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    To my mother, Lucky Louisa Mokone—

The woman whose voice was the background music of my life.

The woman whose absence taught me that silence can be full.

The woman whose love did not end when her breath did.

You carried me in your womb and in your prayers.

You fought battles I will never see.

You prepared me for a world without you.

This book is the story of the first year without you—

The year I learned to breathe again.

You are still with me.

You always will be.

I am your son forever.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit."

— Psalm 34:18
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"The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit."

— Psalm 34:18
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"He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away."

— Revelation 21:4
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"Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me."

— Psalm 23:4
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"Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the morning."

— Psalm 30:5
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"For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known."

— 1 Corinthians 13:12
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"What is grief, if not love persevering?"

— Anonymous
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There is a moment in every loss when you realize that nothing will ever be the same. The world keeps spinning, people keep living, but you are stopped, frozen, caught in a moment that will not pass.

I remember that moment. I remember waking before dawn with a knowing I could not explain. I remember the silence where her voice used to be. I remember the words that confirmed what I already knew: "Your mother is gone."

This book is the story of what came after that moment.

It is not a story of triumph or victory. It is not a story of easy answers or quick healing. It is the story of survival—raw, honest, unflinching. It is the story of a son who lost his mother and had to learn to live without her.

I wrote this book for many reasons. To process my own grief. To honor her memory. To capture the journey before the details faded. But most of all, I wrote it for you—the reader who may be walking your own path of grief, who may need to know that survival is possible.

If you are holding this book because you have lost someone, I want you to know: you are not alone. I have walked where you are walking. I have felt what you are feeling. And I have survived.

Not because I am strong. Not because I am special. But because grief, survived, becomes something you can carry. Because love does not end. Because she is still with me, and your loved one is still with you.

This book is my journey through the first year. I offer it to you as a companion, a guide, a friend in the darkness. May you find here what I found: that grief is love persevering, and love never ends.

Thapelo Valentine Mokone

—-
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Preface: Before the Breath Stopped

Before the breath stopped, there was life. There was her voice in the morning, her prayers in the night, her presence filling every room of our home. There was the woman who had prayed me into existence, who had named me Thapelo—prayer—because I was born of desperate intercession.

Before the breath stopped, there were conversations. The prophecies she spoke about when I was twenty. The warnings about loneliness and lostness and people who would come and go. The wisdom she imparted, the stories she shared, the love she poured into every moment.

Preface: Before the Breath Stopped (Continued)

Before the breath stopped, there was illness. Sudden. Devastating. The weeks of watching her fade, of praying desperately, of hoping against hope that the prophecies would prove false.

Before the breath stopped, there were tears. Tears I cried in private, where no one could see. Tears that fell while she was still alive, mourning a loss that had not yet happened but that I could feel approaching.

Before the breath stopped, there was the knowing. That deep, inexplicable certainty that something was coming. The weight on my chest that would not lift. The sense that time was short, that every moment mattered, that I should pay attention, remember, hold on.

Before the breath stopped, there was love. So much love. Love expressed in a million small ways. Love that I took for granted because I thought there would always be more time.

And then the breath stopped.

And everything changed.

This book is the story of what happened after that moment. But it begins here, before the breath stopped, because that is where the story really starts. In the life that was. In the love that was given. In the moments that would become memories.

If you are reading this, you have your own "before." Your own moments with your loved one that you now treasure. Your own memories that you hold onto. Your own love that continues, even after the breath stopped.

Hold onto those moments. They are precious. They are the foundation of everything that follows.

—-
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Introduction: The Last Breath
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The Room

The room was quiet. The kind of quiet that feels heavy, sacred, separate from the noise of the world. Machines beeped softly, monitoring a life that was slipping away. Tubes and wires connected her body to technology that could no longer save her.

I sat beside her, holding her hand. Her hand. The same hand that had held mine when I was a child, when I was scared, when I needed comfort. Now I held hers, trying to give back some small measure of the comfort she had given me my entire life.

Her breathing was shallow. Each breath a struggle. Each exhale a small victory. I watched her chest rise and fall, rise and fall, each time wondering if it would be the last.

Her eyes were closed. She had not spoken in hours. But I knew she was aware. I could feel it. Her spirit was still there, even if her body was failing.

I talked to her anyway. Told her I loved her. Told her it was okay to let go. Told her I would be okay—not because I believed it, but because she needed to hear it.

—-
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The Waiting

The hours stretched into an endless present. Time lost all meaning. There was only the room, the machines, her hand in mine, and the waiting.

I thought about all the moments that had led to this one. Her pregnancy, the prayers that brought me into existence. My childhood, her constant presence. The prophecies she spoke when I was twenty. The years of bonding, the conversations, the love.

I thought about all the things I wished I had said. All the questions I wished I had asked. All the moments I wished I could have back.

Regret is a cruel companion in a hospital room. It whispers all the things you should have done differently. I tried to push it away, to focus on the present, on her, on the last moments we had together.

But the whispers continued. They always do.

—-
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The Breath

And then, something changed.

Her breathing slowed. The gaps between breaths grew longer. I held my breath along with hers, waiting, hoping, dreading.

A breath. A long pause. Another breath. A longer pause.

I leaned closer, my face near hers, my hand gripping hers tighter.

"Mom," I whispered. "I'm here. I love you. It's okay."

Another breath. The longest pause yet.

I waited. The machines continued their steady beeping, unaware that something was ending, something that mattered more than anything.

And then, gently, quietly, peacefully—she breathed her last.

The rise did not come again. The fall was final. The breath that had sustained her for forty-three years stopped, and the room fell into a silence I had never known.

—-
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The Silence

The silence that followed was unlike any silence I had ever experienced. It was not empty. It was full. Full of her absence. Full of the love that remained. Full of the weight of everything that had just happened.

I sat there, still holding her hand, still staring at her face. She looked peaceful. Calm. The struggle was over. The pain was gone. She was free.

But I was not free. I was just beginning a journey I had not asked for, did not want, could not avoid.

I sat there for a long time. Minutes? Hours? I don't know. Time had stopped when her breath stopped. There was only the room, her body, my hand still holding hers, and the silence.

Eventually, someone came. A nurse. A doctor. I don't remember. They spoke words I couldn't hear. They did things I couldn't watch. They gently, kindly, led me out of the room.

I left her there. Her body, at least. But I knew, even then, that she was not in that body anymore. She was somewhere else. Somewhere better. Somewhere I could not follow.

Not yet.

—-
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The Beginning

That was the beginning. The first moment of the first day of the first year without her.

I did not know then what that year would hold. I did not know about the grief, the anger, the silence of God. I did not know about the dreams, the visitations, the moments of grace. I did not know that I would learn to breathe again.

I only knew that she was gone, and that I was still here, and that nothing would ever be the same.

This book is the story of that year. The year I learned to breathe again.

One breath at a time.

—-
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The Morning I Knew
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Waking Before Dawn

I woke before dawn. The world was still dark, still quiet, still pretending that nothing had changed. But I knew. Even before I opened my eyes, before my mind could form the thought, I knew.

She was gone.

There is a knowing that comes without words. A deep, visceral understanding that settles into your bones before any news arrives. I had felt it once before—a strange premonition, a spiritual alert—but nothing like this. This was certainty. Absolute, undeniable, soul-level certainty.

I lay in bed, not moving, not thinking, just feeling. The absence was physical. It was a weight on my chest, a hole where something vital used to be. For twenty-three years, her presence had been the background music of my existence. Now there was silence.

The room was the same. The walls, the window, the light beginning to creep through the curtains. But the world was different. Some essential presence had been removed, and the universe itself seemed to be holding its breath, mourning, waiting.

I don't know how long I lay there. Minutes? Hours? Time had become meaningless. All I knew was that she was gone, and nothing would ever be the same.

—-
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The Hour Before Dawn

It was that liminal time—not quite night, not yet day. The hour when the world holds its breath, suspended between darkness and light. I had always loved this hour. My mother loved it too. She would rise before the sun to pray, and sometimes I would hear her voice drifting through the walls, speaking to God in the quiet.

I would lie in bed and listen. Her prayers were not loud or performative. They were intimate, conversational, as if God were in the room with her—which I believed He was. She would thank Him, ask Him, sometimes wrestle with Him. Her voice was the soundtrack of my mornings, the assurance that someone was watching over us before the day began.

But this morning was different. This morning, I listened for her voice and heard nothing. Not because she was sleeping, not because she was silent—but because she was no longer here to speak.

The realization hit me again, a wave crashing over already drowning lungs. She was gone. The woman who had prayed me into existence. The woman who named me Thapelo—prayer—because I was born of desperate intercession. The woman who had prepared me for this moment even as I refused to believe it would come.

She was gone.

—-

[image: ]


The Knowing That Came Without Words

How do you explain this to someone who has never experienced it? The certainty that settles over you, the absolute knowledge that someone you love has left this world—before anyone tells you, before any phone call comes, before any confirmation arrives.

It is not logical. It is not based on evidence or information. It is simply there—a truth that you know in your bones, in your blood, in your soul.

I had heard stories of such things. Twins who knew when the other died, miles away. Mothers who woke in the night at the exact moment their child passed. I had heard these stories and wondered if they were true.

Now I knew. They were true.

Something had shifted in the universe. Some connection had been severed. Some presence that had always been there suddenly was not. The world felt lighter, emptier, as if gravity itself had changed. I could feel her absence like a physical weight, like a hole in my chest where something vital used to be.

I did not question this knowing. I did not try to reason it away. I simply lay there and let it wash over me, let it settle into every corner of my being.

She was gone.

—-
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The Silence Where Her Voice Used to Be

I had grown so accustomed to the sounds of her presence. Her footsteps in the morning, moving toward the kitchen. Her voice calling my name. Her humming as she worked. The rustle of her Bible pages. The whispered prayers that were the background music of my childhood.

Now there was silence. Complete, absolute, overwhelming silence.

I strained to hear something—anything—that might be her. A creak in the hallway. A distant sound that could be her moving. My mind played tricks on me. Was that her? Did I hear something? For a split second, hope would flare. Then reality would crash in, and the silence would return.

The silence was not empty. It was full. Full of her absence. Full of memories. Full of love that had nowhere to go. The silence spoke, if I listened. It told me she was gone. It told me everything had changed. It told me that from this moment forward, my life would be measured in before and after.

Before this morning. After this morning.

Before the silence. After the silence.

—-
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Waiting for Confirmation

Even with the knowing, I waited. Part of me still hoped I was wrong. Hoped the knowing was just fear, just anxiety, just my imagination playing tricks on me after weeks of vigil. Hoped that she would wake up, that the illness would pass, that the prophecies would prove false.

I got up. The motions of morning were automatic—standing, walking to the window, watching the sun begin its climb. The world outside was ordinary. Birds sang. Neighbors began to stir. Life continued as if nothing had happened.

But something had happened. Everything had happened.

I made tea. I sat in the kitchen. I waited.

The house felt different. Not just quiet—hollow. As if its soul had departed. Every corner held memories. Her chair. Her cup. The spot where she would stand to cook. The place where she would sit to read her Bible. All of it was now marked by her absence.

I waited. The tea grew cold. The sun rose higher. The world continued its indifferent spin.

And then I heard footsteps. Not hers. Someone else's. Coming toward the house. Coming with purpose.

I knew before the door opened. I knew before I saw his face. I knew before he spoke a single word.

The waiting was over.

—-
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When Malome Came

It was Malome—my uncle, my mother's brother, Reuben Steven Mokone. A man of manifold wisdom, a steady presence in those dark days. He had loved his sister deeply. He loved her son. And he had come to do what no one else could do: confirm what I already knew.

I saw his face before he spoke. The grief was written there, etched into every line. He had been crying. He was trying to be strong, but his eyes betrayed him. They held the truth I had been carrying since before dawn.

He sat down across from me. For a moment, neither of us spoke. What words could possibly be adequate? What language exists for this moment?

Then he opened his mouth, and the words came.

"Your mother is gone."

Four words. Simple words. Words that had been spoken millions of times before, to millions of people, marking millions of losses. But these words were mine. These words changed everything.

I nodded. I did not cry, not then. I simply acknowledged what I already knew, accepted what I could not change, began the long process of living in a world without her physical presence.

"I know," I said. "I knew this morning."

Malome looked at me with understanding. He did not question how I knew. He simply accepted it. In our culture, such things are understood. The bond between mother and child does not break at death—it only transforms. And sometimes, in the moment of transformation, something passes between them that transcends ordinary knowing.

We sat together in silence. Two men who had lost the same woman—one a sister, one a mother. Two men who would now have to find a way forward without her.

—-
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The Strange Calm of Certainty

There was a strange calm in that moment. The waiting was over. The not-knowing was over. The desperate hoping could finally cease. What I had feared most had happened, and I was still here. I was still breathing. I was still alive.

The calm would not last. I knew that. The storm was coming. The waves of grief would crash over me again and again, and I would have to learn to swim in waters I had never navigated before.

But in that moment, there was calm. Certainty. A strange peace that came from knowing the worst had happened and I had not been destroyed.

I looked at Malome. "What do we do now?"

He shook his head slowly. "We breathe. One breath at a time. That's all we can do right now."

One breath at a time. I would learn, over the coming year, that this was the only way to survive. Not big strategies or grand plans. Just one breath, then another, then another. Learning to breathe again in a world without her.

I took a breath. Then another. Then another.

The first day had begun.

—-

[image: ]


The World Without Her

In the hours that followed, the world revealed itself to be indifferent to my loss. The sun continued to shine. People continued to go about their business. Life continued its relentless march forward.

I resented this at first. How could the world keep spinning when my world had stopped? How could people laugh and shop and argue about small things when she was gone? Did they not know? Did they not care?

But gradually, I understood. The world's indifference was not cruelty—it was mercy. If the world had stopped every time someone died, nothing would ever move forward. Life continues because it must. The living must keep living, even when the dead are gone.

And so I began the slow, painful process of rejoining a world that did not share my grief. A world that would never fully understand what I had lost. A world that expected me to keep going, keep functioning, keep being the person I had always been.

But I was not that person anymore. I could never be that person again. A version of me had died with her that morning. A new version was being born—one shaped by loss, marked by grief, but still breathing.

Still breathing.

Learning to breathe again.

—-
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What I Know Now That I Didn't Know Then

Looking back from years later, I understand things about that morning that I could not understand then.

I understand that the knowing I experienced was a gift. A moment of grace from a God who did not want me to be blindsided by the news. A final connection with my mother, reaching across the veil to prepare me for what was coming.

I understand that the calm I felt was not the absence of grief but the presence of grace. God's strength made perfect in my weakness. A peace that passed understanding, sustaining me for the storm ahead.

I understand that Malome's presence was providence. God knew I could not face that moment alone. He sent the right person, at the right time, with the right words—or rather, with the willingness to sit in silence when words were not enough.

I understand that the first breath I took after hearing the news was the first of millions I would take without her. Each one a small victory. Each one a step forward. Each one a declaration that love does not end with death—it only changes form.

She was gone. But she was not gone. The paradox of grief is that the one you have lost remains with you—in memory, in love, in the person you have become because of them.

I did not know this then. I only knew the absence, the silence, the weight on my chest.

But I was learning. One breath at a time, I was learning.

—-
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Reflections for the Reader

If you are reading this and have just lost someone, I want you to know:

The knowing you may have felt—the sense that something was wrong before you were told—was real. Trust it. It is a gift.

The calm you may feel in the first moments—the strange peace amidst the chaos—is grace. Receive it. It will not last, but it will carry you through the first hours.

The silence you now face—the absence of their voice, their presence, their love in physical form—is the hardest part. But listen closely. In the silence, you may begin to hear them differently. Not with your ears, but with your heart.

And the breathing—one breath at a time, one moment after another—is how you will survive. Not by being strong. Not by having answers. Not by rushing through grief. Just by breathing. One breath. Then another. Then another.

You are learning to breathe again.

It will take time. It will take tears. It will take grace.

But you will learn.

I know because I did.

—-
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Chapter 2
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The First Day

—-
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Moving Through Fog

The first day is a blur in my memory. Not because I don't remember it—but because remembering it is like trying to recall a dream while still half-asleep. The edges are soft. The timeline is scrambled. Some moments are burned into my mind with impossible clarity, while others have vanished entirely.

I remember fragments. Faces. Words. The way light fell through windows. The temperature of rooms. But I could not tell you the order of events, or how many hours passed between one thing and the next.

This is what shock does. It protects you. It wraps you in a fog that softens the sharp edges of reality, gives you just enough numbness to function when functioning seems impossible. I am grateful for that fog now. I do not know how I would have survived those first hours without it.

The morning after Malome came was a series of tasks, one after another. Phone calls to make. People to inform. Arrangements to begin. Each task was a small island of focus in a sea of unreality. I could do this one thing. Then I could do the next. Then the next.

I did not think about what any of it meant. I did not let myself feel the weight of it. I simply moved. One foot in front of the other. One task completed, then the next.

Moving through fog.

—-
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The Body Without Its Soul

Before the day truly began, before the phone calls and the visitors and the endless practicalities, I went to see her one last time.

She was still at the house, in the room where she had passed. They had not yet taken her body. I don't know why I needed to see her. Part of me wanted to prove to myself that it was real. Part of me needed to say goodbye. Part of me hoped, irrationally, that I would find her sleeping, that the knowing had been wrong.

I opened the door slowly. The room was quiet, still, filled with the kind of silence that only death can bring. She lay on the bed, covered with a sheet. Someone had closed her eyes, arranged her hands. She looked peaceful. Calm. As if she were sleeping.

I approached slowly, each step heavier than the last. When I reached her side, I stood for a long moment, just looking at her face. The lines of worry and care had smoothed away. She looked younger, somehow, lighter. Death had erased the burdens she carried in life and left only peace behind.

But I knew she was not there.

Her body was present, but she was not. The essence of her—the spirit, the soul, the animating force—had departed. What remained was a shell, an empty container, a vessel that no longer held its occupant.

I reached out and touched her face. It was cold. Not the coolness of sleep, but the cold of absence. The cold of departure. The cold of death. I had known her warmth my entire life—the warmth of her cheek against mine, the warmth of her hand holding mine, the warmth of her embrace when I needed comfort. That warmth was gone. Only cold remained.

I pulled my hand back quickly, shocked by the difference, by the finality it represented. She was gone. Her body remained, but she was gone.

I don't know how long I stood there. Minutes? An hour? Time had no meaning in that room. Eventually, I spoke to her. Not aloud—I couldn't find my voice. But in my mind, I said the things I needed to say.

Thank you. For everything. For praying me into existence. For loving me unconditionally. For preparing me for this moment, even when I refused to believe it would come.

I will be okay. Not today. Not tomorrow. But eventually. Because you prepared me. Because your faith became mine. Because you will never really leave.

I love you. I will always love you. Wait for me.

I kissed her forehead. It was cold. I turned and walked out of the room.

I did not look back.

—-
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The Prayer That Balanced My Inner Self

Before I left the room, I did one more thing. I prayed.

It was not a formal prayer. Not the kind of prayer you learn in church or read in books. It was just me, standing there, talking to God in the presence of my mother's body.

Lord, she is with You now. I don't understand why You took her so soon. I don't understand why she had to suffer. I don't understand a lot of things. But I know she believed in You. I know she trusted You. I know she is safe with You.

Help me. Help me survive this. Help me honor her. Help me become the person she always believed I could be.

Be with me. I can't do this alone.

I don't know why, but that prayer changed something in me. Not the grief—that remained, heavy and real. But the chaos inside me settled, just a little. The swirling emotions found a center. I was not okay. But I was going to be okay. Eventually. With help. With grace. One step at a time.
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