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CHAPTER 01:


The Ones We Leave Behind
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The hospice room carried two scents that never agreed with each other. Lavender tried to promise gentleness; antiseptic reminded you that the promise would be broken. Nia Brooks folded the edge of the quilt up to Mrs. Lorraine DuBois’s collarbone and watched the old woman’s chest rise, hesitate, then climb again. The heart understood the end was near. It simply didn’t know how to surrender without practice.

The window faced the marsh, and when the television was off, you could hear the gulls. Lorraine had asked Nia to keep the gospel station low and the blinds half open. She liked how the stripes of light split the room into quiet places where a woman could think. This morning, the light was thin and gold. Dust drifted through it like slow-falling snow, pulling Nia back to a childhood lived in another state and another life.

“Your temperature is holding,” Nia whispered. “Your grandson said he would come by ten.”

Lorraine did not open her eyes. Her lips moved like a child working out a secret. The sound that came was a breath shaped into the smallest word. It might have been Jerome. It might have been a prayer. Nia leaned close to listen and smoothed the wisps of silver hair back from the woman’s temple with the kind of touch that takes between two people the place of a sentence.


Hospice is not a job where you forget faces. It is a job where faces stop time. Nia had been with Lorraine for three months. She knew the rhythm of the bad nights, the kind of cough that meant fluid was gathering like a storm behind the ribs, the way Lorraine could be crisp and bright at noon and then thin as blown glass by evening. She knew Lorraine’s humor: Men are in trouble when they’re breathing. She knew the way Lorraine told stories about her husband, who drowned in a river far less innocent than people liked to claim; about a son who left too early and returned only once; about a grandson who had been the only light in a house that had grown too quiet.


The stories did not always align with one another. On some days, the grandson was a promise. On other days, he was worried that turned Lorraine’s words short. Nia learned to pour tea and let the silence sit in the chair beside the bed until it decided to speak.

“Do you need the fan higher?” Nia asked. “I can get your lemon ice.”

Lorraine did not answer. Her breathing had become the whole conversation. Nia checked the chart out of habit and glanced at the clock, because time still mattered to the living who would soon arrive and need something to hold on to. Ten came, then ten past. The birds grew louder. The radio preacher said something about grace, and Nia eased the volume down so the word wouldn’t feel like an instruction.

Footsteps drifted down the hall, hesitant, uneven. She knew at once they weren’t the house’s usual rhythm. Only one man walked with that measured pause between heel and toe, as if he were weighing the world before stepping into it. He touched the doorframe with a soft knock, a man asking for the right to mourn.

“Nurse Brooks?”

Nia turned. The man in the doorway looked younger than his voice. Early forties, maybe. Shirt dark and sleeves rolled. Tie loosened as if he had meant to look formal and then remembered who he was. His eyes were a warm brown that could turn cold if left alone. He carried his grandmother’s photograph in his face. He also carried something of his own that had nothing to do with Lorraine.

“Yes,” Nia said. “You must be Jerome.”

He stepped inside and stood very still. He looked at the Bible on the bedside table, at the glass of water with a line of condensation, at the small candle that Lorraine insisted on because the room needed something alive. He sat on the edge of the mattress and took his grandmother’s hand as if picking up a conversation they had not finished.

“Hey, Mama Lo,” he said. “I am here.”

The lids trembled over Lorraine’s eyes. It was not much, but it was enough. Nia pretended to study the pill organizer even though there were no more doses to organize. She gave them the privacy that comes with endings. She heard Jerome talk in a voice meant for one person only. It sounded like a man reading an old letter he could recite in the dark.

He stayed like that until his shoulders shook once and stilled again. He did not cry the way some people do. He swallowed the tears like a medicine he did not believe in and did not refuse.

“She hates hospitals,” he said without looking up.

“She told me,” Nia answered. “She said hospitals smell like waiting rooms for hell.”

A quick smile cut across his face and vanished. “She would say that.”

“Do you want me to call anyone for you?” Nia asked.

“There is no one to call,” he said. “There is just me and the people who remember her for what she gave them. The church ladies. The neighbor with the fig tree. The boy from the garage she used to feed on Sundays because his mother worked double shifts.”

“Then we will sit with her,” Nia said. “No rush. She can feel it when the room is steady.”

He looked at Nia then. Not at her scrubs, not at the chart in her hand. At her face. People often looked at nurses that way when they wanted to borrow a kind of courage. His gaze held something else, too. He studied Nia the way a carpenter studies a beam that will carry weight. Not unkind. Just exact.

“She talks about you,” he said. “Said you are stubborn in the proper way. Said you make her drink water even when she wants to make a point.”

“I try to be useful,” Nia said.

“She also said you are too good for this work. Said being too good is how a person breaks.”

Nia set the chart down. This was the part of the day when you had to decide whether to answer honestly. “It does not feel like breaking when I am with her,” she said. “It feels like telling the truth out loud.”

He nodded as if that were the answer he expected and needed.

The hours folded themselves into something soft, something that felt like a blanket. Jerome talked to Lorraine about small things, the weather, the stray cat that had wandered onto his porch, the time he fell out of a pecan tree when he was ten. Lorraine smiled at each story, a thin, tired smile, but real. Once, she laughed, and the sound loosened the fear in her chest.

Nia worked quietly around them. She changed the linens without lifting Lorraine more than a whisper. She moistened her lips, rubbed lotion into her hands, and kept the room steady. She kept the choices simple. She kept her own breathing slow so the room could borrow its rhythm.

Around one o’clock, the house shifted. Not louder, not quieter, just different. It was a change Nia recognized, the subtle hush that comes when the body begins its last negotiations. The world seemed to lean toward the bed. Even the air behaved differently, moving as if it were a polite guest.

Lorraine’s breaths thinned out, leaving more space between each one. The small muscles in her neck softened. Her fingers relaxed inside Jerome’s grip. Nia watched, not rushing, not interrupting. She touched the side of Lorraine’s throat and counted. That was part of the work: the waiting, the witnessing, the stillness.

When the moment came, it did not shout. It simply arrived, quiet as a closing door. Nia let her hand rest a moment longer, a silent thank you, before moving it to Lorraine’s forehead.

Jerome made a sound that could have been a sob or a prayer. He leaned into Nia without asking; grief rarely asks permission. Nia did not move. She anchored her stance and let him lean the way you let a tree lean during a strong wind. When he found his breath again, she matched it, slow and steady, so he wouldn’t feel alone with the sound.

They sat like that for a long time. When he finally let go, there was a question in his eyes that looked like a boy searching for his grandmother’s keys because she had asked him to, and also like a man who remembered he had once promised her something he did not know how to keep.

“I can call the funeral home,” Nia said. “If you want me to.”

“Please,” he said. He rubbed his palms together as if cold. “I am not ready to talk to anyone who will speak in numbers.”

“I will ask them to come when you are ready.”

“I am not sure I will ever be ready.”

“Then I will tell them what to do,” she said. “We will make it simple.”

He looked toward the marsh as if the water held an answer. “Simple sounds like mercy.”

The rest unfolded with the quiet steps of work done with respect. Nia made the necessary calls and then made tea because the body needs to be told it will continue. She washed Lorraine’s face and combed her hair. She covered her hands with the quilt in a way that looked like sleep without pretending. She opened the window wider because the air outside had changed, and the room needed to change with it.

When the men from the funeral home arrived, Jerome stood with his back straight and his jaw set. He thanked them each by name after Nia said those names out loud. He watched the way they cared for his grandmother, and he watched Nia watch them. When they left, the house felt larger than it had any right to feel.

Nia stripped the bed and remade it because she always did. She gathered the bottles and the box of gloves and the little notebook where she had written Lorraine’s small requests. Jerome stood in the doorway and did not move. He looked like a man at the edge of a dock who was not ready to step onto land.

“You do not have to clean,” he said.

“I like things tidy,” Nia said. “It keeps the sorrow from spreading everywhere.”

He studied her again, not unkind, still exact. “You do this almost every day.”

“Most weeks,” Nia said. “Not always with people I like as much as I liked her.”

He looked down at his hands. “Thank you for the way you stayed.”

“She did not want to be alone,” Nia said. “I did not want her to be either.”

He nodded. “She used to tell me to stop overthinking simple kindness. I always thought kindness was more complicated than people said. Watching you made it look like an action instead of a theory.”

Nia felt a warmth she did not trust. “Do you have someone to drive you home?”

“I drove myself,” he said. “I may sit in the driveway until sundown. That seems like something a grandson is allowed to do.”

“That seems right,” Nia said.

He stepped a little closer, then stopped, respectful of an invisible line they both understood. “Will you be at the service?”

“Yes,” she said. “I will be there.”

“Thank you,” he said. He almost smiled. “She would make a joke about you keeping me in line at the repast. She would say your face could cut a man down to size without a raised voice.”

Nia laughed. “She did say that once about a pharmacist who got mouthy about her copay.”

“Of course she did.” He stood very still. “I have not asked your first name.”

“Nia,” she said. “Nia Brooks.”

He let the syllables ride out in the air. “Thank you, Nia.”

He left soon after. The house exhaled. Nia wiped the counters that did not need wiping and sat in Lorraine’s chair because it felt like the only seat that made sense. She let the late afternoon soak through her and thought of the first day she met Lorraine. The old woman had called her sweetheart and then said that was lazy language and asked for her proper name. She had asked if Nia believed in God. She had asked if Nia believed in herself. She had told Nia not to confuse the two.

***

On the way home, traffic rolled slow along the river.

The rain came with a softness that belonged to Charleston in summer, a kind of steam that did not cool anything. Nia parked outside her apartment and sat with her head on the steering wheel until the song on the radio ended. She carried the quiet upstairs and set it down like a heavy bag. She made chamomile because she always did after a death. She did not turn on the television because it would only give her noise. She opened a window and let the wet air come in and make the curtains breathe.

The first text came a little after nine. Unknown number.

Thank you for today. You made her peace easier.

Nia ran her thumb across the screen without typing. She did not have many rules about texting families, but she had a sense for when a message deserved a human reply. She answered.

She was a remarkable woman. I am glad you were with her.

Three dots appeared. Then vanished. She set the phone down, stood, and paced the small kitchen as if the floor were a map she needed to memorize. When she came back, there was another line.

You were, too.

Nia stared at that. The words were simple. They arrived with a warmth she did not like to feel from men she had not chosen. Then her mind did what it always did. It pushed the warmth aside and took inventory. Compassion can become a habit that erases boundaries. You can step into the place a person leaves open and forget that it is not yours.

She typed slowly.

Take care of yourself tonight. Drink water. Sleep if you can.

The reply came quickly.

You sound like her.

Nia did not reply to that. She set the phone face down and tried to read. The page blurred. She closed the book and listened to a clock she had never noticed before. She washed the mug and watched the water turn the porcelain bright and then dull as it dried. Everything felt like a task carried out to keep the room from asking questions.

She went to her bedroom and sat on the edge of the mattress, pressing her palms to her knees. She imagined Lorraine sitting in the chair by the window, the way she used to in the late afternoon. She imagined the old woman’s voice that held sand and sugar at the same time. Be careful, girl. Some griefs are invitations. Some feel like a job you did not apply for because you do not know when you agreed to show up.

Sleep took Nia by inches. When it came, it came with the smell of hospital soap and the sound of a sea that was not the sea. She dreamed of a drawer that would not open. She dreamed of a key that looked like a piece of ribbon. She woke just after midnight with her heart climbing the inside of her ribs. She lay still and let it climb back down. The phone lit the ceiling when a car moved outside. She did not look at it.

***

Morning was clean. Nurses live in the morning the way fishermen live in the tide. Nia showered and tied her hair back, and packed a bag with extra gloves and lemon lozenges, and a knitted shawl a church lady had given her patients. She drove past the house where Lorraine had lived and did not stop. The blinds were drawn. The front step had two pairs of footprints that had been there yesterday and were simply clearer now because the rain had remembered them.

At the hospice office, she did the paperwork that tells the system that a life has ended. She checked the boxes that say no fall, no skin breakdown, no uncontrolled pain. She wrote a note that said the grandson was present and attentive. She added that the patient passed with peace at home and that the gospel station was playing. She did not write that the room felt like a hand letting go of another hand, one finger at a time.

At lunch, she sat with Ray, the night nurse who liked to tell stories about his own grandmother and the way she could make a biscuit that healed grudges. They spoke about normal things. Sore ankles. A new brand of compression socks that lied about comfort. A rumor that the administration might switch vendors for gloves. She did not mention Jerome. She did not mention the text. She did not say that the shape of his gratitude had stayed in her chest like a coin you forget you put in your pocket.

In the late afternoon, Nia drove to the church where Lorraine had kept a pew at the end of the third row. The doors were open for the viewing.

The air inside was cool enough to make your skin notice. The sanctuary smelled like polish and lilies. Nia signed the book and hugged a woman who sold fish plates on Saturdays. She stood by the pictures of Lorraine from years that had more sunlight in them and smiled the way people smile when they are trying to place themselves in a stranger’s life with dignity.

Jerome arrived after Nia had been there fifteen minutes. He wore the same dark shirt, pressed and buttoned to the throat this time. His eyes were the same color as yesterday and also a different color because sleep had not finished with them. He moved through the space like a man who understood that people would watch him the way they watch a missing puzzle piece fall into place.

He greeted the pastor. He knelt in front of the casket and closed his eyes. He stood and hugged two older women, and he let them talk to him for longer than most men would. He looked up and saw Nia then, and the look he gave her held surprise and relief, and something like recognition.

“Nia,” he said when he reached her. “Thank you for coming.”

“I promised her,” Nia said. “She told me to make sure you ate. I brought crackers because she said you would forget.”

He laughed with his whole face for the first time. “That sounds like her.”

They stood to the side where the light through the stained glass turned their skin to a kind of sunrise. Jerome spoke about the way Lorraine made sweet tea so strong it could stand up by itself. Nia spoke about the way Lorraine corrected you with love and did not let you sit in pain when you could stand in truth. People came over and told stories. The room became warmer. Time wore gentler shoes.

When it was over and the church slipped back into its evening hush, Nia stepped into the pink light with a feeling in her chest she couldn’t quite place. Not desire. Not peace. More like a quiet door opening inside her, one she hadn’t realized was there.


She told herself what she always did—that grief makes people search for anchors, and anchors aren’t the same as promises. Be kind. Be clear. Do not confuse one for the other.



Her phone buzzed as she reached the car.
Thank you for the crackers. I did forget.



Nia looked up at the sky and let the soft color settle on her face.
You are welcome, she typed.



She nearly added another reminder to drink water, but erased it. Instead, she sent,
I’ll check on you in a few days, after everyone else has gone home.



The reply came almost at once.
I would like that.


She put the phone in her bag and rested her head against the seat and closed her eyes. She saw Lorraine’s hands as they had been in the last week. She heard Lorraine’s voice as it had been the first day. She felt the slow current that had started moving beneath the surface of what she called her life. When she opened her eyes, the light had cooled. The street smelled like jasmine and wet pavement. Charleston kept breathing the way cities breathe when they are used to carrying histories that have sharp edges and soft centers.

At home, Nia arranged Lorraine’s belongings on the table one by one. The scarf that still held her perfume. The wooden rosary Lorraine insisted was for prayer, not display. The small notebook Nia had filled with dosages and requests.


A folded slip of paper rested in the back cover—something Nia didn’t recall placing there. She unfolded it. Lorraine’s handwriting greeted her, steadier than memory suggested.
Tea. Lemon. The blue quilt in the hall.
Do not let the boy pretend he is not who he is. Love him, but do not excuse him.


Nia went still. The paper seemed too light for such instructions. She set it down and laid her palm over it, closing her eyes. Sometimes the only way to keep a thing from turning into an order is to breathe on it until it softens back into a reminder.

Her phone buzzed one more time before she slept.

Thank you for seeing her. Thank you for seeing me.

Nia did not answer. She lay in the dark and listened to the faintest hum of the refrigerator. She thought of how love can look like the cure for loneliness and how loneliness can look like the cure for grief. She thought of simple kindness and complicated want. She made herself a small promise that did not feel fragile. She would show up with boundaries. She would not let her goodness decide her future without permission.

The night grew quiet around that promise. The room held it for her. Outside, the city settled into the slow rhythm that makes it feel like a body sleeping. Somewhere across town, Jerome DuBois sat with a glass of water on a table he had wiped three times. He stared at a photograph of a woman who had taught him how to hold a fork and a secret. He picked up his phone and set it down and picked it up again. He typed words that looked like gratitude and felt like beginnings.

The morning would come because it always did. Nia would rise and check the list for her next patient. She would drive across a bridge that made the river shine like polished metal. She would carry her bag up a set of steps and knock on a door, and introduce herself with the same gentleness she had learned from women like Lorraine. She would think of the paper tucked in her notebook, and she would not read it again. Not yet. She would tell herself that grief needs room but not the run of the house.

The story was not yet a story. It was a shape in fog. Two people stood inside it with the kind of careful hope that can turn itself into anything. Nia slept and did not know what the shape would choose. She only knew she had promised a dead woman two things. To love the man. To not excuse him. She did not yet know how to do both. She would learn. The learning would cost something. The cost had already started counting.

***


CHAPTER 02:

The Grandson
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***

The house did not sound like her anymore. It sounded like walls remembering someone who had just walked out of them. Every board sighed under Jerome’s steps, as if the place had learned to answer to her and hadn’t yet forgotten how. He stood in the middle of the living room with the blinds half closed and his hands sunk into his pockets. The silence wasn’t peaceful. It was a silence waiting for something—a room that had held death and wasn’t ready yet to hold anything else.


The scent of antiseptic still lingered, faint but stubborn. He had hated that smell ever since the first hospital visit, when the doctors began using words like comfort care. His grandmother had corrected them, saying comfort is not a plan. The memory almost made him laugh. She would have hated the quiet that followed her now. She would have complained that the house was already trying to forget her, that the rooms were shifting as if they belonged to someone else.


Jerome looked toward the kitchen, where a mug still sat by the sink. He could see the print of her lipstick, a soft rose, too girlish for eighty-four. The hospice nurse, Nia, had washed the other dishes, but she must have missed this one. Or maybe she had left it on purpose, the way caretakers sometimes do, as if grief needs an artifact. As if one forgotten object can hold the weight of everything that’s been lost.

He picked up the mug and turned it in his hands. A small panic rose in his chest. That tiny trace of her, a smudge of life, should not have had such power. But it did. His grandmother’s lipstick, pressed into the ceramic. Her hand wrapped around this handle. A thousand small domestic gestures no one notices until the person who made them is gone.

He set the mug down again, careful not to disturb the mark she left. He wasn’t ready to erase her. Not yet. Not when she still knew how to reach him from the thin place between living and dead.

His phone buzzed once in his pocket.

A text from the funeral home confirming the arrangements. He did not open it. He did not need to. Everything was already in motion: flowers, service, burial next to her husband in the family plot at St. James. He had done his part. He had been the dutiful grandson, the good man who shows up at the end and nods at the right times. He had held her hand. He had wept the appropriate tears. He had performed the role so well that no one had questioned whether anything underneath the performance was actually real.

That was the part everyone saw.


What no one saw was the rest. The weeks he had not called because the sound of her voice made him feel small. The months he had spent convincing himself that moving away was freedom, not abandonment. The anger he still felt when he thought about the things she said. You have too much of your father in you. Do not make me watch you become him. As if becoming was something you could prevent. As if love was strong enough to hold back what was already written into the bones.


He had become the man she wanted him to be anyway. And now she was gone, and no one left on this earth knew what that truly meant except him.

He wandered into the hallway—the same narrow corridor where he had once run barefoot as a boy. The photographs were still there, yellowed and slightly crooked in their frames. Memory seemed to press against the walls. He paused in front of one: himself at eight, perched on her lap with his arm around her neck. Her smile was broad, his small hand gripping a toy car. She was smiling for the camera, but her eyes were fixed on him. They always had been.

She was the only person who could make him feel safe and ashamed in the same breath. She saw everything, every lie, every deflection, every attempt to hide, and loved him still, though never without expectation. Lorraine DuBois’s love came with instruction. With terms he didn’t always understand. With tests, he was never certain he was passing.


He touched the glass and whispered, “You didn’t have to test me all the way to the end.”
The words came out harsher than he intended. He turned away and kept walking, refusing to look back.


The sound of the front door creaking reminded him that the hospice nurse had come through it dozens of times, moving quietly, like she understood that houses with dying people needed permission to be entered. He could still picture her, Nia, neat, steady, composed. The kind of woman who built order around other people's chaos. The kind of woman who believed that if she just showed up enough times, if she just cared hard enough, she could prevent the inevitable from happening.

He had barely spoken to her before yesterday, though Lorraine had mentioned her often. "That girl has a heart too big for her own good." Jerome had dismissed it at first. Another one of his grandmother's sentimental fixations. But when he saw Nia standing there beside the bed, her face calm but her eyes alert, something in him had recognized her. Not as a stranger, but as a type. The type who believed she could fix things by caring hard enough. The type that Jerome had learned a long time ago how to identify and how to use.

He used to draw those women to him. He used to need them. Used to let them believe they were saving him so that he could have the particular pleasure of proving to them that they could not. Now he was not sure what he needed. Or maybe he did know, and the knowing terrified him more than anything else could.

By evening, the house felt smaller. The hospice bed had been taken away, leaving a pale rectangle on the carpet. A ghost of what had been. The air conditioner hummed too loudly, too constantly, trying to fill the space where her breathing used to be. He made himself a drink, half bourbon, half ice, and sat by the window with the blinds open to the marsh. The sky was bleeding orange into gray. The light was changing. The day was dying the way all days die, without drama, without a witness to mark the moment.

He thought about the nurse again. The way she said his name when they met, slow, deliberate, without the soft pity people usually had when talking to the grieving. He noticed that right away. He also noticed the way she kept her distance while still managing to feel close. The way she moved through his grandmother's room was like she belonged there. The way she treated Lorraine, not like a dying woman, but like a woman who was still alive, right up until she was not.

He told himself that was just professionalism, but the truth was, he liked it. He liked that she had not tried to fill the silence. He liked that she seemed to understand that sometimes the most respectful thing you can do is let the quiet do its work. Let it settle. Let it teach you something about yourself that you would rather not know.

Still, when she touched his shoulder after his grandmother passed, something inside him came undone. Not from comfort, but from shock. He had not realized until then how much he wanted someone to touch him without expectation. How much he wanted to be touched like he was something worth touching. Like he was a person and not just a performance of a person.

He finished the drink and set the glass down too hard. The sound cracked against the air.

"Get yourself together," he muttered. He did not cry. He had not cried in years. He had learned early that tears were a tool, and once you learn that, you cannot use them the same way other people do. You cannot cry without thinking about how the crying looks. Without calculating whether it is serving your purposes or working against you.

Instead, he opened the small box that sat on the coffee table, the one the nurse had filled with Lorraine's belongings. Her rosary. Her wedding ring. A small stack of folded notes. He reached for the top one and froze when he saw his name on the envelope. His pulse climbed into his throat.

The handwriting was hers, sharp and deliberate, the same script that used to appear on the notes she left for him as a boy. Feed the dog. Pay the light bill. Pray anyway. As if prayer were a task he could accomplish if he just tried hard enough. As if God were something that could be earned.

He opened it carefully. Inside was a single sheet of stationery, written in dark blue ink. Her handwriting had gotten shakier toward the end, but these words were still steady. She had written this with intention. She had wanted him to hear her, even after she was gone.


My boy,
You were always too smart for your own peace. I forgive you for everything you do not think you deserve to be forgiven for. Do not turn that forgiveness into a weapon. Some people love you more than you can handle. That is not a reason to break them.
— Mama Lo


Jerome read it twice. Then again. He folded it and slid it back into the envelope, then into his pocket. The words pressed against his leg like heat. Like a warning. Like a last-ditch attempt by a dead woman to reach a son she had never been quite able to reach while she was living.

He leaned back in the chair and stared at the ceiling. "You always have to have the last word," he said softly. "Even now." He almost smiled. Almost. But underneath the faint amusement was something else, something tight and sour. Something that tasted like the understanding that she had seen him clearly, had documented that seeing, and had been afraid enough to warn people about it even after she was dead.

Some people love you more than you can handle.

She was talking about his mother. Maybe. Or maybe she was talking about someone else entirely. Someone she had foreseen. Someone she was warning even before that someone entered his life. He shook his head. That did not make sense. Nia barely knew him. But the way she had looked at him, calm, certain, like she could see straight through the layers, had felt too familiar. It had felt like Lorraine herself looking at him, and that was the problem. That was exactly the problem.

He poured another drink. The amber caught the light and turned red where it bent against the glass. He stared into it until it stopped shaking. He thought about his grandmother sitting in that chair, evening after evening, watching him move through the house. Watching him lie. Watching him smile and charm his way through conversations. Watching him and not saying anything, just watching, recording, building her archive of evidence.


He remembered a night from when he was fifteen. He’d come home late, smelling of cheap liquor and fear, and found Lorraine waiting at the kitchen table. She hadn’t yelled. She hadn’t threatened. She simply looked at him for a long, unbroken moment and said, “You can lie to me if you need to, but do not lie to yourself.”


He’d laughed then, thin, careless, performative, but her eyes had followed him down the hallway. He could still recall the weight of that look, the way his heart thudded in his chest, heavy with something that wasn’t guilt yet but would become it later. Something that would twist in the dark of his room, tightening into anger. Into the realization that she had no right to see him so clearly. No right to name what she saw.

She had known the worst parts of him before anyone else did. And now she had written them down. Or she was about to. Or she already had. He didn’t know. He didn’t want to know.

But he would have to find out.


He would have to search the house, every drawer, every shelf, every hidden corner, for whatever journals or letters or documents she had left behind. And he would have to decide what to do with them before anyone else could read them, hold them up against him, and believe her version instead of his.


***

At the funeral the next day, Jerome wore the same shirt he had worn when his grandmother died. It still smelled faintly of her room, lavender and bleach. He ironed it anyway, out of habit. The mirror reflected a man who looked composed, maybe even dignified. But his eyes betrayed him. They were tired, hollow, holding too much. They were the eyes of someone who had just learned that the woman he loved had documented his capacity for darkness. That she had left behind evidence. That even in death, she was still trying to protect people from him.


People came in waves, church ladies with practiced sympathy, neighbors clutching casserole dishes, coworkers who lingered too long at the doorway as if duration could substitute for sincerity. Their condolences blurred together, soft voices overlapping, each person performing the role they believed grief demanded. He thanked them all with the precision of a host, automatic and controlled, as if the right sequence of nods and murmured thank yous might keep the room from collapsing in on itself.


He had almost settled into the numb rhythm of it when he noticed her.

Nia stood near the third pew, half-turned toward an usher, speaking in that quiet, measured way of hers. She wore a simple navy dress, her hair pulled back, not severe, just deliberate. She looked like someone who understood how to enter a room without disturbing its fragile balance.
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