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Chapter 1: Holding Hands in the Dark 






The morphine pump clicked at 2:47 AM. Beverly heard it from the hallway, a soft mechanical whisper that meant someone in Room 12 could sleep without pain for another fifteen minutes. She didn't need to check the chart. After thirty years, she knew the sound of every pump on the floor and could tell the difference between the click of relief and the silence that meant something needed changing.

Her sneakers made no sound on the linoleum as she moved through the hospice wing. Third shift. People called it the graveyard, and the joke had stopped being funny after about five years. Now it was just the truth. She walked among the dying, adjusting IV drips and smoothing blankets, speaking so softly she barely disturbed the quiet.

Room 8: Mr. Sanderson, eighty-three, pancreatic cancer. His breathing had changed in the past hour, with more space between inhales and a deeper rattle in his chest. Beverly stood in the doorway and counted the seconds. Twelve between breaths now. Tomorrow it would be fifteen. The day after, maybe twenty. Then silence.

She didn't go in. His daughter was sleeping in the recliner beside him, one hand still wrapped around his. Beverly had learned not to wake the family members unless necessary. They needed rest more than they knew. In a few days, they'd be the ones who couldn't sleep at all.

Room 14: Mrs. Wallace, ninety-one, heart failure. Beverly had adjusted her oxygen at midnight. Now she checked the gauge without turning on the light. The old woman's face was peaceful in the darkness, mouth slightly open, hands folded on her chest as if she was already practicing.

Beverly's own hands moved through the routine: blood pressure cuff, pulse check, notes on the chart. Her fingers knew what to do even when her mind drifted somewhere else. Or nowhere. These days, she mostly felt nowhere.

The break room at three AM was fluorescent bright and smelled like burnt coffee from the pot someone had left on too long. Beverly poured herself a cup anyway, added two sugars and powdered creamer that never quite dissolved. She sat at the small table and stared at the vending machine.

Paula found her there twenty minutes later.

"You okay?" Paula asked, though they both knew it was the wrong question. Nobody working third shift in hospice was okay. You didn't end up here because your life was going well.

Beverly nodded anyway. "Just tired."

"When aren't you?" Paula pulled out the chair across from her and sat down with a sigh. She was younger than Beverly by ten years, but she moved like someone twice her age. The work did that. Carrying death around eventually made your bones heavy.

They sat in silence for a while. The vending machine hummed. Someone's phone alarm went off down the hall, quickly silenced. A family member, probably, waking to check on their person. Beverly closed her eyes and felt the exhaustion settle deeper into her shoulders.

"I saw you standing in Sanderson's doorway," Paula said quietly. "He's close."

"Tomorrow. Maybe the day after."

"You want me to take that room for the rest of the shift?"

Beverly opened her eyes. "Why?"

Paula shrugged. "You've done enough deaths this week. Thought maybe you could use a break."

The kindness got to Beverly's chest. She swallowed her cold coffee. "I'm fine. But thank you."

At four AM, she made her rounds again. The morphine pumps clicked their steady rhythm. Someone moaned softly in Room 6. Beverly went in, administered comfort medication, waited until the sound stopped. The patient's eyes didn't open. Good. Sleep was a mercy.

Five AM brought shift change. The day nurses arrived with their fresh scrubs and thermoses of good coffee. Beverly gave report, her voice flat as she recited vital signs and medication schedules and the slow decline of each patient on the floor.

"Sanderson won't make it through the weekend," she said. "Family's here. Make sure they eat something."

The day nurse nodded, taking notes. She was new, maybe three months in. Her eyes still held some light. Beverly wondered how long that would last.

Outside, the sun was rising over the parking lot. Beverly stood by her car for a moment, keys in hand, watching the sky turn from gray to pale gold. Somewhere birds were singing. She couldn't hear them over the traffic on the main road, but she knew they were there.

Her apartment was fifteen minutes away, a one-bedroom on the second floor of a building that had been new in the seventies. She climbed the stairs slowly, her body reminding her of every hour she'd spent on her feet. Inside, the space was just as she'd left it: dishes in the sink, mail piled on the counter, television remote on the arm of the couch.

Beverly didn't bother with breakfast. She peeled off her scrubs, left them in a pile by the bathroom door, and stood under the shower until the hot water ran out. The cold made her gasp, but she didn't move. Feeling something, even discomfort, was better than feeling numb.

She dried off, pulled on sweatpants and an old t-shirt, and fell into bed. The ceiling had a water stain in the corner that looked like a face if you stared long enough. Beverly had spent a lot of hours staring at it.

Sleep came slowly, in fits. She dreamed about the morphine pumps clicking. About Mr. Sanderson's daughter holding his hand. About walking through rooms that all looked the same, opening doors to find more darkness, more silence, more people waiting to die.

She woke at two PM with her phone buzzing. Paula's name on the screen.

"Sanderson?" Beverly asked.

"Eleven this morning. Family was with him. It was peaceful."

"Good." Beverly hung up and stared at the ceiling. The water stain face stared back. She wondered if Mr. Sanderson had seen faces in the ceiling too, those last few hours. If he'd recognized them or if they were strangers.

Her refrigerator held leftovers from three days ago and a carton of milk that was probably fine. Beverly took a frozen dinner from the freeze, some kind of chicken with vegetables, and put it in the microwave. Four minutes. She stood there and watched the turntable rotate, hypnotic and pointless. 

The food was tasteless, but she ate it anyway, sitting on the couch with the TV on for noise. A cooking show. People excited about soufflés. Beverly couldn't remember the last time she'd felt excited about anything.

At six PM, she got ready for work again. Same routine: shower, scrubs, hair pulled back in a ponytail that was now more gray than brown. She looked at herself in the mirror and saw someone who could have been sixty, seventy, or eighty. Exhaustion aged you faster than time.

Back to the hospice. Back to the fluorescent lights, the smell of industrial cleaner, and something sweeter underneath that she had never quite identified. Back to the morphine pumps, the quiet hallways, and the rooms where people left the world one breath at a time.

Room 12 had a new patient. Beverly checked the chart: Helen Summers, seventy-four, lung cancer. Stage four. Admitted this morning with weeks, maybe a month if she was lucky.

Beverly knocked softly and entered. The woman in the bed was small, barely making a dent in the mattress. Her breathing was labored, oxygen cannula in place. Her eyes were closed, but they opened when Beverly approached.

"Hello, Mrs. Summers," Beverly said in her hospice voice, quiet, gentle, and practiced. "I'm Beverly. I'll be your night nurse."

The woman's eyes were surprisingly clear. Sharp. She looked at Beverly like she was really seeing her, not just seeing another nurse in scrubs.

"Helen," the woman said, her voice rough. "Call me Helen."

"He," Beverly repeated. She went through the routine checks: blood pressure, pulse, oxygen saturation. Everything was where it was supposed to be for someone dying. "Do you need anything for pain?"

"Not yet." Helen coughed, a wet sound that made Beverly reach for tissues. She wiped the woman's mouth gently, disposed of the tissue. "How long have you been doing this?"

"Thirty years," Beverly said automatically.

"That's a long time to watch people die."

The words were blunt but not unkind. Beverly paused, really looking at this woman who had just arrived hours ago and was already seeing things clearly.

"Yes," Beverly said. "It is."

Helen's eyes didn't leave her face. "Do you ever get tired of it?"

Beverly's hands stopped on the blood pressure cuff she was coiling. The question felt too honest for just three hours into a shift. But Helen was still watching her with those sharp eyes, waiting.

"Every day," Beverly said quietly.

Helen nodded like this was the right answer. "Then we're both tired. Good. We understand each other."








