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Chapter 1: The Envelope






The morning air is thick with summer heat. The window shades stay still, unable to move. No breeze touches the yellowed curtains that hang limply. The room is quiet and hot. Sweat is the only relief.

Nancy stands in the bedroom doorway, watching her mother's chest rise and fall. Each breath sounds off, rattling like coins in a tin can. The hospice nurse said this meant the end was near. The nurse had said many things Nancy didn’t believe. But this wasn't one of them.

She moves quietly toward the dresser, needing clean washcloths and something to do with her hands. A white envelope stands out in the heavy wooden drawer as she opens it. It rests on top of carefully tatted hankies and a half-empty box of Fatima cigarettes her mother hasn’t touched in three months. Her mother used to 'smoke,' but never inhaled, and Nancy never understood why she bothered with cigarettes anyway. Maybe it was her way of rebelling against her stern mother when she grew up, or maybe it was just to show she could smoke if she wanted. It didn't matter either way. Her choice.








