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N arayan Leon sat doubled over in the hospital chair, forehead pressed against his grandmother’sknobby right hand, wrapped in both of his own. In a frightening scene, replaying over and over in his mind, she had collapsed at dinner and lay unresponsive. The paramedics had scooped her up like a bundle of laundry and rushed her here, but the doctors were unable to rouse her. Machines beeped and hissed softly, some pumping life into her, others measuring their success. The air felt like it was split, separated into breathable and antiseptic components, which fought for the right to Nara’s lungs. He worried vaguely about Gran’s lungs, but it was the least of the worries crowding into the room around him, a biting insect buzzing in a room teeming with lions and serpents.

“Coma,” he had overheard one of the doctors say, the melodramatic condition that the soap operas Gran loved threw around every other week. Her hand seemed so small, cold, and still, like she had slipped from the autumn of her years right into winter. The lions stretched, maws widening in massive yawns as he began to image life without her.

“You know I don’t talk to you often, not without a curse waiting on my tongue,” he addressed whatever deity was listening, his dark, wavy hair teasing his peripheral vision. He paced, striding on long runner’s legs, arriving all too soon at a watercolor painting of flowers reflected in a pond. He saw his own thin face in the reflection of the glass; his eyes looked sunken, his high cheeks drawn.

He turned away, unable to look at himself anymore, hating that he believed, but in spite of the loss of his parents, his home, and his friends, he was also certain something was watching, interfering; “but this was a real low blow, man. You can’t take her yet. If there’s one person who deserved to be looked over for this whole ‘mandatory dirt nap’ thing, it’s Gran, and you know it, even if you’re not really omniscient. Not everything can be true, right? You can’t be all knowing, all loving,

and all powerful, or this would be a very different world. But this?” Nara shook his head, feeling Gran’s hand bones grind lightly under the pressure. He knew this wasn’t the way to get what he wanted, even if there was someone listening, but he was angry. Gran had always been his one reason not to punch the whole world in the face. What would he do without her? What would he be?

Nothing. That was the only answer. He’d been working at the coffee shop to help Gran out in between classes, but could he do it just for himself? Take over the business? The building? That seemed far less… worth it and far scarier. Suffering hours of shilling donuts and coffee he could endure for her. She’d done it for him, his father and uncles. If it was going to be just him, though, why bother? Money? It seemed like such a stupid reason. Maybe for the people Gran always called family, though most of them looked so different to his grandmother and him. Who were they really? These people who occupied Gran’s building, the edges of his life.

“Hola, Nara,” a soft voice said from the door. 

He sat back in the beige chair in the beige room and nodded slowly, unable to say anything for the lump in his throat. He slid the chair back. It stuttered and shrieked against the floor. He winced and looked at Gran’s passive face, then up at the visitor, Carmen, the coffee shop’s baker, and the only person Nara knew who orbited Gran but didn’t live in the building.

“Carmen… Good of you to come. I don’t know what’s going on… neither do the doctors. She just collapsed at dinner.” The barrel of a man nodded, brown curls bobbing atop his head.

“Of course, of course, Nara. We’re always here for both of you.”

“‘We?’”

“Eli, Saundra, Panx, and the others from… the coffee shop, and the building… The hospital folks wouldn’t let us up, not ‘family’ on their little computer screens, but I slipped through.” Nara could hardly visualize Carmen “slipping through” anywhere, especially unnoticed, but he nodded. However he did it, the man was here. “You want to watch the door for a minute?” Carmen waved him over while he strode to Gran’s bedside.

Nara took position, moving through a cloud of the man’s cologne, a tangy scent Nara associated with the baker. He stood just inside the door, though he wasn’t sure what he was looking for. Carmen leaned over, whispering something to Gran.

“She can’t hear you. Or, I dunno, maybe she can. I think I read that somewhere, but she can’t answer, that’s sure,” Nara said. The lights in the hallway flickered, and the shadows in some of the unoccupied rooms’ doorways deepened for a moment. He thought he saw a figure by the nurse’s station, but when the lights stabilized again, there was no one.

Carmen had something in his hand now. It looked like a black and red strip of cloth, but when the man reached across with his other hand, Nara saw it was a long, tasseled pouch. Fingers pinched something from within and sprinkled it over the unmoving old woman.

“What are you doing now?” Nara asked, alarm in his voice, fear creeping up the back of his neck. With a flick of the baker’s hand, the top flap of the pouch flipped forward and the whole thing vanished from sight. “Carmen!” He took a step forward.

“Excuse me, I’m sorry, but visiting hours are ending. You can come see your grandma tomorrow any time after 10am up to 8pm,” a quiet, but unwavering, voice informed Nara from just behind him. He turned to respond, but the speaker had already moved on. He could vaguely hear her giving the same message to the next room. Though he couldn’t make out the words, the cadence was the same, the roll and rhythm of the message like a song the woman had sung thousands of times.

“Gotta go, Carmen,” Nara said, but the room was empty, quiet, beige as it had been minutes before. The only occupants were Gran and the machines monitoring her condition. “What the… Carmen?” There was no response, not that there was anywhere the broad baker could hide in the hospital room… The nurse had been blocking the door. He looked at the window, but it didn’t look like it actually opened.

At a loss, Nara went back to Gran’s side, taking up her other hand, careful to avoid disturbing the IV or wires. “I gotta go, Gran. You get some good sleep and wake up in the morning all fine, right? I’ll see you then.” Nara kissed the hand, cold, papery, and left the room.

He rode down the elevator with a young woman who stared at her feet, one hand clamped between those of a younger boy he imagined was her brother. Silence reigned behind the thin sonic veneer of cables and motors. He wanted to tell them they’d get through it, that it would get better, but remained silent. He certainly didn’t feel like an authority on facing death, even though he had lived through enough of it. They parted ways at the entrance, lost in their own fogs, a loved one’s death looming on the horizon, blotting all else out.

Nearly twenty people were waiting for him in the lobby, already standing, hands clasped before them, eyes cast down. When the elevator doors opened, a few looked up. Hands rose and spread like some kind of choreographed group hug in the making. He stopped short of walking into it. 

“Thank you all for coming… I’m sure Gran would appreciate knowing you were here.”

“We’re all here for the Leons,” Webster, a tall, thin, white man said, “Anything you need.”

“Right now, I think I need to be alone. I know we’re all going back to the same place, but if you could… give me a few minutes’ lead, that would be great.”

“Of course, Nara,” said Mrs. Jatt, from beneath a helmet of gray hair that he could vaguely recall being black when he was little. A kind smile creased her face. He met a few sets of eyes on the way through the crowd, touching hands with many. Beyond the bright white and beige of the hospital, night had swathed the city in its own stiflingly hot, inescapable, embrace.

Nara turned left toward home, a memory of the sun, that had stored itself in bricks and concrete through the day, caressing his cheek. He held his hand up toward a wall. The energy was nearly tangible. Was this what ghosts were? Radiant lives absorbed by their surroundings? Released over time? Was this haunting? Would Gran haunt him? She had spent decades in that small apartment, the kitchen of the coffee shop. Surely every brick, every tile, every board was suffused with her vitality.

That thought lightened his step. What if she stayed? What if she could watch from the corner of the apartment kitchen, advising him on spices and rattling the hanging pots if he fell asleep on the couch, letting the water boil over? That would be something, more than he had of anyone else.

How did one sign up for being a ghost, anyway? He searched on his phone while he walked, swiping away from story after story of unfinished business and vengeance. Couldn’t one remain from love? Just because seeing family here was better than whatever came after? By the time he arrived at his home over Leon’s Coffee Shoppe, he was deep into reading about how to capture souls and keep loved ones from slipping away.

Dinner lay half eaten, hours cold. He passed through the kitchen without even the thought of cleaning up. The whole apartment was damp with the steam from cooking and redolent with saffron and pimentón. Gran had never been a loud woman, but in health, Aizah Leon was like a songbird, flitting from branch to branch, visiting neighbors, knitting, cooking, hands always performing some act of creation or comfort. The stillness in the apartment felt unnatural.

Nara opened a couple of windows, hoping for a cross breeze, but there was no more movement in the air at three stories than at street level. The night sounds of the city greeted him again after minutes of the solitude of his own breath, his own footsteps in the stairs and hallway. He welcomed the proof of not being alone, without the actual presence of others. The silence had been too heavy, too soon.

He stood, listening to traffic and indecipherable conversation through the window, his brain wrapped in wool, until a low knock at the door. The room seemed a few shades less dark, even in contrast to the wash of neon signs. The clock above the TV told him it was nearly eleven, via an unnatural blue glow that flickered yellow and then red. He’d left the hospital hours ago… The knock came again, same pattern, but more insistent.

“Coming,” he croaked, his throat dry. He swallowed and repeated himself, trying to remember how to get his feet to move  across the room. He felt dizzy but stuck in syrup. Eventually, he dragged one foot in front of the other. Opening the door, he found no one, but an envelope had been stuck in the letterbox Gran had hung on it to receive checks and notes from her tenants. The two floors above the coffee shop contained a total of eight apartments, including her own. Friends of the family occupied the rest. Everyone Nara knew, it seemed, aside from people at school and Carmen, lived within the brownstone.

The envelope bulged. Someone’s late night rent delivery. Gran charged decades out of date rates, barely enough to pay the taxes and keep the lights on in the coffee shop. “But what else do we need? And why should we take it from them? They’re family,” she would always say when one of his uncles  suggested she raise rates.

His uncles… all gone “across the water” as Gran called it, not in some ominous way most people referred to death, but as though she might hop on a boat for a visit any time.

There was no movement in the hallway, no hint of the visitor. Nara took the envelope and closed the door quietly. Whoever it was, no doubt put their name or apartment number in the envelope. He dropped it on the table, as he passed, and then lay on his bed, flopping down atop the covers.
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N ara noticed two things as his consciousness settled into dreaming: one, that it was raining, something he could not recall ever witnessing in a dream; and two, that he could hear whispers all around him, a demanding susurrus of sibilant voices. Each drew his attention, accompanied by a flash of a face, or a place, and emotion. A constant stream of ups and downs and sideways made way for the next and the next and the next before he could process them. He spotted a tree and made for its shelter, huddling between the roots as the moisture rolled off him. He took stock of his position. Sand sloped down toward a sea, but not like any sea he had seen.

Amid the waves of too-blue water floated all manner of unimaginable things. No, that was exactly it. That’s just what they were, imaginable, purely imaginable. A castle of pink crystal bobbed by, pulled by a team of narwhals. A mound of papers drifted in the current, spinning slowly and in roughly the opposite direction to the castle. A school of lion fish that were actually half lion and half fish… Merlions? he wondered, cavorted in the waves until they caught the scent of something and sped off toward a colorful windmill sitting on the back of a great turtle. A small forest sprung up around the windmill’s base, each plant a variation on the Christmas tree. Myriad other sights he didn’t have time to process threatened his grip on reality.

“Reality,” said a slow, rye voice, “who needs it?” Before Nara could answer, a rainbow-colored serpent, as wide as his outstretched arms, slithered into view. The creature addressed him again, voice like pouring honey, “Oh, you’re from… ‘Up there,’ how lovely. Not much makes it down here… in one piece. How did you do it? Do you… have a way back? An anchor?”

“Back? Anchor?” Nara asked.

“Mmm, we are new, aren’t we? Accident or sickness? I suppose it doesn’t matter much now, though either could lead to yo-yoing…” As the snake spoke, Nara felt himself lift from the sand. He grabbed at the branches of the tree as he rose, but they were all out of reach. “Ah well, see you later, then. What was your name?”

“Na-!” He began to respond, then succumbed to a barrage of raindrops and their associated memories.


      ***Nara jerked awake. The day was in full swing based on the traffic sounds and light pressing through the curtains. Rain pattered against the window.

Slowly, he trudged through the chores of scraping the dinner plates and depositing them in the dishwasher before preparing himself breakfast. He made too many eggs and an extra slice of toast before his cloudy mind connected his emotional stupor with the reality that Gran was in the hospital. He forced himself to eat, then went to her bedroom to gather some of her things: a favorite sweater, the book she was reading that he could read to her to draw her back to him,  and whatever else seemed appropriate.

On opening the first cabinet,  he was struck by the idea that he didn’t really know his Gran at all. Here were not balls of yarn and large, blunt needles, or cardigans she’d knitted, but a collection of candles with wax dripped  over brass holders, pictures of his parents and uncles and grandfather in lace frames, incense sticks,  brass bowls,  scarlet doilies and things that looked too much like bundles of small animal bones; all bound with strips of leather and red string, hanging from the upper edge of the enclosure, for him to want to investigate further.

“Gran, what are you into?” Unable to deal with the voodoo altar, or whatever was going on in the cabinet, Nara closed it and backed away, moving to the closet he was fairly sure had sweaters in it. Still, he hesitated at the door and opened it with his shoulder against the edge, ready to slam it shut if real skeletons or demons lunged at him. Seeing only a familiar rainbow of sweaters and dresses, most of which Gran had knitted or sewn herself, and a neat rack of shoes, Nara heaved a sigh and picked a few sweaters and a canvas tote bag to carry everything before quickly closing the door. He didn’t dare try her drawers but surveyed her bed for a small blanket or throw pillow before recalling that stuff would still be on the couch.

Packed, Nara was leaving through the kitchen when he spotted the envelope. He’d have to figure out where to deposit the money; though if Gran didn’t wake up, money in the bank would be locked up until her will was read… did she have a will? He wasn’t sure, but he resolved to raise the difficult subject if the woman did wake, to prepare them both for the inevitable.

Optimistically, he stuffed the envelope into the bag in case Gran was in a state to tell him her account number, or at least where her banking paperwork was. That led him to thinking about opening more doors and drawers in her room. Nope. He wouldn’t be poking around unless he had to.

Halfway down to the coffee shop, his phone buzzed in his pocket.

“Oh, hey Eli, what’s up?”

“‘What’s up?’ What’s ‘up’ is that it’s seven am and we’ve got a line down the block, but no Carmen. No Carmen means-”

“No donuts. Man… I’m headed down now. Be there in five seconds. You called him?”

“Yeah, I called him. No answer. Almost called your grandmother, too, but-”

“Yeah, and now it’s on me,” Nara said as he trotted down the last flight of stairs and shoved open the door into the shared hallway with an elbow.

“Sorry, little man,” Eli said through the phone, but then they were eye to chin. The older Black man’s face showed more concern than any further words could have conveyed. “What’s the plan?” he said finally.

“If you can hold down the fort with the coffee, I’ll stop by Carmen’s on the way to the hospital. Gran wasn’t… she was in a coma when they kicked me out last night. I’m bringing her some things in case she wakes up. I was going to spend my day before my shift there, but if things are crazy, I’ll come right back.”

“I’ve got this. You just nudge Carmen, maybe dump a bucket of cold water on him, and send him down. I know it’s late to start, but we’ll lose hundreds if we go without donuts for the whole day, not to mention the rep hit. People who can’t rely on their regular order might go somewhere else.” Nara nodded.

“I get that. You’re absolutely right. I’ll roust Carmen and be back for damage control as soon as I can.”

“Thanks. You’re a good grandson. You’ll make a good boss when your turn comes.”

“Thanks, Eli. I just hope it’s later than sooner.”

“I hear ya. Good luck,” Eli said, hand warm on Nara’s back for a moment before the older

man turned away to face the tide of unhappy customers.
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