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Something disrupted Francis’ dream, pulling his six-year-old mind from slumber. His thoughts tumbled, caught between waking and sleep, as the dream he had been experiencing slipped quietly back into his subconscious.

“I don’t belong here,” he muttered sleepily.

He rubbed his small hands across his eyes, feeling somewhat confused, then brushed a hand through his wavy brown hair.

As his mind cleared and his eyes adjusted, he was startled to find his grandmother’s toothy smile just inches from his face. Her light blue eyes stared wide from behind her thin gold-rimmed glasses. The strong scent of coffee and cigarettes lingered on her breath, giving him a strange sense of familiar comfort.

She leaned back, her smile persisting, as he peered around in confusion, trying to gain a firmer grasp on his surroundings. The dream he’d been having was fading, and he could now only remember being surrounded by a vast blackness, the rest of the details having slipped away.

“What’s going on?” he asked between breaths as he lifted his head.

He squinted against the light coming from the hallway as he glanced around his small, dimly lit bedroom.

With confusion, he turned to his grandmother, Adele, who sat on the edge of his bed, quietly smiling.

She was a slim woman, with a soft, rounded face and wavy grey hair pulled into a ponytail, a few loose strands falling across her forehead.

“Wha... What’s going on, Grandma?” he asked again, letting out a long breath. But his grandmother continued to sit in silence, mysteriously grinning, her eyes radiating excitement.

Although she often woke him in the mornings, something about this moment felt different, and it was most apparent in the expression she wore.

Her reluctance to answer sparked a sudden childish wonder within him, causing him to jolt awake and sit up. He kicked his legs, scrambling himself across the bed and tangling the blankets as he pushed himself against the wall. He stared at her, wide-eyed, convinced she must be hiding something special.

“Don’t you know what day it is?” his grandmother finally spoke, then turned and glanced at the calendar hanging on the far wall, her eyebrows raised in playful questioning.

Francis quickly turned his attention and jumped off his bed, his orange pajamas flapping around his ankles as his small feet pattered across the wooden floorboards.

He studied the dates, unsure what he was looking for, especially since he didn’t even know what day it was. He peered back at his grandmother, bobbing up and down, bending his little knees in hope of a clue.

“Look at the fourteenth, Francis,” she urged him, smiling calmly, but offering no further clues about what she wanted him to figure out.

He turned back and stared carefully at the numbers, scanning each small box until he spied a drawn picture of a cake in one of the squares. He felt slightly embarrassed that he had missed it before.

“Grandma, it’s your birthday?” he shouted excitedly, quickly scooting over to her and throwing his arms around her legs. “Happy birthday, Grandma.”

“No, no, silly. It’s a very special boy’s sixth birthday today.”

His green eyes grew wide as he stared at her, stunned with surprise, unable to speak.

“It’s your birthday, Francis,” she finally exclaimed.

The announcement immediately excited him, filling him with a renewed rush of energy. He wiggled and hopped, dancing in place, swinging his arms wildly before abruptly freezing in his spot.

“Is it actually my birthday, Grandma?” he asked, even though he knew she wouldn’t lie to him. Still, he knew she liked to play tricks from time to time.

She reached over and gently pinched his nose, giving it a light twist before raising her pinky. This was just one of the quirky things his grandmother did that oddly brought him joy.

“I would never lie to you,” she said, smiling with a joyful spark in her eyes.

“Yay,” he cheered, hugging her legs once more.

But just as suddenly as his excitement had surfaced, it quickly faded. He pulled away as a sudden realization overtook him, filling his heart with sorrow. His grandmother’s face softened with sympathy. He knew she understood what his mind had brought to the surface.

“Francis?” she called to him, but he kept his eyes fixed on his feet. “Come here.”

Francis climbed back onto the bed, leaning into his grandmother’s open arms, which she wrapped around him, giving him the warmth and security he needed.

“It’s okay. It’s alright. We don’t need to think about those things right now. Let’s just focus on the good things, okay?”

She squeezed him tighter, but it couldn’t stop the sadness that was overtaking him.

“I wish Mommy was here.”

His grandmother sighed.

Since the day he was born, his grandmother had been the only mother figure he’d ever known, and essentially his only parental figure, as his father, though physically present, was always emotionally absent.

“I know, sweetheart. It’s okay. Do you remember what I always tell you?”

“That there’s a reason for everything,” he replied, though he questioned the truth in this idea.

“That’s right. There’s a reason for everything that happens. Sometimes we can’t see it, and it seems unfair, but there has to be a very good reason for all of this. And you know what else?”

She leaned him back slightly, just enough to look into his eyes as she waited for his answer.

“I’m going to be a great person and do great things,” he recited, recalling the words she told him almost daily.

“You’re so smart. Fate has an amazing plan for you, and your life. You’re going to be an important person, Francis. You’re going to do great things. You’ll see, but it’s all going to take time. There’s a reason for everything, even this.”

She pulled him close, hugging him tightly. In return, he wrapped his small arms around her as far as they could reach, his head pressed against her shoulder.

“Remember, you have a lot of people who love you, and they’re always looking out for you,” she said, then added, “more than I ever had. God only knows how horrible my childhood was. But let’s not talk about that right now.”

“You love me, right, Grandma?” he asked, knowing the answer but wanting reassurance.

“Yes, of course,” she replied, her head reeling back as if offended by the question. “And I’ll always be here to protect you. You might not be able to depend on anyone else, but you can always depend on your grandmother. And you know who else?”

He gazed at her silently, waiting to hear the familiar words he’d been told since his earliest memories.

“Your mother,” she continued, “she’s always looking after you. She loves you very much. In fact, I can guarantee that she’s one of your guardian angels. Maybe that’s why God took her to heaven. I know she’s always looking out for you, so always be on your best behaviour, okay?”

“I will,” he promised, feeling overwhelmed by the thought of his mother and God constantly spying on him. He wondered if this included going to the bathroom but decided it was best not to ask.

“Does Dad love me?”

“Of course he does,” his grandmother answered, but there was hesitation in her response, followed by a sigh. “He just... doesn’t always show it.”

“I don’t know if he really does. I really wish he would tell me.”

He peered up at her, his eyes on the verge of tears, as his small mouth pouted and a trembling sigh escaped.

“He will, Francis,” his grandmother responded, then pulled him into her arms again, gently rubbing his back. “He will. Just give him some time, okay? One day you’ll look back on this moment, and it’ll all be a distant memory because everything will be better, and you’ll see that you had nothing to worry about.”

She held him for a short while, rocking him gently, until she suddenly leaned him away, her hands held firmly on his shoulders. Her eyes sparked with excitement once more.

“Hey, what are we still doing here? Come on, I have something waiting for you in the kitchen.”

“Is it my present?” he asked, finding new energy in her joy, as he tried hard to push aside his earlier anxieties.

“Not yet. First, you have to eat your special breakfast,” she declared, her eyebrows raising playfully as she tapped him lightly on the nose.

Francis’ eyes widened with excitement, and in a flash, he dashed toward the door, his earlier thoughts now shoved to the back of his mind to be sorted later.

“Come on, Grandma,” he called to her gleefully, before racing out of the room and down the stairs.
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Francis greedily shovelled food into his mouth, barely taking time to chew between bites.

When he first entered the kitchen, his eyes had widened at the sight of the largest stack of French toast he’d ever seen, piled high in the centre of the table. It was accompanied by bowls of fresh fruit and whipped cream. French toast was his favourite, his go-to for any special occasion breakfast, and he could never seem to get enough of it.

The kitchen was brightly lit, sunlight pouring through the window above the sink while his grandmother’s small radio softly played music beside it.

The kitchen table, white with speckled gold dots, was surrounded by chairs of the same design. It stood on a linoleum floor meant to mimic white marble, though it fooled no one. Still, it was a notable contrast to the wooden floors that stretched through the rest of the house.

“Eat up, little man,” his grandmother said, sitting sideways in her chair and admiring him with joy as she lit a cigarette. “And remember, I have another surprise for you,” she added, then turned her head upward and let out a long exhale of grey smoke.

Francis’ eyes widened as he straightened himself, his mind racing at the thought of what could be next.

“What is it?” he asked with a mouth full, as he swayed back and forth, unable to contain his excitement.

“Wait until I’m done here, and then you’ll find out,” she teased, raising an eyebrow and grinning slyly.

She leaned her head back and exhaled another long stream of smoke. Francis watched her with delight, thinking she looked like one of those Hollywood starlets from the old black-and-white movies they sometimes watched late at night. He knew she was taking joy in the fact that the anticipation was getting to him.

“Ooh, I like this song,” he suddenly cheered, now distracted as Eddie Rabbitt began playing on the radio.

“You do? Well then, let’s turn it up.”

His grandmother walked over to the radio and raised the volume, letting the music fill the room.

She began to wiggle and dance, then took him by the hands and raised him off his chair to join her.

He watched her slide her feet back and forth, wiggling her hips. Then she gracefully turned in a circle, one hand on her side while the other swung a hand towel over her head.

Stopping, she pointed to him, signalling it was his turn. He wildly swung his hips, his face serious and focused, unaware that he looked more like he was battling some invisible monster than dancing.

“Yeah, you got it, Francis,” his grandmother cheered, sitting back in her seat and watching him as the song continued.

As the song ended he came to an abrupt stop, his chest heaving, now overwhelmed with energy.

“Hey, I wrote a song for Daddy. Do you think he’ll want to hear it?”

“Well,” his grandmother paused, then picked up the lit cigarette still burning in the ashtray. “You know how your father is...” She paused, then seemed to backtrack. “No... of course, I’m sure he’ll love it.”

Francis did know how his father was, all too well, and the thought now sent his mood spiralling downward. When it came to his dad, he was trapped in a constant tug-of-war between joy and sadness, each side pulling at him relentlessly.

“Hey,” his grandmother erupted, noticing the sudden shift in his emotions. “Just remember, your grandmother is always here for you. Even if everyone else turns against you, you can always count on me. I’ve always been the one to protect you, remember that. I’m the one you can count on to love you, no matter what. So you have nothing to worry about.”

He turned back to her and attempted to smile through his sadness.

“I know, Grandma.”

It was then that the floorboards above them creaked, and both their eyes turned to the ceiling. Francis felt a rise of anxiety at the sound of movement overhead.

“Speak of the devil, sounds like Bill’s awake,” his grandmother sighed, exhaling another stream of grey smoke with force. She stamped out the remains of her cigarette in the ashtray and paused, seeming lost in thought.

“Hey, I have an idea. Do you want to do me a big favour and take your dad his breakfast?” she asked, pointing to a tray on the counter, her tone sounding almost uncertain.

He hesitated, turning to glance at the tray, then back at her.

“Um... okay,” he answered with reluctance, his mind filled with uncertainty. The thought of facing his father made him nervous, but he really didn’t want to disappoint his grandmother.

“It’ll be alright,” she reassured him, then lowered her gaze to meet his eyes. “Just remember, I have another surprise for you still.”

She smiled, and he couldn’t help but smile back, though only slightly. He was still unsure about this task, but he wanted to make his grandmother proud.

He grabbed the dark wooden tray with the plate covered in tinfoil from the counter and turned toward the archway that separated the kitchen from the living room.

“Are you gonna make it up the stairs with that?” his grandmother asked as she settled back into her chair.

“I’ll be alright, Grandma,” he reassured her.

“Just be brave, okay?”

He strained as he exited the kitchen and entered the living room. His small arms were already beginning to shake, his concern growing with each step.

Maybe today will be different, he thought as he reached the stairs. Maybe today his dad would finally reach out and hug him, or better yet, call him son. This new sense of optimism filled him with a sudden urgency and strength.

He climbed the stairs with care, one by one, lifting himself higher with each step. His arms trembled with every subtle movement, and at one point, his heart jolted when the tray tipped slightly, the plate and utensils sliding across the wooden surface with a harsh rasp, nearly tipping over the edge.

Taking the last step with extra caution, he reached the top landing. Turning, he looked back down, admiring his achievement. Never had the climb felt so dangerous or so long, but then again, he had never been trusted with this balancing act before.

He continued his journey down the hallway toward the door at the end, his dad’s bedroom.

The door was slightly ajar, and faint music, old country, as his grandmother called it, seeped from inside. The singer wailed a sorrowful tune, and from what Francis could tell, it was a song about lost love.

With each step closer to his dad’s room, his heart, along with his feet, grew heavier with unease. Each step seemed to cut his breath a little shorter, each inch closer raising his anxiety.

He now wished he had refused his grandmother’s request.

Most of the time, his dad was quiet and indifferent toward him, but on bad days, which had become more frequent lately, he would raise his voice, and that scared Francis.

Still, he always held onto hope for his father’s affection. He was determined that one day he would break through his dad’s walls and receive the love he so desperately wanted.

He paused in front of the door, staring at the tin-foiled plate, gathering his strength. He was scared, his heart feeling like it could burst from his chest at any moment.

He had tried so hard to connect with his dad in the past, always giving more than he ever got back. Still, he refused to give up, because he loved his dad, and he believed his dad must love him too, even if it was buried somewhere deep inside.

So he always made sure to give his dad hugs, or at least try, and remind him that he loved him. Most times, it ended with a wordless grumble and a gentle shove to the side, but occasionally his dad would wait for him to let go before walking away.

Francis was certain that one day his dad would return those hugs, hold him in his arms, and say the words he longed to hear: I love you, son. It was what Francis wanted most in the world, and he knew his dad would say it one day.

Maybe today was that day. Perhaps today everything would change. He smiled at the thought.

Francis returned from his thoughts, staring blankly at the tray in his hands as he stood before the door. He took a deep breath to steady himself, just as the music stopped, leaving behind a lingering silence.

He hesitated, peeking through the small gap between the door and the frame, watching as an arm reached out to place another record on the turntable. The static started again, followed by Hank Williams singing about how lonesome he was. Francis liked this one, even though the man sounded terribly depressed.

With another deep breath, he gathered his courage and pushed open the door completely.

He found his dad, Bill, sitting at the foot of his bed, staring at the framed picture on his nightstand, a picture of Sarah, Francis’ mother, the only photo of her allowed in the house. In his dad’s hand was a brown bottle, nearly empty, probably left over from the night before.

His dad took a swig, tilting his head back to finish the last drops, his face cringing slightly. Francis watched him with a mix of sympathy and uncertainty. He knew the burden on his dad’s heart, because it was the same one that weighed on his.

This day, his birthday, should have been one of the happiest days of his childhood, but instead, it was a constant reminder of his mother’s absence. A reminder that his life had begun and hers had ended.
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Francis stood frozen, watching his father, who sat silently on the edge of his bed, gazing at a small framed picture of Francis’ mother. The portrait captured her from above the shoulders, but even from where he stood, Francis could clearly see her vivid green eyes. Her high cheekbones accentuated a gentle, genuine smile that radiated kindness. Her long, light blonde hair was delicately tucked behind one ear and flowed down in front of her shoulders.

She was beautiful, and in Francis’ eyes, she was the flawless image of a mother, one who could never be more than a perfect picture that neither aged nor scolded.

With a feeble attempt, his dad struggled to place the empty brown bottle he had in his hand back on the nightstand. It landed with a heavy thud before tipping over and dropping to the wooden floor without breaking. The bottle rolled in an arc before bumping into Francis’ foot and coming to a stop.

His dad’s eyes had followed the bottle as it rolled away, and now sat glaring at him. He stared with heavy breaths, his expression filled with quiet conviction. His dark hair, slightly unruly, fell in waves just above his forehead. Beneath the rough stubble along his faintly squared jaw was a frown that warned Francis he was not wanted here.

His dad wiped a hand across his nose, never once breaking his gaze on him.

Francis knew better than to say anything. His hope that today would be the day his dad showed him compassion quickly dissipated. Feeling it was safer to stay silent, he kept his eyes down and placed the tray gently on the nightstand beside the picture without uttering a word or glancing up. His dad looked away, staring with defeat at the photo once again.

Francis turned and was about to leave when a spark of childish optimism flickered inside him. Maybe this really could be his moment. Perhaps his dad would finally say the words he longed to hear. Maybe they would finally connect.

“Daddy?” he asked, turning to face his dad.

His dad tore his gaze away from the picture, his deep-set eyes now fixed on him once more with a quiet but unmistakable judgment. Within his dad’s glare, Francis saw intense emotional pain, making him take a step back.

“Dadd...”

“What do you want?” his dad scowled, his voice slurred and calm, the strong scent of alcohol heavy in the air.

Francis thought of his song and dance, and despite the warnings going off in his head, he decided to go through with it. He had to try.

He stiffly swung an arm to the side as he began.

“Dad...dy, you’re the greatest,” he paused nervously, his dad’s grimace still fixed on him. “You... you mean so much to me.”

His dad gave a long, exasperated breath and turned away, staring once again at the framed picture.

“I... I hope you love me,” Francis whispered, his voice fading along with his hope.

His dad didn’t respond.

“Daddy?”

His dad slowly turned again to look at him, his dim, reddened eyes pooling with tears. Francis waited for a reaction, yearning for his dad to take him into his arms, hoping they could cry together and somehow ease each other’s pain.

With a sigh, his dad turned his tired gaze to the floor, his eyes moving as if watching an unseen drama unfold before him. He inhaled deeply through his nose and began to sorrowfully hum a song.

Francis watched with confusion, wondering about the thoughts that presently haunted his dad’s mind.

“Your mother would always hum that tune,” his dad began, his voice quiet. “She hummed it the entire time I knew her. I asked her what it was or where she’d heard it,” he said, shaking his head slowly, “but she never told me. She would just smile, before giving me a kiss, and continuing to hum it.”

His dad gave a sad smile, still caught in his daze as he stared at the wooden floorboards.

“That tune haunts me. It plays in my head every day, over and over, and I still don’t know what it was. But it reminds me of her.” His dad turned and looked at him. “She even hummed it to you when you were inside her.”

Francis didn’t know what to say. This was the first time his dad had ever spoken about his mother, and it was the most words his dad had spoken to him in as long as he could remember.

“There was nothing,” his dad continued, swallowing hard, “no warning, no reason, nothing that I could have foreseen. I was helpless... and useless, as I’ve always been. I couldn’t save her. I had to wait alone in that hospital hallway. I wasn’t even beside her when she passed. They made me wait in that hall. Time seemed to stretch on forever, and that tune... her tune, kept playing in my mind, in her voice, as if she were trying to comfort me.”

His father’s face twisted in pain as tears began to fall.

“I should’ve been there with her. I should’ve held her hand as she passed. But they wouldn’t let me in. I should’ve demanded to be there, but I was a fucking coward.”

“Grandma says there’s a reason for everything,” Francis murmured.

“Bullshit,” his dad snapped. “Don’t believe that crap. It’s just lies to make you feel better. Make-believe, magic bullshit.”

His dad wiped at his tears, trying to regain composure. His eyes widened as he stared deeply into the picture in his hand, lifting the frame closer to his face.

“She had the gentlest smile. So delicate. But she also had this strength inside of her that I never saw anyone break. She kept me going. She pulled me from the desperation I was lost in. She saved me.”

He let out a trembling breath through his nose.

“It was too much... I put too much dependence on her. I should’ve been stronger, but I wasn’t. I needed her love, her strength,” he said, shaking his head while violently sniffing back tears. “I was weak.”

His dad paused, his gaze lowered, before turning his eyes back to him.

“I’ll be honest, I wasn’t sure if I even wanted a kid. I can almost confidently tell you that I didn’t, not after the life I had.” His eyes shifted away. “But your mother did. She was adamant about it. So I gave in. I could never say no to her. And I know it’s bad to say, but I’d trade your life for hers in a heartbeat. Hate me for saying it. Hate me for thinking it. Because that’s probably all I deserve.”

He stared into Francis’ eyes, his face looking older and more defeated than Francis had ever seen him.

“I’m sorry, Daddy. I miss Mommy too.”

“What do you know about any of it?” his dad whispered. “Sorry doesn’t mean anything coming from you.”

His dad gave a small, breathy laugh that was almost a sigh as he turned back to the picture.

“You don’t miss your mom. And you know how I know?”

His dad’s voice was calm, almost as if offering life advice, words of wisdom. Even at his young age, Francis could sense the bitterness beneath his father’s tone.

There was a pause as his dad turned to look at him again, and Francis felt a sudden wave of fear, not from his dad directly, but from what his dad might say next.

He watched as droplets pooled in his dad’s red eyes, trembling before one finally fell.

“Because you have no idea who she was,” his dad said matter-of-factly. “You have no idea what she was like. Her smile, her eyes, her soft voice, her persistence and drive... Her gentle touch.”

His dad grabbed the framed picture from the nightstand and held it close to Francis’ face.

“To you, she’s just a picture,” he said, his voice hushed but filled with malice. “A smiling face that’ll never be anything more than stories in your head.”

Francis stared sorrowfully at his mother’s smiling face behind the glass in the frame.

His dad was right. He would never know her. He would never feel the warmth of her hugs, the comfort of her words. He would never know her love.

Francis’ eyes twitched, and his vision refocused. His mother’s face blurred, and he could now only see his own reflection, saddened and distorted, mirrored in the glass held in the frame.

Francis’ eyes lowered to the floor, wide and tearful, as his mouth began to tremble.

“Daddy, I’m sorry. I do miss Mommy.”

His dad turned away from him.

Francis couldn’t hold his tears back any longer, he was breaking. Still, somewhere in his heart, there remained a small sliver of childish hope that his dad would take him into his arms. It was faint, but it was still there.

“I’m sorry,” Francis repeated through his quivering sobs.

His dad said nothing. Instead, he continued to ignore him, staring at the picture as old country crackled from the record player.

“Daddy, please,” Francis repeated, taking a step forward, desperate to give his dad a hug.

But without even looking, his dad extended an arm and pushed him away.

“Please say something, Daddy,” he softly pleaded, hoping his dad would see that he was hurting just as much.

“Get out.”
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The radio beside Adele softly played her gospel tape as she cleaned. She was washing the dishes, smiling as she watched a small group of birds perch on a branch swaying in the backyard. It was a beautiful day outside, one she had prayed so desperately for the night before.

“Thank you, Lord, for this day, and for my small town of Fairmount.”

Fairmount, where she lived, was a mid-sized town of about sixteen thousand, bigger than the nearby farming communities yet far from city life. It had parks, a modest downtown, a few factories for work, and even a movie theatre, a rare luxury out here. The nearest city, Castleton, lay an hour northwest, where most of the youth eventually moved to after high school.

To Adele, Fairmount had everything she needed, without the crime, noise, or temptations of a bigger city.

She paused, her thoughts drifting to the past as she recalled viewing her home for the first time with her late husband, Henry, which now felt like a different life.

They had bought this home and moved to Fairmount with hopes of raising a family, and in that first year, they welcomed their son William, named after her father. Life had seemed so promising back then.

But things eventually changed. Henry’s drinking worsened, and the man she married slowly disappeared, replaced by someone harsher and more violent. She never admitted to knowing what had caused the change in her husband, though deep down, she had always known. Still, she never gave up hope. She stood by Henry, believing it was her duty as his wife.

Through all the heartache, she remained by her husband’s side, enduring his outbursts and abuse, clinging to the dream of bringing back the man she had first met. But he never did return. Instead, she watched him sink deeper into his anger and drinking until a heart attack finally claimed his life.

“May you have peace, Henry,” she whispered to herself as she continued scrubbing.

She paused, gazing at the fork she was washing, and wondered how different life might have been if things had gone as she once envisioned. But she quickly dismissed the thought, knowing she couldn’t change the past or its outcome.

She also knew most modern women would have disagreed with her choice to stay with her husband, but she was old-fashioned, a woman who believed in the traditional ways. Still, she wasn’t entirely opposed to change. She could acknowledge that many positive strides had been made over the years. She just didn’t allow herself to get too caught up in politics or the hassle of modern thinking.

She drifted back to the present as she placed the last cup onto the dish rack, just as Francis returned.

He entered the room quietly, avoiding eye contact, caught in a disheartened daze. She could see that he had been crying.

Adele had feared something terrible might happen by sending him to deliver his father’s breakfast, yet she had held onto hope that Bill might reach out to Francis with some sympathy on this emotional day.

She sighed, taking her seat at the table and lighting a cigarette.

“What’s wrong? What happened, dear?”

Francis joined her at the table without a word, seeming lost in thought.

She sighed and gave him a moment to gather himself.

Bill hadn’t always been like he was now. For the most part, he was quiet and withdrawn, and for most of Francis’ six years, he had simply ignored the boy, almost as though Francis didn’t exist. Adele knew Bill’s resentment toward his son was rooted in Sarah’s death, a misplaced anger she could never reason him out of. Still, he had never been excessively cruel or abusive to Francis, and for that, she was thankful.

She took a drag from her cigarette as she watched him, exhaling the smoke from the corner of her mouth while her mind continued to wander.

Bill worked at the automotive plant just outside Fairmount, a decent job that paid more than enough to keep the household running. But lately, layoffs had become common, and she saw the strain of it wearing him down. This uncertainty only seemed to fuel his anxiety, as well as his drinking.

In the past month, Bill’s quiet demeanour had changed, showing traces of the same anger she had once seen in Henry, and her concern for her son had grown.

“Francis?” she asked again, leaning over to his eye level.

He remained silent, and Adele let out a tired sigh that was more worry than frustration.

Perhaps she didn’t have all the answers. But she knew the man Bill was becoming wasn’t the son she had raised. Somewhere within him, she still believed her son was a good person, and that one day she would see it again.

“Are you okay?”

Francis turned his eyes to meet hers, and in them, Adele could sense the pain in his heart. Such heavy burdens for a child, far more than any boy his age should bear.

His eyes drifted downward, his mouth quivered, trying to hold back the anguish that wanted to escape, anguish that, if left unchecked, might burst out in anger later in life.

The sound of old country grew louder from upstairs, mixed with the faint echoes of Bill’s voice, attempting to sing through choked emotion.

“Oh, Francis. It’s okay, Grandma has you.”

Adele quickly stubbed out her cigarette, then went over and threw her arms around her grandson’s thin frame. His head rested on her shoulder, and before she could say more, he let out a small, squeaky sob followed by warm tears that soaked into her shirt.

She scolded herself for sending him upstairs, especially on this day. But she had desperately hoped, perhaps foolishly, that Bill would’ve reached out to Francis. She should’ve known better and now felt responsible.

They held each other for a good five minutes, Francis’ grip never loosening as he cried, his sobs shaking his small body. She didn’t always have the right words, but she could always be his support.

When his sobs finally subsided, Francis pulled back slightly.

She held his shoulders, studying his face. His mouth was pressed into a small pout, his lip quivering, as a stream of snot flowed from his nose.

“Did you get it all out?”

She lifted his face, until their eyes met, then wiped his nose with a tissue from her pocket.

Adele gently placed her hand on Francis’ cheek, looking into his eyes while trying to force a comforting smile. He nuzzled into her hand, still pouting. In his dependence, she found a bittersweet comfort, his need for her support and love sustaining her with an odd sense of purpose.

“Don’t you worry, Grandma will always be here for you. I’ll always be here to catch you, okay? I love you, Francis. I love you with all my heart. You know that, don’t you?” she said, still cradling his cheek.

He nodded.

Such a small, beautiful face, she thought, so full of hope. In a better world, he would have been the happiest boy, always kind, always eager to make others smile. Even when he thought of himself, it seemed impossible for him to be selfish. To her, he was perfect.

It was a shame that Bill was too lost in his own torment to see it, trapped in the same darkness that had smothered his youth. She feared that one day, Francis might end up like his father, lost and bitter.

Still, she believed there was something stronger in Francis, a powerful thirst for love that set him apart. She often wondered if it came from his mother’s side. Adele feared that in today’s world, his kindness could be seen as a weakness, something others might take advantage of as he grew older. So she felt it was her duty to guide him, to protect him from the world, and keep him close under her wing.

“Who loves you the most?” she asked with a playful smile.

She grabbed Francis’ nose gently between her thumb and finger, giving it a playful twist before holding up her pinky.

His eyes brightened slightly as he glanced between her pinky and her eyes, a fragile smile breaking through his tears. He lunged at her, almost knocking her back as he wrapped his arms tightly around her neck.

“I love you so much, Grandma,” he shouted beside her ear.

“I love you too, Francis. You scared me, I thought I’d lost you.”

She held him tight in her arms.

The music from upstairs grew louder, echoing through the floorboards.

“Hey, what are we still doing here? It’s your birthday, remember? Let’s go have some fun,” she cheered, trying to lift the mood, wincing slightly as she raised herself from the floor.

“Yeah,” Francis shouted, jumping to his feet.

“Yeah,” Adele repeated, flailing her arms back and forth, trying to be as lively as she could. “Let’s go get some ice cream, run through the park, and maybe...” she paused, giving him a sly smile before turning her head and peering at him from the corner of her eye.

“What? What is it, Grandma?” Francis asked eagerly, his head darting back and forth in excitement. “Tell me, Grandma, please.”

“Well, I was thinking, perhaps we could make a special stop at a certain pet store on the way home.”

She knew this would thrill him. The pet store had become their routine stop, the one place where Francis could momentarily forget his worries.

He loved visiting the animals, especially the fish. There was one in particular, a fat little goldfish, that he had longed for. Each visit, he would rush to the back of the store, where the aquariums were kept in a dimly lit corner. He would kneel down, press his face close to the glass, and greet his little friend. Adele had rarely seen him as happy as when he visited that fish. It was a simple, innocent joy she couldn’t help but envy.

Francis jumped into the air, holding onto her hands and shouting, barely able to catch his breath between words.

“Really, Grandma, really? Please don’t tease me.”

“Well, we’ll just have to see, now won’t w...”

Before Adele could finish, a loud thud came from upstairs. Either Bill had fallen, or he had stomped hard on the floor.

Adele hadn’t realized, but her face had turned into a scowl as she glanced toward the ceiling.

“Grandma?”

“Hey, let’s get out of here before the bear gets out of his cave,” she said, trying to add a bit of humour to an otherwise tense situation.

“Yes,” Francis exclaimed as he skipped toward the living room.

Abruptly, he stopped and turned back, his eyes serious. She knew what he was about to ask.

“And, Grandma, can we visit Mommy today?”

Her mouth softened into a thin, compassionate smile.

“Of course we can, dear. We’ll even pick up some flowers on the way. Now hurry upstairs so we can get ready to go.”

A faint smile reappeared on Francis’ face, not as bright as before, but a smile nonetheless.

She watched as he climbed the stairs and disappeared from view.
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Chapter 5
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Adele sank onto the couch, exhausted from the morning’s events. With Francis upstairs getting dressed, she allowed herself a moment. She had known this would be a trying day, but hadn’t expected to feel this drained so soon.

Upstairs, she heard Bill walking in the hallway, followed by a door closing and the sound of the shower starting.

Drained by her weariness, she almost missed the sudden knock on the door.

She slowly lifted herself off the couch, careful not to twist, and went to answer it, concerned about who it could be.

When she opened the door, she was greeted by a pale woman wearing a dark skirt and beige jacket equipped with shoulder pads.

“Good morning, Mrs....,” the woman in the business suit began, lifting the folder she held against her chest and glancing at it briefly before lowering it again. “Mrs. Fi-ch, I hope I pronounced that right. Can I come in?”

Adele had always disliked the modern business look for women. To her, it felt like they were trying too hard to prove their power and dominance, hiding behind fashion that only exposed their insecurities. In Adele’s eyes, women should face challenges with quiet confidence, not by imitating what they sought to overcome. Along with the outfit, the woman’s short dark hair felt like yet another symptom of this struggle.

“It’s pronounced fish, like the things that swim in water. What is this about?” Adele answered abruptly, making it clear this intrusion was far from welcomed.

Adele pressed herself between the partially open door and the frame, blocking the entrance. The woman craned her neck, trying to peer around Adele’s shoulder as if searching for something hidden inside.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the woman replied, dragging her words with a smile. “I’m Miss Farrah Whitaker. I’m from Child Services.”

The last two words hit Adele like a blow to the chest, squeezing her heart and catching her breath in her throat.

“What is this about?” Adele’s tone turned serious, her gaze sharpening as if she were facing a predator that had come for her grandson. The Big Bad Wolf disguised in a power suit, ready to take her poor Francis away.

Miss Whitaker opened her mouth to answer, her smile plastered on her face. But before she could speak, a small head squeezed between Adele’s hip and the doorframe.

“Who’s here, Grandma?” Francis asked, his head darting back and forth between her and the woman.

The woman’s expression softened as she crouched to his eye level.

“You must be Francis. Your grandmother and I have a few things to talk over. But it’s nothing to be alarmed about.”

With her last sentence, the woman had straightened and directed her words more toward Adele.

Reluctantly, Adele stepped aside. Her lips tightened, drained of their colour, as her eyes followed the woman who now stepped past her into the living room.

Miss Whitaker’s head slowly turned back and forth, surveying the room like a child entering a new place, eager to take in every detail. Adele knew this was an attempt to find something out of place.

The woman paused by the pictures on the small table near the front window, scanning each one while hugging her folder. She picked one up and turned it toward them with a polite smile that showed her approval.

Adele forced her own smile, though she hated every moment of this interaction.

“I see you two are very close,” Miss Whitaker said, her tone cheerful, though it felt more like a probing question than a friendly observation.

“Me and Grandma are best friends. She takes good care of me.”

“That’s enough, Francis. Can you go to your room, please?” Adele interjected firmly, wearing a stern look she rarely used, one she saved for moments like this.

Francis’ smile faded slightly, and Adele could see the poor boy was confused by her sudden shift in tone. He turned to head back upstairs, but before he could move, Miss Whitaker’s arm shot out, blocking his way.

“Actually, Francis, I’d like you to stay. I have a few quick questions for you.”

The woman’s smile widened, revealing her gleaming white teeth.

Adele’s blood pressure rose, but she knew she had to play by the Wolf’s rules if they were to survive this unscathed.

“You want to ask me questions?” he asked, his voice squeaking with a mix of childish wonder and innocence.

Adele could see that Francis was unaware of the seriousness of the situation. He had no idea how much power this woman carried over their lives. Still, she knew she had to play along.

“Well then, it seems only proper if I offer you something to drink. Coffee, tea, juice?” Adele offered, trying to maintain politeness, though her voice came out strained. She knew she had no power in this battle and had to keep her cool.

“Thank you, I would love a coffee, if it isn’t too much trouble,” Miss Whitaker responded, her tone rising with a fake warmth as she tilted her head slightly to the side.

To Adele, it felt as if the house had suddenly turned into a stage and they were now all actors forced to perform.

Adele excused herself and walked to the kitchen. She knew it was risky to leave Francis alone with the social worker, but she also knew she had to show there was nothing to hide, that everything was perfectly ordinary.

As soon as she reached the sink and believed she was safely out of view, her legs gave way.

She braced herself against the counter, her head dropping as she tried to catch her breath. The woman was probably inspecting Francis for bruises by now, asking a million questions about his upbringing, looking for any cracks in their lives.

Adele couldn’t bear the thought of someone taking Francis away. Who would protect him? He would be alone in the world, vulnerable and defenceless. She knew Francis wasn’t ready to face the harshness of the outside world. Good people like him got trampled and used, and he might never recover if that happened.

And what would become of her, left alone with only her despondent son for company? She knew that if the social worker learned about Bill’s recent drinking, she would almost certainly take Francis away, or at least complicate things. Adele knew she had to get this woman out of the house quickly, before Bill finished his shower and revealed his awful side. She dreaded the thought of her son coming downstairs and making a scene, potentially ruining everything.

“No. I’m not done yet. Get yourself together, and go fight for him. He’s all you’ve got. It’ll be a cold day in hell before they take my grandson away from me,” she whispered to herself.

She straightened up and began to prepare the coffee, even momentarily considering the absurd notion of lacing it with drain cleaner. She quickly shook off the idea, silently asking for forgiveness for such a dark thought.

By the time she returned to the living room, Francis and Miss Whitaker were seated on the couch, deep in an energetic discussion about a certain goldfish. Adele set the mug down on the coffee table and sat beside Francis, forcing the best smile she could manage.

“Francis tells me it’s his birthday today,” Miss Whitaker said with delight.

“And Grandma says I might get a fish as well,” Francis added excitedly, nearly bouncing off the couch.

Adele turned to him, holding her smile, happy to see his spirits had lifted, even if just a little.

“Now, Mrs. Fische,” the woman began.

“Ms. Fische,” Adele corrected. “My husband died quite some years ago.”

“Of course, Ms. Fische. Francis has told me a lot about you.”

“He has?” she replied nervously, glancing at Francis, who beamed back at her with a big grin.

“The boy seems to absolutely adore you. It’s so sweet.”

“Well, he is my love and joy, you know.”

Adele knew this was all just formalities, a way to make her feel comfortable before the Wolf showed its teeth. There was no way this woman had come here just to have coffee and chat.

Miss Whitaker proceeded to place her folder on the table and opened it, flipping through its contents before sighing and sitting back upright.

“So, who lives in this residence with you?” Miss Whitaker asked, her tone faintly more serious. Adele knew the power struggle was about to begin, and she was determined to hold her ground.

“Well, that would be myself, and Francis... and,” she hesitated, debating whether to mention Bill but then decided honesty was the best course, “and Francis’ father, William.”

“And where is he?”

“Upstairs in the shower.”

“Is he the primary guardian for the child?”

“No, I am. We signed papers when Francis was born. I am the primary guardian.”

“Interesting,” Miss Whitaker murmured, as she jotted notes in her folder. Adele watched her intently with nervousness.

“And where is Francis’ mother?” Miss Whitaker continued.

“She passed away during childbirth. It was...” Adele’s voice caught in her throat as she glanced at Francis, then continued, “It was a hemorrhage. A rare case. Exactly six years ago today, in fact.”

Adele nodded subtly toward Francis, trying to convey a silent plea for mercy without outright begging.

“Oh... Oh, I’m very sorry to hear that,” the woman said, her demeanour softening slightly. She looked down at Francis, who had hung his head low, as his feet kicked idly off the edge of the couch.

“Does Francis have to be here for this?” Adele asked, unable to suppress the desperation in her tone.

“Sorry, but I do have a few questions for him,” Miss Whitaker replied, though her tone now carried a hint of sympathy.

Adele nodded hesitantly.

“I take it that Francis has his own room?”

“Yes, of course.”

The woman nodded approvingly, her eyes wandering around the living room as though chasing an invisible thought. After a long, reflective sigh, she turned back to Adele with what appeared to be a genuine smile.

“Well, everything seems fine here. There’s no signs of domestic violence. The boy seems healthy, has shelter, and clearly, there’s a lot of love for little Francis.”

Miss Whitaker reached out and gave Francis’ back a gentle rub, but her smile soon faded into a look of concern.

“So, I guess I should get right to the point, to the reason I was called here. It’s just my job to make sure that children are in the right environment. You understand that, right?”

Adele stiffened, preparing for the next round of questioning. She nodded slightly, forcing a smile despite her growing concerns.

“Francis, has your grandmother discussed school with you?”

The air in the room seemed to suddenly thicken with tension. Adele’s heart sank as the conversation veered toward a topic she had prayed wouldn’t surface.

Francis should have started school the year prior, but Adele felt he wasn’t emotionally ready. She had been teaching him most of the basics, his alphabet, numbers, and reading, hoping another year at home would help him grow stronger. But the biggest reason for the delay was her desire to keep him close, to protect him from the influences of the outside world. She believed she could teach him better than any classroom could, at least until he was prepared to face the challenges ahead.

“It’s been brought to my attention that Francis hasn’t been registered for school, and he should have started last year,” Miss Whitaker said, her voice firm. “In fact, it seems he missed kindergarten altogether. That’s our oversight, so we’ll overlook it. But that doesn’t change the fact that he should be starting the first grade.”

Adele opened her mouth to speak, but Miss Whitaker held up a finger, signalling she wasn’t finished.

“The school year has already begun, and it’s important for Francis to get acquainted with his peers and start learning in a structured environment. It’s not just about education, Ms. Fische, it’s about socialization and development. It’s not fair for Francis to be held back, don’t you think?”

Adele knew better than to argue. She could feel her frustration rising, but she remained silent, aware of the delicate balance she needed to maintain. She also noticed that Miss Whitaker hadn’t touched her coffee, confirming her suspicion that the request had only been a ruse to get Francis alone.

“Isn’t that exciting, Francis? You get to go to school and learn a lot of new things,” Miss Whitaker said, trying to sound cheerful.

Francis quickly turned to Adele, his eyes filled with worry and confusion.

“I don’t have to go, do I, Grandma? I don’t want to leave you alone.”

“Francis?” Miss Whitaker gently interrupted, placing a hand on his shoulder and turning him toward her. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. You’re going to meet lots of new friends, people your own age. You’ll be learning exciting things, and I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful teacher who’ll make sure you’re safe. There’s no need to worry.”

She brushed her hand through Francis’ hair as she spoke, a gesture that sent a surge of anger through Adele. Comforting him was her job, not this stranger’s.

Adele quickly pulled Francis close to her.

“Don’t worry, Francis. No one will take you away from me. It’ll be fine,” she reassured him, holding up her pinky in front of his face. Francis’ eyes brightened slightly, offering an uneasy smile.

“Well,” Miss Whitaker said, interrupting the moment. “I don’t want to take up too much of your time, so let me give you the details. I’ve taken the liberty of enrolling Francis at the closest school, a... St. Michael’s, I believe it’s called.” She quickly glanced at her folder. “Yes, St. Michael’s. I’ve spoken to his teacher, a Miss Cathaway, and explained that Francis will be starting school for the first time. She’s aware of the situation and has been very understanding.”
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