stumbled over the rug.

A can of soup fired out of one bag like it was fleeing the scene. It hit the floor, bounced, and rolled under the couch.

“Perfect,” he muttered. “Just great.”

Mary looked over from her recliner. “You get attacked by your groceries again?”

Trevor huffed and knelt down. “No. I’m in full control of this situation.”

“You’re under the couch,” Mary said. “That’s the opposite of control.”

Trevor reached blindly, face smashed into the carpet. “I dropped a can.”

“You droppin’ everything. You should’ve been born with Velcro hands.”

Trevor wriggled out holding the can like treasure. “Found it.”

Sarah walked in without knocking, holding two fountain drinks. “Oh look. The floor gremlin lives.”

Trevor flipped her off with the hand not holding the soup.

Mary gasped loud and dramatic. “Language. I’m fragile. Trevor, I swear your clumsiness is gonna be the death of me, or you.”

Trevor scoffed. “Fragile? You threw a frying pan at a raccoon last week. And I’m not that clumsy.”

Mary lifted one eyebrow. “Baby, you’d trip over your own shadow if it stood still long enough.”

Sarah nearly spit her drink. “He really would. I’ve seen it.”

Trevor threw his hands up. “Why do I even talk to you people?”

Mary patted his arm. “For entertainment. Yours and ours.”

Trevor set the can on the table. “Can you two not root for my destruction before dinner?”

Mary stood slowly, hand on the chair. Trevor noticed the way she pushed herself up. A little harder than last month. A little slower.

“You alright?,” he asked.

“Just old,” Mary said. “Not dead.”

Sarah leaned in and whispered, “That’s what the dinosaurs said too.”

Mary smacked her shoulder with a dish towel.

They carried the groceries into the kitchen. Mary reached for the top shelf and paused.

“Trevor,” she said, “put this up there. You’re taller.”

Trevor took the box and reached. His shirt caught on the cabinet handle. The box slipped, hit the counter, exploded open, and rained uncooked pasta everywhere.

Mary stared at him.

Sarah stared at him.

Trevor stared at the pasta like it had betrayed him.

“I’m fine,” he said.

“You’re a menace,” Sarah replied.

Mary sighed. “I raised a tornado.”

Later that week, Trevor sat on the couch flipping pages in a football magazine. The house was quiet. Too quiet. He wasn’t thinking about sports. Not even close. He was staring at one page.

One man.

Shirtless. Cocky smile. Abs that could cut glass.

The world faded a little.

Trevor leaned in, squinting, like he was examining a piece of art.

Mary walked through the living room, saw him, froze, stepped back, and stared.

“Baby,” she said, “you been lookin’ at that man like you hopin’ he’ll crawl off the page and say hi.”

Trevor jolted so hard he hit his own chin with the magazine. “I wasn’t, I wasn’t looking at, I was reading!”

“You were readin’ his nipples,” Mary said.

“Gramaw!,” he covered his face.

She sat beside him, nudged his knee. “So. You wanna tell me somethin’?”

Trevor swallowed, heart pounding. He didn’t look at her.

“Gramaw… I think I like guys.”

Mary didn’t gasp. Didn’t blink. She just looked at him like she’d been waiting for this moment to arrive like the mailman.

“Well,” she said, “that explains the way you been eyeballing that man like he owed you emotional support.”

Trevor choked. “Please stop talking.”

She laughed and took his hand. Her voice softened.

“You ain’t gotta hide nothin’ from me. Likin’ men don’t scare me. Not even a little.”

“You’re really not mad?,” he whispered.

“Mad? Baby, no. You disappoint me when you leave wet towels on the bed. Not when you tell me the truth about your heart.”

Trevor blinked fast. “I didn’t want you to think different of me.”

Mary squeezed his fingers.

“You’re still my boy. Still loud. Still clumsy. Still breakin’ everything I own. And if any man ever hurts you, I’ll break his knee caps.”

Trevors eyes got watery. “I love you, Gramaw.”

“I love you too. Now gimme that magazine. Let me see what kind of competition I got.”

“Gramaw!” Trevor gasped with a smile on his face.


The weeks after were good.
Almost perfect.



Sarah stopped by more.
Trevor cooked more.
Mary teased him constantly.


One evening, Trevor nearly burned the chicken. Smoke alarm screaming. Trevor waving a towel like a panicked bird.

Mary hollered, “Turn on the fan before you burn the roof off.”

Trevor yelled back, “The fan doesn’t work!”

Sarah walked in and sniffed the air. “Smells like sadness and charcoal.”

Trevor glared. “Eat cereal then.”

“No,” she said, “I wanna watch you suffer.”

Mary laughed until her chest ached.

But one night, while Trevor set the table, he noticed her rubbing her chest.

“You good,” he asked.

“Just tired” she said.

“You’ve been tired a lot.”

“I’m old, Trevor, that’s all it is.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting” she replied.

Small signs started stacking up.

Trevor found her sitting on the edge of her bed, breathing slow, trying to steady herself before standing again.

He found the milk sitting out on the counter because she had to sit down halfway through making breakfast.

He found her staring at the TV remote only because her hands were trembling too much to push the buttons.


Sarah was there most nights by then.
What started as helping on weekends turned into a few nights a week, and then she just sort of moved into the spare room. Trevor pretended he didn’t notice how much they needed her until he saw her toothbrush in the bathroom and realized she lived there now.


One afternoon Sarah confronted Mary softly.

“Mary… maybe you should see a doctor.”

Mary shook her head. “Don’t need one.”

Trevor frowned. “Gramaw… I’m worried.”

She softened. “I know. But I’m fine. Little tired. That’s all.”

But her voice didn’t sound sure.


One night around three in the morning, Trevor shot upright in bed.
A sound slipped through the dark.
A soft thump.
Then a shaky breath that did not belong.


He scrambled up so fast he tripped over his own shoe. His foot slid, he hit the wall with his shoulder, cursed at the pain, then kept running with one sock half off.

He skidded into the hallway and froze.

Mary was on the floor, leaning hard into the wall, one hand tight against her chest. Her breath came thin, like each inhale hurt.

“Gramaw” Trevor choked out. He dropped to his knees so fast he nearly face planted beside her. “What happened? Are you hurt? Can you move? Are you dizzy? Should I pick you up? I can pick you up. I’ll try. I’ll fall and die but I’ll try.”

Mary squinted at him. “Hush Trevor and help me up”.


A door opened behind them.
Sarah stumbled out, hair sticking up, shirt twisted halfway around, eyes wide as soon as she saw Mary on the floor.


“Mary. Oh no.” She dropped beside them and grabbed Mary’s other arm. “Trevor, get under her shoulder. I got her.”

Trevor slid into place, hands trembling. “Okay. Okay. I got her. I think I got her.”

“Careful” Sarah said, steadying Mary. “You’re shaking more than she is.”

Mary wheezed out a weak laugh. “She right.”

“Can we not roast me right now” Trevor snapped, voice cracking.

“Lift on three” Sarah said. “One. Two. Three.”


They pushed up together.
Trevor’s foot slipped again.
Sarah elbowed him in the side trying to steady the weight.
Mary groaned at all the movement.


“Stop wigglin” Mary said through her teeth.

“You stop elbowin me” Trevor said, trying not to drop her.

“That was me” Sarah snapped.

“Then you stop elbowin me” Trevor said.

Somehow, through the bad balance and swearing and shaking arms, they got Mary upright. She leaned heavily into both of them, breathing in small, uneven pulls.

Trevor looked at her chest rise and fall, too shallow, too fast. His stomach knotted hard.

“We’re going to the doctor,” he said.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“I said no.”

“Sarah will drag you there herself.”

Sarah nodded. “I absolutely will.”

Mary groaned, defeated. “I hate both of you.”

Trevor swallowed. “You love us.”

“I do not.”

Sarah lifted an eyebrow. “Sassy.”

Mary closed her eyes. “Pain everywhere. Noise everywhere. Why did I raise children.”

Trevor tightened his grip around her. “Come on, Gramaw. Let’s get you to bed.”


They guided her down the hallway together, slow steps, all three leaning on one another like a crooked three-legged race.
Every breath Mary took sounded heavier than the last.



And for the first time, neither Trevor nor Sarah said anything to make the moment lighter.
They just held her up.


They got her back to bed, but Trevor didn’t sleep the rest of the night. He sat in the chair beside her, watching her chest rise and fall, counting every breath like it might disappear if he looked away. Sarah stayed awake too. She made coffee they didn’t drink and paced the hallway like she was wearing a path in the floor.


When the sun finally came up, Mary tried to act like everything was normal.
She brushed her hair back, straightened her sweater, and said, “Y’all makin much out of just a fall.”


“That wasn’t just a fall,” Trevor whispered.


Mary ignored him and kept moving around the kitchen like she wasn’t short of breath.
Sarah leaned against the counter with her arms crossed.


“I already called Dr. Cline,” she said. “He can see you at eleven.”

Mary froze. “You did what?”

“Set an appointment,” Sarah said. “You scared the hell out of us. I’m not apologizing.”

“well you could of at least told me.” Mary said. “So whens the appointment?”

“This morning” Trevor said “11 o’clock”

“Well thank goodness I’m dressed for this exciting day” Mary said sarcastically.


Trevor grabbed the keys.
Sarah grabbed her purse.


Mary muttered the whole walk to the car but let them help her in.


The drive to Dr. Cline’s office felt heavy.
Mary stared out the window, chest rising and falling like each breath took effort.
Every time she winced, Trevor’s stomach knotted.



Inside, the waiting room smelled like old coffee and carpet cleaner.
Mary sat down slow, rubbing her chest once before hiding her hand in her lap.


Dr. Cline opened the door himself.

“Mary,” he said gently. “Come on back.”

She grumbled at him too but followed.


Trevor and Sarah sat on each side of her in the exam room.
Dr. Cline listened to her heart first. Then again. Then again, longer this time.


He didn’t speak right away.

Mary frowned. “What’s that face for?”

Dr. Cline pulled his stool closer. “Your heartbeat’s not as strong as it used to be. Could be nothing serious, but I want to run tests.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “You always want to run tests.”

“This time I mean it,” he said softly. “I want an echocardiogram. Some bloodwork. And a chest X-ray.”

Trevor’s breath caught. “Is she okay?”

“I’m not saying she’s not,” Dr. Cline said. “But I want answers before I guess.”

Mary sighed like the whole world was inconveniencing her. “Fine. When?”

“Tomorrow morning,” he said.

Mary narrowed her eyes. “Tomorrow? That serious?”

Dr. Cline looked at Mary and said. “Well would you rather have it tomorrow and it not be serious or later and it is”

Mary didn’t argue after that.


The testing center was cold.
Mary sat in a wheelchair they insisted she use, even though she hated it.


“They’re makin me look like I’m ninety-two,” she complained.

“You’re eighty-one,” Sarah said.

“That ain’t ninety-two,” Mary snapped.

Sarah held Mary’s purse in her lap, as they sat in the waiting area and Trevor was tapping his foot nonstop.


The echocardiogram technician smeared gel across Mary’s chest and pressed the probe down.
The screen showed her heart beating in gray shadows.
 



Bloodwork came next.
Then the X-ray.


It took all morning.

By the time they left, Mary was exhausted, leaning against Trevor as he helped her into the car.

“Y’all worry too much,” she muttered.

Trevor didn’t even try to joke back.


The follow-up appointment sat like a rock in Trevor’s gut.
Mary pretended she forgot about it, but she didn’t.
She moved slower that morning.
Held the stair rail tighter.


Inside Dr. Cline’s office, the air felt thick.


He came in holding a folder.
Thicker than usual.


Mary eyed it. “That looks expensive.”

“It’s your test results,” he said.

He sat down across from them.

Trevor didn’t breathe.

Dr. Cline opened the folder. “Mary… your heart isn’t pumping the way it should.”

She raised a brow. “It’s called bein old.”

He shook his head. “This isn’t just age. The muscle isn’t squeezing strong enough. The echo shows reduced function. You’re in early heart failure.”

Trevor’s throat closed. “Can you fix it?”

“We can’t reverse it,” Dr. Cline said. “But we can slow it down. Medication. Rest. No more heavy work. No stress. And you need to tell me if you get dizzy again.”

Mary scoffed. “I’ll slow down when I’m dead.”

“That’s what we’re trying to prevent,” he said.


Sarah put her hand over her mouth.
Trevor’s eyes stung.



Mary didn’t smile anymore.
She just nodded once, quiet.



More tests.
More pills lined up in a tray.
More days where Mary moved slower than she wanted.



Trevor and Sarah took over everything.
Cooking.
Cleaning.
Carrying the groceries.
Talking to the pharmacy.
Sitting with her during her shows.



One night, Trevor brought her a glass of water.
Her hand shook so badly he had to steady it.


She watched him with tired eyes.

“You turned out good,” she whispered.

Trevor swallowed hard. “You raised me.”

She smiled soft. “I did. I did alright.”

Things got worse fast.


Trevor heard the thud first.
Then the sharp cry.


He ran, tripping on the rug, hitting the doorframe, stumbling into the bathroom.

Mary was on the floor, breathing shallow, one hand gripping the edge of the tub.

“Call… Sarah,” she whispered.

“I’m calling 911,” Trevor said, voice breaking.

He slipped in the water on the tile, smashed his elbow, cursed, apologized, cursed again.

Sarah came running, hair wild. “What happened?”

“She fell,” Trevor choked. “Help me.”


The paramedics rushed her out.
Trevor tripped over the threshold while trying to guide them in.


“Careful,” one paramedic said.


“I am careful,” Trevor insisted.
He was absolutely not careful.



The hospital was freezing.
Machines hummed everywhere.
Trevor paced the hallway, rubbing his shaking hands together.


Sarah held his arm to steady him.

Dr. Cline appeared, face heavy with things he didn’t want to say.

“Trevor,” he said gently, “her heart is giving out she’s very tired. We’re doing what we can.”

Trevor forced a nod. “Can I go in?”

“Yes.”


Mary looked small in the hospital bed.
Too pale.
Too still.


Trevor pulled a chair close.

“Hey,” he whispered.

Her eyes fluttered. “Trevor.”

“I’m right here,” he said as tears ran down his cheeks.

She squeezed his fingers with what strength she had left.

“Don’t cry,” she whispered.

“I can’t help it,” he said as he wiped at his cheek.

“You’re gonna be okay.” Mary said.

“No I’m not,” he said. “Not without you.”

She breathed a tiny laugh. “You got a big heart. Use it.”

His chin trembled. “I will.”


Her chest rose once more.
Then didn’t.


Alarms went off, nurses and Doctors ran in and forced Trevor and Sarah out.

Trevor heard over the intercom “Code Blue” There was a flurry of activity as nurses went in and out of the room, at one point the door didn’t close fast enough, and Trevor saw Dr cline placing paddles on his grandmother’s chest.

His knees went weak. Sarah held him.

Then everything just went still. Dr Cline came out and looked at Trevor and Sarah. “I’m sorry Trevor, there wasn’t anything else we could do. She’s gone”

Trevor went into the room Sarah close behind, he went over to his grandmothers still body and sat beside her, he laid his head on her chest and softly said” Thank you Gramaw, thank you for taking me in, thank you for loving me, and thank you for putting me back together again.


The funeral was small and quiet.
Trevor couldn’t talk.
Couldn’t look at the casket long without feeling his stomach twist.
Sarah never left his side.



The will reading happened in a dusty little office.
Trevor sat stiff in his suit.
Sarah beside him.


The lawyer opened a folder.

“Your grandmother left everything to you,” he said.

Trevor blinked. “Everything?”

“Yes. The house, the land, the savings, the life insurance. She wanted you to have stability.”

Trevor whispered, “I didn’t know she had a lot of money.”

“She saved everything,” the lawyer said. “For you.”

Sarah rubbed Trevor’s back. “She loved you more than anything.”

Trevor wiped his eyes.


Back home, he walked through the quiet house.
Her slippers.
Her chair.
Her blanket.
Her smell still in the hallway.


He picked up a photo of her and him when he was only Ten.

“I hope I make you proud,” he whispered.

“I’m gonna be okay, Gramaw,” he said softly. “I promise.”


Chapter 4: The Quiet House

For the next few weeks after the funeral, Trevor tried fixing things around the house. He wasn’t good at it. Not even close. But he tried anyway.

Sarah showed up every couple of days with coffee, groceries, or whatever excuse she could make up that didn’t sound like she was checking on him. She hovered without hovering, watching him blow through tools like they were disposable.

One afternoon she walked in and caught him standing in the hallway with a hammer, staring at a loose hook in the wall like it was challenging him to a fight.

“You touch that wrong and I’m calling for backup,” she said.

Trevor swung anyway.


The hammer slipped and smashed his thumb.
“FUCK. FUCK. FUCK,” he yelled as he held his hand.


Sarah jumped. “Shit, Trev, you ok?”

He shook his hand like it might fall off. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. You’re bleeding.”

“It’s just a little blood,” he said, pretending it didn’t hurt.

“That’s the point,” She exclaimed.  “You use a hammer and a little blood, if you use a saw…no hand”.”


She tried to take the hammer.
He hid it behind his back like a toddler.
She sighed and let him keep it. “I swear Trevor, you’re impossible.”


The next time she came in, he was on the couch, elbow-deep in a broken drawer track he’d ripped out of the dresser. Bits of wood were scattered across the carpet.

“What happened now?” she asked.

Trevor held up the crooked metal track. “It snapped.”

“Yeah, because you yanked it like you were trying to tear open a safe.”

“It was stuck,” he muttered.

Sarah crouched and picked up a piece of wood. “This used to be a dresser. Now it’s a pile of regrets.”

Trevor ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll fix it.”

“Naw you won’t,” she said. “You don’t even know where that metal thing went.”


A third time, she walked into the kitchen and froze.
A big square of cardboard was taped to the wall.


“Trevor,” she said slowly, “why is that there?”

“Draft.”

“That’s an inside wall.”

“A very aggressive draft,” he muttered.

Sarah walked over and lifted the edge of the cardboard. “What the hell Trev, there’s a hole in the it”

He looked at her sheepishly. “I was trying to hang the shelf that came loose.”

She stared at him, deadpan. “Call. A. Handyman.”

He refused. Every time.

The house wasn’t falling apart, Mary kept it in good shape, but little things were starting to show. Loose hinge. Sticky drawer. Crooked cabinet door. Trevor tried to keep up, but grief made everything feel heavier, like he was walking through mud with tools made of rubber.


He wasn’t ready to admit it to anyone.
Especially not Sarah.
But she saw it anyway.



By week three, mornings started blending together.
Trevor got up.
Trevor stumbled down the hall.
Trevor fought the kitchen like it owed him money.


That morning wasn’t any different.

Trevor shuffled in, grabbed the skillet, and it slipped right out of his hand and smacked the burner.

“Fantastic,” he muttered.


He cracked two eggs. One landed in the pan.
The other slid off the counter and splattered on the floor.


He stared at it. “For fuck’s sake.”

He crouched, wiped it up with a paper towel that tore instantly, gagged quietly, wiped again, and threw it away.


Then his hip slammed into the open cabinet.
“Shit, mother fucker that hurt.”



Smoke curled up from the pan.
He waved a towel at it.


“Please don’t burn,” he pleaded with the eggs as if they would listen.

From behind him: “This is sad.”

Trevor spun. Sarah was sitting in the dining room, sipping her coffee.

“How long have you been watching me?,” he asked.

“Long enough to know you’re losing the battle.”

He glared. “You could’ve helped.”

“I’m not touching that pan,” she said. “It looks contagious.”

Trevor sighed and dropped the towel on the counter. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” she said. “You’re turning this house into a cry for help.”

He pressed his hands over his face. “I’m trying.”

“I know,” she said. “But you need help. Real help.”

She opened her bag and slapped a folded newspaper on the table.

Trevor groaned. “Not this again.”

“Yes. This again.” She pushed it toward him. “Pick someone. Anyone.”

He flipped through the classifieds. More junk. More weirdos. Some guy offering lawn care.

Then he found it.


Local handyman.
Reliable. Reasonable rates.
All household repairs.
Call A. Rowan.


Sarah leaned in. “That one.”

Trevor hesitated. His stomach twisted. “I don’t know…”

“Pick up the phone,” she said. “You can’t keep living like this.”

He dialed.

Two rings.

“Rowan.” Came a voice on the other end.

Trevor cleared his throat. “Hi, my name’s Trevor. I’ve got some repairs around the house that need looking at.”

“What kind of repairs?” Alec asked.

Trevor looked at the crooked cabinet, the peeling linoleum, the cardboard taped over the wall.

“Uh… all kinds.”

A small pause.

“Alright kid,” Alec said. “Give me the address.”

Trevor did.

“I’ll come by tomorrow afternoon,” Alec said. “Walk me through everything then.”

“Okay,” Trevor said. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

The call ended.

Trevor lowered the phone. “That moron called me kid”

“Well be a kid” She said. “Just let the man fix the place”

“Fine” Trevor said as he hung up the phone. But if he calls me kid tomorrow, I’m sending him on his way”

“OK,” she said. “So when’s he coming to take a look?”

He blew out a shaky breath. “He’s coming tomorrow.”

“Good,” she said. “Maybe he’ll save this house from you.”

Trevor looked at the kitchen, the smoke, the mess, the crooked things he’d tried to fix and failed at.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Maybe he will.”


Chapter 5: The Handyman


Trevor didn’t sleep much the night before.
He kept waking up thinking about the hole in the wall. The crooked cabinet. The drawer he ripped out like a feral raccoon. Every screw up sat in his chest like a rock.


By morning, his stomach felt tight and stupid.


He cleaned the kitchen.
Then recleaned it.
Then stared at the stove until Sarah walked in behind him.


“You’re vibrating,” she said, dropping a bag of fast food biscuits on the counter.

“I’m not vibrating.”

“You’re absolutely vibrating.” She smiled around a mouthful of biscuit.

Trevor rubbed his palms on his jeans. “I don’t know what this guy’s gonna be like.”

“He’s a handyman, not a hitman,” she said, taking another bite. “Relax.”

Trevor paced across the kitchen tile. “He called me kid yesterday.”

“He did that because you stuttered like you swallowed a bee.”

“I did not.”


A sharp knock hit the door.
Three solid taps.


Trevor froze.

Sarah tilted her head. “Well. Time to face your destiny.”

Trevor shot her a look but his feet already moved toward the door like someone else was driving them. He wiped his hands on his shirt, cleared his throat, then cleared it again for no reason.
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