ACT ONE: The Wound
Every fire begins with a wound.


Chapter One

The IV clicks again.
Too slow this time.
I count the pause like it matters—like if I get the number right, my body will remember how to be mine.
The room hums, a white noise I keep trying to step out of and can’t. Air vent, fluorescent light, quiet shoes in the hall. Antiseptic. Plastic. The faint apple-sweet of whatever they wiped my skin with before they stuck the line in.
Mom is asleep in the chair, chin on her chest, mouth slightly open. She made a pillow out of her sweatshirt. The sleeve has “STATE” on it in peeling letters. It used to be mine.
A clock with no numbers glows in the corner. I don’t look at it. If I look, time will get solid and I’ll have to admit it’s moving without me.
The doctor said the word this afternoon—autoimmune—like a door closing. He said other words too. Chronic. Manageable. No cure. We can get it under control. We’ll try a course of steroids.
I nodded and nodded like I was helping him push the door shut.
The window is fogged from the inside, a soft gray oval where the cold meets the breath of machines and me. I sit up, the line in my arm tugging like a leash, and rub the glass with my palm. It squeaks. Outside: a flat parking lot pocked with puddles and the kind of streetlight that makes everything look like it’s underwater.
Under the farthest light, someone is standing still. No coat. No umbrella. Face upturned to the windows like they’re reading us.
I blink. My hand leaves a smear on the glass, five pale petals. When I blink again, the figure is just a shadow thrown by a tilted stop sign, rain stitching the light to the asphalt.
“Hey there.” The nurse slips in without sound, like she was always part of the room. She checks the pump. “Pain?”
“Fine.” My voice surprises me. Not the sound, the steadiness. Like someone taught it how to swim.
“Doctor Osei will be in first thing with your labs.” She tightens tape with warm fingers. “You got someone to call? Anyone else coming?”
I look at Mom. “She’s enough.”
“Yeah.” The nurse smiles at the sleeping shape. “Those chairs are medieval.” She lowers her voice. “You sleeping okay?”
“On and off,” I say. “More off.”
She nods like that’s what she expected. “Holler if you need anything.” She hangs the call button over the rail, a candy-red oval like a toy. “Try to rest.”
When the door closes, the hum reclaims the room. It takes about fifteen seconds for the IV to decide who it wants to be tonight. Then: click—pause—click-click. A stutter. Like it’s trying to learn a language and keeps forgetting the words.
I look at my phone. No new messages. My incoming class group chat is a river I haven’t stepped into since last week. Orientation pics, dorm assignments, someone arguing about the dining hall being “mid.” My acceptance letter is still in my backpack, the official one on thick paper with a crest that looked important when the mailbox spit it out. I liked the way my name looked in serif.
Elias Wynn.
On the whiteboard by the door, someone wrote it in blue marker under “Welcome!” My name curves slightly down at the end, the “y” in Wynn slanting like it’s trying to duck out. Below that, “Goals for today:” and two squares: “Bloodwork,” now checked. “Rest,” blank. Kind of a sick joke. A joke I’d write, if I were the kind of person who wrote jokes on hospital whiteboards.
I take a note for myself in my phone anyway: call admissions. Tell them I won’t be there on time. Tell them—
I stop. The note I’m typing isn’t the one I thought it was. Somewhere between my thumb and my head it changed.
call witness
I blink. I backspace. The letters hold on for an extra heartbeat—w-i-t-n-e—like they know something I don’t. Then they vanish, a clean white line waiting for orders.
The IV clicks again.
Mom makes a small sound, the dream kind, and resettles. My chest squeezes around it. This summer, she kept saying we’d take a trip before I left. Just the two of us. She’d take two extra shifts a week, she said. We could drive to the coast, stand in the dark with our shoes off and let the ocean pretend to be God for a few minutes.
The doctor will say there’s no cure, but there are treatments. The body is complicated, Elias. Think of it as a system that forgot one of its own rules. We can remind it.
The TV is off. A thin gray rectangle on the wall. Static rises in it like fog for half a second and then is gone. Probably nothing. Probably not even that.
I pull the tray toward me. A paper cup with pills inside, a covered bowl that used to be pudding but is now only the idea of pudding, a folded napkin. The napkin has a ballpoint line across it, not straight. I unfold it.
stay with the light
I wait for some other explanation to appear under the words—hospital inventory number, a warning about the coffee being hot, a last name that says it was meant for someone else. It’s just the sentence, written by a hand that couldn’t commit to pressing down hard. Letters leaning left, like they’re trying not to be seen.
The door opens again, and I flinch. Dr. Osei is not tall and walks like he has finally found a speed the world can’t argue with. He smells like aftershave and coffee in equal measure.
“Elias.” He looks at Mom, then at me. “Okay if we talk? I can come back.”
“She should hear it,” I say. “If she wakes up.”
He nods, sets the chart down, looks directly at me. “The labs came back with more clarity,” he says. “The picture fits with a rare autoimmune vasculitis. Your immune system is—” He draws his hand in the air like a baton. “Confused. It’s targeting parts of you it shouldn’t.”
“No cure,” I say, because I want to say it first. Like a spell. Like if I own it, it can’t own me.
He doesn’t flinch. “No cure. But there are evidence-based treatments. We can get this under control. It will be work. It may be two steps forward, one back. But there is a path.”
A path. He makes it sound like something that has dirt and sun and the promise of a view. He talks side effects, timelines, monitoring. I nod when he needs me to nod.
The IV clicks—click—click—pause. It’s not even a pattern, but my head is making it into one anyway.
“Questions?” he says.
“What if it’s not just my body,” I hear myself say. “What if it—it feels like something else.”
He tilts his head. “Like anxiety? Depression? Those are common companions to chronic illness. We can support that too.”
“Like…” I start. The word evaporates. I’m not going to say: like the window, like the parking lot has eyes. I’m not going to say: like the TV breathed. “It’s fine,” I say. “I’m tired.”
He studies me for a second longer than doctors on TV study anyone. “Rest is not a goal we can check off in one day,” he says, soft. “But try anyway.” He leaves me a number. He writes it on the whiteboard under my name. His five looks like an S.
When he goes, the room feels bigger, which is worse somehow. Mom is still asleep. A siren passes outside and smears itself into a low animal sound. Rain knots and unkots itself against the glass.
I look at the napkin again. stay with the light. It’s stupid to ask the nurse, but I do it anyway. I press the call button. The red oval glows like a small sun.
She comes in quick. “You okay?”
“Did you—” I hold up the napkin. “Is this some kind of—like, hospital thing?”
She frowns. Takes it. Reads. “No,” she says, and gives it back like it might be personal. “Maybe a previous patient. Cleaning misses things sometimes. Want me to toss it?”
“No.” The word comes too fast. “I’ll keep it.”
“Okay.” She hesitates. “Do you want me to close the shade? Might help you sleep.”
“No,” I say. “I like the light.”
She nods, like that makes sense, and leaves.
I look back at the parking lot. The stop sign shadow looks like a person again if I want it to. The lamp has that halo thing where the rain crosses it. I press my palm to the fogged pane, and the print blooms underneath, pale and fleshy. My hand looks too thin for eighteen. There’s a white line on my wrist where the hospital band rubs.
Behind me, the IV clicks, and in the soft space between clicks I hear it—my name.
Not loud. Not even sound, exactly. The shape of my name passing through air that doesn’t belong to me.
I shut my eyes. Open them. The ceiling tile above my bed has a water stain I didn’t notice before. It’s the shape of nothing until it isn’t. A circle lined with a second circle. A ring inside a ring. If I squint, it looks like someone pressed a thumb there, hard, and held it for too long.
I laugh once, without meaning it. “Brain inflammation,” I tell the tile. “Congratulations.”
When I look at the whiteboard again, my name has bled a little at the edges. There’s a faint cross of light across it where the door’s window slashes the dark, a vertical and a horizontal made by accident. I know it’s just the hallway light changing, someone walking past, the world tilting slightly in its sleep.
The IV clicks. The vent exhales. The napkin sits on the tray like a flag for a country too small to be on a map.
I turn on my side and try to make a bargain with nothing in particular. If I sleep now, if I go under without making a scene, if I agree to be easy, then maybe the morning will be just morning.
Out in the lot, the rain stops like someone let go of it. The parking light flickers once, twice, the way lights do when they’re deciding what they are.
Something presses against the other side of the window.
Not a hand. Not a face. A suggestion of weight, of attention. A smudge. A cool shape meeting my warm print.
Mom snorts softly in her sleep and goes quiet again.
I don’t move. I let my breath slow until I can’t hear it over the hum. The cool on the glass lingers one heartbeat longer than I think it should and then is gone, like everything else.
The IV clicks again, and this time the pause is long enough to feel like a question.


Chapter Two

Morning arrives like a verdict.
Not with sunlight—this room turns even good light into something clinical—but with carts and voices and wheels that don’t want to be quiet.
Mom is awake, hair doing whatever it wants. She smiles like there’s a small person standing on her smile making sure it stays up.
“Morning,” she says.
“Hey.”
She stretches, winces. “These chairs are illegal in three countries.”
I sit up. The tape tugs at my arm. The IV pump blinks a number that means nothing to me. The drip is steady now, which I decide to accept as mercy.
A phlebotomist in purple scrubs knocks with her knuckles already inside. She’s efficient, not unkind, the way people are when they use their hands for a living.
“Little poke,” she says. Tourniquet. Alcohol swab. The smell is cold and clean and chemical and immediately becomes the smell of morning. “You a coffee person?” she asks, like we’ve known each other for years.
“Starting today,” I say.
She laughs into her mask. The needle is a silver flick, then a warm heavy pull in my elbow like a thread being drawn out. Tubes fill. Red turns to label turns to a rack. The world organizes itself into small containers with my name on them.
“Name and date of birth?” she asks, even though she’s already labeled everything.
I say them. She repeats them back, and for a second I hear the shape of my name like it belongs to a stranger down the hall.
She tapes cotton to the crook of my arm. “You did great.” She glances at the whiteboard as if it’s participating in our conversation. “You’re on the schedule for imaging later,” she adds. “If transport beats me here, tell them to wait. I need one more sample after eight.”
“Okay.”
When she leaves, Mom gets up like her body is made of hinges that need oil. “I’m going to find coffee,” she says. “Want anything?”
“Toast,” I say, before I remember how hospital toast tastes. “No, never mind. I’ll eat whatever shows up.”
She puts her hand on my hair for a second, smooths a nonexistent crease like I’m five. Then she’s gone, sweatshirt tied around her waist, phone tucked under her chin. Her voice floats back from the hallway, cheerful for whoever she’s leaving a message for.
The TV remains off. The stain on the ceiling is still the shape of a ring inside a ring, but in daylight it looks more like nothing. The napkin is folded back into a square on the tray like I put it there on purpose. I open it. The words are still there. stay with the light. The ink looks paler, like it slept badly.
Breakfast arrives with a thunk: oatmeal that has lost the argument with time, a plastic cup of fruit that tastes like refrigerator, a coffee-like liquid that smells like someone told it a story about coffee once.
I eat because the nurses will ask. The spoon taps plastic. The intercom says something that sounds like a code in a voice that can’t decide if it’s human.
The nurse from last night appears, day-shift brisk now, ponytail tighter. “Morning, Elias. How’s the pain?”
“Three,” I say, because that’s a number that sounds like I’m participating without being dramatic.
“Good.” She looks at the pump, clicks through a menu. “Any dizziness? Nausea?”
“No.”
“Sleep?”
“Some.”
She prints a sticker from a machine and slaps it on a form like it owes her money. “You’re on the list for a chest X-ray and a consult at eleven. We’ll switch your IV in an hour. Your steroids will be oral this morning—easier on the veins.” She pauses. “You up for a shower if I get you cleared?”
The idea of hot water makes something in my ribs loosen. “Yeah.”
“Okay.” She turns to go, then glances at the napkin on my tray. A flicker of recognition? Or maybe just the kind of curiosity that’s none of her business. “You and everyone else,” she says under her breath, not unkindly, and is gone before I can decide what that means.
I open my phone. Overnight, my class group chat has grown by two hundred messages and a GIF of a raccoon stealing a slice of pizza. A text from an unknown number sits alone.
Your appointment is confirmed for 10:30 a.m.
No name, no address, no “reply STOP.” A link I’m not going to click. I delete it. It reappears in my mind anyway, as if I clicked it with some part of me that doesn’t need a finger.
I type a note to admissions. I’m not sure how to begin. Dear— Hi— This is— I keep it practical so I don’t bleed on it.
This is Elias Wynn. I’m writing to request a defer—
The word finishes itself, like autocomplete jumped into my head, not the screen.
—ral of one semester due to health.
My thumb hovers. I don’t hit send. If I send it, the version of me I was is officially replaced by someone who writes letters like this.
Mom returns, triumphant with two coffees that have the weight of hope and the taste of burnt possibility. She hands me one. “It’s almost not terrible,” she says, honest. She sits. Looks at me over the lid.
“How are you?” she asks, like there’s a version of an answer she could handle and a version that would end us both.
“Okay,” I lie correctly. I sip. It tastes like patient.
She nods like she heard both answers and accepts the one I chose. “Your Aunt Liv says she’ll come tonight if you want. She’ll bring lasagna. You won’t want lasagna, but she’ll bring it.”
“Tell her thanks.” I look past Mom at the window. Daylight makes the glass a mirror. My face is a pale oval that refuses to commit to any expression. Behind it—the parking lot, parking lot things, nothing else.
“Do you remember when you were little,” Mom says, eyes on her coffee, “and you refused to let anyone help you tie your shoes? You were like three. You sat there for an hour. I had to be late to work. You kept saying, ‘I’m going to do it until I can do it.’”
“That sounds like me,” I say, though it could be anyone’s stubborn child if you tell it right.
She smiles without showing teeth. “This is not shoes,” she says. “You don’t have to do it alone.”
“I know.”
We sit. The room ticks. Every machine has a different idea of what a second is. It makes time a crowded place.
Transport shows up with a wheelchair that has seen some things. The orderly is young, tattoo on his forearm peeking from his sleeve—an anchor with a date. He looks at me like he recognizes a look he’s worn.
“Ready?” he asks.
“As I’ll ever be.”
The hallways smell like cleaning solvent and old air. We pass rooms with other versions of me in them. People with hair. People without. People sitting up like their bodies agreed to a temporary armistice. People sleeping with their mouths open.
We pass a chapel that is really a small room with two chairs and a stained glass window that tries too hard. The glass throws color across the hall. For a second, a red line crosses my gown like someone drew it there. I tell myself I’m seeing things because everything here is a symbol if you let it be.
X-ray is cold. I stand where they tell me to stand. I hold my breath when they tell me to hold it. The tech says, “Good job,” like I’ve contributed more than standing still and being polite.
Back in the room, the nurse hands me a small paper cup. The steroid tablets look harmless, chalk-white, indecisive. I take them. They catch halfway down like they’ve changed their minds.
“Food after,” she says. “Don’t take those on an empty stomach.”
“I had oatmeal,” I say.
“Then you had paste. Eat this.” She sets a banana on the tray like she’s introducing us.
Mom opens a granola bar with the seriousness of a surgeon. I eat half the banana, half the bar, and decide that counts.
Dr. Osei arrives like he never left. He pulls the curtain so the room feels smaller, which helps. He goes through numbers. Kidneys okay. Inflammation high. We are not lost in the woods, he says without saying it.
“Any changes?” he asks. “Symptoms we didn’t discuss?”
“No,” I say. “Just tired.”
He watches my face the way people watch clouds to see if the day is going to keep its promises. “We’ll pace you,” he says. “One thing at a time.”
After he’s gone, the day stretches. The TV stays off because I’ve decided the world is quieter without it pretending to entertain me. A volunteer comes by with a cart of paperbacks and jigsaw puzzles like a metaphor I’m not ready for. I say, “Maybe later,” and she smiles like she’ll be here when later arrives.
My phone buzzes. A voicemail icon without a missed call, which is its own kind of magic trick. I put the phone to my ear.
No message. Just the sound of a room that isn’t mine. Air-conditioning. A beep I recognize. Then my name, not whispered, not dramatic. Said like a test: “Elias?”
My own voice answers, quiet. “I’m here.”
The message ends.
I check the timestamp. 2:13 a.m.
I don’t remember calling anyone. I press the screen like it will give under my thumb and show me what I did with my hands while I was supposed to be sleeping.
Mom is looking at me. “Everything okay?”
“Admissions,” I say, which is not an answer to the question she asked. “I should email them.”
She nods. “We can do it together.”
I open Notes again. The sentence is still there, waiting to become real. I hover. My thumb doesn’t move. The cursor blinks like a heartbeat.
In the corner of the whiteboard, under the list, someone has added a third square in faint gray marker that wasn’t there before.
“Witness,” it says. Unchecked.
I get up without meaning to, IV pole whispering along beside me. Up close, the letters look like they were written and then erased and then thought about and then written again.
Mom says, “What is it?”
I turn the napkin over. The back is clean. The front still says stay with the light.
“I think I need air,” I say, though what I mean is something else. “Just to the end of the hall and back.”
“Okay,” Mom says. “Don’t unplug yourself from anything important.”
I push my pole to the door. The hallway smells like lemon and electricity. As the door swings shut behind me, the intercom crackles alive.
“Code witness,” it says, or I think it says, or someone says something that sounds like that because it’s morning and everything sounds like something if you let it.
I stop, the wheel of the IV pole squeaking a little, and for a second I’m back somewhere I can’t see yet.
I close my eyes.
And the smell of antiseptic tilts into something else—floor wax, wet asphalt, a gymnasium on a day too bright for being indoors, my shoe catching on something—
The memory pulls tight, sudden and exact.
I open my eyes on the empty hallway, heart up where my throat should be, and realize I’m already moving toward it.


Chapter Three

I’m halfway down the hall when the floor gives a little shiver.
Not earthquake, not vertigo—just a tremor under the skin of the building, like something remembering how to breathe.
The air smells like lemon polish and gym floors, and that smell pulls a string in my head.
Suddenly I’m not in the hospital anymore.
The gym at Ridgeview High.
Wednesday.
February, maybe March.
The air thick with sweat and the sound of sneakers chewing the floor.
We’re running suicides for a coach who still believes pain builds character.
I’m already light-headed, already pretending not to be.
My lungs feel too small for my ribs, but I keep pace because stopping would mean explaining, and explaining means weakness.
One more line, I tell myself.
The whistle blows. I turn, legs syrup-heavy, vision tunneling.
The floor slides sideways.
A noise leaves my mouth that doesn’t belong to a person.
Then black.
Not the soft kind—the kind that hums.
When I come back, I’m on my side, cheek against varnish, the gym’s overhead lights cutting halos into my eyelids. Someone’s saying my name over and over like it’s an answer key.
“Elias? Hey—Elias, can you hear me?”
I want to say yes but my body is a far-away station and the signal keeps dropping.
Coach’s whistle dangles from his hand, swinging. “Call the nurse! Now!”
The hum grows louder until it’s the only thing there.
Somewhere in it, a voice I don’t recognize says, witness.
Then everything tilts.
The hallway light jolts me back. The nurse from earlier stands at the far end, frowning. “Elias? You okay?”
I nod too fast. “Just—dizzy.”
“Let’s get you back.” She moves like she’s been doing this forever. I let her steer me into the wheelchair parked near the supply closet. The vinyl seat squeaks in complaint.
“First time out of bed?” she asks.
“Not the first time out of somewhere,” I mutter, half to myself.
She looks at me but doesn’t ask.
That’s something I like about nurses—they don’t collect confessions; they just patch what leaks.
Back in the room, Mom’s folding her sweatshirt into a square like she’s trying to organize chaos. “You okay?”
“Yeah. Just went too far.”
She sighs through her nose, a sound between relief and scolding. “Try sitting still for five minutes in your life.”
“I’m working on it.”
The nurse checks the monitor. “Vitals are fine. Maybe low blood sugar.” She points at the untouched tray. “Finish that banana.”
She leaves. Mom hovers a second, then hands me the rest of the fruit like she’s giving me ammunition.
While I eat, I watch the whiteboard. The faint gray box that said Witness is gone. Erased clean.
Only Rest remains, still unchecked.
I don’t say anything.
That night—or maybe afternoon; hospital time has no edges—I pull the blanket to my chest and stare at the window. Clouds push across the sky like bruises drifting. My reflection sits where the shadow stood last night.
I whisper the word that keeps tagging along behind me. “Witness.”
It doesn’t answer, but the IV clicks once, as if acknowledging attendance.
The door opens and Dr. Osei leans in, coat half-buttoned. “Quick check,” he says. “How are you feeling?”
“Dizzy earlier,” I say. “Better now.”
He glances at the chart. “Pressure dropped, then normalized. Could be dehydration. Could be you thinking too hard.” A small smile. “We’ll find balance.”
He writes something. I watch his pen hover just a second too long before touching paper.
“What does witness mean to you?” I ask suddenly.
He looks up. “Pardon?”
“You wrote it earlier, right? On the board?”
He frowns. “No. Just your labs. And rest.” He checks the marker cap. “Maybe another staff member.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Maybe.”
He studies me for that extra heartbeat he gives when he doesn’t believe a word but can’t prove it. “Any hallucinations? Auditory, visual?”
“No,” I lie, and both of us pretend that’s data.
He leaves me a smile that’s half professional, half prayer. The door clicks. The air changes again.
I try to sleep.
Instead I drift sideways into the hum.
It’s not dream, not memory—something between.
A corridor of sound.
A heartbeat that isn’t mine.
In the middle of it, a single light sways, and under that light stands the same figure from the parking lot.
No face.
Just posture—patient, expectant.
He raises his hand, palm out, like he’s waiting for me to match it.
I almost do.
Then a voice, softer than breath, says from behind me, Stay with the light.
I turn.
Beeping. Real beeping.
My eyes snap open. The nurse is there, adjusting the monitor. “You spiked a heart rate. Bad dream?”
“Yeah,” I say, because that’s easier than explaining any of it.
“Drink some water.” She hands me the cup, checks the IV. “Your labs came back improved. Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it.”
“Sleeping badly?”
“Believing you’ll sleep better,” she says, and smiles like that’s a secret she’s allowed to keep.
When she leaves, I look at the water stain on the ceiling. The ring inside the ring seems darker now, as if something beneath the plaster is pushing outward.
I tell myself it’s shadow.
But the next IV click sounds exactly like a knock.


Chapter Four

Morning has edges.
Not soft—crisp. Rounds, carts, voices moving faster than yesterday. The room wears a different face in daylight, and my body, doped with less medicine, hums with a low impatience that feels almost like hope.
Mom is on her phone with insurance, talking in the language of numbers and patience. She writes three things on a sticky note—co-pay, referral, follow-up—and underlines each one twice. The Law of Three happens without asking permission.
Dr. Osei arrives with a small storm of calm. “Good morning,” he says, washing his hands like a ritual that blesses both of us. “How do you feel?”
“Lighter,” I say. “Like my head belongs to me again.”
He nods. “Vitals are trending well. Imaging is clean. We’re still waiting on part of your autoimmune panel—those can take a day or two. Based on response to steroids and your stability, I’m leaning toward discharge tomorrow with an outpatient plan. If anything shifts, we pivot.”
Mom’s shoulders drop half an inch, enough to mark the moment.
“What happens after I go home?” I ask.
“We’ll taper steroids slowly, add an immune modulator as outpatient once we confirm specifics, and schedule you with rheumatology within a week.” He pauses, making sure I hear it all. “You’ll have bloodwork. You’ll learn your body’s new language. It’s not surrender. It’s strategy.”
I nod. “Okay.”
He glances at my chart. “I’ll have the nurse remove your IV later if you tolerate oral meds. More mobility, less tether.”
“Deal.”
He smiles, small and human. “Questions for me?”
I almost say, Will you trust what you cannot see? Will you give your life to what you claim to believe? Will you choose love over fear?
But I don’t. The questions sit in my mouth like un-swallowed pills.
“Not yet,” I say.
“Good. Then rest. And walk the hall. Slowly.”
After he leaves, the room feels charged, like the air after someone rubs a balloon on a sweater. The IV pump ticks in a steady three-count—click-click-click, pause—as if it overheard the plan and is practicing leaving me alone.
The nurse—Sofia, her badge finally stays still long enough for me to read it—comes to free me. She peels tape, removes the catheter with a softness that feels like forgiveness, and covers the spot with gauze and a smile. “Oral today,” she says. “Test your legs.”
I test them.
The hallway is louder than I remember—pages over the intercom, wheels murmuring, footsteps felt more than heard. I walk past three rooms because my brain has started counting without my permission.
Room 312: a cough like something burning out—the old man punches his chest and grins at a visiting kid like pain is a private joke they’re both in on.
Room 314: a child with a sticker-studded IV pole squeals at a cartoon; his dad laughs, that low, unscripted laugh grown men forget they can make.
Room 316: a woman bows her head, lips moving, no sound. Hands folded over a hospital Bible the size of a lunchbox. Incense would make sense here, but there’s only that antiseptic-citrus clean that pretends to be mercy.
I keep going. The visitor lounge has real windows, unfiltered by hospital fog. The city beyond is gray and honest. Cars, a bus, a woman walking a dog with a blue jacket. Ordinary life moving at its own speed, unaffected by how today feels inside my skin.
Mom joins me with a paper cup of something pretending to be tea. She sits. We watch the world together for a minute like it’s a show that forgot to add music.
“I talked to work,” she says. “They’re good. They told me to stop apologizing. I apologized for apologizing.”
I huff. “Sounds like you.”
She takes a long sip, then longer words. “I keep thinking about when you were little and you’d line up your toy cars by color, then by size, then by how much you loved them. You needed the world to make sense three different ways before you could walk away from it.” She looks at me. “Maybe this will be like that. We’ll make it make sense three different ways.”
I don’t say it out loud, but something inside me nods to the number and doesn’t know why.
Across the lounge, two volunteers arrange magazines. One says, “You have to trust the process,” and the other says, “At some point you have to live like you believe what you say you believe,” and a third voice from a doorway—maybe a chaplain, maybe a social worker—laughs softly and adds, “And try not to choose fear when love will do.”
They’re not speaking to me. They’re not speaking to anyone particular. But the words land like a chord I’ve heard before.
I stand too fast. The room tilts, then rights itself. My heart kicks like a startled animal and calms.
On the way back to my room, the smell shifts. Not chemical—something warm and wrong, like bread left too long in a toaster.
“Do you—” Mom begins.
“Yeah,” I say. “I smell it.”
Sofia steps into the hall, eyes narrowed, nostrils flaring like a hunting dog’s. Somewhere distant, a chime bleats. Then overhead, the intercom clears its throat.
“Code Red, third floor, west wing. Code Red, third floor, west wing.”
The alarms answer immediately—three pulses, pause, three pulses, pause, the Temporal-3 pattern drilling the hall with calm urgency. Red strobes wink above each door like watchful eyes.
Sofia’s voice snaps into a register I haven’t heard from her. “Close your door. Stay in the room. If you are ambulatory, stand by for staff direction.” She’s already moving—doors shutting, curtains pulled back from doorways, oxygen flow meters dialed off where they can be. No one runs. They move.
She shepherds us into my room and lets the heavy door seal with a kiss of rubber. “Stay put,” she says. “It’s on another wing. If we need to horizontally evacuate to the next smoke compartment, I’ll come back with a chair. Do not use the elevators. If you see smoke, put a damp cloth over your mouth. Breathe slow.”
“Is it a real fire?” Mom asks, already grabbing the water cup, the hospital towels.
“Probably not,” Sofia says, practical and kind at once. “But we treat it real until Engineering says otherwise.”
The alarm keeps its three-beat sermon. My blood answers out of habit. I stand at the window and see nothing but a slice of parking lot and a too-bright sky. Somewhere, a door opens and shuts three times. Somewhere, a human cough barks. Somewhere, something prays without language.
The smell of burned bread grows—stale, sweet, apologetic. It drifts through the vent with the dignity of incense, which I know is ridiculous, except I can’t unknow the way smoke looks like surrender when it rises.
Mom stands close enough that our shoulders touch. “Breathe slow,” she says, and I do. We wait.
Minutes stretch in hospital time, which is different from every other kind. Under the alarm’s cadence, I hear another sound—or I decide I do. A long metallic note buried under the three quick beeps. Not a trumpet, exactly. Just a tone that holds, like someone testing a single string on an unseen instrument.
The intercom crackles alive. “All staff: confirm doors closed and oxygen secured. Security and Engineering responding. Avoid elevators.”
Footsteps pass. Sofia opens our door a crack, checks air, closes it again. Calm has weight when you have to carry it for other people.
My mouth goes dry. The napkin on my tray—stay with the light—lies innocently among disposable spoons and fruit cups, like it belongs in this moment more than I do.
I say, because I need a voice to be in the room, “It’s probably the staff lounge. Someone tried to make toast.”
Mom nods. “You always burn toast.”
“I like it honest.”
She laughs, even here, even now, and I love her for that.
The alarm keeps preaching. Three notes, pause. Three notes, pause. Fire, or the idea of it, purifying something I can’t see.
Then the intercom again, new words shaped by relieved lungs: “All clear. Code Red all clear. False alarm due to smoke in staff lounge. All units return to normal operations.”
The red strobes blink once more and then decide to be nothing.
Doors open in a staccato down the hall. A chorus of exhalations follows, soft and human. Sofia appears, hairline damp, smile disciplined. “Okay,” she says. “We’re good. Burnt toast tried to kill the third floor again. Sorry for the excitement.”
“Will you put that in my chart?” I say. “Allergic to toast?”
“Only the sinful kind,” she deadpans, and then, softer, “You handled that well.” To Mom: “He’s steady.”
After she leaves, the room feels larger, as if the walls backed up a few inches to make room for whatever just walked through.
Dr. Osei returns eventually, the ghost of steam still on his glasses. “False alarm,” he confirms. “Engineering’s sermon about staff microwaves will be particularly fiery this week.” He checks my vitals anyway because that’s what you do. “Any dizziness with the excitement?”
“A little,” I say. “Then it passed.”
“Good. We’ll keep the discharge plan for tomorrow, pending the last panel. I’ll send prescriptions to your pharmacy today so you’re not waiting on the curb.” He looks at me with a trace of a longer thought, then lets it go. “Questions?”
I find the longer sentences waiting. They come out arranged, like I practiced in a life I don’t remember. “What happens if it gets worse at home? What if the steroids stop working? What if—” I stop. The third what if tastes like fear.
He answers each the way good doctors do—plain, direct, not pretending the truth is prettier than it is. “You’ll have a number to call, day and night. We’ll monitor labs. We have second-line treatments. You’re not alone in this. It isn’t a straight line, Elias. But there is a line.”
I nod. He nods back, a small bow to recognition. Then he’s gone, carrying normalcy down the hall like a lantern.
Later, when the quiet comes back slowly, I stand again at the window. The sky is the color of pewter, cloud bases low enough to touch if you believed in that sort of thing. In the glass, my face floats over the lot. Somewhere below, a security guard throws a piece of charcoal toast into a bin and fans the air like an usher closing a door between worlds.
I press my palm to the glass. The print blooms. My hand has three creases where it meets my fingers. I count them before I can stop.
In the distance, an ambulance turns onto the hospital road, siren off, lights on—no drama, just purpose. It slides past with that underwater grace machines get when they know their jobs.
The day’s energy doesn’t recede. It changes color. It keeps a little of the alarm’s rhythm in it, as if the building taught my blood a song and my blood decided to remember.
Tomorrow I go home. The word means more than it used to.
Behind me, the napkin sits where I left it, a small square of instruction among the trash and trays.
Stay with the light.
Outside, the clouds thin just enough to let a blade of brightness through. It lands on the corner of my whiteboard, two intersecting lines of illumination that make a shape I refuse to name.
The hum returns to its ordinary key.
The day doesn’t.


Chapter Five

Morning finds me before anybody else does.
Not with trumpets—just with the sound of a printer spitting out my name three different ways and a ray of light that sneaks past the blind and draws a bright line across my blanket, then two more, as if the sun is practicing its handwriting.
Sofia appears with a clipboard and a smile she’s earned. “Big day,” she says. “How’s your pain?”
“Manageable,” I say, which is true and also helpful.
“Good.” She checks vitals, listens to my chest, watches me breathe like it’s a story I’m telling. “Doctor Osei will round soon. We’ll go over discharge instructions.” She flips a page. “Three forms,” she adds with no idea how the number lands in me. “Sign, sign, sign.”
Mom sits forward in the chair like a sprinter in blocks. The sticky note she’s been building all week now has three neat bullets: call, rest, follow-up. She underlines each twice. I try not to smile.
Osei arrives with a cup of coffee and the look of a person who knows what he’s doing. We go through the ritual: handwash, greeting, the small pause where he really sees me.
“How do you feel?”
“Like my head belongs to me again.”
He nods. “Vitals are steady. Imaging’s clean. Some of your autoimmune panel is still pending—that can take a day or two—but we have enough to make a plan.” He sets the folder on my tray, turns it so it faces me. “We’ll discharge you today.”
The word clicks in my chest in a way the IV never could.
“You’ll go home on a steroid taper,” he continues. “We’ll schedule you with rheumatology within a week, and I’ve sent prescriptions electronically to your pharmacy. If you have fever over 100.4, chest pain, shortness of breath beyond baseline, or sudden neurological symptoms, you call. Day or night.” He taps the paper three times, gentle as knocking. “No marathons. Physical or emotional. Listen to your body.”
Mom nods like she’s in church. I nod because I don’t know how to kneel.
“Questions?” he asks.
I think of the three that have been shadowing me—Will you trust what you cannot see? Will you give your life to what you claim to believe? Will you choose love over fear?—and decide this isn’t the time to say them out loud.
“What happens if it gets worse at home?”
“Then we adjust,” he says without flinching. “Second-line treatments exist. You’re not alone in this.” A small smile. “Today is a good day.”
He leaves us the folder. Sofia returns with a small parade of papers. Consent, instructions, summary. My name printed in black ink three times on the same sheet, as if the hospital is giving me back to myself in triplicate. I sign where she shows me. My hand trembles a little, the steroids’ small earthquake.
“Last thing,” she says, and eases the final strip of tape from my arm. A square of gauze covers what feels suddenly like a memory instead of a wound. “Officially free.”
We clean the room with our eyes. I fold the napkin—stay with the light—and slip it into the folder, where it sits like contraband among official words.
Down the hall, automatic doors sigh open and closed, open and closed, like the building is breathing for both of us one last time.
The lobby is busier than it ever seemed from my floor. Volunteers in bright vests wheel people toward vans. A kid in pajamas chooses a sticker and affixes it to the wheelchair arm like a badge. A security guard opens the door for an old man who thanks him as if the door could have refused.
Outside air hits like a baptism. Sun on wet asphalt. Exhaust, damp mulch, bakery somewhere up the block making the whole street smell like bread trying to be forgiven. The brightness makes me squint. For a second, my legs consider not being legs, then decide to play along.
“You okay?” Mom asks.
“Just lightheaded.”
“That’s freedom,” she says. “It always feels a little wrong at first.”
We reach the car. My seat remembers me in a way that makes my chest tight. I buckle in like a normal person and feel anything but.
Mom pulls out slowly, a courtesy to the day. The hospital shrinks in the rearview and becomes a building that only knows how to hold people and let them go.
She talks because silence is where fear lives.
“We’ll make a deal,” she says. “Short walks to the end of the block. Sunlight, real food. No more pretending coffee is breakfast.” She taps the dash in time with the wipers: three soft taps between swishes. “I stocked the fridge with those vegetables you’ll actually eat. Baby carrots don’t count as a personality, but they’re a start. I threw out the milk. It expired during the last administration.”
I let the corner of my mouth surrender. Buildings flicker by, light-shadow-light in a rhythm my pulse tries to match.
“Classes,” she goes on, because practical is easier than miraculous. “We can talk about deferring. Or online, at least for now. College isn’t a race. It’ll be there when you are.”
“Feels closed,” I say, because honesty is easier in two words.
“Then we pry it open.” She glances over, smile quick and honest. “We’ve done that before. Remember when the GPS sent us to the wrong beach and we found that diner with the terrible coffee?”
“You drank both cups.”
“Waste not.” She laughs, real and short, like a match struck. It goes out quick, but the sulfur stays in the air.
We pass under an overpass. A busker lifts a brass horn and sends a single bright note into the hollow. It tumbles through the car, long and metallic, not quite a trumpet call, exactly that. It lands behind my sternum and waits.
“I keep trying to trust what I can’t see,” Mom says a minute later, softer, like she’s talking to the windshield. “That’s what all this is—trust. I can’t fix blood or teach cells to behave. I have to believe the people who can. Sometimes that’s harder than the illness. Believing when the thing you’re believing in doesn’t show its face.”
“Yeah,” I say.
“I’d rather believe than live scared,” she adds. “Fear shrinks the world.”
The horn’s note ghosts me through the next two lights. We turn onto our street. The mailbox leans like it aged while I was gone. The front yard looks exactly the same and totally different, like a face you see after a long time.
Inside, the air is stale in a domestic way—dust and laundry detergent and something faintly bitter I can’t name until I do. Toast. No one’s cooked. Still, it lingers in the kitchen like a memory somebody forgot to turn off.
On the counter: three envelopes in a stack. Hospital summary. Insurance. Pharmacy. Mom straightens them into a more perfect line because that’s what she does when the world can’t be controlled.
“Go lie down,” she says. “I’ll unpack prescriptions. We’ll set alarms for the taper.”
“Okay.”
The stairs look taller than I remember. Halfway up, a cough takes me without asking—sharp, clean, a small fire lighting in my chest and going out. It hurts in the way that tells you you’re still inside your body. The banister is cool and solid under my palm. Three steps left. I count them even though I don’t need to.
My room is a diorama of a life I almost had: posters curling, a laundry basket apologizing in the corner, a laptop blinking a patient little light like a heartbeat. Dust floats in the window’s square of sun, turning in slow circles. Each mote is an ember with nothing to burn.
I sit on the bed. The mattress remembers the shape of me, which makes something complicated happen behind my eyes. I press two fingers to the gauze on my arm. The spot is tender, not angry. Proof, not accusation.
From outside comes the sound of a rake and the low voice of our neighbor talking to his dog like it’s a person. I stand and lean on the window frame. Three houses down, somebody’s burning a small pile of leaves in a metal ring. The smoke lifts in three slender ribbons before a wind knits them together and unthreads them again. It smells like endings and like yards and like a fall that hasn’t arrived yet. Incense for the ordinary.
Downstairs, cabinet doors open and close. Mom hums nothing in particular. It takes me a second to realize it’s the same three notes she always circles when she’s working on not crying.
I lie back. The ceiling fan turns slow above me. Three blades, each catching light then disappearing, catching, disappearing. The room spins a little without moving.
From deeper in the neighborhood, faint and out of tune, a marching band warms up scales. Brass climbs, plateaus, slides down, climbs again. Somebody misses a note; it hangs in the air like a question and then is corrected. A high, held tone threads through it all, and for a breath it’s the building’s alarm slowed down to human size, a trumpet sounding once and then agreeing to be only a practice note, nothing to worry about, move along.
My phone buzzes on the nightstand. I expect the pharmacy or the automated call every discharged body gets. The screen shows Unknown. A voicemail arrives without a missed call.
I let it sit. The fan ticks. The smell of smoke thins. I pick up the phone and press the message like it might bruise.
Air, then the sound of a room that isn’t mine. A vent. A soft click. And then my name, said like a test: “Elias?”
It’s my voice that answers, smaller than it should be. “I’m here.”
The message ends.
I put the phone on my chest and listen to my heart count time in threes: lub-dup-rest, lub-dup-rest. It’s probably nothing. It’s probably everything. It’s probably the way a body learns to speak in a language you don’t remember choosing.
On the dresser, the folder from the hospital sits where I dropped it. The corner of the napkin peeks out like a white flag. I slide it free. The words haven’t faded.
stay with the light
A breeze noses the curtain. Dust swirls, becomes shapes, becomes dust again. Somewhere, the band hits a chord that almost means something and then lets it go.
I close my eyes. The smell of leaves and toast and old paper folds around me. For the first time in days, sleep looks like a door that’s mine to open or not.
“Short walks,” I tell the ceiling. “Real food. No marathons.”
Downstairs, Mom laughs once at something only she can see. It sounds like choosing love in the absence of guarantees.
The fan turns. One. Two. Three.
I breathe with it until the world forgets to be sharp. The last thing I notice is the quiet answering back, not empty, not hostile—just a space big enough to hold what’s coming.


Chapter Six

The house still smells faintly of disinfectant and cinnamon. Two days home and it already feels smaller, as if the walls have learned to hold their breath.
The phone rings at 9:07 a.m. Mom snatches it up before the second tone.
“Yes, this is she… Right—thank you for calling.”
“Positive for both C-ANCA and P-ANCA?”
“Granulomatosis with polyangiitis—formerly called Wegener’s disease. All right.”
“Friday morning? Yes, we’ll be there.”
She writes everything in the margin of an old grocery list, the pen digging into the paper. When she hangs up, the kitchen returns to its usual hum—the refrigerator, the drip of the sink.
“They’re sending us to a rheumatologist,” she says. “To plan treatment. Friday.”
I nod. The word rheumatologist is too long, too official. It doesn’t sound like a place you heal; it sounds like a test you take.
That afternoon the phone buzzes again—Gilbert. His face fills the screen, all dorm-room chaos behind him: pizza boxes, laundry, somebody’s speaker fighting for attention.
“Yo, Lazarus! Back among the living.”
“Depends on the definition.”
“You look good. Pale, but good. They didn’t keep you on ice?”
“Half-thawed, ready for resale.”
“Spring semester, then? I saved a bunk. Roommate snores like a trumpet dying.”
“Doctors are still alphabet-souping my blood. C-ANCA, P-ANCA, OMG.”
“Sounds like my bio midterm.”
We laugh. It’s almost normal. When the connection lags, his voice stretches into static, and suddenly I’m looking at my own reflection on a frozen frame.
Aunt Liv arrives the next evening carrying a lasagna the size of regret. She smells like gardenia perfume and good intentions. Mom and she talk in the kitchen—laughter that collapses when I walk in. The words that stay behind are insurance, side effects, strong kid.
Mom’s cheer has become routine. She hums while folding towels, hums while stirring tea, always the same three notes. At night I hear the floor creak outside her room, then a muffled sob, then the rustle of tissues. The sound doesn’t keep me awake; it keeps me honest.
Friday comes. The waiting room glows sterile and safe, magazines about joint health fanned across a low table, a television whispering news no one watches.
Dr Patel greets us with practiced warmth. His badge swings when he shakes my hand.
“Your labs confirm vasculitis—an inflammation of small blood vessels. It fits with the positive C-ANCA and P-ANCA results.”
“So that’s definite?” Mom asks.
“It’s clear enough to plan next steps,” he says. “Before we start medication we’ll order baseline labs—liver, kidney, chest imaging. Once those return, we’ll begin a low-dose immune-modulating drug.”
“He’s always been healthy,” Mom says. “Soccer, good grades. How does a body just turn on itself?”
“Sometimes the immune system forgets what belongs,” Patel says. “Our job is to remind it.”
“And if it forgets again?” I ask.
“Then we remind it again.”
He prints instructions: blood draws, follow-up dates, a pamphlet titled Living With Chronic Illness. Mom nods at every sentence. I watch condensation slide down a water glass, the droplets trembling like they’re deciding whether to fall.
“This is work,” Patel adds, “but not hopeless.” The words are simple, but they find a home somewhere behind my ribs.
Rain turns the windshield into a gray film on the drive home. The wipers keep time—three beats, pause, three beats.
“At least we know what it is,” Mom says.
“Yeah.”
“Not knowing was worse.”
“Knowing’s heavier.”
“Maybe. But you can carry heavy.”
Outside, a horn blares long and low under an overpass. For a second it sounds like that same trumpet note from the hospital—familiar and far away.
Dinner is Aunt Liv’s lasagna reheated again. Gilbert texts a photo of campus lights reflected in puddles—caption: Wish you were here. I type soon and delete it before sending.
Upstairs, the ceiling fan turns lazy circles. On my desk, the folder from Dr Patel’s office lies open, paperwork spilling like loose pages of a future I didn’t plan.
From down the hall comes Mom’s voice—soft crying stitched with prayer. The rhythm is steady, like breathing, like faith repeating itself just in case someone’s listening.
I think about what Dr Patel said: The body forgets; we remind it. Maybe belief is the same—forgetting and remembering until it hurts less.
I don’t pray. I listen.
The fan turns—one, two, three. Outside, thunder grumbles, distant and unsure, like a door testing its hinges. The house exhales. The quiet begins again.


Chapter Seven

Gilbert showed up Sunday afternoon without warning. His car rumbled into the driveway like it was announcing him to the whole street. By the time Mom opened the door he was already standing there, tall and grinning, arms wide.
“Lord, you scared me,” she said, hand over her heart.
He laughed. “Couldn’t let this guy turn into furniture.”
I came down the stairs slower than I meant to. The steps creaked like they were keeping count. Gilbert’s smile didn’t change, but I caught the quick scan—my face, the yellow tinge in my eyes, the way my shirt hung too loose.
He pulled me into a careful hug. “You’re lighter than my backpack.”
“Yours is full of bricks.”
“Books,” he said. “Same thing.”
We’d been best friends since we were eleven. He used to say God must’ve mixed up the delivery labels—two only children, dropped on opposite sides of the city, meant to share one brain between them. He was midnight skin and wide laughter; I was pale enough to make moonlight jealous. “At night,” he’d say, “the only thing you’ll see of me are my teeth.” It was the kind of joke that could only come from love.
We’d met on a basketball court the summer before middle school. He’d been shooting alone, headphones in, when the ball rolled toward me. I passed it back left-handed. He yelled, “That’s wrong,” and spent the next ten years correcting everything I did—from jump shots to theology.
Mom vanished to the kitchen with an excuse about tea, though she mostly wanted us to talk.
* * *
“Place looks smaller,” he said, dropping onto the couch.
“Everything does when you stop moving.”
“You could start small. Walks. Push-ups. Prayer.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Prayer?”
He grinned. “Yeah, I do that now. Every day. Real church, real hymns, real people who don’t fall asleep during the sermon. I even pray for you.”
“Dangerous habit.”
“Can’t help it. I told God you’re still a smart-mouthed skeptic, but I figured He already knew.”
“Did He answer?”
“He said, ‘Patience, Gilbert.’ ”
We both laughed, and for a second it felt like before—no hospital smell, no tremor in my hands.
* * *
He looked around the quiet room. “So what’s next? They got a plan?”
“More tests. More waiting.”
“Man. You’d think with all that science they’d let you skip the suspense.”
I shrugged. “They like to stretch it out. Makes the co-pays feel worth it.”
He nodded, then dug into his jacket pocket. “Speaking of stretching it out—saw something weird last night.”
He handed me a folded flyer, thick paper, blue ink that shimmered like oil:
THE HEALER — Restorations of the Body and Soul
Public Talk / Demonstration • Wednesday • Old Town Church
“Probably fake,” he said quickly, “but the timing made me think of you.”
I read the text twice. The word Healer looked too bold, like it was shouting at the rest of the sentence.
“You’ve been going to church,” I said. “You think this guy’s for real?”
“Don’t know. Could be a showman. Could be something else. People at my church are split—half say scam, half say miracle. Pastor says test everything, keep what’s good.”
“And you?”
“I figure I can spot a snake when I see one.” He grinned. “But maybe go with me Wednesday. If it’s a scam, we’ll laugh. If it’s real, maybe you get front-row healing. Win-win.”
I set the flyer on the coffee table. The ink caught the light like a pulse.
Mom came in with tea. “You two planning trouble?”
“Just debating miracles,” Gilbert said.
“Well,” she answered, “some of us could use one.”
She smiled, but her eyes were glassy. She left the tray and retreated upstairs, humming under her breath.
* * *
We sat awhile, sipping tea that went cold. Gilbert told stories from campus—the girl who’d mistaken a raccoon for a cat, the midnight debates in the cafeteria, the fire alarm someone pulled during midterms. I laughed until my ribs ached.
When the laughter died, he looked at me the way doctors do—trying not to show what they see.
“You ever get tired of people staring?” he asked.
“They stare less than they used to.”
“Maybe they’re just learning how.”
The light in the room went soft and gold. Outside, the neighborhood shifted into evening sounds—car doors, wind in dry leaves, a distant siren.
He stood to go. “Wednesday,” he said. “You, me, and whoever thinks they can heal the world.”
“Don’t count on it.”
“I’ll count anyway. Somebody’s gotta keep faith for you.”
He hugged me again, tighter this time. “You’ll call if you need anything?”
“Always.”
“I’ll keep praying.”
“Guess I’ll keep being prayed for.”
“Good plan.”
When he drove away, the street felt too quiet. The flyer still sat on the table, its edges beginning to curl. Mom came down later and found me staring at it.
“Don’t,” she said.
“I wasn’t going to.”
“Good.”
Then softer, as if to herself: “Just don’t.”
She carried the cups to the sink, humming the same three notes. I watched her reflection in the window until she disappeared up the stairs.
The flyer gleamed faintly in the lamplight, letters shifting color—blue to silver to something almost white.
That night I dreamed of a church filled with smoke that smelled like rain and toast. Somewhere inside the haze, a trumpet sounded three notes—low, high, higher—and then the light flared so bright it erased everything.
I woke with my heart hammering and the word Wednesday in my mouth like a warning.


Chapter Eight


The wipers lay down a tired rhythm, dragging rain into thin gray lines that refuse to stay put. Wednesday evening makes the city look washed and unfinished. Gilbert hums along to a gospel station he swears isn’t corny. He taps the steering wheel in time, index-middle-ring, a quiet three-beat tattoo like the car has its own pulse.
We’ve driven this route for years. When we were eleven and certain the world held secret corridors, we’d ride out looking for them—summer nights when the air tasted like cut grass and curiosity. We broke into the library basement because someone’s cousin said the boiler moaned in Latin. It moaned because boilers moan. We recorded “EVPs” on his phone behind the bleachers and caught a moth flapping in bold, otherworldly silence. At fifteen we slept in the woods to film UFOs and got raccoons with opinions. Every mystery ended with laughter in a diner at sunrise, elbows sticking to Formica, the air syrup-thick and forgiving. Our final act was always the same: a dare, a handshake, a promise to keep looking.
The last year dulled that habit. I went into hospitals; he went into church. He says it’s the first story that didn’t collapse when he pushed. I don’t have the leverage to argue. I respect him for it, the way I respect Mom’s faith—how it keeps her standing when the floor moves. But whatever current runs under their feet doesn’t hum under mine. I look for God and find drop ceilings and fluorescent buzz.
Gilbert glances at me. “Remember the boiler room?”
“The ghost of Dewey Decimal,” I say.
“You screamed.”
“I tripped on a pipe.”
“You screamed first.”
We laugh, and the sound rolls around the car like a friendly animal.
“Look, man,” he says, softer, “I know you don’t need another circus. But if this is dumb, we’ll roast it and go get fries. If it’s not dumb—” He lets the end hang.
“If it’s not dumb, I’ll buy the fries,” I say. “But no joining anything. My blood is busy.”
He grins. “No cults on a school night. Deal.”
We turn off the main road and into Old Town, where brick warehouses lean close and the streetlights throw down puddles of yellow. The church sits between a tire shop and a building with papered windows. Old brick, patched mortar, a pointed arch with a wooden door painted too bright. A banner hangs above it, heavy with rain: THE HEALER — ONE NIGHT ONLY. The words ripple and settle like they’re alive.
“Comic-Con for miracles,” Gilbert murmurs, easing the car into a spot between an SUV and a bus that still smells like its route.
“Merch table better be on point,” I say, because jokes keep the air breathable.
Volunteers in white shirts and lanyards wave glow sticks, shepherding people from sidewalk to entrance. Their voices are low and kind, practiced. “Welcome. This way. Wristbands, please.” We join a line that smells of wet coats, hair product, and a shy curl of incense that doesn’t know if it belongs outside. The woman in front of us is holding a photograph of a boy in a soccer uniform. The man behind us breathes through his mouth in the hard way people breathe when they don’t trust their lungs. Someone whispers that their cousin got healed last month. A different someone whispers that their aunt said it’s a scam but she’s here anyway. Hope sounds the same in every dialect.
Inside, the pews have been exiled to storage. Folding chairs make neat rows under strings of Edison bulbs, each bulb trailed by a halo of condensation from the damp rush of human air. The room is warm enough that my shirt sticks. Stage lights pool on a low platform where a band plays a single chord without conclusion. A woman sings one word again and again in a voice with edges—*Rise, rise, rise*—until conversation thins and heads begin to tilt, the automatic angle people use when they wish for something.
We get seats halfway back on the left. From here I can see the curve of the arch above the stage, the small cross someone left in the stonework, the way the bulbs flicker as if remembering a storm. An usher hands us cards printed with blank lines for “prayer requests.” The card smells like toner.
“You going to write anything?” Gilbert asks.
“I wrote enough on intake forms,” I say, but my hand feels the weight of a pen that isn’t there.
He twirls his card, then pockets it. “Fieldwork for the skeptical generation,” he says. “Remember the tunnel under Roosevelt? ‘Leads straight to hell,’ said Raul Martinez, seventh grade prophet.”
“It led to a janitor closet and a lecture.”
“We’re due for a better legend.”
The chant softens; the band falls into a low sine of keys and brushed cymbals. A hush unrolls from the stage like fabric. You can feel when a room decides to wait. The lights draw down until the audience becomes a single shape, and the stage is a small bright country where one person will be sovereign.
A voice arrives before a man does. It isn’t amplified the way voices usually are. It doesn’t crackle; it doesn’t reverb. It sits in the air and makes everything want to lean toward it.
“You came because you know medicine remembers only part of the story,” the voice says. “Pain is a language, and I have learned to translate it.”
He steps into the light like it owes him money. No robes, no theatrics. Dark suit, clean lines, a tie the color of good ink. He is younger than I expected and older where it counts—hair gone to silver at the sides, face built for calm. The first odd thing is not how he looks but how he moves: as if each step is a negotiation with gravity, the terms always favorable. The second odd thing is his eyes. From here they look gray-gold, like coins people have wished on too long. When he turns his head the pupils catch the light and flatten it until it shines back obediently.
“Sickness,” he says, softer now that we can hear the texture, “is confusion. The body forgets what is whole, and we remind it.”
The words click a memory the way keys click a door. Dr. Patel, hands folded, saying something almost the same. Confusion. Reminding. I glance at Gilbert. He lifts his eyebrows in a little duet of humor and warning.
The Healer—if that’s what we’re supposed to call him; no one on stage says an actual name—stands with his palms open, not as if expecting applause but as if showing he carries nothing. The band finds an undercurrent to his cadence. He doesn’t lean into the microphone; the microphone seems to lean toward him.
“Some of you came for a sign,” he says. “Some of you came for a name. Some of you came because you are tired of carrying what you can no longer name. All of you came because you are brave enough to hope.”
An assistant with a headset, the kind you see at concerts and wedding receptions, guides a woman up the stairs. She is in her forties and dressed in the way people dress when they don’t want to be noticed. Her right leg drags. The crutch under her arm is wrapped in duct tape crosshatched into a grip. The stage light lays her face open: sheen of effort, jaw set at a proud angle. The Healer doesn’t rush to meet her. He lets her arrive. He takes her hand like it’s work he’s trained for.
“What is your name?” he asks.
“Marisol,” she says, like it might matter that someone says it into a microphone.
“And why did you come, Marisol?”
“My knee,” she says. “They said surgery. I can’t miss work. I can’t—” She stops because fairness demands a pause.
He nods as if he has known her all his life. He lays two fingers at her temple, not a press, a contact. Up close, you can see his hands are unadorned. No ring, no tell. The crowd does the thing crowds do right before they want an outcome—they hold their breath for another person’s body.
Marisol’s eyelids flutter. The crutch wobbles; she grips it harder; then, as if uncoached, she lets it go. It hits the stage with a sound that feels scripted even if it isn’t. She takes a step. The band doesn’t swell. The room swells. That’s worse somehow. Her mouth twists into something halfway between pain and astonishment. She takes another step, a test, and her face breaks the way faces break when they remember childhood luck. She cries without abandoning dignity. She lifts her hands.
Gilbert leans in so close I can smell peppermint on his breath. “Stage act,” he whispers, but his whisper has more questions than consonants. “Weight transfer. See? She’s planted on the good leg. Wait for the camera cut. They’ll—
The camera cut happens exactly where he says it will, but not because anything changes. A local news guy swings his lens, the red light blinks, and the room claps like it just learned how. An old man in the front row sobs into a handkerchief. Someone farther back says “Thank you, Jesus,” like a person you can meet on the sidewalk and borrow sugar from. The assistant remembers to pick up the crutch; someone we can’t see arranges the stage the way a stage wants to be arranged to look like a living room.
Another person comes up, a teenage boy with hair he’s going to regret in photographs. He shakes like he’s plugged into a socket. The Healer touches his forehead and the boy falls backward into three hands that appear exactly where they should. The microphones squeal in a quick, three-note cry that makes the lights shiver. It could be feedback. It could be trumpets if you’ve brought trumpets with you.
“Fake,” Gilbert says, but softer, and then, “I hate that I can’t tell.”
I hate that I can’t tell too. My body is an instrument that has been playing the wrong song for months. When the room leans toward one note and holds it, my ribs vibrate with it whether I believe in notes or not. The scent of incense thickens. Wax and smoke and something like clove. It coats my tongue. It tastes like a memory I can’t place.
The Healer doesn’t hurry. He pivots and watches the room the way a night guard watches monitors. He has a way of moving his head that makes you feel watched even when the eyes aren’t on you yet. He scans slowly, row by row. People reach for him because that’s what hands do when they are at the end of their rope. He lets their hands hover in the air between hunger and permission. He nods at random faces. He smiles the way dentists smile when they want you to relax.
He turns and the stage light does a coin trick in his eyes. It isn’t a glitter. It’s a refusal to be flat. For a second he is looking at our row in the way you look at a thing you plan to pick up. Then he is looking exactly at me. It makes the air between us into glass. In my chest something warmed earlier and now it wakes like it remembers its name. My breath snags on a rib and waits.
“The sickness that hides in the faithful,” he says, “is the hardest to cure.”
It’s not a sentence thrown to a crowd. It’s a sentence placed at my feet. I don’t move. No one gasps because no one knows it’s aimed. The phrase is the length of a held hand. It contains more letters than it seems to. My neck prickles. Gilbert’s fingers clamp onto the plastic armrest and make it complain. I can feel the bones of his hand through thin molded polymer.
He smiles then—not a grin, not sales, not television. A small bend at the corners of his mouth like he has read the last page already. He looks away as if someone called him by his own name. The assistants keep moving. The band returns to the chord like a river to a bend. The woman on the stage is still crying into her sleeve and people are standing now because standing is how you volunteer to be noticed.
“Hey,” Gilbert whispers, or thinks he whispers and says it aloud, “hey—Eli—”
“I’m fine,” I say, which is our code for not fine.
Heat floods from my sternum up into my throat. It’s the warmth of fever remembered, not fever now. The room edges turn soft. The lights throw little copies of themselves at the corners of my eyes. I put two fingers to where my pulse pretends to be shy and count without knowing the number I’m looking for. The chant comes back in the woman’s voice, sweet and relentless. Rise, rise, rise. You could live on that word if you were hungry in the right place.
The service doesn’t end so much as slide into a long landing. The Healer folds his hands. He thanks the room. He tells them to write down what they carried in and what they lay down now. He says there will be counselors by the side doors, and a basket that won’t mind if they fold their bills. He says he will pray for those who come forward and those who are not yet ready. He doesn’t say it like a threat. He says it like a weather report.
Lights brighten without dazzling. People stand because the body wants the next thing. Gilbert, who can fold himself into any posture in any chair, unfolds slow. He checks my face like he’s waiting to see if a light will go out. “You okay?”
“Yeah.”
“If you pass out, I’m not catching you.”
“You’ll try.”
“Yeah,” he says. “I will.”
We ride the current of people toward the doors. The smell of bodies has become polite again, deodorant and rain and wool. The plastic wristband they gave me at the door has three little notches cut into it by someone’s distracted hand. My thumb finds them and worries at them. A woman near the exit tells her friend that her back feels warm. A man repeats the word whole like he’s testing it against his teeth. A volunteer smiles at us and presses a pamphlet into Gilbert’s hand. AFTERCARE. The paper is thick. The font is ambitious.
Outside, night has changed its mind. The rain has stopped but the pavement still steams, lanes of fog threading between tires. The banner flaps with the formality of wet flags. People collect themselves under the awning, crying and laughing and wiping their faces with sleeves like no one taught them about napkins. Phone screens pop open like small moons. A girl holds hers toward her face, cheeks wet, and whispers into the camera that she felt fire. The word floats into the air and goes cold.
Gilbert rubs his palms on his jeans. He never does that. He never has to confirm his own skin. “That guy’s wrong,” he says. “I can’t explain it yet, but he’s wrong.”
“Maybe it’s just incense,” I say, feeling the old habit of deflection try to fit over the new shape of the night. “Or theater. People want and he gives. That’s an economy.”
“Incense doesn’t stare at you like it knows your medical chart,” he says. He looks at me like I might dissolve. “What he said—about faithful—he didn’t mean me.”
“I know.”
He breathes like someone who runs, slow and deliberate, filling the bottom of his lungs. “I’ve seen peace,” he says. “At church. Real peace. The quiet kind that doesn’t need music. This wasn’t—this was noise wearing a robe.”
“I didn’t see a robe.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah.” I swallow. The heat in my chest is cooling, leaving behind a shine the way fire leaves a pan luminous where it burned. “I don’t know what I saw.”
A bus creaks up to the curb and releases its brakes in three quick, high sighs that sound like a script cue. Somewhere beyond the warehouses, thunder moves furniture very gently. A man with a cane steps down the stairs like he is borrowing the step’s confidence. A woman in scrubs hugs another woman so hard their bodies make a new shape.
We make our way to the car. The lot is a slow river of taillights and decisions. In the cocoon of the car it smells like wet seatbelts and the fries we didn’t eat last week. Gilbert starts the engine and then doesn’t put the car in gear yet. We sit while the defroster draws fat fingerprints on the lower edges of the windshield.
“You ever get the sense,” he says finally, the way he starts sentences he’s afraid will be dumb, “that something is watching the watchers?”
“You’re the one who prays,” I say.
“Maybe that’s why I notice.”
He puts the car in reverse like it’s a moral choice. The headlights pan across the wall of the church and make the cross-shaped window flare then settle. A volunteer in a poncho waves us toward the exit with the same unbothered kindness she’s waved every car. We turn onto the street and the church unspools behind us in the rear window, small as a toy. The lit windows blink once, twice, again. I decide it’s just the car’s suspension making geometry from dips in the road.
Neither of us talks until the radio fills the car again. Gilbert turns the gospel down to a hum and drives like the city might break if he goes too fast. He glances at me every few blocks, not enough to be unsafe, enough to be my mother.
“She asked if we were planning trouble,” I say, and my voice doesn’t sound like my voice.
“Who?”
“Mom.”
“When?”
“Earlier. With tea.”
“Tell her we planned it carefully and it didn’t work.”
We laugh in the little space you can laugh in after a building tries to tell you about yourself.
At my house, the porch light is on. It throws a circle onto the steps that looks like it could hold more than it does. We sit in the car a minute longer without needing to define why.
“You want me to come in?” Gilbert asks.
“I’m good.”
“You call if—”
“I’ll call.”
“I’m praying,” he says, not as a performance but as a report. “Every day. Not because I think God needs reminders, but because I do.”
“I know. I—” I stop. The sentence has no true end available. “Thank you,” I say instead. It lands cleaner.
He nods and lifts a hand in a half-wave that says we are too old for real goodbyes. I get out. The air smells like the kind of wet that decides what it will practice being in winter. The porch wood groans under my weight. The door is unlocked because this house has its own compromises with fear.
Mom is on the couch with bills and a highlighter. She looks up with her whole face. She does not ask the question she wants to ask. “How was it?” she says instead, the polite version.
“Crowded,” I say. “Loud.”
“Did you—” She stops. “You’re pale,” she chooses. “Tea?”
“I’m okay.”
We stand there in the space where sons and mothers put idle inventory to avoid heavier tallies. She walks into the kitchen and turns the kettle on like it will talk if she gives it the chance. I go upstairs because I know the script of this house and my part has always been to vanish before anyone cries.
In my room I turn on the lamp with the three-way switch and leave it at the lowest setting. The light is enough to find the edges of the desk, the pile of clothes that threaten to become a new species, the folder from Dr. Patel with its tabs and its pleas. I sit on the bed and then lie back and then sit up again because the air tastes like incense and it isn’t in the house, it’s on me. I peel my shirt from my skin. There’s a faint shine where heat had its hand earlier. I press my fingers to the place. My pulse gives itself away without shame.
My phone buzzes. A text from Gilbert: You good?
I type Yeah and then I don’t know and then delete the second and send the first. The three little dots appear. They pause. They disappear. He is probably at a stoplight. He is probably praying in the space between songs.
Mom taps lightly on my door and sets a mug on the nightstand. Chamomile. The bag tag hangs down the side like a small flag. She sees the state of me with the efficiency of someone who has learned the weather of one person’s face. “Sleep,” she says, handing me the mug’s heat. “Tomorrow we’ll rest.”
“Tomorrow’s Thursday,” I say, and then I don’t know why I said it like that.
She nods once, like that is a verse. “Rest anyway.”
She leaves my door not fully closed, the way she did when I had nightmares at five. The slice of light from the hallway makes a cross on the floor where it meets the lamplight. You can tell the truth without declaring it. The house answers her with the small talk of its joints. She rustles into her room. Drawers. The click of her lamp. Then the kind of quiet you can hear yourself inside.
I drink the tea because it is warm and because someone made it for me. The ceiling fan turns slow, three blades catching the same line of light in order. The window lets in street sound—tires through wet, a dog with an opinion, the bus a few blocks over talking to the curb in three obedient sighs. I close my eyes and the room tilts, not in a bad way, in the way a boat tilts when it remembers the water. I see the Healer’s eyes again not because I want to but because they repeated themselves onto my retina. Coin light. Known smile. The sentence set at my feet: The sickness that hides in the faithful is the hardest to cure.
Faithful. He didn’t mean Gilbert. Gilbert’s faith is the opposite of hiding. He didn’t mean Mom. She’s a lighthouse you can walk around in. He meant… something that lives inside people like me, people who stand in rooms where everyone is waiting and still want to count the bulbs. Or he meant nothing at all. Or he meant everyone at once, and it was a trick of grammar.
My chest aches the way a muscle aches the day after you finally use it. I cough once and it’s enough to remind me that I have lungs. The sound is clean. Not a warning. Proof of use. The tea cools. The lamplight gives up its last good try and goes soft. The law of threes hides itself in corners where I can’t accuse it of superstition—three glasses in the sink, three magnets holding three papers on the desk, three notes in the kettle’s whistle as it loses interest downstairs.
I let my breathing match the fan, because sometimes you need a metronome. The chant from the church hums itself in the back of my head, separate from the band, separate from the man. Rise, rise, rise. It’s a verb that doesn’t owe anyone credit.
I want to say I pray. I don’t. I hold still and listen for a voice that might be my own disguised. The room listens with me. The house says yes to the question no one asked. Somewhere outside, a trumpet might be a car horn might be the wind in a piece of aluminum siding. Somewhere, someone’s window is open, and their music carries one pure note into cold air before the night folds it back.
I sleep the way you sleep after you’ve stood on a threshold too long and finally step either in or out. I don’t know which. The door is still there when I close my eyes. The knob is warm, like someone else just used it.


Chapter Nine

Morning arrives thick and colorless. The air in my room smells of metal and rain, like a storm passed through while I slept. I wake with the taste of dust in my mouth and a half-remembered dream—white corridors, a voice counting in threes, a door I never reach. My phone alarm buzzes twice before I silence it. Today is the follow-up.
Mom’s already dressed when I come downstairs, her hair pinned back, her eyes swollen but composed. She pretends the coffee is enough breakfast for both of us. The kitchen light gives everything a hospital tint.
“You ready?” she asks.
I nod. Words feel wasteful. She hands me the folder with my lab orders and the insurance papers, the ones that make her sigh when she thinks I’m not listening.
The clinic hasn’t changed: same lemon disinfectant, same television loop of cooking shows no one watches. Dr Patel’s assistant calls my name with her neutral smile. Mom squeezes my shoulder before I disappear into the hallway.
Inside, Patel scrolls through images on the monitor. Gray clouds spread across digital lungs. The hum of the computer fills every pause.
“We’ve got the new panels and scans,” he says. “Inflammation markers remain high. The ENT’s notes mention ulceration and granulomas. You’ve started forming scar tissue in the lower lobes.”
Scar tissue. The phrase lands like a verdict.
“It’s early,” he adds quickly, “but it’s there. The methotrexate is helping somewhat, but not enough. I’m reluctant to escalate treatment, yet the trend worries me.”
He glances at me over the top of his glasses.
“We may need to consider cyclophosphamide.”
The word sounds chemical, armored. “That’s… chemo, right?”
“Technically yes—an immunosuppressant. It’s effective for aggressive cases, but the side effects can be harsh. I’d prefer to avoid it if possible.”
He taps his pen on the desk—one, two, three—and folds his hands.
“Our goal is simple: stop the fire before it eats more oxygen.”
The sentence feels rehearsed, the kind professionals learn to deliver without sounding afraid. I nod because there’s nothing else to do. My throat tightens; breathing suddenly seems optional.
When Patel leaves to print paperwork, I stare at the X-ray still glowing on the screen. The shadows look like weather, a storm map spread across me.
Mom doesn’t talk on the drive home. The windshield wipers mark time. Her knuckles whiten around the steering wheel.
At a red light she says softly, “He said scarring.”
“I heard.”
The light turns green, but she doesn’t move until someone honks. When we pull into the driveway, she gets out first, walks straight to her room, and closes the door. The muffled sound that follows is half sob, half prayer.
That night I sit beside her. She holds my hand the way you hold onto someone who’s already drifting. Her eyes keep closing between words.
“You’re going to live,” she whispers. “Do you hear me? You’re going to live.”
I nod. She says it again. And again. By the fifth repetition her voice breaks, and I realize she’s praying more to convince herself than God.
The next morning there are envelopes on the table. The top one reads Statement of Financial Responsibility. Beneath it another from the university: Deferred Tuition Notice.
The hospital’s number—$8 042.17—glares in red ink. The school wants three thousand for a semester I never attended. Eight thousand for breathing wrong, three thousand for not showing up.
Mom grades essays at that same table at night. She teaches English at the high school—steady pay, long hours, no margin. Extra tutoring covers utilities; insurance deductibles eat the rest.
“We’ll figure it out,” she says when she finds me staring at the bills.
Her voice is calm in the way cliffs are calm. I nod. Nodding costs nothing.
The cough returns heavier. Steroids blunt the bleeding but leave a scratch in my ribs, like sandpaper behind the lungs. Every breath rasps. At night I hear the heater knock three times before falling quiet. The rhythm follows me around the house.
I start writing symptoms in a notebook because listing them feels like proof that I still exist.
1. Cough—worse.
1. Chest—tight.
1. Dreams—strange.
The last one bothers me most. In the dreams a voice asks questions I already know: Will you trust what you cannot see? Will you give your life to what you claim to believe? Will you choose love over fear?
When I wake, the questions cling to the edges of thought, like static I can’t turn off.
Mom prays louder these nights. I lie in bed listening to her words climb the walls. Sometimes I want to scream at her to stop—to stop begging, stop believing, stop pretending. Instead I press the pillow over my ears until the cotton hums with her voice.
I think about Dr Patel, the quiet certainty in his tone, and about the Healer with his perfect calm. Both of them promising salvation in different dialects. Both of them disappointing. The first question returns—trust what you cannot see—and I laugh under my breath because everything invisible keeps failing me.
One evening the house goes dark. A transformer blows somewhere down the street. The fridge sighs into silence; the lights die mid-sentence. In the quiet, I hear the neighborhood breathing—dogs barking, a siren far away, the sky rumbling like a stomach. Mom lights a candle in the kitchen, one of those lavender ones she keeps for company. The flame bends sideways even though the window’s closed.
The power snaps back after a minute, but the scent of smoke lingers. On the television the news is already talking about the Healer again—another city, another crowd, “new miracles reported.” I mute the screen. Static feels cleaner than faith.
I go upstairs, chest tight, head light. The desk lamp throws a small circle of yellow over my papers. Bills, test results, the notebook, and a folded napkin I don’t remember keeping. Browned edges, faint lettering: Stay with the light.
I stare at it until my hands shake.
I pick up the napkin carefully, like it could burn.
The words are faded but still legible—Stay with the light.
A slogan from the Healer’s stage, or maybe something a volunteer pressed into my hand at the door.
Either way, it survived laundry, pockets, all the days since that night.
Now it waits on my desk as if it’s been here the whole time, patient as a lie.
I read it again, hear the Healer’s voice under my breath, that velvet certainty.
“Stay with the light,” he said.
Trust what you cannot see.
My fingers fold the paper without meaning to.
I squeeze until it crumples into a small knot of pulp.
“Stay with the light,” I mutter, “you first.”
The anger rises fast, clean, electric.
My arm jerks; the napkin arcs across the room and hits the wall behind the desk.
It lands out of sight with a small whisper of paper on wood.
For a moment I just stand there, breathing hard.
The room smells like candle wax and dust, the scent left from the outage earlier.
I want to call Gilbert, but I can already imagine his voice: calm, faithful, reasoning.
He’d tell me the light is a person, not a word.
He’d tell me to pray.
And right now I can’t stand the idea of anyone telling me to trust again.
The cough starts as a tickle and grows until my ribs ache.
No blood this time, just the taste of metal.
I lean against the desk until it passes.
When it does, the air feels thinner.
I sit, drop my head into my hands, and whisper the same word Mom uses in her prayers.
Not because I mean it—because it’s the only word I have left.
Downstairs, the microwave clock blinks 12:00 again.
Mom’s voice drifts through the vent, soft but insistent.
She’s praying out loud, same as always since the diagnosis.
At first it was gentle, almost musical.
Now it’s a fight.
I hear my name woven between verses, three times in a row: Elias, Elias, Elias.
The sound tightens something behind my eyes.
I want to love her for it.
I do.
But every word she gives to God feels like a word stolen from me.
The third question won’t stop echoing—Will you choose love over fear?
I don’t know anymore which one she’s choosing.
I pull on a hoodie, step outside for air.
The night has cooled after the storm, wet asphalt shining under the streetlights.
A cat moves through a puddle’s reflection, soundless.
For a second the quiet is enough.
Then I notice the shape across the street.
A man standing under the flickering lamp.
He’s too far to see clearly—tall, coat drawn close, face hidden.
The posture is wrong though, familiar in the way nightmares are familiar.
He lifts a hand, slow, deliberate, as if in greeting.
When the light steadies, the spot is empty.
I tell myself it’s a neighbor, someone walking a dog.
But the smell that comes with the wind is the same one from the church: clove and candle wax.
I taste it at the back of my throat.
Inside, the refrigerator hums back to life.
The heater clicks three times.
Every sound counts in threes, like the house is learning a new language.
I find the notebook on my desk and write another entry.
4. Seeing things.
Below it I add, 5. Angry all the time.
The pen scratches too hard; the tip tears the page.
I think of Dr Patel’s steady voice, of Gilbert’s quiet conviction, of Mom crying behind her door.
All of them certain in different directions.
All of them praying, begging, believing.
And me—stuck between equations that never solve.
I whisper the first question aloud.
“Will you trust what you cannot see?”
No answer.
The silence almost sounds like agreement.
The bills are still spread across the table downstairs.
I stare at them again, the neat rows of numbers pretending to be reasonable.
Insurance forms, co-pays, tuition letters.
I pick up the hospital statement and flip it over.
The back is blank except for a faint watermark of the logo.
I scrawl across it in pen:
Eight thousand for breathing.
Then underneath:
Three for trying.
When Dad died, Mom used the insurance money to kill half the mortgage.
“Best thing I ever did,” she said, and for a while it was. The house got smaller but safer. We lived on her teacher’s salary and habit — coupons, hand-me-downs, miracles of timing.
Some months we even saved a little, like we were rebuilding something sacred. Until the sickness came back and the bills came faster than her paychecks could learn new tricks.
The paper trembles in my hand; for a second I think I might tear it, but the effort feels pointless.
Instead I fold it twice and slide it under the stack of others—out of sight, not gone.
The clock on the stove reads 2:33 a.m.
I lean on the counter until my elbows ache, listening to the house breathe.
When Mom’s door finally opens, her steps are soft.
She doesn’t know I’m awake.
She pours water into the kettle, hums under her breath.
A hymn, I think—something about mercy and fire.
Her reflection catches in the window glass, candle behind her shoulder.
The flame bends again, the same way as before, slanting hard to the left though there’s no draft.
She looks up suddenly, like she feels me watching.
Our eyes meet in the glass.
Neither of us moves.
Then she smiles, small and tired, and turns back to her prayer.
I go back upstairs and collapse on the bed.
The air smells faintly of smoke again.
My chest feels bruised from the inside out.
The questions drift through my head one by one, slow as heartbeat.
Will you trust what you cannot see?
The doctor says trust the medicine. The preacher says trust the light. I don’t trust either.
Will you give your life to what you claim to believe?
I don’t even know what I believe anymore, except that I want the pain to stop.
Will you choose love over fear?
If love sounds like Mom crying, maybe fear is quieter.
I turn onto my side, stare at the shadow under the desk where the napkin fell.
It’s still there somewhere, wadded and half-hidden.
Part of me wants to pick it up, smooth it out, read the words again.
Another part wants to burn the whole room clean.
Thunder rolls far away.
The house answers with a sigh.
I pull the blanket up to my throat and breathe through the cough until the pain steadies.
The fridge downstairs hums its three-note rhythm.
The sound becomes a pulse, then a lullaby.
I drift in and out of sleep, caught between air and dream.
In the dream, the room is white again.
Dr Patel stands at the foot of the bed, clipboard in hand.
The Healer stands beside him, empty palms open.
Between them, my mother whispers into her clasped hands.
Their voices braid together—clinical, sacred, desperate.
“Inflammation.”
“Confusion.”
“We remind the body what is whole.”
I try to answer but the air won’t move.
The Healer looks up, eyes gold-gray like stormlight.
“Will you trust what you cannot see?”
He asks it kindly, almost pitying.
When I wake, my pillow is damp with sweat.
The clock shows 3:03.
Outside, the rain has started again.
It beats softly on the window, steady as breathing.
I reach over the side of the bed, find the notebook, and write one more line:
6. The light won’t leave.
Then I close the book, press it under the pillow, and listen to the storm until morning.


Chapter Ten
The noise wakes me first—the ragged, ugly sound of my own lungs forgetting how to work. One second I’m dreaming of clear air, the next I’m sitting upright, clawing at the space around me. Nothing moves in or out. I try for a word and it comes out a wheeze. My chest feels locked from the inside.
Mom bursts in before I can stand. The lamp flicks on, flooding the room with a sick yellow light.
“Elias!”
I shake my head, grab the side of the bed. “I’m—fine—” The lie shreds halfway through.
Her phone’s already in her hand. “I’m calling.”
“No—” The numbers on the kitchen table crash through my head—bills, insurance, red totals. “We—can’t—”
“Stop.” Her voice cracks, but her thumb’s already on 9. “I’m not watching you suffocate to save a bill.” The last digits punch through and she’s talking to the operator while I fold over my knees and try to stay inside the world.
The siren finds us before I’m ready for it. The paramedics smell of metal and rain. They slide an oxygen mask over my mouth; cold air hits the back of my throat so fast it hurts. One of them says numbers, another starts a pulse-ox reading, another asks questions I can’t answer. Mom follows the stretcher barefoot.
The hospital ceiling lights are interrogation bright. They wheel me through double doors, every beep and hiss turning into percussion. A nurse pins my chart to the end of the bed, scribbles a code, and someone says, “Pulmonology consult on the way.”
The curtain snaps closed. Mom sits in the only chair, clutching her purse like it holds oxygen too.
A new voice behind me: calm, deliberate. “Mr Wynn?” A woman in a white coat steps in, hair tied back, eyes that read the room before they land on me. Her badge catches the light: Dr Whitaker.
She doesn’t introduce a first name, doesn’t need to.
“Let’s get you settled,” she says, adjusting the mask. “You’re safe. Breathe with me—slow in, slow out.”
Her tone has gravity. Even the nurse obeys it.
“Portable chest film,” she calls. “Blood gases. CBC, ESR. Oxygen up to six liters.”
Orders spill like instructions she’s given a thousand times. I answer what I can between breaths. The mask fogs; the blanket they lay over me is warm but heavy. Through the noise of machines a television plays somewhere—some sitcom rerun, laugh track echoing off tile.
“Been coughing more?” she asks.
“Yeah.”
“Any bleeding?”
“Not now.”
Her eyes flick to the monitor, then back. “You did the methotrexate?”
I nod. She doesn’t write it down—she already knows what it means.
The portable X-ray arm swings over me; the plate presses against my back, cold as a mirror. When the tech leaves, Dr Whitaker stares at the screen for a long minute, one finger resting against her lips. “Scarring’s worse,” she says quietly, almost to herself.
Mom makes a small sound in her throat. “What does that mean?”
“It means we call your rheumatologist.” Whitaker steps out, her coat moving like a flag.

Dr Patel arrives twenty minutes later, coat half-buttoned, tired but still composed. They greet each other with clipped courtesy.
“Patel.”
“Whitaker.”
He looks at my chart, then at the monitor. “Oxygen’s holding. That’s good.”
“For now,” Whitaker says. “His diffusion numbers are falling. Early fibrosis.”
Patel folds his arms. “We stay the course another week. Increase steroids, no escalation yet.”
“‘Stay the course’ doesn’t reverse scarring.” Her tone doesn’t rise; it sharpens. “We should start cyclophosphamide before the next drop.”
“Too soon. He’s young, side effects are—”
“Breathing is a side effect too, Doctor.”
Their words slice the air above me, professional, controlled, but every syllable feels like a verdict about how much I’m worth. I stare at the TV bolted near the ceiling. The sitcom couple is arguing over burnt toast; laughter explodes on cue. Then the sound cracks, stretches.
For a heartbeat the image freezes. Colors drain until the screen is all gray static. The shape that forms isn’t random: a man’s head and shoulders, black against pale noise. No features except the eyes, twin pale circles like candle wax catching flame.
The voice isn’t out loud but it fills the space between heartbeats:
You’re still fighting the wrong fire, Elias. Let me carry the breath for you.
The words slide across my mind like sympathy, not threat. I blink. The screen jumps—toast, laughter, commercials. No one else reacts.
My pulse leaps on the monitor. Dr Whitaker glances at the numbers. “Pain?” she asks.
“I—saw—” The rest dissolves into the mask. “Nothing. I’m fine.”
Patel leans closer. “Hallucinations?”
“TV glitch,” I manage.
Whitaker studies me for a moment longer, then turns back to Patel. “You see? Hypoxia already playing tricks.”
Patel sighs, temples pinched. “A few more days, then we reassess. Please.”
The pause that follows is longer than any laugh track. Finally Whitaker says, “Hope’s good. So’s breathing.”
Patel presses a hand to my shoulder. “You’re stable now. We’ll monitor a few hours.” To Mom: “You can stay.”
He leaves. Whitaker lingers. “Keep your breaths slow,” she says quietly. “You’re doing well.”
When she goes, the curtain sways shut behind her. The sitcom’s audience laughs at something that isn’t funny. I stare at the ceiling tile above me and count the holes in threes.
They keep me in observation until mid-afternoon. I don’t remember falling asleep, only waking to a new ceiling and the smell of hospital coffee drifting through the curtain. Dr Patel appears again, refreshed, his tie knotted straight.
“Your numbers are steady, Elias Wynn,” he says, and the sound of my name in his calm voice is strange. “Dr Whitaker and I agree on one thing—you need rest and a follow-up scan next week. We’ll adjust medication, not escalate yet.”
Mom nods like agreement can will the plan into success.
When he leaves, she looks at me and smiles the way people smile for photos.
“You scared me half to death.”
“You said that already.”
“Then it must be true.”
She signs forms, collects prescriptions, thanks nurses by name. I keep the mask on until they remove it, afraid to breathe normal air again.
Dr Whitaker walks us to the elevator. “Remember,” she says, “you’re not weak—you’re inflamed. There’s a difference.”
I nod. “I’ll try to remember which.”
“Good. Try to live, too.”
The doors close on her reflection.
The drive home feels longer than the morning ride. The city looks rinsed out, sky color of dishwater. Mom’s silence builds like static. I can hear the effort she’s making to keep it steady.
At a stoplight she says, “We’ll need to talk to billing.”
I stare through the windshield. “Don’t. Not now.”
“I just—”
“I said not now.”
Her hands tighten on the wheel; she lets the subject die the way she lets everything die—with prayer. I stare out the window and count power lines.
At home the kitchen smells of disinfectant and chicken broth. The bills are still where we left them. I see her look at them, then at me. She doesn’t move them, doesn’t touch them, as if shifting paper could break the illusion of control.
The afternoon passes in small noises: kettle, typing, the television murmuring downstairs. I lie on the couch under a blanket that smells like detergent and time. Every time I close my eyes, the eyes from the glitch look back—flat gray, patient.
Gilbert texts twice. Still praying. Call me.
I can’t. Prayer feels like smoke in a sealed room.
Evening brings mail. The sound of the slot snapping echoes louder than it should. On the mat: an envelope, thick, cream-colored, addressed in perfect block letters—To Elias Wynn. No return. The faint scent of clove rides the paper.
I take it upstairs before Mom can notice.
In my room the light from the window makes a rectangle on the desk. I tear the envelope carefully. Inside is a single card, heavy stock, embossed letters:
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No signature. Just the faintest shadow of perfume and wax. I fold it once, then again, until it creases like a scar. I can’t throw it away. The scent clings to my fingers.
Night. The heater ticks three times before each sigh. Mom’s candlelight leaks beneath her door. I can hear her voice through the wall—soft, relentless, pleading. My name surfaces between the prayers, three times in a row.
I want to tell her to stop. I want to tell her it’s working. I want to tell her I don’t know which would be worse if either were true.
I open the drawer, pull out the folded card. The letters glimmer faintly under lamplight, almost breathing. My pulse matches the rhythm of the heater.
Will you trust what you cannot see?
The first question loops through my head. Patel’s science, Whitaker’s logic, the Healer’s phantom—each demanding a kind of trust.
Will you give your life to what you claim to believe?
My life already feels on loan.
Will you choose love over fear?
Mom’s prayer is love; my silence is fear; they sound the same.
A cough rises. I double over, taste metal. When it fades, the card is still in my hand, smooth and cool. I whisper the words aloud: “Come and see.” The phrase feels heavier than invitation, lighter than threat.
Outside, the streetlight flickers once, twice, three times—then steadies.
I lie back, eyes open to the ceiling’s dim geometry. The card rests on my chest like a second heart. I count the breaths that don’t hurt. I don’t get far.


Chapter Eleven

November has a way of sounding like absence.
It’s been over a week since the follow-up. The lungs weren’t good. The labs were worse. Dr. Patel said the quiet thing out loud—start the heavier drug early for stubborn cases—and we signed papers like we were renting out my marrow. Since then, nausea and fog come in waves, and at night Mom cries behind her door and thinks I can’t hear. I do. I can count the places the house holds sound—hallway, vent, the thin place under the frame—one, two, three. It’s hard to listen to love when it leaks that way.
I haven’t left the house. There are grooves in the couch where I fit and grooves in the day where the pills fit and grooves in the hours where I lie still and try not to be a burden.
By late morning, the door opens and the whole place changes temperature. Aunt Liv fills the kitchen with peppermint and powder and the kind of cheer you have to keep alive with both hands. She’s short and plump and ten years older than Mom, always in a cardigan even when the heater sighs. She kisses my forehead, calls me my brave boy, and pretends not to notice when I flinch at the word brave.
“You look handsome,” she declares.
“I look like a peeled almond,” I say.
“Still handsome. Almonds are expensive.”
Mom laughs, and the sound makes me less resentful of air. They move around each other with practiced grace—teapot, mugs, the jar of honey they both swear is medicinal. They’ve gone to church together since before I had a last name; it’s where their shoulders learned how to carry things.
They talk about nothing at first. Weather. A student who plagiarized a poem so badly it became performance art. The neighbor’s new dog that barks at invisible mail. Then the conversation wanders where all November conversations go in this house.
“I can put something toward the next bill,” Aunt says, too casual. “Don’t argue.”
“I won’t argue,” Mom replies, which is her way of saving argument for God. “We’ll see what assistance approves.”
“And the school?”
“Deferred. They still want three thousand.”
Aunt snorts softly. “For not showing up. Only in America.”
Mom’s laugh is a small, tired light. “He’ll go when he can breathe.”
They let a quiet sit for a moment. It isn’t awkward; it’s reverent. They stir their tea in the same rhythm—three small circles, then taste, then nod.
The door opens again without knocking and the house breathes differently. Gilbert’s hello bounces off the hallway like he belongs to the paint. He leans into the kitchen, all long limbs and bright eyes, and both women light up like someone pulled the good lights from the closet.
“There he is,” Mom says, hugging him like a second son. Aunt Liv kisses his cheek and pretends to be offended he hasn’t visited in a whole two days. He takes it, laughs, steals a corner of a cookie, and drops two jokes like sandbags to keep us from floating away.
“How’s our patient?” he says to me, softer when he finally turns.
“Breathing as a hobby,” I answer.
He grins. “Let’s clock some hours.”
We last a few minutes downstairs, enough for him to tell Aunt about a professor who calls everyone “scholar” whether they can spell it or not, enough for Aunt to scold him for not eating breakfast like it’s her jurisdiction. Then he tilts his head toward the stairs.
“Can I see him?” he asks Mom, as if I’m not standing there.
“Go,” she says. “And take these crackers in case he pretends he isn’t hungry.”
Upstairs, my room holds the day’s pale light like a mouth holds a cough. The folder from Patel, a glass of water I keep forgetting to drink, a notebook with my tiny inventory of decline. Gilbert kicks the desk chair around and drops into it backward, forearms folded across the backrest. It’s muscle memory—the posture he used for late-night plans and early-morning regrets.
“You look like an unbaked loaf,” he says.
“I feel like one,” I say. “Half-proofed.”
He scans me like he’s checking for cracks in plaster. “You started?”
“Yeah.” I tap the orange bottle with the warning that could apply to my life. “Day three.”
“How’s it feel?”
“Like a war I didn’t enlist for.”
He nods. His face does that thing it does when he wants to make a joke and chooses not to. Silence stretches three seconds, four.
“I’ve been looking,” he says, voice dropping. “Into your guy.”
I don’t need to ask which. He doesn’t say Healer like a title; he says it like a dare.
“And?”
“Nothing. That’s the problem.” He flips his phone toward me—search results that aren’t results, a handful of grainy photos and copied flyers. “No name, no bio, no church affiliation. A couple of posts that look planted. A video from a different city with the same suit, same smile, three words, then gone. He’s not scrubbed clean—he’s smoke.”
The card in my desk drawer might as well be humming. “That’s weird.”
“It’s wrong,” he says, and now his eyes do the thing they do when he’s feeling the edge of something the rest of us don’t see yet. “Backtangling.”
I smile despite the room’s weight. We named it when we were twelve and he could tell where the map was lying before we unfolded it. “Your spidey-angel sense.”
“Laugh all you want,” he says, not offended. “Remember the lake trip? Engine died before we left the driveway. You told me to chill. We opened the hood and the oil cap was off. Or the fair—transformer blew after I told you the lights felt wrong. That basement with the ‘haunted’ boiler? The line was cracked. I felt it before we smelled it.” He shrugs. “Sometimes my head knows when the floor’s not going to hold.”
I want to argue because arguing is easier than agreeing with fear, but the room doesn’t give me a thread to pull. I pick at the edge of the quilt instead.
“There’s more,” I say, and my voice lowers without me choosing it. “At the hospital. TV. It… glitched.”
He stills. “What kind of glitch?”
“Two seconds. Maybe four. Everything grayed out. The screen—” I almost don’t say it because saying makes it more like a thing, but he’s the one person I can develop truth next to. “Head and shoulders. Dark. Eyes like coin metal. Not a face, exactly. Just… happening at me.” I swallow. “And a voice. Not out loud. In here.” I tap my temple. “It said it could ‘carry the breath.’ Like pity. Like… seduction. And then the show was back and they were arguing about pancakes.”
Gilbert doesn’t laugh. He doesn’t move for three heartbeats. “That’s not nothing,” he says. “That’s spiritual.”
I want to say oxygen. I want to say stress. I want to say the words that make clocks run in a straight line. Instead I say, “You think so.”
“I know so,” he says, and it isn’t pride. It’s a report from a border guard. “And I don’t like the way it sounds. That’s not God. That’s… counterfeit comfort.”
We sit in that narrow space where agreement feels like surrender and disagreement feels like arrogance. The house creaks under some ordinary November wind. From downstairs comes laughter—Aunt Liv, big and warm, the kind that lets people stand up straighter without knowing why. For a minute, I let it ease the room.
Gilbert spins the chair slowly, once, twice, three times, then stops. “You used to trust me when I said something was off.”
“I still trust you,” I say, and realize it’s true, which makes everything worse.
He opens his mouth to say something else.
That’s when the voices from below lift just enough to find the stairs.
At first the words rise like wind through floorboards—soft, uneven. Then the rhythm sharpens and the consonants hit clean through the walls.
“You can’t do that, Martha,” Aunt Liv says. “That’s the last thing you should do. I’m here to help.”
“It’s not about wanting to,” Mom answers, voice steady but small. “It’s about what happens next. The hospital, the bills—”
“Bills don’t get to decide if you keep a roof,” Aunt Liv snaps. “This house is your blessing. You sell it, you hand the blessing back.”
“Blessings don’t pay invoices, Patricia,” Mom says, using the full name like punctuation. “If something happens, he needs security.”
The sound of their argument climbs the staircase in pieces. Gilbert and I look at each other, silent agreement passing between us. We edge out to the landing, barefoot. The air smells of peppermint and boiled tea. From here, the whole house feels like a held breath.
Aunt Liv’s chair scrapes against tile. “You can’t—do you hear me?—you can’t sell this place.”
Mom’s answer is a whisper that still finds its way up the stairs. “I’m only saying I have to think about it.”
Something in me twists. Every plank of the floor seems to belong to someone else already. I grip the banister; the wood bites back. My head fills with images: a For Sale sign in the yard, strangers opening my bedroom door, the smell of new paint over our years. Heat floods behind my eyes.
Below, Aunt Liv sighs, voice cracking now. “You’ve both lived too much life in these rooms. Don’t let fear tell you what to do.”
Mom says nothing. The silence feels like defeat wearing politeness.
I cough before I know it’s coming. The sound cracks the argument clean in two.
Both women stop talking.
“Elias?” Mom calls. “Is that you up there?”
Gilbert jerks his head toward my room. We move fast, guilty without a crime. The door shuts behind us with a whisper that sounds louder than any shout.
“Calm down, man,” Gilbert says, hands raised a little. “It’s okay.”
“Okay?” My voice wobbles somewhere between whisper and growl. “She’s selling the house.”
“She’s trying to save you. There’s a difference.”
I shake my head and laugh once, empty. “You don’t get it.”
I pull the drawer open too fast. The card slides forward like it’s been waiting. Heavy stock, embossed letters that almost glow under the desk lamp. The scent of clove blooms out again, sharp enough to make the room tilt.
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The date looks too clean to be coincidence.
Gilbert steps closer, face tightening. “Don’t, Elias. Don’t even think about it.”
“What if it’s real?” The words scrape out before I can stop them.
“It’s not real,” he says. “It’s bait.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do. The way you told me about the glitch, the voice—that wasn’t invitation, that was infection.”
I stare at him. “You think everything’s infection now. Ever since you devoted all your time to that God of yours—”
“Elias—”
“—you see demons in the drywall!” I’m shouting before I hear myself. The sound hits the hallway, maybe the kitchen below. My chest seizes halfway through the breath but I don’t care. “You think faith fixes everything, that prayer’s a damn inhaler!”
Gilbert stands still, shoulders square, eyes bright but wet. For a second he looks older, and sadder.
“I just don’t want you to choke on the wrong promise,” he says quietly.
The sentence lands like a hand on glass.
Outside, the wind picks up, pushing against the siding, making the whole house shiver. From downstairs, no more voices—only the kettle clicking as it cools.
I sit on the edge of the bed, the card still open in my hand. The letters shine faintly, the scent stubborn. Gilbert takes one step toward the door, then another. He stops, looks back.
“November 12,” he says. “Don’t go.”
I don’t answer. The heater knocks once, twice, three times.
COME AND SEE.
I whisper the date under my breath—November 12—and the room feels smaller for knowing it.


Chapter Twelve

November sounds like absence. The cold doesn’t bite; it draws heat out of whatever dares stay still. I like it anyway. It wakes what the medicine keeps muffled. I sit on the bench behind the house with my favorite blanket over my shoulders. The fabric smells of detergent and winter.
Two days since the fight with Gilbert. Two days since the shouting turned to something quieter but heavier. The new medication hums in my blood—Dr. Patel called it early intervention for “stubborn cases,” and we signed the papers like a truce we didn’t understand. Nausea, fog, exhaustion. At night, Mom still cries through the thin places in the wall. If I hold my breath, I can find every spot where the house leaks her grief.
A squirrel scurries up the maple. Mom keeps cheap nuts in the hanger year-round, says it keeps life close. The animal pauses halfway, tail twitching, half gray, half ghost. I used to climb that tree, maybe with Dad. “I used to play here with him,” I whisper, then softer, “Maybe that never really happened.”
The air is cold enough to sting. It helps. The cold feels honest.
The night comes back in flashes I don’t invite.
Gilbert’s voice first, breaking on every word:
“He can do this, Elias! I know He can—God is faithful! He can heal you, He can heal anyone if you’d just believe!”
Mom shouting over him, trying to reach both of us:
“Please, boys—please, stop this!”
My own voice, strange and raw:
“Stop talking about Him! I don’t want your God in here! Get out!”
Gilbert’s face twisted, tears cutting lines down it.
“He loves you, Eli! Why can’t you see that?”
Then Aunt Liv moving faster than anyone, her arms around him, pulling him close.
“There, baby, it’s okay. Shhh. Calm down, sweetheart. You’ve done enough, all right? It’s all right.”
He sobbed into her shoulder, words falling apart. She rocked him gently, whispering, “Go on now, honey, drive careful. Don’t stay like this.”
Mom stayed beside me on the bed, hands on my shoulders.
“Eli, please—look at me. It’s all right. Just breathe.”
But I couldn’t. I was crying like a child again, gasping:
“It’s not fair. None of this is fair. I just want to be alone.”
Mom kept praying even as her voice cracked, and Aunt Liv’s soft shushing faded down the stairs. When the door finally closed behind them, the house felt emptied of air.
Now the only sound is wind through the branches. The memory lingers like static. I pull the blanket tighter and focus on the squirrel, on anything that’s still alive and small enough not to understand.
The doorbell rings inside. I don’t turn. It’s always someone—church friends, neighbors, people who bring casseroles and prayer cards. Then the polite rhythm starts anyway: greetings, the light laugh of strangers. Mom’s voice climbs into its careful register, the one she saves for company.
Through the kitchen window I catch a reflection—someone new, mid-forties maybe, neat dark suit, tidy bun, smile trained into habit. She holds a leather folder and walks with the assured step of someone who practices empathy.
“This is lovely,” I hear her say.
They move through the living room to the kitchen, their words filtering clearly now.
“This space has such warmth, Martha. Great light.”
“My husband built that shelf himself,” Mom says, voice small but steady. “Before Elias was born.”
“It’s beautiful. If you don’t mind my asking… why sell?”
“Medical bills,” Mom answers. “The house is too much for just us.”
The squirrel disappears into the tree’s gray maze. The air thickens. Something inside me tilts—not anger, just a quiet breaking.
Fifteen minutes pass. Compliments, clipboard clicks, polite laughter. Then the back door opens, and the cold follows them out. The woman—Lisa, I catch now—spots me and brightens.
“Oh, you must be Elias.”
I nod, polite. “Hi.”
“It’s lovely out here,” she says. “That maple adds so much character.”
“My dad planted it,” I answer. The sentence is true and safe.
“It’s a beautiful tree,” she says. “You’ve clearly loved this home.”
I manage a small smile that feels borrowed. “I’m a little cold. Think I’ll take a nap.”
Mom’s voice catches. “Elias, please—”
“I’ll be upstairs,” I say, and leave them standing in the yard.
The kitchen smells like tea and decisions. The hallway clock reads 4:12 p.m. Friday, November 12. I pretend I don’t notice the date. Upstairs, I lie down fully clothed, blanket still over me. Voices drift faint through the floor—Lisa’s practiced tone, my mother’s trying-to-believe tone.
I keep still, counting each breath the way Dr. Whitaker taught: one, two, three. The ceiling blurs, and I let it.
The mattress dips an hour later — the quiet signal that Mom’s come in.
I keep my eyes closed, pretending to sleep, but her hand finds my shoulder anyway, warm and careful.
The familiar circle she draws between my shoulder blades is the same she used when I was five and sick from the flu, whispering, “Breathe through it, Eli. Just breathe.”
She waits until I open my eyes. Her smile is small but practiced.
“We got an offer,” she says softly.
“It’s good, Eli. Four hundred and sixty. A fair one for this neighborhood.”
Her voice wobbles with a pride she doesn’t feel.
I stare at the wall.
“Please don’t,” I whisper.
“Why is it so hard for you to accept things from your mother?”
“Because… what are you going to have after? When I’m gone?”
Her hand pauses, then stays flat on my back.
“You’re not gone,” she says, a little too quickly. “And even if you were, this house isn’t what keeps me. You are. That’s why I have to do this.”
I turn my face to the side. “Mom, I didn’t ask you to save me.”
She straightens, and I can almost hear the shift in her spine, the way resolve replaces fear.
“That’s what mothers do, Elias Wynn. We don’t ask.”
Her tone is calm, but her eyes are wet. She smooths the blanket over my shoulder — one pass, then another, then one more.
“Try to rest,” she says. “It’s getting late.”
The door closes softly behind her, the sound more final than it should be.
I listen to her footsteps down the hall, the floorboard near the doorway giving its usual complaint.
Then I hear the bedroom door next to mine open and shut.
Silence.
Then her sobs start.
They’re not the prayer-sobs — not the whispered “Lord, help me,” ones I’ve learned to tune out.
These are heavier, worded with loss.
Through the wall:
“Richard… I miss you so much. I miss you so, so much.”
The name hits me like a chord plucked from another life.
Dad.
It comes back sometimes — the night Carlos told the story.
The room smelled like beer and smoke from the grill. The guys from the station sat around the table, half laughing, half quiet. Mom kept busy, pretending to clean.
“You remember the Brenton Court fire?” Carlos said, and the room fell still.
“That was a bad one. Fourth floor of the Brenton Court projects, corner of Linfield and Adams. Place was half condemned already. One way in, no alarms, wiring like a spider’s nest. Whole thing went up like kindling.”
He took a breath. “Your dad wasn’t even on shift. Just finished his twelve-hour run. He was heading home when we rolled past him — engines screaming, lights bouncing off the snow. He followed us in his pickup. Pulled right behind the rigs before anyone could wave him off.”
Carlos smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Captain Valessi told him he could help outside but not to go in. No gear, no mask. But then Georgie — you remember Georgie, the rookie — he looked awful that night. Fever, cold, could barely stand in his turnout. Same size as your dad.”
He shook his head. “Next thing we know, your old man’s got Georgie’s coat on, buckles tight, mask on, grabs a halligan, and gives Valessi that look. You know the one.”
A few of the men chuckled softly, but no one really smiled.
“He went in with the first team,” Carlos said. “Pulled a baby from the third-floor stairwell. Handed her off, still breathing. Then someone screamed from the east wing, and he went back in.”
His voice cracked. “That’s when the floor gave way. Whole side of the building collapsed. We got everyone else out.”
Nobody moved. The only sound was the clock in the kitchen.
“They called it off duty,” Carlos said finally. “Paperwork said it didn’t count. But everyone at the station knows it did.”
I remember Mom’s hands trembling as she folded the same napkin three times.
That’s where the memory always ends — right there, in the heavy quiet after he finishes.
The benefits never came, not the kind people thought. No pension, no survivor’s fund. Just the city’s condolences and a lump from the life insurance — enough to cut down the mortgage, not enough to breathe easy.
The medal stayed polished. The bills kept coming.
Uncle Marcus, Aunt Liv’s husband, seven years before that — cancer.
Aunt Liv, never having children of her own, poured all her love into me.
Too much death for one family. Too much pain stitched to our hearts.
I stare at the ceiling.
It looks the same as ever — white, cracked in one corner where the house settled years ago — but I can feel something shifting behind it, as if the air itself has been waiting for me to decide.
Mom’s sobs soften into silence. The heater ticks three times before exhaling.
Somewhere outside, the wind runs through the maple leaves that haven’t yet fallen.
I think of all the weight she carries: the loss, the bills, the house, me.
And a thought lands, quiet but certain — I can’t let her lose anything else because of me.
I roll onto my back. The ceiling blurs again. I don’t look toward the drawer, but I know exactly where the card is.
I can almost smell the clove through the wood, like the air itself remembers it.
Too much death, I think. Too much pain.
If I can end the waiting — if I can find out what this “Healer” really is — maybe she can breathe again.
Maybe we all can.
The clock glows red in the dim: 6:37 PM.
The time pulls at me like a tide.
I whisper to the ceiling, almost afraid the house might hear me:
“I’m going to do this.”
The words feel final, like a signature.
Then I sit up, swing my legs over the side of the bed, and listen to the house breathe.
Outside, the first streetlight flickers on — one, two, three times — before holding steady.


Chapter Thirteen

The house is mostly dark, the kind of November dark that hums. The kitchen throws a pale trapezoid across the yard; the porch light ticks like it has a nervous habit. The maple shivers. I stand by the back door with the blanket still around my shoulders, not ready to give up its small gravity. On the hook by the calendar hangs my copy of Mom’s key—the one she made “just in case,” back when the plan was simple: I’d live in the dorms, split gas and insurance with Gilbert, drive the thirty minutes when it mattered and let the rest of the distance be somebody else’s problem. That plan fell through a floor I can’t stop falling through.
The key is colder than the air. It doesn’t feel like permission; it feels like momentum disguised as metal. I turn it once in my palm and think, This is the only thing that still starts when I ask.
I ease the door closed, step into the cold without the blanket, and cross the driveway before I can be seen from the hallway. The car waits with its quiet, indifferent face. When I press the unlock button, the lights wink, once, twice, three times. The dome light breathes on when I open the door, breathes off when I sit.
The first voice arrives before the engine—soft, not out loud. Mom’s: Eli, please, just stay.
Then Gilbert’s, calm because he taught himself to be: God’s faithful, man. Wait for Him.
Then Dad’s, the way memory lets him sound: Be careful with fire, son.
Beneath them something slower threads itself through: Come and see.
I grip the wheel because it’s there. The vinyl is cold and makes my hands feel like mine. My lungs tick, a small rebellion. The nausea that travels with the new drug rocks me once and moves on; I breathe on the count Whitaker taught me—slow in two three, slow out two three—until the edges of the world sharpen. The voices don’t leave; they re-arrange themselves like furniture in a room that knows how it wants to be.
“You’ve waited enough,” a dark one murmurs, almost kind.
Hold on, the quiet ones answer. Trust what you cannot see.
“He isn’t coming.”
Choose love over fear.
I say, “I’m just going to see. That’s all,” to the empty car like it will notarize the sentence.
I say, “I’m just going to see. That’s all,” to the empty car like it’ll notarize the sentence.
The air inside smells like Mom—hand lotion, coffee, something floral from her classroom.
My hands are sweating. I reach for the glove compartment, hoping for napkins.
Instead, a leather folder slides out beside the registration.
I recognize it right away.
Mortgage statements. The same ones from her desk, only older—creases worn deep from being opened too many times.
I flip through until the numbers stop making sense. Forty thousand. Maybe more.
The hospital bills I’d been panicking over—eight thousand here, three thousand there—suddenly look like coins dropped in a wishing well.
I’d thought I was the burden. I’d thought this was all about me.
You were always the problem, a voice mutters somewhere behind my ribs. She just won’t say it. Too kind for her own good.
I clench the folder shut. “Shut up,” I whisper, but it doesn’t stop.
Go on, it hisses. She’d be better off if you fixed it. For once. Maybe then you’d be worth something.
Tears start sliding before I feel them. The papers blur. My heartbeat skips and catches; the world jerks forward like a film missing frames.
Snap. Glove box. Snap. The folder back inside. Snap. My breath shallow, hands white on the wheel.
Time moves faster than my eyes can keep up, like something else is driving.
The voice fades, but the thought it left behind burns steady.
Maybe this is my chance to make things right. Maybe if I go to Briar Hill—if I just see—she can finally breathe again.
I start the car. The engine hums like it knows where I’m headed.
“I’m just going to see,” I say again, quieter this time, like a confession nobody’s supposed to hear.
The key turns. The engine coughs and finds itself. The dash glows blue; I watch the numbers wake, the little warning lights blink their brief warnings and then go still. The phone claims the car by Bluetooth and begs to make noise. I thumb the volume down and breathe in the hum of the engine like it’s the only song I want.
The front door opens behind me, fast enough to catch air. “Elias!” Mom’s voice rips into the cold. Bare feet on the steps, robe flaring. “Where are you going? Elias!” She becomes light in the rearview—the small, familiar eclipse of a body backlit by the porch.
I almost kill the ignition. The whisper puts a hand on the back of my neck: One more breath, Elias.
I shift to reverse, too quickly. The tires bump the bin; plastic tips; a clatter of cans pitches across the driveway like applause gone wrong. “I’m fine!” I shout through glass that can’t carry the word. It dies on my side. Her voice chases the car down the street until it can’t run as fast.
The neighborhood hollows out as I turn. Houses give way to the small ranches farther down; the streetlights stretch the spaces between themselves like a game. I flick the GPS on with a finger that doesn’t want to touch anything. The arrow finds me in the blue-night map and points toward something I’m pretending is a building and not a promise.
Briar Hill Community Hall — 13 min.
6:48 PM.
“If I’m late, they won’t let me in,” I tell no one, the way you invent rules to make your own decisions sound obedient.
I hit the gas too hard, then not enough, then just enough to feel like I’m being pulled by something that isn’t me. The wheel has a pulse. The road is a fluent animal. The voices go with me.
Stay, Mom says, not pleading now, just stating a principle.
Wait for Him, Gilbert says, like a coach at the edge of a pool.
Don’t run toward fire you don’t know, Dad says, and I want to ask him how he learned that too late.
The other one doesn’t hurry. You’ve waited enough. Come and see.
A shiver runs the length of me, not cold. I tell the car to put on music. It obeys and throws something loud at me—guitars that sound like engines, a voice that sounds like someone digging up a road. The noise fills the space so thick the quieter voices have to climb to mean anything.
Why did You make me like this? I ask the windshield. Why would You let my body be a place where I can’t live?
The dark one’s answer slides in before anyone else can: You deserve more.
Hold on, the good ones say.
He’s not listening, the dark one says.
My mouth tastes like pennies. I wipe my lip and my hand comes away rust-colored. I touch my nose; blood blooms under my finger, hot and humiliating. The wheel swims for a second, not because the car moves, because my head does. The left lane surges and I realize the light ahead has been red long enough to grow bored of me. I run it. Horns object. My chest pulls itself tighter around my heart. “I’m sorry,” I say into the horn-blare and don’t know who I mean.
The phone lights. Gilbert.
I hit ignore.
A text arrives so fast it feels like he’s in the glove box.
Where are you?
Your mom called me.
Don’t go, man. Please.
I’m on my way.
Another call. Ignore.
Another.
I slam my palm against the wheel and the little wound under my nose protests. “Just leave me alone!” It’s to him, to the voices, to myself, to whatever is pressurizing the inside of my bones. The word bounces off the windshield and comes back thinner. The music drops to a fragile drumline. The engine hums; the road says nothing.
“I’m almost there,” I tell the map. The map believes me.
The numbers change. 12 min. 11. 10.
The houses thin. The streetlamps get stingy. The spaces between them grow into rooms you could lose things in. The dashboard time clicks over: 6:53. My chest does what it does when it thinks it’s helping—tightens, warns, fires a flare I cannot read.
“Why would You let me be this?” I ask again because I can’t stop asking. My own voice answers for Him, the way a kid answers for both parts in a game: Because love costs what it saves. The words land like a memory of Dad’s voice, after a story about a rescue. He said something like that once when we watched the local news in our old kitchen, his hand around a mug that anchored him to the earth. I learned it as a line. Tonight it sounds like a bill.
I cry and hate that my face does anything. My hands do not leave the wheel. The world blurs and re-focuses in three quick flickers like an eye that refuses to decide. A shape sits in the passenger seat for the length of a breath—shoulders, the sense of a head turned toward me, the impression of coin-colored eyes—and when I blink it’s a seatbelt and an empty cushion again. “No,” I say aloud, to symptoms or angels or rot. “No.”
The phone buzzes. Mom:
Where are you?
Please come back. Don’t do this to me.
Don’t do this to me, please.
Come back.
Three in a row. Then three more. The bubble typing ellipsis like an SOS that never lands. I mute the thread because I am a coward and a son. I leave Gilbert’s thread open because he knows how to talk to the inside of my head without breaking the rest.
6:56. The map says 4 min and suddenly the road feels like a ramp built on a dare. I tell my foot to ease; it doesn’t. The speedometer smiles at me like a bad friend. The steering wheel trembles again at some speed the car knows and I don’t. I slow, then over-correct, then steady.
“Slow,” I tell myself, as if I can talk the urgency out of my ribcage. “Slow. Slow.” The words don’t make it through whatever membrane separates me from the animal that’s driving. The voices thin, then multiply, then braid.
Come and see.
Hold on.
He’s not listening.
Trust what you cannot see.
The blue arrow on the map rides the little river of streets toward a name I haven’t said out loud: Briar Hill. The last streetlight before the turn flickers once, twice, three times as I pass it. I read it as a coincidence I’ve learned to read.
I take the turn too fast and the tires complain and then forgive. The road narrows and tilts up in that way roads do when they decide they’re more important than the cars on them. Trees lean in. The radio dies into a static that remembers music like a dream remembers language.
6:58.
I wipe my nose and come away cleaner. My mouth still tastes like a penny someone bit to test it. I laugh once, because anything else would make too much of a sound.
“Just see him,” I whisper. “Just see him.”
The car hums its assent. The night folds into more night. Ahead, something pale waits where the map says it should.
I am not late yet. I am not early. I am exactly inside the minute the world has agreed to spend on me.

The sign appears first, low and obvious at the edge of the lot like a line in a play that refuses to be subtle:
BRIAR HILL COMMUNITY HALL
COME AND SEE
My headlights wash over the letters and make one flicker like it’s thinking it over. The building behind it isn’t ruined. It’s tidy in the way places get tidy when no one lives in them: paint pale and newish, windows dark and uncurtained, a porch light that can’t decide if it should be friendly. The rest of the block recedes like it wants to be a theory.
The GPS chirps Arrived and gives up, the tiny flag planted exactly where the world says reality should be. 6:59. My heart chooses a new rhythm—fast-fast-skip, fast-fast-skip—and then learns it too well.
“Okay,” I say, which is not a plan.
I roll to the curb because there is no one to roll around. No other cars. No voices. The streetlamps keep their distance, the way people do when a conversation looks private. I leave the engine running while I negotiate with a no that is losing. The heater pushes at my face; the air outside fogs the windshield in broad strokes where the car can’t quite outmuscle the cold.
The phone trembles in the cup holder. Gil:
I’m close. Don’t go inside, Eli.
Please.
I put my hand over the screen like that’s how you bless something. The next buzz is Mom, and I don’t look. I can’t. The weight of the car feels like a hand on my chest and the building feels like the breath I’ve been rehearsing all week.
A headache opens behind my eyes like someone lifting a manhole cover. I rest my forehead against the heel of my hand and breathe to number three until the pain decides I’ve paid enough attention to be allowed to ignore it. The passenger seat is only a seat; the rearview holds only a road. The radio offers me silence, which feels like a trick.
“What if this is it?” I ask the dash. Not a miracle. Not death either. The thing in the middle where people make decisions so the world will stop asking for them.
The dark voice doesn’t gloat. It is patient the way water is patient. You’ve come this far.
The good ones speak truth without leverage: You don’t have to go in to be loved.
Trust what you cannot see.
Choose love over fear.
“Which is which?” I whisper, and there’s no teacher to grade the test.
I think of Dad in a stairwell under a ceiling that did math and decided a weight needed to go somewhere. I think of Aunt Liv saying there, baby into Gilbert’s hair. I think of Mom saying my name the way a person says a word she can’t live without. I think of the heater’s triple knock in our house and the streetlight’s triple blink and the way the room at the Healer’s service filled with a smell that knew my name.
The clock clicks. 7:00.
The engine goes quiet when I turn the key. The sudden absence rings in my ears. Outside, the cold climbs into the car and sits beside me like a second body. The building waits with the patience of a photograph. The porch light flickers once, twice, then holds.
I open the door. The hinge makes a sound like a crow swallowing a coin. My breath goes white and gray and away. My legs remember how to stand; my hands find my coat like it never left. The key in my pocket presses a circle against my thigh—the shape of permission and theft.
“Don’t,” I can hear Gilbert say, not because the phone speaks, because I have memorized his voice on the word. “Please.”
I glance back once, the way you do before you leave a room that has been most of your life. The street is a void stitched by two tired lamps. If anyone is out here to call my name, they are a trick of trees.
My first step crunches something—salt or old leaves or the husk of someone else’s decision. The second and third come easier. The air smells of paint and dust and the faint ghost of clove. There is a small sign taped near the doorbell that reads in neat type: Please enter quietly.
I laugh without meaning to and the sound dies a foot from my mouth. My hand lifts without asking me if it should. The doorknob is colder than the key was. It gives as if it has already decided I belong to the inside more than the outside.
Somewhere behind me, a car turns onto the street fast enough to throw its headlights like a net. I do not turn. I cannot carry another voice into this. The good ones can walk through doors; the bad ones live in the hinges.
“Just see him,” I tell the dark behind the glass. “Then I’ll know.”
The porch light hums. The house breathes once, the way houses do when they have kept one temperature too long and decide to change it. I step across the threshold.
The door closes behind me with a sound that feels like a page turned on purpose.


Chapter Fourteen

The door seals the wind behind me. The first thing I notice is the temperature—the air in here feels padded, like it learned to hold sound and heat at arm’s length. A reception counter sits to the right with a bell no one has rung in years. Behind it: a corkboard of municipal life—blood drive, town hall minutes, a flyer for ballroom lessons with a couple posed mid-spin. Under the counter, a plastic bin labeled LOST & FOUND holds umbrellas that forgot their storms.
The light is the kind you can’t argue with: fluorescent, exact, a little too white. One tube hums with an insect’s insistence; the one beside it shines without a sound. A wall clock ticks in neat, polite beats. The second hand doesn’t move.
I tell myself to catalog what’s real. Counter. Chairs. Bulletin board. Beige linoleum. The smell: antiseptic and dust, with a thread of clove like a rumor.
A sign taped to the door reads Welcome, Community Healing, Please Enter Quietly in a font that wants to be agreeable. No one greets me. No clipboard to sign. No usher. The only open path is straight ahead, a hallway with scuffed baseboards and framed photos no one would ever buy—a ribbon-cutting, a bake sale, a mayor whose grin belongs to a different room.
I step forward. The air thickens, then loosens. On my second step the hallway blinks. For a breath-long stutter, the beige drains to gray; the floor picks up a shine like a film of water, thin and red as the inside of a lip. The ceiling drops an inch, or my eyes do. Then the brightness returns, the linoleum is only linoleum, and the hum is a normal hum again.
Medication, I think. Or standing up too fast that took a chapter to arrive.
The dizziness comes on the way a memory does: first as a suggestion, then as a fact. I brace one hand against the wall. It’s too clean—no fingerprints, no scuffs where hands would usually live. My breath hits the glass of an interior window and leaves a smear that fades too quickly, as if the air corrected me.
Another blink. Four heartbeats, maybe. The framed photo at my elbow tilts a fraction, then rights itself without ever having moved. The clock ticks. The second hand agrees to stay.
I reach the end of the hall and the room opens like a mouth. Rows of stackable chairs face a small platform. The sound in here is the kind you have to swallow on purpose. On the platform, a microphone hums with no one at its throat. A banner is rolled half-down, its top edge reading COME AND— as if the rest of the sentence got embarrassed and climbed back up.
People stand scattered, not many, but enough for the air to arrange itself around them: an older man in a suit the color of tea; a teenage girl in a yellow coat too bright for November; a woman with a church-usher’s ribbon pinned to her lapel, the same level smile I remember from the service. They are not speaking. Their mouths move. No sound comes out. When the lights blink (once, twice, not three) the woman’s smile stays in place even when her eyes forget it.
“Hello,” I try. My voice lands two feet from me and sits down.
I take another step toward the platform and catch myself in the mirror across the back wall—the size they use in dance rooms when they want truth to be unavoidable. For a second my reflection lags, my face slower than my body, then it hurries and catches me like a friend late to an apology.
I look bad in good light. I look worse in this. I’m tall because I never learned to stop, skinny because my body started subtracting on its own. Tonight I’m hollowed. My skin has that quick-faint pallor you get when you stand too fast and the blood forgets your face for a second, except my lights don’t come back on. The slow bleed from my nose drew a neat line down to my lip without asking permission; it made a longer stain on my shirt, a dark stripe like a sash in a parade I never wanted to march in.
Dizzy blooms into the kind of swoon that leaves you on your feet. I try to widen my breath, to pull air from higher up as if that’s where the good oxygen lives. A cough gets loose and rakes me, dry and mean. The mic hum answers like a tuning fork.
“Where are you,” I half-say to my pocket, already knowing. My fingers pat the emptiness where my phone would be if I had brought a thread to what’s left of the world. The picture is clean in my head—cup holder, screen down, the glow announcing a life I can’t touch.
The scattered people blink in unison, or maybe I do. The usher’s ribbon catches a little light that isn’t there, then doesn’t. The yellow coat seems brighter when I’m not looking at it. The room breathes; the heater rattles once like a laugh it regrets.
I tell myself to sit. I don’t. The chairs look like a test I haven’t studied for.
The hum in the walls changes key, barely—a half-step down into a note that feels like pressure under my ribs. It’s not music. It’s the sound a place makes when it believes something is about to be asked of it. The microphone lifts an eyelash of feedback, then smooths it back.
Another blink. This one is longer—four heartbeats, not three. In the mirror, the room behind me overlays a different room: paint a shade off, the floor edged in a darker seam. The exit sign in the reflection’s world reads LEAVE in the same red font, and I laugh because that’s stupid and then it just says EXIT like it always has.
“You’re fine,” I say, a sentence I give my body to see if it will keep it.
My reflection doesn’t argue. It doesn’t smile either. It stands there, a taller, thinner animal with my bones arranged at slightly stranger angles. I lift my hand; it lifts, a beat late. I drop my hand; it arrives on time.
People. Chairs. Banner. Microphone. The list keeps me upright.
The usher turns her head toward me like someone told her my name. Her mouth forms a round syllable that doesn’t go anywhere. The sound I don’t hear feels like my name anyway. Behind her, the teenage girl in the yellow coat presses her palms together as if there’s a temperature only she can measure. The man in the tea-colored suit keeps his chin lifted the way people do when they want their posture to be a creed.
Another cough. Another rag of breath. The smell of clove strengthens as if the room found where I hid the card in my pocket at home and decided not to wait for me to bring it.
My knees say: We could go down now, if you like. I tell them: Not yet. My lungs say: We are busy. My heart says: We learned a new rhythm—fast-fast-skip, fast-fast-skip—and we enjoy it less than you think.
I step closer to the platform because the platform is where answers pretend to live. My shoes make no sound. I can hear my eyelids when they go up and down.
Something passes across the mirror, quick as a fish in shallow water. A trick of me. A strand of light. A problem in the glass. It leaves nothing behind except the knowledge that it happened.
I try to pray the way you try a door you know is locked. No words arrive that haven’t hurt someone recently. I say Dad’s name inside my head and it fits like grief. I say Mom’s and it fits like oxygen I can’t afford. I say Gilbert’s and it sits beside me without touching me.
I put my palm on the edge of the stage, because it looks like something that could steady me. The wood is colder than it should be. I feel the grain under my skin like Braille I was never taught to read. In the mirror, for the width of one breath, my hand stays there after I take it away.
I look for a door that isn’t the one I came through. There are two at the back of the platform, both closed, both painted the same decisively harmless beige as the rest of the room. One has a hand-lettered sign that says STAFF ONLY in marker that got tired halfway through the Y. I half-expect to see a sliver of light under one of them. I get nothing.
I reach for my pocket again because wanting a phone is a reflex, like wanting a miracle when you don’t have the language for one. Nothing. The cup holder is somewhere in another world doing a terrible job of taking care of my life.
The hum shifts once more, softer, like the building has agreed not to startle me. The clock ticks when I look at it; when I don’t, it waits.
You’re fine, I tell myself again, willing it to be true by the rule of repetition. You’re fine, you’re fine, you’re—
The hallway behind me takes a breath that doesn’t belong to the heating system. Cold presses along my spine, not a draft, not weather—absence in motion. I turn and the room blinks the shorter blink this time—one heartbeat, two—and resets into the same neat, municipal boredom.
I am alone, except for the people who are not with themselves. I am a body that wants to sit and refuses the order. I am a boy watching a mirror learn to be late.
At the edge of the room, the EXIT sign flickers once. The red letters mean what they always mean. The door under them remembers how to be a way out. Even from here I can tell the latch would give if I asked.
I don’t ask. I stare at the mirror instead, at the too-tall, too-thin version of me with blood making its small map down to my shirt. He breathes in time with me—slow in two three, slow out two three—and for the first time since I walked in, I am sure of one thing.
My phone is not in my pocket. It is in the car.
The certainty lands like a door closing softly, and the room seems to approve that I finally know something.
I say, “Okay,” though no one has offered me a choice.
From the hallway, very far and very near at the same time, comes the muted thud of an outside door catching a gust. A seam of colder air slides across the floor and reaches my shoes like a stray thought. I turn toward the entrance.
The lights do not change. The clock pretends it never stopped. The microphone hums with the patience of a thing that has outlived many names.
I take one step toward the way out, and the room, polite as ever, lets me.
Outside, Gilbert is trying to breathe.
The night has the flavor of metal. His tires haven’t cooled yet; they tick like clocks.
He parks crookedly beside Elias’s car, still idling, headlights throwing pale cones against the wall of the hall. The passenger door is ajar. The phone glows in the cup holder, vibrating every few seconds with Martha’s name and a text that keeps rewriting itself: Where are you, Elias? Please answer.
Gilbert swallows hard and whispers, “Lord, just get me to him.”
There’s a pressure in the air, like a storm that forgot thunder. The front doors of the building are closed, but the moment he reaches for the handle, they breathe open by themselves, a polite exhale. Cold air spills out, and he steps through before he can change his mind.
Inside, the world rearranges.
The lighting hums. The reception desk, the chairs, the tidy bulletin board—they all look like nothing happened. But the smell is wrong: faint iron under the clove, something that doesn’t belong in cleaning fluid.
At the end of the corridor, Gilbert spots him—Elias, slumped near the stage of the main room.
“Eli!”
The sound of his name ricochets once, comes back smaller.
Elias lifts his head. His face is the color of wet paper. Blood has painted a thin trail from his nostril to his collar.
Gilbert runs to him, sneakers squeaking, the sound too sharp for a carpet that looks soft.
When he reaches him, Elias is on his knees, swaying like a candle that can’t decide.
“Hey—hey, look at me,” Gilbert says, crouching. “What are you doing here, man? Your mom’s losing it.”
Elias blinks up at him, eyes glassy, pupils huge. “He was here,” he whispers. The words come out fragile, like something trying not to exist.
Gilbert grips his shoulder. “Man, there’s nothing here for you. There never was.”
Elias tries to shake his head, but it only makes the dizziness worse.
“I saw—” he starts.
“I told you that card was bait,” Gilbert cuts in, voice shaking but firm. “Lies, man. Let’s go before something else decides to show up.”
Elias coughs, a thin, tearing sound, and smears his sleeve under his nose. His shirt is streaked dark down the front; the blood has spread like a shadow that learned to walk.
He nods once, too slowly. “I… think I stood too long,” he says, like he’s talking about something smaller than faith and smaller than survival.
Gilbert slides an arm under his shoulder, half lifting him. The two of them move toward the exit, their steps out of rhythm, Gilbert steadying him when the world tilts.
The hall seems longer now, as if it’s quietly stretching behind them.
Every few steps, Elias glances back over his shoulder. “You don’t hear that?” he mutters.
“Hear what?”
“Music,” Elias says. “Or breathing. I can’t tell.”
Gilbert doesn’t answer. He focuses on getting him to the door, where the red EXIT sign glows above them like a small, stubborn sunrise.
It flickers once. Then again. Then a third time.
Each flicker throws a brief stutter across the room—shadows bending, faces half-formed in the air where no faces should be.
“Almost there,” Gilbert mutters.
They reach the doors. The handles are cold. When Gilbert pushes, the hinges resist like something on the other side is holding on.
Then the resistance gives, and a slice of the outside world leaks in: the parking lot, the hum of Elias’s car engine, the smell of real winter.
Elias stops. His eyes are drawn toward the back of the room, toward the wall-sized mirror.
He sees himself still standing there—tall, sickly thin, streaked with red, a faint shimmer of breath in the glass. The reflection doesn’t match his movements. It just watches, patient, unmoving.
“Eli?” Gilbert tugs at him. “Come on, man.”
Elias opens his mouth, but no sound comes. The dizziness is a ringing now, a whistle inside his skull. The blood in his ears beats louder than his own thoughts.
Gilbert hauls him one step closer to the door. Then the building exhales.
Every fluorescent light in the ceiling dims at once, like someone turned the world’s volume down. The EXIT sign buzzes, flickers again—one, two, three—and then steadies.
They freeze.
From the stage, through the hush, a voice slides into the air. Calm. Gentle.
It’s not loud; it doesn’t have to be. It feels like it’s been waiting for them to go quiet.
“Elias.”
The sound isn’t an echo, but it finds the corners of the room the way water finds cracks.
Gilbert’s hand tightens on his shoulder. “What—who was that?”
Elias doesn’t answer. His throat works, but all that comes out is a breath that trembles on the way up.
He looks back at the mirror one last time. His reflection’s lips move. The shape of the word it mouths is his name.
Gilbert pulls him through the door.
The air outside hits like ice water. The building’s lights return to steady, ordinary brightness as the door swings shut behind them.
In the glass panel beside the handle, two reflections linger a second too long before dissolving.
And then the hall is empty again—
except for the faint hum of the microphone,
and the echo of that one word, still circling the air:
Elias.


Chapter Fifteen

The streetlamps die like someone is pinching wicks. One blinks, goes out. Another, then another. The parking lot collapses into a shallow bowl of dark, everything visible only where the cars make their own weak halos.
Gilbert’s arm is around me, breath running hot and fast against the side of my face. He talks without looking up, the words bitten between his teeth, old phrases worn smooth by use.
“—belt of truth… breastplate of righteousness… shield of faith—” He’s not declaiming; he’s breathing. “—helmet of salvation… sword of the Spirit— Lord, help us.”
He lowers me into the passenger seat of his car. The upholstery gives under my weight like it remembers a softer person used to sit here. He runs around the hood, slides into the driver’s side, turns the key.
A single stutter of lights. Darkness. He turns it again. The starter coughs like an old smoker, then chokes on silence.
“Not tonight,” he says to the wheel, not angry—pleading. He tries again. “Come on, come on.”
My head lolls; the world tilts on its side. I can’t tell if my breath is shallow or just quiet. The cold sneaks in over the threshold of the open door and sits on my lap like a cat that doesn’t care whether you’re dying.
“Okay—okay,” Gilbert says. A decision clicks in him. He’s out of the car and back around before I can collect a thought. His hands are under my arms again; the world lifts and I follow because he is gravity. We shuffle the small gap to Mom’s sedan, its interior light blooming anemic and then flickering as if the bulb is remembering a timer it once had.
“Stay with me, Eli.” He buckles me in, palms my jaw up so my airway’s straight. “Stay awake, you hear me?”
I hear him through cotton. The edges of the world have moved farther away. Every sound has a little slope to it. I’m not sure if my eyes are closed until I decide to open them and they already are.
Gilbert tosses himself into the driver’s seat, jams the key into the column. He mutters scripture and apology at the same volume, overlapping them like a braid. “—peace that passes… Lord, I can’t do this without You—”
He twists. The engine catches. Stumbles. Catches again and holds at a miserable tremor, the headlights painting the pavement two tired trapezoids. For half a heartbeat the community hall’s windows are pale from within, like someone walked past a switch. Then they’re dark again, the glass a rectangle of night pretending to be a wall.
The air thins. Not just outside—inside me. The space under my ribs shrinks to a coin. My mouth fills with that copper taste like I licked the inside of a battery. The nosebleed has slowed to a tacky thread down my lip; I can feel it cooling. When I swallow, the movement is loud enough to be a machine.
Something says my name very far away: Elias. It’s not Gilbert. This voice isn’t made of noise. It exists the way warmth does—noticeable because it wasn’t there and then it is. Trust what you cannot see, it says, and the words don’t push me or pull me. They open a door I didn’t know was in the room.
“I can’t… I can’t see anything,” I whisper to no one, to everyone.
Gilbert stops talking long enough to turn the key again. The engine wavers but stays alive. His hands are shaking on the wheel. He glances at me—takes in whatever color I’m not—and flinches like it’s his own pain. “Stay with me, man. God, please.”
Across the lot, the building breathes. Not a sound; a change in pressure, as if the hall took a slow, careful inhale it’s been practicing all day. In the wash of our headlights, the door is black on black, a cut-out in the dark.
Something steps forward.
It’s a separation more than a movement—the dark deciding to be a person. The outline sharpens into posture, the posture into a man. Hands clasped behind his back as if he is in a portrait of himself, chin level, shoulders set with a stillness that knows audiences. The suit eats light. The face doesn’t. Where eyes should be, the reflected shine finds purchase and holds.
I feel Gilbert turn toward me, the motion syrup-slow, his voice slowed to match. “Eli… as… don’t… look—” He’s shaking my shoulder in gentle pulses that arrive like letters in an alphabet I don’t read.
I look anyway. It feels less like a choice and more like gravity.
The world thickens. Breath becomes syrup. The tick-ticks of metal cooling in the engines stretch and space themselves out. A moth thread-drifts through one headlight beam and then gives up, frozen mid-fall. My pulse isn’t gone; it’s just choosing longer routes.
The figure does not hurry. He doesn’t need to. He takes two steps, precise, and stops. Not three. The space between us narrows without either of us filling it. A small smile marks his mouth, not bright—courteous. Intimate. It reads as reassurance until it doesn’t.
He speaks, and I don’t know whether my ears are involved. The voice is too human. It’s a man who listened to you, then used your words to answer.
“I can make it stop,” he says. “The ache, the wasting. The waiting. I can give you what no cure can give. What no prayer will buy. Only I can.”
The sentence lands like a truth I almost told myself last week in the dark at 3 a.m. The evil in it, if there is any, wears my accent. It sounds reasonable. It sounds like relief with its hair combed.
My eyes sting; not from the blood. From wanting that sentence to be true so cleanly that the wanting feels like consent.
Gilbert is a man underwater beside me, still shaking, still saying my name, each syllable taking a century. “E… li… as…”
The figure’s hands lift a little—not toward me, but up, palms open near his own temples, fingers spread like someone blessing himself or bracing for a thought. The headlights slide off his suit like water off stone; they catch at the edges of him and make a faint crown of subtraction.
Something else answers.
It doesn’t come from the building. It doesn’t come from Gilbert. It rises with the same slow inevitability as heat from a struck match—the hint of fire and honey in my chest, the ache turning bright. It’s not comfort. It’s not pain. It’s that brief shock when you break the surface after being under too long and every nerve decides to report back at once.
Another sentence. Softer. It arrives like it has been there the whole time, waiting for me to remember where I left it. Love costs what it saves.
Dad’s mug on a table. The news on low. His voice doing that half-laugh he used when a truth hurt and he respected it anyway. Love costs what it saves, son. The memory lands as if it never had to travel to reach me.
The heat moves. Not a blaze—an ember breathing itself awake in the hollow behind my sternum, spreading to my shoulders, down my arms. It doesn’t demand. It does not bargain. It murmurs. The syllables are smaller than words, older than advice. They carry the shape of a prayer and none of its performance.
The world holds very still. Even the exhale of my fog on the window hangs, half-made.
The figure watches me the way a man watches the last number fall into place on a safe. His smile fades to composure again, a line of mouth practiced at not telling you what it thinks. Those eyes—coin-bright, collecting more than they give—do not move.
“Eli…” Gilbert’s voice inches nearer to normal speed, as if whatever stopped the air is easing its hand. “…as… stay… with… me…”
I try to turn my head toward him and learn, briefly, how much a human skull can weigh. My field of vision tightens to a tunnel shaped like the space between the figure’s shoulders and my own pulse.
“I can make it stop,” the man repeats, almost tender now. “Let me.”
The ember brightens, not to flame, to conviction. Trust what you cannot see, the earlier voice reminds, and this time it doesn’t feel like an order or a test. It feels like being picked up.
Something tears inside the moment. Not muscle. Not metal. A seam in the hush. The moth finishes its fall. The breath-fog finishes its shape and disappears. Sound catches up to itself—the engine’s low rattle, Gilbert’s hand against my jacket, the small crackling noise skin makes against fabric when someone will not let you go.
The heat hums in my bones like a low note you only notice when it’s gone.
For half a second, the world hangs between the offer and the answer, between the ache and the cost.
Then time decides to run again.
Sound returns like a floodgate cracking open.
The engine coughs. Gilbert’s voice hits me all at once, no longer stretched or slow, just raw.
“Elias! Come on, breathe, man—breathe!”
The car shudders as he twists the key again. The starter grinds, catches, dies. He slaps the wheel. “Please, God!” The third try takes: the motor stumbles, then roars into a rough, uneven life.
The air inside the sedan tastes of exhaust and iron. I drag in a breath that feels borrowed. The heat still pulses low in my chest—less pain now, more like something hiding behind it, steady, deliberate.
Gilbert leans over the console, his hand shaking against my shoulder. “Stay with me. You’re gonna be fine. Just—just stay.”
Across the lot, the Healer stands perfectly still. He hasn’t moved from the doorway. His outline holds the dark the way glass holds water. One of the parking-lot lamps sputters once, dim amber light spilling over him and catching nothing—no face, no detail, just that impossible posture.
The heat inside me climbs to my throat. The voice that had whispered earlier—the one that sounded like mercy—recedes, leaving a silence so heavy it might be a kind of listening.
Gilbert jams the gearshift. Tires squeal. We jerk forward, headlights sweeping the hall’s facade. The Healer remains framed in the beams, and for a blink the light touches the surface of his eyes—metallic, reflecting everything, forgiving nothing.
The car lurches past the curb, back onto the empty street. My head hits the rest, and stars burst behind my eyelids. Each one feels like a breath I haven’t taken yet.
“Hold on, Eli. Hold on.” Gilbert’s voice cracks into a prayer he doesn’t finish.
My body feels lighter, but the weight in the air grows. Behind us, a long metallic groan rolls through the dark—steel complaining against itself. Then a sound that isn’t quite human, stretched thin by distance, rises from the direction of the hall. A single drawn-out syllable that could be wind, could be words.
No.
Gilbert flinches, presses harder on the accelerator. “Don’t look back,” he says. “Whatever that was, don’t.”
I can’t; my neck won’t listen. The warmth in my chest turns to a deep, rhythmic throb that matches the sound of the tires on asphalt. For the first time in weeks, breathing doesn’t hurt. It just feels strange, as if the air inside me isn’t the same air we left in the lot.
Street after street slides under us—porch lights, mailboxes, fences—all slipping past like scenery on a film reel running too fast. I’m drifting, not asleep, not awake, the boundary blurring.
Through the blur I hear Gilbert talking to someone I can’t see, half-pleading, half-angry:
“Don’t take him, not like this. He’s got more to do. He’s just a kid, Lord—he’s just—”
His words fade as the edges of the world soften again.
The last thing I register is motion: the car straightening on the road, the rhythmic flash of streetlights ahead, the pulse in my throat slowing to match them. The ember in my chest hums once more, bright then dim.
The world outside blurred into streaks of amber and black. Streetlamps bent away as if refusing to see. Somewhere between two heartbeats, I heard something else—an echo that wasn’t sound at all. It filled the car like warmth, like the memory of sunlight.

For a moment, I believed it was enough.

The tires hummed. My lungs fought for rhythm, each breath a borrowed thing. And as the distance pulled us farther from Briar Hill, a stillness spread through me—cold, clear, certain.
I knew one thing for sure.
I was dying.
Not quickly. Not mercifully. Just dying the way a fire does when it remembers what light felt like.


ACT TWO: The Waiting
Life is pause between surrender and return.


Chapter Sixteen

Light had weight here. It pressed against his skin the way sun presses through eyelids on a summer afternoon—soft, insistent, real.
When he opened his eyes the world had already chosen its shape: the yard, the fence, the maple tree rising high and clean, every leaf a mirror for the sun. The air smelled of grass and rain and something he had never known but instantly recognised—peace.
“Ready?”
The voice was his father’s. Not imagined, not remembered—present. Mr Wynn stood a few paces away, tall, shoulders easy, that same calm grin Elias had always wanted to borrow. The glove creaked when he raised it.
Elias caught the ball on the first throw. The pop of leather echoed like laughter.
“Good arm, Eli.”
“Guess I’ve been practising,” he said, still staring, afraid that if he blinked the man would vanish.
“Looks that way. But you always did overthink the catch.” His father’s smile widened. “It’s the throw that counts.”
From the porch Papa Ricky chuckled, his chair tilted back, pipe in hand though no smoke rose. “He’s right, boy. World’s about letting go of what you hold too tight.”
A second figure joined them near the steps—Mr Singer, hands tucked in his pockets, the same quiet dignity Gilbert carried. “Listen to them, son,” he said, eyes on the glove. “Patience is a kind of strength.”
Uncle Marcus leaned against the post beside him, arms folded, the hint of a grin under his moustache. “Patience was never a Wynn habit,” he teased. “Runs in the family.” The others laughed, the sound pure and effortless.
For a while they simply existed—the living and the gone—passing time like a ball between them. The world held still in that rhythm: throw, catch, throw, laughter, the shimmer of leaves. No cough, no pain, no waiting rooms. Only breath and light.
Elias said, “Feels like I could stay here forever.”
His father met his gaze, gentle. “Forever’s bigger than this, Eli. This is just the breath between.”
Something in the air shifted; the sun grew white around the edges.
Mr Singer turned toward him, eyes bright. “If you see my boy,” he said softly, “tell Gilbert I’m proud. Tell him to forgive himself. Tell Amanda the garden will bloom again.”
The light trembled, spilling across the yard. Papa Ricky rose, hat in his hand, and Uncle Marcus touched his shoulder in parting.
Elias tried to step closer, but the ground tilted, the color draining from everything. His father’s outline was the last to fade.
“Dad?” His voice came out small.
A warmth answered—not a sound, a knowing. You already know, Eli. You just don’t remember yet.
The brightness rose until it filled the sky. He couldn’t see its shape, only the sense of height, of presence. Every breath inside him answered to it.
Something like speech flowed through him—not words, but understanding:
You have sought what can’t be held.
Trust what the eyes cannot see.
To live is to give; to give is to become.
Love is the only thing that endures.
What you call loss is only the hand that opens.
What you call pain is the fire that refines.
Every breath is borrowed, every heartbeat a seed.
What you return in sorrow will bloom in another.
Do not fear the darkness; it is only the shadow of light too bright to bear.
The body is clay, but the breath is mine.
And when the breath returns to me, it is not death—it is home.
Remember this when the noise comes.
Remember this when love costs what it saves.
Each thought landed with the finality of a heartbeat.
The air itself seemed to pulse. Warmth gathered at his chest, spread outward, and for one endless instant everything—light, memory, body—was one.
Then the warmth thinned to sound. The maple leaves shattered into white. A mechanical hum replaced the wind.
He fell through the light, through the breath between.
The hum becomes a single note—thin, metallic, endless.
Then the world folds around it.
Light still bleeds through his eyes, but it’s not the light of the yard. This one cuts. It flickers. It burns cold.
He’s aware of weight pressing his chest, of air scraping down his throat. Voices move somewhere above him—too fast, too sharp to belong to the peace he just left.
“No pulse. Charging—two hundred.”“Clear!”
The shock throws him upward into himself. For a heartbeat he’s both inside and outside—seeing the arc of his own body lift, then slam down again. Sound rushes back in a roar.
“We’ve got rhythm. Keep compressions steady.”
He gasps, a desperate animal sound. Air rushes through a mask that tastes of rubber and metal. The cold against his ribs stings.
He tries to turn his head but the world lurches sideways; everything is too bright, too close.
He wants to tell them to stop, to let him go back to the yard, back to the grass and the laughter, but the words die in his throat.
What escapes instead is a strangled sob that becomes a cough. His lungs feel like paper being torn.
“Stay with us, Elias. You’re back.”
The voice belongs to an ER Doctor. She sounds both relieved and afraid. The rhythm of her speech anchors him.
Another voice—a P.A., clipped and certain—calls out a list of numbers: oxygen, blood pressure, dosage.
He tries to open his eyes. The ceiling swims into view, each light a trembling halo. Around him blue scrubs and green masks move in practiced circles. Someone adjusts the mask over his face; someone else squeezes a bag of clear fluid into the line in his arm.
“BP stabilising.”“Keep him under watch. Don’t push him too far.”
Their words fall like rain on a roof—he hears them but can’t feel them.
Somewhere behind the noise he catches another sound—his mother’s voice, muffled, breaking into a sob, then pulled away by someone gentle.
He wants to call to her. I’m here, Mom. It’s okay.
But even that thought feels foreign, like it belongs to another life.
The world refuses to settle. Everything blurs at the edges, bright one second, dim the next. He can still feel the warmth from before tucked under his ribs, pulsing faintly, like an ember that refuses to die.
Was that real?
He tries to remember the yard, the ball, his father’s laugh, the tree—but each memory collapses when he reaches for it. All that remains is a single impression: light that loved him enough to let him go.
His chest rises again, shallow but steady.
For a moment, calm creeps in. The voices around him become distant, almost kind. He could fall asleep here, if not for the heaviness in his body. The weight of being back.
Then the calm breaks. The monitor skips, stutters.
Another alarm joins the first. The ER doctor tone sharpens.
“He’s dropping. Ready again. Charge to two hundred.”
Elias feels the world slip sideways.
Inside his head a single thought forms, not his own: Not yet finished.
The air thickens; his heart jerks.
The darkness begins to gather.
The darkness closes in fast this time—no tunnel, no falling, only a sudden stillness that feels like waiting at the bottom of a wave.
The beeping that had anchored him fades to a low hum.
He can’t tell if his eyes are open.
“He’s coding again!”
“No pulse. Start compressions.”
The words reach him as though through water. He knows what they mean; he simply can’t connect them to himself.
Hands press down on his chest—thirty beats of pressure, a pause, then again. His ribs crack like old branches.
He should feel pain but doesn’t; he feels distance.
The warmth that had hidden beneath his ribs flickers, trying to gather itself. It’s not a voice, not even thought—more like the memory of breath. Something inside him insists on being known.
You are not done.
The line between body and self stretches thin.
He knows what waits for him in that body—pain, tubes, struggle. The weight of sickness presses even here, in the dark that has no air.
He doesn’t want to go back.
The thought rises unbidden: Don’t make me live like that again. Don’t make me breathe only to hurt.
He feels himself begin to weep, though there are no tears where he is. It’s the kind of crying that belongs to the soul, silent and shaking.
He wants the yard. He wants his father’s voice. He wants the peace of not wanting anything.
But the warmth that once held him begins to pulse again, slow and patient. Each pulse carries something through him—remembrance, mercy, the faint sense that pain itself is not punishment but proof of love.
He trembles. The more he resists, the more he feels the tug of that world he left, pulling him downward toward ribs and lungs and the ruined body that still carries his mother’s prayers.
“Charge to three hundred.”
“Clear!”
Impact. His world contracts into a single explosion behind the sternum. For an instant he sees white; for an instant he is both everywhere and nowhere.
Another compression cycle begins. Sweat drips from someone’s forehead onto his arm. A nurse counts aloud; Patel answers. The rhythm is relentless.
Then he hears something new: crying. It’s his mother. The sound threads through the chaos like a wire. It draws him back harder than the shocks.
The warmth inside him expands. It’s not bliss; it’s ache—the raw ache of choosing to live. It climbs his throat, finds his lungs, drags air with it.
He gasps.
“We’ve got him! We’ve got him!”
The shout fills the room, followed by a collective exhale. Hands slow, step back. Someone silences the alarm. The hum softens to the steady, stubborn beep of a living heart.
He can’t open his eyes yet, but he can feel the world pressing down—tubes, cloth, gravity, life.
He wants to tell them he heard them, that he saw something, that he almost understood. What leaves his mouth is a ragged whisper:
“…Mom…”
A hand squeezes his. A voice breaks near his ear. “I’m here, baby. I’m right here.”
He drifts again, but now the dark feels different. It breathes with him, no longer swallowing him whole.
In its rhythm he hears an echo, the faint residue of that other place:
To live is to give. Love is the only thing that endures.
Then even that fades, leaving only the soft beeping of the monitor and the weight of his own heartbeat.


Chapter Seventeen

Sound gets here before light.
A hiss, a metronome, my mother’s voice trying not to break. I follow the sound like a rope pulled through dark.
“…in Jesus’ name… please…” She’s so close I can feel the heat of her palm through the sheet. The skin on my forearm remembers her hand before I do.
I try to lift my eyelids. They fight me. The world bleeds in anyway—squares of ceiling, a bar of sunlight cut by blinds, a glass vase on the sill with supermarket lilies leaning toward it. There’s a card propped beside them in my aunt’s looping script: We love you, Eli — Aunt Liv. The letters swim, settle.
I try to say her name—Mom—and only air comes out. It scratches my throat like the word forgot how to be a word.
She hears the breath anyway. “Elias?” The chair legs scrape. She’s leaning over me, hair out of its clip, eyes already wet. “Elias, you’re awake? Stay with me—stay with me.” Her voice jumps the track halfway through stay.
She leans into the hall, calls for help. I taste plastic and winter on my tongue—oxygen. The hissing gets louder when I notice it. The monitor next to me keeps its promises: beep—beep—beep.
Footsteps. Then the voice I know before I see her.
“Hey there, trouble.” Sofia. Same warm alto, just a little rough around the edges. She sweeps in, the badge with her name catching the light, the short hair new. The calm is the same as before—the kind people learn in rooms like this.
“Don’t move too fast,” she says, and I don’t. My ribs are a warning flare under my skin. She slips a thermometer under my tongue, checks the nasal cannula, glances at the monitor. “He’s tracking,” she calls over her shoulder. Then to me, softer: “Three days, sweetheart. You’ve been asleep three days.”
Three days sits in my chest like a coin. I blink hard. The room tilts, rights itself.
Sofia presses light fingers to my wrist. “Pulse seventy-six, regular.” She reads the screen: “BP one-fourteen over seventy-two. O-two sat ninety-eight on two liters.” She smiles like she’s letting me in on good gossip. “That’s a pretty chart.”
My mother makes a sound that’s half laugh, half sob. She cups my cheek as if the touch could nail me to the earth. “He’s here,” she says—maybe to me, maybe to God, maybe to the air. “He’s here.”
Sofia leans to the doorway. “Dr. Osei? He’s conscious.”
The hallway answers with more feet, a soft argument with squeaky soles. I drift, then surface again as the door opens and the doctor I remember from the beginning steps in—tall in his white coat, tablet under his arm, the same composed face that once taught me how to pronounce granulomatosis without choking on it.
“Welcome back, Mr. Wynn,” Dr. Osei says, and the corner of his mouth twitches like he’s trying out a joke he isn’t sure I can handle. “You nearly retired half the staff.”
I want to laugh. My ribs veto the motion. Air hitches; pain spreads like a spill.
He is all steady hands and measured tone. “You gave us a scare,” he goes on, glancing from me to the monitor to my mother and back again. “Two cardiac arrests in the ED bay, then a medically induced coma to let your heart rest. We’ve kept you on low-flow oxygen and analgesia for the rib fractures from compressions.” He taps the tablet, his eyes narrowing. “You responded well.”
The numbers on the screen blink in time with his words. Heart rate 76. SpO₂ 98%. BP 114/72. Temperature 37.1. None of them look like me. I follow the green line as if it might decide to change its mind.
My mother doesn’t let go of my hand. “He’s breathing,” she says, as if they might have missed it.
“He is,” he agrees. “And your lungs,” he says to me, half to the tablet, “look better than I expected, given… everything.” He flips to an image. I catch a gray landscape I can’t interpret, spots of bright. He doesn’t show it long enough to scare me.
“Your inflammatory markers are down—CRP, ESR—and your ANCA titers are lower than they were at last draw.” A breath. Then the sentence he doesn’t want to say: “It’s unusual.”
He doesn’t look at me when he says it. He looks at the numbers as if they might cough up an explanation if he stares hard enough. The mask of certainty he wears at the bedside—years of it—slips a millimeter. Skepticism adds a line between his brows, a question that won’t fit in any checkbox.
“Sometimes,” he says finally, eyes still on the tablet, “the body writes its own science.” He sounds like he’s borrowing the phrase. He glances up to test it on me, on my mother. His smile gets to his mouth but not his eyes.
Sofia reads off more things like a spell that works even if none of us believe in spells: “No ectopy. Sinus rhythm. Good cap refill.” She tightens the blood pressure cuff. It squeezes. The monitor answers with the soft hiss of deflation.
The bouquet on the sill leans toward the sun. One of the lilies has browned at the edges. It still smells like trying.
Osei tucks the tablet against his chest. “We’ll keep you on telemetry today. Repeat labs this afternoon, another chest film tomorrow. Pain control for the ribs, and you rest. There’s no marathon here.” He gives my mother one of those physician looks that’s half reassurance, half boundary. “He’s stable.”
She nods too many times. “Thank you. Thank you.” Then, lower, to me: “See? God is good.” Her thumb strokes my knuckles as if she’s remembering how small my hand used to be.
He takes one step back, then another. Pauses. He searches my face like he did the screens, looking for what he can’t name. “We’ll talk more when you’ve had time to wake,” he says, and I can hear what he’s not saying under it: How can this be? He leaves that question in the room when he goes. The door closes with the softest click.
My mother exhales the way people do when they’ve been holding their breath for a season. “I called Gilbert every day,” she says, wiping her cheek with the back of her hand. “He’s praying. He said to tell you he’s coming as soon as they let him.”
I try for a smile. It feels like lifting something heavy with muscles I forgot to use. The pain in my chest flares again, clean and human and here. I make a sound that’s half groan, half laugh. “Guess that’s what I get for… dying… twice.” It comes out like gravel, but it lands. She swats my shoulder lightly and then kisses my forehead and then cries harder.
“Don’t you dare joke like that,” she says, and laughs through the tears anyway.
Sofia adjusts the cannula, peeks at the clock. “Let’s not do the dying thing again,” she says, aiming it at me like a smile. “HR seventy-eight. O₂ still ninety-eight. You’re showing off.” She lifts the corner of the sheet to check the dressing, smooths it back like someone straightening a child’s coat. “Try to rest. I’ll be right outside.”
They talk quietly in the hall for a second, and their voices blend with the hallway chorus—carts rolling, an intercom murmuring a code for some other room, another life. I let my eyes close. The light behind the lids is gold for a heartbeat, then white, then nothing at all, just the slow, stubborn rhythm of a machine that has decided I belong to it again.
Under the ache of my ribs, I can feel something else—quieter, without edges. Not relief. Not fear. A hollow that isn’t hunger. It’s like missing a place you can’t point to on a map. I don’t have a word for it yet. I just know it opens when I breathe.
It must be hours later.
The sunlight that had been streaming through the blinds is now a thin gray strip across the floor. The hall outside has changed voices—quieter, lower, the night crew. Someone’s rolling a cart; somewhere far off a monitor beeps out of sync with mine. The air smells less like antiseptic and more like whatever they use to mop at closing time.
Mom is asleep in the chair, her chin tipped to her chest, her hand still caught in mine. I don’t wake her. The edges of her eyes look bruised. I wonder if she dreams, if in them I’m still gone.
The ache in my ribs pulses whenever I breathe deep. I let it. The pain’s honest. What isn’t honest is how clear everything else feels.
My sinuses aren’t stuffed, my chest isn’t thick, the pressure that used to live behind my eyes is gone. It’s like someone went through me with a brush and erased all the places that hurt—too neatly, too completely. The disease isn’t gone; I can feel it somewhere deep, like a lion sleeping behind glass. But it’s quiet now. Too quiet.
The monitor reads its little verdicts in green:
HR 77 BP 112/70 SpO₂ 99%
Perfect. Uncomfortably perfect.
I close my eyes and the other light comes back—the one from the yard, that impossible brightness. My father’s glove, Papa Ricky’s laugh, the voice that spoke without words.
To live is to give. Love is the only thing that endures.
I mouth the words and they taste like water I can’t swallow. They were an answer, I think, to a question I never asked out loud.
When I open my eyes again, the ceiling tiles blur. I try to pray but can’t find a shape for the words. My throat tightens instead. Maybe that counts. Maybe prayer is what’s left when you can’t talk.
The door clicks open. Sofia steps in with a tablet tucked under her arm. Her ponytail’s come loose; her eyes look tired but kind.
“Still awake?” she whispers.
I nod.
“Vitals are beautiful,” she says, glancing at the screen. “Heart steady, O₂ still perfect. You’re making the rest of us look bad.”
She smiles, the kind that doesn’t need light. “Try to rest, Elias. Healing hurts before it helps.”
She dims the overheads, leaves one lamp burning by the sink, and goes. Her shoes whisper down the hall until there’s nothing left but the monitor and my breath.
The quiet grows heavy. It presses around me like water. I stare at the IV bag hanging beside me, the drops of saline falling in rhythm with the beeps. It feels wrong that something so small can keep time with a life.
I think about Dr. Osei’s face when he looked at the chart—how his eyes flicked between the numbers and me like he was trying to find the trick. Maybe there isn’t one. Maybe miracles just look like mistakes until someone writes them down right.
I shift, wince, let my head fall back. The ceiling above the bed is a blank square of light. My eyes sting, but I’m not crying for pain, or for the sickness, or even for the year that’s carved itself into me. It’s something else. Something that feels like missing a person you haven’t met yet, or a home you barely remember.
That sadness sits with me quietly, not asking to be fixed. Just breathing.
Every beat feels borrowed.
Every breath, a question I’m not ready to answer.


Chapter Eighteen
It’s been two weeks since I opened my eyes again.
The first five days were all steps—literal ones.
To the doorway.
Then the hall.
Then the end of it and back again.
Each one felt like testing the gravity of a planet that didn’t quite trust me yet. The physical therapist kept saying easy does it, like I was some fragile relic she didn’t want to drop. They call it PT. I call it proof I’m still here.
Now I can manage the whole corridor, pole and IV and all. My legs are still thin as twigs, trembling from months of unuse, but they remember what to do. My color’s back too—no longer ghost white, but light tan again. Sofia says I finally look human, then laughs at her own joke and pats my shoulder.
She’s here almost every day, though not every shift. Some nights it’s Luis, who hums old boleros under his breath. Some mornings it’s Carla, who draws blood like she’s sketching. But Sofia—she’s the one I wait for. When she walks in, the ward just feels steadier. She’s beautiful in that quiet way—skin like olive wood, long lashes framing eyes that never seem to miss a thing. Her accent carries something Middle Eastern, soft and round at the edges, and sometimes a tiny silver crescent catches the light at her neck when she bends to check my vitals.
If I had an older sister, I think she’d sound like Sofia.
Mom finally went home yesterday. I told her she needed to. Someone has to pay the bills, right? She hesitated, promised she’d call in the morning. The room feels bigger without her in it, quieter, though I can still smell her perfume on the chair by the bed.
When the door opens this afternoon, I half expect it to be her again. But it’s Dr. Osei, coffee in one hand, tablet in the other, looking like he hasn’t slept much but pretending he has.
“You’re looking less like a ghost,” he says, voice even as always.
“And more like a medical riddle?”
He chuckles, setting the cup on the counter. “Something like that.” He taps the tablet awake, scrolling with his thumb. “Heart rate strong. Lungs clear. Inflammatory markers all but vanished. ESR three, CRP zero-point-four, ANCA negative.”
He looks up. “If I only had the labs, I’d say this file belonged to someone else.”
I watch his eyes as he says it. He’s too practiced to frown, but there’s tension under the calm, like his mind’s searching for an explanation that keeps slipping away.
“I’ve seen remissions,” he continues, leaning against the counter. “But not like this. Two weeks ago, your lungs were half scar tissue. Now? You’d pass a physical.”
“Lucky me,” I say. “Do I get a medal?”
He smiles. “You get more labs tomorrow. That’s close enough.”
There’s a pause—the kind that asks to be filled.
“Have you ever seen something like this before?” I ask.
“Like this?” He glances at the monitor. “I’ve read reports. Near-death experiences. Patients waking up with… temporary remissions. Sometimes the body resets after trauma.”
“You mean like rebooting a computer.”
“Roughly, yes.” He adjusts his glasses. “We think it’s an autonomic surge. The brain floods the system with hormones—adrenaline, endorphins, immune modulators. There’s evidence it can suppress inflammation.”
“Can,” I echo. “But doesn’t usually.”
He nods slowly. “No. Not usually.”
I shift against the pillow, wincing as the pain shoots through my ribs. “So you think that’s all it was?”
“I think it’s what I can measure.” He pauses, then adds, “And medicine lives by what it can measure.”
There’s something in his tone that doesn’t match the words. A small, careful doubt.
“Have you ever seen something you couldn’t explain?” I ask.
He studies the rim of his coffee cup, then sets it down. “Once. My sister. Car accident. She was declared brain-dead.” His voice thins slightly. “The next morning, she woke up, said our mother’s name, and… she was gone within the hour. The monitors never caught a rhythm.”
I don’t know what to say. The silence between us feels respectful, like a prayer no one meant to say aloud.
“Do you believe in God?” I ask quietly.
He exhales through his nose, long and slow. “I’ve had my moments,” he says. “Hospitals breed both faith and atheism—sometimes in the same person before lunch.”
“Do you think miracles exist?”
“If they do,” he says, looking directly at me, “they don’t ask my permission.”
He straightens, collecting the tablet. “Whatever happened to you, let’s call it mercy. Science can study the margins, but mercy lives off the page.”
He checks his watch, glances toward the door. “Walk again tomorrow. We’ll see how long this calm lasts.”
Then he gives me that look—the one that doctors give when they care more than they should—and leaves quietly.
After he leaves, the room exhales.
The air feels different without voices in it—thinner, but somehow more alert. I sit there listening to the sound of my own breathing, the faint hum of the fluorescent lights, the steady rhythm of the monitor beside me. It’s strange how noise can start to sound like company.
I look out the window. The city stretches far below—small lights moving across the dark like insects. From up here, the world looks peaceful. It doesn’t feel that way inside.
The monitor reads:
BP 112/70. HR 77. SpO₂ 99.
Numbers that mean alive.
Numbers that used to mean impossible.
I touch my chest, the spot where the pain gathers when I breathe too deep. The ribs ache, yes, but it’s the good kind of pain—the kind that says, you made it through. What I don’t understand is how everything else feels… quiet. My lungs no longer burn. My sinuses are clear. Even the pulse in my temples feels calm, like a river that’s been dammed.
Too calm.
Sofia comes in briefly to swap out the saline bag. She moves like she’s part of the air—quick, efficient, but gentle. A new nurse I haven’t met yet follows her, jotting notes on a chart.
“Vitals are perfect again,” Sofia says, smiling at me. “You’ll be out of here soon if you keep this up.”
“Maybe,” I say. “If I don’t break again first.”
She laughs softly, not sure if it’s a joke. “I’ll hold you to that.”
When she leaves, the room dims again. I can still smell her perfume in the air—a faint trace of cardamom and clean linen. For some reason, it makes the quiet heavier.
I open my phone. It’s the first time I’ve really looked at it since… everything. Thirty-one missed messages from Gilbert. Four from Aunt Liv. Two from Mom. The rest are hospital notifications, billing, pharmacy reminders—numbers, dates, deadlines, reality.
I scroll through Gilbert’s texts, all sent days apart:
You awake?Bro, they said you made it.You felt it too that night, didn’t you?Call me when you can. Please.
That last one lingers on the screen. Felt it too.
Felt what?
I think of the hall, the way the lights flickered when the healer stepped out of the dark, the sound of Gilbert shouting my name. A chill moves across me like static.
My reflection in the window looks unfamiliar—eyes darker, skin tinted by the pale blue light of the monitors. For a second, I think I see movement behind me. I turn. Nothing there. Just the chair, the IV pole, the half-open door.
I shake my head, rub my eyes. The ribs sting, pulling me back to earth. Still, the air feels charged, like before a storm.
Then—
beep.
The monitor stutters.
Just once.
Then steady again.
I stare at it. The green line dances obediently, but the sound of the blip echoes longer than it should, as if the room itself repeated it.
Beep.
Then a pause.
Then two more, close together.
It’s almost rhythmic—an answer.
“Hello?” I whisper.
The word feels foolish in the air. Nothing moves. The monitor goes still, the tone returning to its calm, metered beat.
I try to laugh it off. I’m overtired, that’s all. Hallucinations, oxygen saturation—whatever Osei would call it. Still, the hairs on my arms rise as if the air has teeth.
The blinds tremble slightly. Draft, I tell myself. Just draft.
Outside, the city’s lights flicker again. Not the wind. Not all at once—just one street at a time, a chain reaction of dimming that moves outward from the hospital, like something drawing its breath.
My heart picks up. The monitor follows.
Beep. Beep. Beep.
Too fast. I close my eyes, focus on slowing it down. Breathe in. Breathe out. The numbers fall. 100. 90. 84.
When I open my eyes, everything looks normal again. The lights steady. The monitor hums. But I can’t shake the feeling that something was listening—and when I stopped speaking, it did too.
I sink back against the pillow, exhausted.
Dr. Osei’s words drift through my mind: Science can study the margins, but mercy lives off the page.
Maybe mercy isn’t what’s following me. Maybe it’s the margin itself.
And still, I can’t stop thinking:
Sometimes the silence after a miracle sounds less like peace and more like something waiting to be answered.


Chapter Nineteen

Two more weeks, and the hospital decided I qualify as a person again.
PT says I can keep therapy as an outpatient. I can walk the whole ward without the pole now, just a little slower than pride likes. I’m still skinny—knees like knots in rope—but my color’s back, a light tan instead of that wax-gray that made people lower their voices. The discharge packet sits in my lap like a diploma I didn’t study for.
Dr. Osei swings by with a coffee and the look of a man who slept in the wrong decade. He’s tall, rail-lean, dark brown skin, close-cropped hair, the lines at his eyes carved by too many fluorescents. “Try not to break the textbooks again,” he says, handing me a sheaf of papers. “I’ve forwarded everything to Dr. Patel. She wants you in clinic tomorrow. We’ll keep monthly labs here. No heroics.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I say.
He glances over the monitor on the wall—green digits, my little proof of life. “Heart rate seventy-eight, SpO₂ ninety-eight. Stable.” The corner of his mouth lifts, then falters. “Don’t make me write a paper about you.”
“Only if I get first author,” I tell him. He huffs, almost a laugh, and claps my shoulder before he slips out. I watch the white coat vanish in the glass of the door and feel relieved he’s real and not just something my brain invented to explain the last month.
Mom arrives with a coat over her arm and joy she can’t fit inside it. She’s small and soft-shouldered, warm brown skin, dark hair escaping a bun, eyes that carry too much night. She thanks every human body in our path. Sofia isn’t on this shift—Luis was the one who signed me out this morning—so Mom thanks Luis twice to make up for the universe.
We turn down the main corridor toward the elevators. The floor is the glossy kind that reflects the afternoon sun in long white bars. Vending machines hum. That hospital-clean smell tries to convince me it isn’t hiding anything.
She’s there by the Coke machine, half-turned, laughing with another nurse. Light-blue scrub top under a charcoal jacket, badge tucked behind the lanyard like it’s shy. I know her before she knows me—my stomach tells me. She looks up, and her face brightens like someone turned a dimmer.
“Well, there you are,” she says, stepping out from the machine. She’s maybe mid-thirties, pale skin pinking at the cheeks, hair in a loose bun, tired eyes made lively by recognition. “Look at you—on your feet! Isn’t that something?”
I stop. The laughter from the other nurse keeps moving down the hall; she stays rooted, drinking me in like I’m proof of a rumor she started.
“Do I… know you?” My voice comes out careful.
She tips her head, apologetic, then eager again. “Not really. I mean—Old Town Church? A few weeks back?” She mimes a hush at her own volume, leans closer. “I heard about what happened here. And then I saw your name on a case note and I thought—him. I had to see. A miracle, right? He’s still working, you know.” Her smile goes gentler, reverent. “The healer.”
My mother’s fingers tighten on my sleeve. “Oh—you’ve met my son before?”
“Barely.” The woman waves it away as if humility can make coincidence less strange. “But when I saw him—” she gestures at me with open hands—“and the news going around, I just knew. Don’t let me keep you, you need fresh air.” She backs a step, already fishing her phone from her pocket. “I’ll tell everyone the good news. They won’t believe it.” She winks at Mom, conspiratorial. “Isn’t God something?”
Mom musters a polite smile, that church-lobby face she uses for strangers who mean well. “Thank you.”
The woman turns and walks away, whispering into her phone, “He’s fine now. I saw him.” The elevator dings somewhere behind her.
Mom exhales slowly. “People get… excited,” she says, trying to smooth whatever she heard in my silence.
“Yeah.” The word tastes like metal.
We step into the bright square of the atrium where the automatic doors live. Glass, sun, the smell of disinfectant and coffee. For a heartbeat, the doors become two mirrors, and in the glass I catch a sliver of a man’s profile behind the woman—long, clean line of a jaw, chin tipped like someone listening. I blink. It’s only me and Mom and a soda ad. The doors breathe open with that quiet, obedient sigh, and winter light floods the tile.
“Let’s go home,” Mom says, and her hand squeezes my shoulder as if I might forget which way home is.
Outside, the sky has that thin December blue that makes buildings look like paper cutouts. Mom drives like the city is porcelain, both hands at ten and two, glancing at me every other block.
“Seatbelt okay?” she asks at the first light.
“Yeah.”
“You warm enough?”
“Yeah.”
“You okay?”
I look at her profile—the little lines at the mouth that weren’t there last year—and nod. “I’m okay, Mom.” The truth is a wobbly table; I put a folded napkin under one leg and hope it holds.
We pass the donut shop Gilbert and I used to raid after late games, the hardware store that still has a wooden sign, the mural that someone tried to fix and only made more beautiful by failing. My phone buzzes in my pocket with a phantom guilt I’m not ready to answer. Thirty-one unread from Gilbert. I told Mom to tell him I was too tired to talk, which was true and not true. Finals week kept him busy. Something else kept me quiet.
Our house looks the same from the street—two stories of stubborn, pale siding, windows like blinking eyes. Lights glow inside, more warm than usual.
“Did Aunt Liv leave something on?” I ask.
Mom’s mouth does that almost-smile that means wait. “You’ll see.”
She unlocks the door, nudges it with her hip, and the room explodes.
“Surprise!”
My body stops before my brain can. The living room is all color and motion and too-many-people in shoes. Someone hits a playlist and something bright spills out of the little speakers. Aunt Liv is there in a red sweater too big for her, round face glowing as she crashes into me with a hug that smells like vanilla and laundry. “My baby,” she says, though I’m almost taller than her now. “Look at you.”
Behind her is a man with a firefighter T-shirt stretched across a chest that never forgot to lift. Carlos. He’s got brown skin gone leather from sun and years, gray in his beard, eyes that go wet without warning. He grabs my shoulder with a hand like a brick. “You’ve got his eyes, kid,” he rumbles. “Richard would be proud as hell.” The words hit somewhere I keep boarded up. I nod so I won’t leak.
“Come here, hotshot,” he adds, tugging forward a younger guy in a clean department polo. Georgie. He’s broader than I remember, heavier through the middle, the kind of tired you can’t sleep off sitting in the corners of his eyes. His grip is careful, like he’s afraid of breaking me or himself. “Good to see you, Eli,” he says, voice low.
“Good to see you too.” There’s weight on him—guilt like a coat you keep meaning to take off but can’t find a hanger for. Carlos claps an arm around his neck and pulls him in.
“This one took more on the chin than any of us,” Carlos says loud enough for the room. “You hear me? Your old man made his choice. Georgie’s been carrying it like a pack since.”
Georgie tries a smile that doesn’t make it all the way. I shake his hand again, firmer. “You did what you could,” I tell him. I don’t know if it helps. Maybe it’s only a bridge from now to later.
“Eli!” Mrs. Singer materializes like sunlight in a yellow dress and soft cardigan, silver curls framing a face that’s done more laughing than worrying. Her hug is the kind that convinces your bones to behave. “Lord, you got skinnier.” Her husband—Mr. Singer—stands with a dark cane, tall, dark skin, gentle eyes that see more than they say. His smile is precise and warm. He taps his cane lightly on the floor.
“We owe you a rematch,” he says in that smooth baritone that makes you want to agree to anything. “Chess. No excuses this time.”
“Only excuses,” I say. “I’ve got brain damage now. I’ll use it.”
He chuckles. “Then we are even.”
Coach Marin barrels in next—still broad-shouldered under a navy sport coat, white guy with a sunburn waiting for summer, his wife a step behind him with the same dimple my entire high school team had a crush on. “I told everyone,” he booms, “you would’ve been captain if you hadn’t broken your nose that senior spring. Dumbest injury I’ve ever seen.”
“Tripped on a water bottle,” I say, and the room laughs because they already know. The laughter washes so nicely I forget to be careful for a second.
Across the room, Aunt Liv piles plates like a general, shooing hands and reheating mac and cheese in a casserole dish big enough to bury a cat in. Mom moves with her—serving, smiling, thanking, eyes shining. The house smells like cinnamon and meat and the kind of cake you only buy for good news.
Then I see him.
He isn’t loud about it. He’s standing by the bookshelf with Mrs. Singer, talking low. Mid-forties maybe, tall, brown hair touched with gray at the temples, olive skin, an easy posture like he knows how to be the calmest thing in a room. Dark slacks, gray sweater, a simple leather-band watch. Nothing showy, nothing that wants your attention. It finds him anyway. Peace hangs on him like a well-worn coat.
He looks up when my eyes find him, and he smiles the smallest, most honest smile—like recognition without history. He nods once, the kind of nod that means whenever you’re ready.
“Hey,” a voice says in my ear, and my whole chest decides it knows this tone. Gilbert.
He’s the same and not. Black as night like he calls himself when he wants to make me laugh, skin deep and rich, hair cropped close, beard tight, shoulders a little narrower from a season of cheap cafeteria food and all-nighters. But there’s something under his eyes—a map of tired that finals week didn’t draw. He looks… trained. Leaner in spirit. Weighted in a way that’s not only books.
“You look like hell’s least favorite patient,” he says, grinning. We hug, and it’s right—the old click of bone and joke and the stupid way we always pat each other’s backs too hard.
“You look like your GPA filed a restraining order,” I say into his shoulder.
He laughs, but it lands heavy. “Something like that.” He leans back and studies my face like he’s looking for a crack he can fix with prayer and glue. “You good?”
“I’m here,” I say. It isn’t an answer. He hears all the words I didn’t choose and nods.
We try to catch up. The noise moves around us—Carlos telling a story too loud, Aunt Liv scolding him for language she invented, Coach swearing he could still run a mile in under eight. For a few minutes it’s easy. We talk classes I didn’t take, his econ professor who believes in pain, the cafeteria’s war on seasoning. But his glances keep drifting—past me, toward the bookshelf, toward the man in gray.
“Before we get into it,” Gilbert says, lowering his voice, “I want you to meet someone. Someone who’s been helping me.”
He tips his head toward the man by Mrs. Singer. The man looks up as if he’d been invited from farther away than the next room. He steps forward with that unhurried calm, and I can feel the part of me that always scans faces for trouble decide to relax for no good reason.
“Elias,” Gilbert says, and there’s pride in the way he says my name, like he’s introducing me to a future I haven’t agreed to yet. “This is Pastor Peter.”
Pastor Peter offers his hand. His grip is warm, firm without trying to prove anything. Up close, you can see smile lines that say his peace comes from practice, not accident. His eyes are a gray-green that has seen both storms and gardens. “It’s a pleasure, Elias,” he says, voice even and low. No preacher’s theater, no gospel radio cadence. “Gilbert speaks of you as a brother.”
“Sorry in advance,” I say, and he laughs—small, real.
“You’re welcome at the church anytime,” he says. “No strings. Just a place to sit if you ever need one. Gilbert’s been supporting you a long time. Let us support him supporting you.”
“Maybe sometime,” I tell him, polite armor.
“Sometimes ‘sometime’ is what faith uses to get the door open,” he says, tone friendly, not correcting. He doesn’t push. He steps back, letting the noise swallow us again.
Mom passes, balancing plates. “You two,” she says, shaking her head with a smile, “whenever you’re together, I know trouble follows.”
“Not this time,” I tell her, and smile until she believes me enough to keep walking. But I can feel it—the old kid-joke energy with Gilbert fizzing at the edges, and under it, the awareness that this time trouble isn’t a prank or a midnight drive. It’s a conversation I don’t want to have yet. It’s the thing that flared in a hall and said come and see and the other thing that answered no.
Across the room, Pastor Peter is talking with Mr. Singer now, heads leaned close. Carlos is roaring about a kitchen fire in ‘09. Georgie listens and laughs and then stops laughing when he thinks no one’s watching. The room is full of love in more shapes than we remembered possible. I stand in the center of it, trying to remember how to be only glad.
Gilbert’s elbow bumps mine. “We’ll talk,” he says. It isn’t a question. He glances toward the back door like we’re twelve again and planning an escape.
And suddenly I know exactly what my mother meant all those years when she’d sigh and say, You two are up to trouble. Only this time, the trouble isn’t out there.
It’s the thing sitting between us, waiting.
The hours blur into laughter. I don’t remember where the sunlight ended and the evening began. It must’ve been two hours, maybe less, maybe more. I lost count after the third round of Aunt Liv’s lemon bars and Carlos’s stories about the “good old engine company” that mostly involved fires they started by accident. The house smells like cinnamon, meat, and too many people breathing the same joy.
For the first time in forever, I forget I was ever sick. It feels like the house itself exhales. Everyone’s here—different histories, same pulse. A living room stuffed full of heartbeat.
The guests thin out slowly. The coach and his wife leave first, still laughing. The firefighters follow in a cluster, Carlos promising to bring photos next time. The Singers leave last after them, Mrs. Singer kissing my cheek like a grandmother who’s decided to adopt me again. Mr. Singer shakes my hand with that warm, steady pressure that always feels like a benediction.
Gilbert helps Mrs. Singer with her coat and says he’ll walk Pastor Peter out. “We’ll talk soon,” he tells me, pointing two fingers at his eyes and then at mine, his old sign for you can’t hide forever.
Pastor Peter apologizes that he has to go—his wife hasn’t been feeling well, he says, but she’s on the mend. He turns toward the kitchen, where Mom and Aunt Liv are gathering plates.
“Before I head out,” he says, voice gentle but carrying, “may I offer a prayer over your family? Just a small one.”
The women light up instantly. Aunt Liv puts a hand to her chest. “Oh, we’d be honored.”
Gilbert nods, eyes bright. I just stand there, polite, the last of the plates sweating in my hands.
We circle near the couch. The room still smells of cake and candles. Pastor Peter doesn’t lift his hands or make a show of it. He simply bows his head. The quiet stretches, unhurried, until the ticking of the hallway clock starts to sound like a heartbeat.
“Father,” he says, “thank you for this house—for the roof that’s seen grief and grace in equal measure. Thank you for the people gathered here, for breath returned, for promises still unfolding. You know what it took to keep them standing, so give them rest that isn’t just sleep. Give them the peace that knows no argument. And when they doubt, remind them You were never gone.”
It isn’t preacher’s theater. It’s almost conversation—like he’s introducing old friends.
“Bless the hands that healed, the hearts that prayed, and the steps still trembling toward tomorrow. Keep them near the warmth of Your light, even when they forget to look for it. In Jesus’ name, amen.”
The word amen drifts out like a sigh.
Mom wipes her eyes. Aunt Liv murmurs “thank you, thank you” the way she does when something holy brushes close. Gilbert’s shoulders shake once before he steadies. Even I feel it—whatever it is—like something warm sitting in my chest that doesn’t belong to fear.
“Beautiful,” Mom whispers. “Thank you, Pastor.”
Pastor Peter smiles. “It’s not me. I just borrow the words.” Then he turns to me. “Elias.”
His voice goes softer, but his eyes hold steady. “You’ve walked a strange road. I don’t pretend to know the whole of it. But sometimes surviving isn’t the miracle. Wanting to live again is. Let that be enough for now.”
I don’t know why my throat tightens. “Thank you,” I manage.
He nods, that same calm grace, and turns to Mom and Aunt Liv. “You’ve done well. Keep rest near.”
They thank him again. Gilbert grabs his coat, says he’ll see them out. As they reach the door, Pastor Peter lays a hand on Gilbert’s shoulder. They stop just outside under the porch light. From where I stand, I can see through the window—the pastor speaking, lips moving in prayer, Gilbert’s head bowed. No sound, only the slow, deliberate rhythm of it.
Inside, the quiet grows thicker. Mom and Aunt Liv start cleaning, voices lowered now, humming an old hymn between them. I try to take a plate, but Mom shoos me off with a smile.
“Go sit,” she says. “You’ve done enough hospital time.”
“I can help.”
“This is therapy for us,” Aunt Liv says, waving a dish towel like a flag. “Go on. Let the women work.”
So I wander to the window again. The porch light paints two silhouettes in gold: Pastor Peter, one hand still on Gilbert’s shoulder; Gilbert, nodding slightly, eyes closed. Then Peter lowers his hand, steps away toward a dark sedan at the curb. Gilbert stands there a second longer, head lifted, breathing like he’s just come out of deep water.
He turns, catches me looking, and raises a hand in half a wave. Then he steps inside, the door clicking softly shut behind him.
“Don’t you two finish cleaning without me,” he calls toward the kitchen. “We’ll be right back.”
Mom laughs. “You two and your secrets.”
He looks at me. That old grin flickers, the one that used to mean let’s climb the water tower or let’s skip school for the lake. But now it carries weight, something unsaid.
“C’mon,” he says quietly. “Upstairs.”
The house hums with leftover laughter, plates clinking, the faint smell of wax from blown-out candles. I follow him up the stairs, one careful step at a time, not sure if the heaviness in my chest is weakness or warning.
At the top, I glance back down. Mom and Aunt Liv are still in the kitchen, hands busy, heads close together, humming that hymn. The melody drifts up the stairwell, soft and familiar.
And for the briefest moment, I could swear I hear another voice beneath it—low, steady, the same tone Pastor Peter used when he prayed—saying, You’re not done yet, Elias.
I blink. It’s gone.
Gilbert’s waiting at my door, hand on the knob. He nods once, serious.
“Let’s talk,” he says.
And the world goes quiet again.


Chapter Twenty

My room looks like it’s waiting for a new person to move in.
The bed is made tighter than hotel corners, the desk is clean except for a neat stack of notebooks, two pens lined up perfectly parallel, and the photo of Dad in his turnout gear—sun in his eyes, that cracked grin that always made me want to stand up straighter. The floor is vacuumed in stripes. The maple outside my window is a dark silhouette cut out of a paler sky. It smells like detergent and something citrus. Mom must have done this while I was in the hospital—dusting away the slow, gray months, laundering whatever the last year left behind. For a second it feels like the room fits me again, the way a coat fits once you’ve finally outgrown the winter under it.
“Man,” Gilbert says, easing the door closed with two fingers so it doesn’t thump. “Your mom got this place looking like a model home.” He pinches the comforter between thumb and forefinger like he’s testing fabric at a store. “You even smell like fabric softener now. Who are you?”
I huff a laugh. He drops into the desk chair, spins it once, and plants his feet. I sit on the edge of the bed because sitting anywhere else feels disrespectful to all this clean.
For a minute we just listen to the house. Plates clink faintly in the kitchen below us, water runs, Aunt Liv’s hum drifts up the stairs in pieces. The space heater under the window ticks as it warms, little metal clicks like it’s clearing its throat.
“So,” he says, stretching the word out like warm taffy, “finals tried to kill me. Again.”
I let out a real laugh this time. “You still breathing?”
“Barely. I think I bled pure coffee for, like, eight days.” He rubs his eyes and peers at me between his fingers. “I swear, psycology is already messing with my brain and I’m not even in med school yet.”
“Self-diagnosed hypochondria is a rite of passage,” I say.
“Bro, I looked up five disorders and convinced myself I had four before breakfast.” He grins, then sobers. “We’ve got plans though. You and me. Remember?” He taps the desk with two knuckles. “Med school. Psych for me, whatever hero path for you—pulm, ER, something with drama. We’re still doing that.”
The room blurs for a second, not because I’m dizzy, but because the sentence moves through the air like it belongs to a different year. It hits me in the chest with a soft thud—do I still want that? The word hero hangs there and I can feel Dad’s photo looking at the side of my face. I dreamed this before the diagnosis, before nosebleeds and fatigue, before my chest felt like a locked room. I wanted to fix the things he couldn’t—stop the fires from starting inside people.
“I don’t know if I’m ready,” I say, voice low. “The brain fog—concentration—some days I read a paragraph and it just… slides off.”
“Okay.” He nods like that’s data, not failure. “One step at a time. You’re breathing, you’re walking. That’s two steps you didn’t have two weeks ago.”
“You sound like my mom.”
“Your mom’s right sometimes,” he says, then adds, softer, “a lot of the time.”
Silence presses again, comfortable for three or four breaths. He studies the clear top of my desk, the books I’m not reading yet, the photo of Dad. He spins the chair a half turn and back, then braces his elbows on his knees like he’s at the free-throw line with three seconds on the clock.
I tilt my head toward him. “How’d you even get here tonight? Your grandparents left with the others.”
Gilbert scratches the back of his neck and gives a humorless chuckle. “Yeah… about that.”
There’s something in the way he says it that pulls the air thin between us.
“I went back there,” he says finally. “The next day. Not because I was worried about the car getting impounded or anything—just… I needed it. And I couldn’t stop thinking about what happened.”
He rubs his palms together, staring down at them like they might still hold the cold of that night.
“When I got there, the lot was empty. The whole place.”
I frown. “Empty?”
“Yeah. No cars. No hall. Just a building that looked like it hadn’t been touched in years. Windows broken, walls half-collapsed, grass tall enough to hide a kid in. I thought maybe I was at the wrong place, but… it was the same street. The same address on my GPS.”
He looks up at me, eyes dark, unreadable.
“I don’t know what that was, Eli. I don’t even want to guess. I just prayed for protection, got in the car, and drove home.”
I stare at him, heart stuttering once. “You’re saying there was no community hall?”
“I’m saying there’s something about that place I don’t want to understand,” he says flatly. Then he shifts in his chair, shakes his head, trying to wipe the fear off like dust. “But we’re not talking about that right now. You and me—we’ve got enough ghosts sitting in this room already.”
He steers the conversation back, but the unease stays behind, pacing quietly in the corner.
“You’ve been dodging me,” he says, not unkindly.
“I’ve been tired.” It comes out too fast.
He nods like he expected the dodge and waited for it anyway. “Your mom’s been saying that. I love her. But I know you.” He keeps his voice soft, for me and for the women downstairs who will make a hurricane out of concern if they hear anything. “I’m not just your friend, Eli. I’m your brother.”
The word lands somewhere I didn’t sandbag. I stare down at the tidy weave of the rug and make my lungs behave.
“I didn’t want to talk about it,” I say. “About that night.”
He lets a breath out through his nose. “Yeah. I figured.” He shifts, the chair creaking quietly. “Then I’ll just ask it once, and you answer how you can.”
I nod.
“Why did you go to Briar Hill?”
For a second nothing in me moves. I feel the line between my teeth where I clamped down in the car that night. I feel the cheap plastic of the steering wheel. I hear my mother’s voice slipping off the windshield as I reversed down the driveway and the recycle bin toppled over like a protester. My ribs tense in memory and then in reality, a little pulse of pain to remind me which world I’m in.
“Because I was drowning,” I say finally. “Because every door in my head said No Exit, and that one said Maybe.”
Gilbert doesn’t flinch. He swallows. “Okay.”
“I didn’t go because I believed him. I went because I couldn’t stand the idea that there was a thing left I hadn’t tried.” I try to make my mouth say this part without spinning it. “And I wanted to live. However I could get it.”
He closes his eyes like he’s choosing between four bad words and a fifth that costs too much to say. When he opens them, they’re steady.
“Okay,” he says again. “Tell me the rest.”
I nod. I don’t start. We sit there with the heater clicking and Aunt Liv’s hum coming and going like a tide. The tidy corners of my room hold their breath. I lift my eyes to Dad in the frame, willing the paper version of him to tell me how to confess to the living.
“I went in,” I say, and the room chills a degree from the memory alone. “And it looked normal until it didn’t. The people, the hall, the fluorescent smile of it. Then it was like the walls remembered they were something else and snapped back for a second. I could feel… something. I don’t know what to call it. A draft from nowhere. Eyes where there weren’t eyes.”
Gilbert’s jaw tightens. He doesn’t interrupt.
“I heard him before I saw him. Like the sound arrived first to get the rest ready.” The words start to find their own path now, a dry streambed remembering water. “He talked like he already knew what I feared. He offered what I wanted like he’d written it on a menu and waited by the door for me to come in hungry. It was—” I falter. “It was gentle. That was the worst part. He made surrender sound like relief.”
Gilbert nods once, almost imperceptible.
“That’s when I ran,” I say, surprising myself. “Not physically. Inside. Something in me didn’t buy it. And then—” I stop, because saying this next part makes me feel like a liar even to myself. But it’s more true than the rest. “Then there was another… pressure. Like warmth pressing against what he was saying. Not a voice. Not exactly. Just something that burned where his words were cold. And I—”
I swallow hard enough to hear it.
“I think that’s what pulled me back.”
Gilbert’s eyes shine without spilling. He breathes in slowly, lets it out slower.
“Okay,” he says for the third time, but this one sounds like amen.
We don’t move. The heater ticks. The maple leans against the glass of the window like it wants to listen through. Somewhere downstairs, a drawer closes and the house adjusts to it.
Gilbert looks at the photo of Dad again, then at me. “Can I say something before we get to the part where we probably both cry?”
I snort. “Please.”
“That wasn’t God down there,” he says quietly. “Whatever made surrender sound like relief. That wasn’t Him.”
The sentence slides a splinter into me. I don’t know where to put it. I feel my hands go colder on my knees. My mouth opens and a question is already in it, sour and hot.
“Then where was your God,” I hear myself ask, “when I was choking on my own lungs?”
He doesn’t blink. His voice doesn’t rise. He just answers like he’s been holding the line for years. “The same place He was when His Son was bleeding,” he says. “Watching. Waiting to redeem it.”
The room goes even quieter than tidy can manage. I look down at my open hands and want to close them on something that explains everything and does not exist.
“What do you know about that,” I say, and I mean it to be a whisper, but it lands like a thrown thing.
Gilbert’s face changes—not anger exactly, something harder and cleaner. His voice stays low enough not to summon our mothers, but the words come out like a rope he’s pulling hand over hand, refusing to let go.
“What do I know?” he says, and he laughs one short laugh with no humor in it. “You want my résumé of pain, Eli?” He leans forward, forearms on his thighs, eyes never leaving mine. “I know being three when your father doesn’t come home because a head-on on the freeway turned the world into glass. I know waking up hungry and thinking your mom’s just sleeping when she’s not breathing, when the kitchen smells like chemicals and something sweet and dead.” He squeezes his eyes shut, opens them again, keeps his voice steady by force. “I know being four and smelling like the floor because no one bathed you for a week. I know knocking on a door that never opened until Grandma kicked it in, and the whole place smelled like the inside of a trash can in July. I know paramedics trying not to look at me when they stepped over needles to get to my mother.”
I don’t move. My ribs ache like they’re remembering another ache for me.
He keeps going, not because he wants to, but because it’s the only way between us that doesn’t lie. “I know the way the cop looked at Grandma when he had to call Child Services and she said, ‘Over my dead body,’ and he decided paperwork could be bent if love was stiff enough to hold. I know being raised by two people who were already tired when they found me and who loved me until their hands shook from it.” He sits back, breathes, swallows. His eyes are filming, but he’s stubborn about it. “Don’t tell me I don’t know what it means to watch something bleed and not be able to stop it.”
He drags his palms down his face like he’s trying to smooth out years. Then he looks at me again, and the anger has softened into something worse—grief that has done a thousand push-ups and learned discipline.
“I’m not saying this to win,” he says. “I’m saying it because you’re not the only one God dragged out of hell. And you don’t get to throw a rope back down to yourself and call it faith.”
My first instinct is to defend. To build a case made of needles and lab results and nights I coughed until the bathroom looked like a crime scene. The words line up, proud of their evidence. I don’t use them. They feel small next to the thing he just put between us like a photograph he never shows anyone.
“You’re right,” I say, and it hurts like coughing. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”
He nods. One tap of his chin, as if it’s a gavel. It’s not forgiveness exactly. It’s the road to it.
We sit there and let the heat hum and the maple etch the window in its shape. I stare at the clean line of the desk, the absence of clutter, the vacuumed stripes. Something about the order makes me want to be worthy of it.
He wipes his eyes with the heel of his hand like a kid, then sniffs and half-smiles at himself for doing it. “Okay,” he says, voice normalizing, “I said my piece. Now I’m going to say the rest and then you can kick me out if you want.”
“Deal,” I say.
He points at the floor between us like he’s pointing at a third person. “That night? You weren’t just in a bad place. You were being hunted. I felt it when I walked in there. Place looked normal and it breathed wrong.” He shudders, then shrugs at his own body for telling the truth. “False light always makes you feel seen and safe. That’s the hook.” He looks at me hard. “But you said something burned where it was cold, didn’t you? Like warmth pressed back.”
I nod.
He exhales like someone just gave him the second half of a math problem he’d guessed. “Then that’s what still wants you,” he says simply. “Whatever name you want to give it. God, mercy, the hand that did not let you sign that stupid card with the wrong ink.”
I almost laugh, because the way he says it knocks something back into its right size. “It wasn’t even a pen,” I say. “It was a mouth. Come and see. Like all my life had been waiting to hear an invitation that wasn’t trying to save me, just to use me up.”
He nods. “And you didn’t go all the way. Which is why you’re here.”
“I went far enough to die,” I say.
“Yeah,” he says. “And far enough to be brought back.”
The heater clicks twice, like it agrees and is trying to get to a point.
I lean back into the wall and shut my eyes. The yard opens again in the dark behind them—the maple glowing, Dad’s glove cracking with the catch, Grandpa’s chuckle. I hear Mr. Singer’s voice, too, though he wasn’t there in the flesh. Tell Gilbert I’m proud of him. The ache of that almost splits my chest again.
“I saw something,” I say, not to convince him, to keep myself from forgetting. “Not him. Not the healer. Someone… taller than the room. It didn’t talk in words. It talked in knowing. And when I didn’t want to come back into this body, it pressed until I could.”
“Okay,” he says, and there’s no sarcasm, no grin. “Then that was mercy. Not illusion.”
“Maybe,” I say. “I don’t know if I’m ready to face any of that. Him. It. Whatever pulled me back.”
“You don’t have to face Him,” Gilbert says gently. “He’s already facing you.”
It’s cheesy. It’s exactly right. It annoys me into admitting it.
“How do you say things like that without throwing up,” I mutter.
“Practice,” he says, deadpan, and we both chuckle, grateful for the pressure release.
Then he sobers again, looks down at his hands, turns his left wrist over and studies the lines there like he’s checking notes. “I started seeing a counselor.”
I lift my head. “When?”
“A while back. Before Briar Hill. I couldn’t keep everything… inside. Thought I could muscle through it with prayer and gym time and pretending to be okay.” He shakes his head. “Didn’t work. I was mad all the time. Not at you. At everything.”
“And now?”
“It helps.” He shrugs. “Talking helps. Naming things helps. Pastor Peter does free counseling sessions at the church with members and anyone who asks. He did training for it—he’s not just… you know, vibes and Bible verses.” He smiles to make sure I know he’s teasing his own tribe. “Been meeting him weekly. He doesn’t try to fix me. He listens. Sometimes he says one sentence and it feels like someone opened a window.”
I can see him in the porch light again, the pastor’s hand on his shoulder, Gilbert’s head bowed like a man willing to bend if the weight is love.
“You should come,” he says. “Even if it’s just to sit in a chair and breathe where nothing demands anything from you. You need someone to talk to who isn’t drowning, Eli.” He lifts his eyebrows. “And who isn’t your equally dramatic best friend.”
“I’m not dramatic,” I say.
“You died twice and made it everyone’s problem,” he says without missing a beat. “Drama.”
We both smile and it’s the kind of smile that acts like stitches, pulling a torn edge close for long enough that maybe it can knit.
“Also,” he adds, the humor sliding away like a coat, “you’ve been selfish.” He holds up a palm when I bristle. “Let me finish. I know you were dying. I know you were desperate. I’m not grading your instincts. But man—when you shut us out and drive into the dark and decide alone what your life is worth? The people who love you pay for that choice. Harder than you think.”
The clean corners of the room blur again. The photo of Dad is a smudge of bunker gear and light. “I know,” I say.
“I don’t think you do,” he says, gentle and unrelenting. “Your mom didn’t sleep for three weeks straight. Aunt Liv is praying in Spanish so fast I think she invented new words. My grandpa and grammy started leaving a lamp on in their hallway like you were a kid coming home after curfew and needed a target. And me? I kept calling and staring at your dot on Find My and bargaining with God like He was a landlord who could be reasoned with.” He breathes. “Don’t mistake our love for padding. It’s bone. It breaks.”
Gilbert’s voice thins for a second, like he’s remembering the air itself turning to wire that night.
“You know what scared me the most?” he says quietly. “Driving out of Briar Hill. I was praying so hard I couldn’t even see straight. I had one hand on the wheel and the other on your chest, trying to keep you breathing, but you weren’t.” He swallows. “You died, Eli. You were gone. And I knew it. I felt it before anyone told me. We were three minutes—three stupid minutes—from the hospital. I carried you in myself, yelling for help. I kept saying, ‘My friend is dead, my friend is dead,’ like the words could make someone smarter show up.”
He stops, breathes, blinks fast. “And you know what’s crazy? You weren’t even heavy. It was like your body didn’t want to weigh anything anymore. Like you’d already let go.”
He stares past me now, at something I can’t see. “You’d been dead for longer than they said was safe. Five minutes, maybe more. Your mom was already at the ER. I called her on the drive. I lied and said you were stable, because I couldn’t say it out loud yet.”
He shakes his head, pinches the bridge of his nose. “So yeah, when I say the people who love you pay for your choices—believe me, we pay. I still wake up some nights thinking you’re blue in my hands again.”
My throat goes tight. “I… I’m sorry,” I say again, and I mean it the way you mean it when you’ve run out of the kind of apologies that buy time and you have to hand over the real kind that costs you something.
He nods. “Good.” He sits back, wipes his face, lets the air settle between us. “I’m not going anywhere. That’s the point I’m making. Don’t go anywhere without me again.”
“Deal,” I say, and this time it’s a promise that knows what it’s promising.
He rubs his palms on his jeans, suddenly all kinetic energy with nowhere to go. “Let me pray for you,” he says, almost embarrassed, like he’s asked me to let him check my teeth.
“You already did downstairs,” I say.
“I mean here,” he says. “Just a sentence. No preaching. I don’t have a sermon in me. I used all my words on caffeine and the Holy Ghost.”
“Fine,” I say, because refusing would feel like telling a surgeon to put down the needle when the wound is still open.
He stands—doesn’t make me stand—places one warm hand on my shoulder, and lowers his head. “Thank You,” he says, “for not letting my brother die in the wrong place. Teach him how to trust what he can’t see, even when it hurts. Give him rest that actually rests. Amen.”
That’s it. No chills, no smoke, no trumpets. Just breath.
“See?” he says. “No sermon.”
“Okay,” I say. “That one was… not terrible.”
“High praise,” he says dryly.
We both sit in it for a second, and the heater clicks once, satisfied.
He glances at the door, then back at me, and something settles on his face that looks like peace expensive enough to matter. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says. “Don’t disappear into poems about maple trees in the meantime.”
“I don’t write poems,” I protest.
“You are a poem,” he says, already at the door, and then groans at himself. “See? Psycology. Ruining me.”
He starts to turn, then hesitates, hand on the doorknob.
“Hey,” he says, half-smiling. “I think talking to Pastor Peter might actually help you. Maybe… you can finally talk about your grandmother.”
The word grandmother hits like a bruise I forgot was still healing. The back of my throat burns; the air around me stiffens. I look down at my hands.
“What for?” I ask, sharper than I mean.
He studies me for a second, gentle but unflinching.
“To finally let it out,” he says. “All of it. You’ve been carrying her ghost around like it’s your cross. Maybe it’s time to stop pretending you buried her.”
And before I can find an answer, he opens the door and slips out, leaving the words hanging in the room like smoke that won’t leave.
I don’t move. The room listens with me. From the kitchen comes the soft percussion of dishes stacked in the drying rack, Aunt Liv’s murmur wrapped around Mom’s higher reply. The heater’s little ticks have spaced out; even it feels like it’s conserving breath. The photo of Dad reflects a slice of the hallway light and becomes a flare in the corner of my eye.
When I finally stand, my ribs complain in that honest way pain does when it’s there to keep you from being stupid. I walk to the window and rest my fingertips on the cold glass. The maple outside is a darker dark than the street. The porch light makes a gold oval on the steps where Pastor Peter stood, hand on Gilbert’s shoulder, whispering a blessing I couldn’t hear. The air looks still enough to hang a thread from it.
I crack the window and let a strip of night in. It smells like damp leaves, diesel, and the faintest answer of winter. No sound but a car turning somewhere far off and the low even hum of the refrigerator downstairs that somehow makes this house feel like it has a pulse.
I close the window. My eyes snag on the desk, on the pen parallel to the other, on the blank page of a notebook that someone set there like an invitation. I pull the chair out with too much care and sit. The wood is cool under my forearms. I don’t know whether to write or stare. Staring wins. Writing is too much like choosing.
I think about what Gilbert said—about ropes, about people being bone not padding. About mercy living off the page. About his father not coming home. About his grandmother kicking in a door. About a four-year-old who smelled like the floor. There is no measure in medicine for the harm love absorbs and then keeps going. No lab can capture the fracture and callus of that.
I imagine Pastor Peter’s wife—sick and mending, he said—at home under a blanket that smells like their house. I imagine his hand on her shoulder, too. I imagine the way he looked at me when he said surviving isn’t the miracle, wanting to live again is. It should annoy me with its neatness. Instead it sits beside me like a thing that will keep sitting even if I tell it to move.
Downstairs, a cupboard door shuts soft. Someone laughs, small and tired. The hum returns. The day tips toward whatever night is going to be.
There’s a soft knock on the doorframe, then the door opens a hand’s width.
“You two eat?” Mom asks, voice low like she’s in a library. Her hair’s come loose completely now, a dark cloud around her face, eyes rimmed pink but shining. “There’s more of everything.”
“We’re okay,” I say. “He went home. I’ll come down in a minute.”
“You rest,” she says. “I’ll bring you tea.” She starts to close the door, then pauses. “You boys kept it quiet up here.”
“We’re learning,” I say.
She smiles, actually looks proud, and the door clicks shut again.
I get up and go to the photo, because avoiding it feels like I’m a kid caught sneaking around in my own house. “Hey,” I say to the paper. “Did we do okay?”
The photo offers the same grin it always does. I let myself imagine that grin means yes. My ribs let me take a deeper breath than earlier. It isn’t victory. It’s not even a truce. It’s a breath.
I sit back on the bed and let my head rest against the wall. The paint is cool through the hair at the back of my scalp. I let my eyes half-close and the yard arrives again—the perfect one, not this one, not this streetlit cutout. Dad’s glove pops. Papa Ricky chuckles. Mr. Singer’s eyes crease. Uncle Marcus leans against the post with his practiced grin. Something bright gathers behind the tree like a weather pattern that knows me by name.
I open my eyes before it becomes more.
The maple outside does a thing it shouldn’t. It sways—just once. A slow, careful bend, as if a gust raised its hand and then thought better of touching. There isn’t a breeze. The porch light holds its halo steady; the thin branch near the gutter stays a pencil line, unshaken.
I don’t move. It doesn’t either. The house breathes around me. My ribs hurt. My lungs don’t. This is what living costs. Gilbert said it. Pastor Peter said it in other words. Dr. Osei said it with numbers he didn’t trust. Mom said it with a clean room and a thousand folded corners.
I let the quiet soak until it feels less like a verdict and more like an invitation to say one thing.
“If You really pulled me back,” I whisper, to the room, to the tree, to the space between my ribs where warmth still knows my name, “why me?”
No answer. Just the small warmth holding, unshowy, like a palm pressed to a fevered forehead, patient because it can be. The heater ticks once, and then even it decides the room is warm enough for now.


Chapter Twenty One

Morning comes like a thin sheet pulled over a bruise.
I wake to light in lines across my wall and the ache of my ribs tugging when I breathe too deep. Sleep skated over the surface all night—never quite sank. Every time I closed my eyes I heard Gilbert’s voice inside the dark: You died, Eli. It keeps echoing, not loud, just sure, like a thing that refuses to be argued with.
Mom’s already gone to work. She left a note on my dresser in her neat slanted script—breakfast in the fridge, call me after the appointment—and a verse scrawled beneath like a footnote: Be still and know… I trace the curve of the B with my thumb and think about how hard stillness is when your head feels like a room with a window stuck open.
Aunt Liv honks from the curb. I pull on a sweater, move carefully down the stairs, and the clean smell of this house meets me halfway—detergent, lemon oil, some stubborn echo of last night’s cake. Outside, the maple is a darker shape against the washed-out sky. I catch myself staring at it and remembering the other one—the yard that wasn’t this one, the light that wasn’t daylight.
I turn the thought and another slides in beside it: Mr. Singer in that impossible garden, standing near my father with that gentle-eyed gravity. Forgive yourself, he’d said. And tell Amanda the garden still blooms. I can still hear the syllables as if they were set to some tune I haven’t learned. Amanda—Gilbert’s mom. I picture her face from photos, softer before the hardness set in. What does it mean to tell her that? What does it mean to hear it?
Should I even tell Gilbert I saw his grandfather there? What if it sounds foolish—or like I’m trying to own someone else’s holy? He’s already been carrying enough. Maybe not yet. Maybe when the ground between us feels less breakable.
In the car, Aunt Liv keeps up a bright stream of commentary to keep the silence from crusting over. She’s short and plump and moves like a sparrow with a mission, floral scarf flapping in the vented heat.
“How’s the chest, sweetheart? You take your pills? I put an extra bottle of water in the side pocket—don’t let me catch you dehydrated. You look good. Color’s back. You eating more? Of course you are. Look at me, I worry too much.” She laughs at herself and flicks on the turn signal like the car needs encouragement, too.
“I’m breathing,” I say. “That’s new.”
“Glory,” she says under her breath, like a reflex.
We park in the garage under the hospital and take the elevator to the rheumatology suite—soft colors, the smell of coffee and sanitizer, a TV in the corner murmuring the news with closed captions. Aunt Liv checks me in, then kisses my cheek and plops into a chair with a magazine. “Go on, I’ll be right here when you come out. Try not to charm the doctor so much he forgets to discharge you.”
“I make no promises,” I say, and she winks.
Dr. Patel’s door swings open with practiced politeness. He’s mid-forties, dark hair going pepper at the temples, eyes that smile before his mouth remembers to. He stands when I enter.
“Well,” he says, and for once the word carries more than one layer. Relief. Bewilderment. Maybe even affection. “What can I say, Elias? I don’t think there’s a paragraph in any textbook that covers the last few weeks.”
I grin despite myself. “Guess I’m your medical mystery.”
“You’re more than a case.” He gestures to the chair. “Sit, carefully. How’s the pain?”
“Ribs feel like someone parked a bicycle on them,” I say. “But the breathing… it’s different. Clear.”
He nods, pleased but measured. “That tracks. Your lungs have sounded better at each check. Today’s sats were ninety-eight at rest. Heart rate in the seventies. Liver enzymes steady.” He flips his tablet closed as if to keep the numbers from becoming the whole truth. “And more importantly—how’s your mind?”
I sit with the question a second. “Tired,” I say. “Foggy sometimes. But I can think again. That wasn’t true a month ago.”
“That’s recovery,” he says. “Not just tissue—that’s patience learning how to live in a body. You’ve been through trauma. You don’t have to sprint your way back.”
I nod. The way he says it settles something inside me, like a blanket pulled up to the chin.
He leans back, a smile tugging at his mouth. “Your mother told me you planned on medicine.”
My face warms. “That was the plan. Before… everything.”
“You’d make a good physician,” he says, and there’s no flattery in it, just a diagnosis. “You listen before you talk. Most of us have to unlearn the opposite.” He points the capped pen at me. “Don’t rush school. Take a semester, take two. The MCAT will still be there; it always is, the stubborn thing. When your mind’s ready, you’ll know.”
I exhale a laugh. “I appreciate the pep talk more than I expected.”
He shrugs, eyes bright with something he’s not naming. “You’ve become more than my patient in a chart, Elias. Forgive me for blurring a boundary now and then. But I’ll say it: I’m glad you’re here.”
“Me too,” I say, and I mean it, even with the ache under the meaning.
He clears his throat, maybe to hide the shine in his eyes. “No miracle speeches from me,” he adds with a small smile. “You know my kind. We trust what we can measure. But every few years a case reminds me how little we control. Consider yourself… a reminder.”
“I can live with that,” I say.
He prints the updated plan—PT outpatient, gentle ramp, no heroics; follow-up labs monthly; clinic in four weeks. “Tell your mother I said to let you be bored. Boredom heals more than it gets credit for.”
“She’ll try,” I say. “She teaches ninth graders. Boredom is her mortal enemy.”
He laughs. “Then tell her it’s doctor’s orders.”
We shake hands. His is warm and firm and not clinical at all. When I step back into the hall, the world feels freshly mopped. The lights buzz a little. The receptionist says something kind to someone. Aunt Liv is on her feet before she even sees me, already reading my face.
“He treat you right?”
“He did,” I say. “He says I’m human again.”
“Well,” she says, linking her arm through mine. “Let’s take those legs for a little loop before we go. Come on. Doctor Aunt says walk.”
We pass the elevators and head for the doors that lead to the hospital’s small garden—the one with the memorial stones and the benches where families sit when they need air that doesn’t smell like disinfectant. The day is cool, the sun fine as milk. A bus sighs somewhere on the street beyond the hedge.
“Your mom worries too much,” Aunt Liv says as we start down the path, her tone half scold, half hymn. “Who wouldn’t? If I were her, I’d be pacing holes in the floor. But that woman is iron in a velvet dress. We’ve grown like sisters, you know. She and your daddy took me in like I came with the house. Marcus would’ve liked today—he loved walking you two around anything that had trees on it.”
“Uncle Marcus and his terrible grilling,” I say, and she laughs, big and bright.
“We’re a small family,” she says, getting serious again. “Most of my kin are overseas, and even the ones who aren’t feel far. You three are all I’ve got, and I’d jump in front of a bus for you.” She points at an actual city bus rumbling past the fence. “Maybe not that one, because my knees, but you get the point.”
“You’re my second mom,” I say. It comes out easy, because it’s true.
“I know,” she says, like she’s granting me an A for honesty. “Now. There’s some news I’m not sure your mama shared yet, and if I’m spoiling anything I’ll apologize with a pie.”
I side-eye her. “Is this the part where you tell me I have a secret twin in Idaho?”
“Better,” she says, lowering her voice like the flowers could gossip. “But I’m going to make you walk a little farther before I tell you.”
We loop around the little fountain, watch a pair of sparrows argue over a crumb, and then she decides I’ve earned it.
“Your mom still worries about bills,” she says. “Of course she does. But God’s been busy. Our church and Gilberts’ church—Lightwell—they’ve been talking. Praying. Doing what churches are actually supposed to do.”
I slow, brow up. “Doing what?”
“Taking care of their people,” she says, eyes shining like she’s been keeping this in her pocket. “They took up offerings. Quiet, steady. Folks who don’t have much gave what they could. Folks who have more did too. Between the two churches, they collected thirty-three thousand dollars.”
I stop walking. “You’re kidding.”
She stops, too, looks me square. “Baby, I don’t kid about checks. Thirty-three thousand. Enough to cover the hospital debt and put a dent in the mortgage.”
A small sound falls out of me, half laugh and half something that belongs in a different room. Gratitude surges up so fast it hits bone. Right behind it comes heat in my face—guilt, dumb and immediate. If I had waited. If I had trusted. If I had—
In my head, a phrase returns like a tide: trust what you cannot see. It does not scold. It does not lift. It just sits beside me like a patient thing.
“How could I have known?” I say, barely moving my mouth.
“You couldn’t,” she says simply, reading my face the way only people who love you get to. “And no one’s keeping score, least of all God.” She tucks my arm tighter in hers. “There’s more.”
“More?” I manage, already overdosed on enough.
“Your tuition,” she says. “The school called while you were in the hospital. Some error on their end—they admitted it. Billing, registrar, some office with a door that should stay open more than it does. You didn’t attend, so they waived the whole semester. Clean. No balance.”
I make another small, unhelpful noise. The first thought that barges in is I’m so stupid. The second is a relief that tastes like salt. The third is a picture of Mom at the kitchen table in the morning light with a stack of envelopes and a pencil behind her ear, and it knocks everything else over.
“She didn’t tell you?” Aunt Liv says, realizing a beat too late what she’s done.
“No,” I say. It isn’t blame. It’s awe and a little sting. “She… probably didn’t know how to tell me without making me feel worse.”
“Probably,” Aunt Liv says, wincing at herself. “Lord, put a guard on my mouth. But honey, this is good news. Let yourself have it. Your mama’s still working too hard, but at least she can breathe a little. Public school pays better than that sweet little Christian one she loved—God bless it—but she can rest at night now. And me? I’ve got my pension and nowhere to go. If y’all need a hand, I’m not taking this money with me to heaven. Might as well spend it on the living.”
I’m smiling. I can’t tell if it’s because this is amazing, or because I feel dumb, or because I’ve finally found the thin seam where hope and humility are stitched together. Maybe all of it. I can’t stop anyway.
She bumps her shoulder into mine. “And another thing,” she says, flipping the page to dessert. “Gilbert’s mentioned his counseling—Pastor Peter? Says it helps. Says you’d like their church. It’s mostly young folks, lots of life, not like ours with all us grayheads creaking the pews.”
“I like our grayheads,” I say, because I do.
“Me too,” she says, “but you’re eighteen. Go where the fire’s burning for your generation. Let your mama keep lighting candles with us. You can visit both.”
“Maybe I should,” I say. The thought feels surprisingly light in my mouth.
You’re not done yet, something whispers—not spooky, not loud, just like someone sliding a cup of water across the table to a tired man.
“Good,” she says, like it was her idea all along. “We’ll tell your mama over tea and make her think she came up with it, how ‘bout that.”
We head back toward the lobby. The glass doors slide open and the hospital’s bureaucracy and kindnesses spill around us—clipboards, strollers, sorrow, relief. In the parking lane, a white van idles with the rehab center’s logo on the side. The driver leans his elbow out the window, scanning names on a clipboard.
“That’s you,” Aunt Liv says. “I’ll follow in the car.”
“Doctor Aunt still bossing?” I ask.
“Always,” she says, and kisses my temple.
The driver helps me in, careful of the ribs I’ve decided to keep.
“I’d drive you myself,” Aunt Liv says through the open door, “but I’ve got to run back upstairs for your prescriptions and that last stack of insurance forms your mom forgot to sign—and then cover the desk at the center before they start calling me names. The van’s faster anyway. I’ll meet you there in an hour, promise.”
The seat is warm. The door thumps shut, and the world outside becomes a movie I’m not in charge of for a minute. Aunt Liv waves from behind her windshield, then makes a face to make me laugh. It works.
As the van pulls away, I look back at the hospital—the sun flattening itself against all that glass, windows like eyes, people inside them moving like prayers you can see. Thirty-three thousand dollars. Tuition zeroed. A doctor who didn’t say miracle but didn’t say not. A friend who would not let me die in the wrong place. A tree that swayed without wind.
Maybe being pulled back doesn’t mean punished. Maybe it means prepared.
I lay my head against the seat and let the motion do the thinking for me. For the first time since I woke up, the quiet in my chest doesn’t feel like a hole. It feels like room.


Chapter Twenty Two

The smell of cinnamon and pine woke me before the sun fully crested the blinds. For a moment, I didn’t remember what day it was. Then I heard my mother humming along to O Holy Night—off-key but radiant—and it all clicked into place. Christmas morning.
The house felt alive again.
The week leading up to it had been almost unreal. Every day my body felt stronger, lighter. Physical therapy had moved from slow, careful steps to small walks outside, and even short drives in Mom’s car when she wasn’t using it. I’d gone to the gym twice on my own—just light work, the kind the PT said would keep my blood flowing. For the first time in a year, my reflection didn’t look like someone fading away.
I kept expecting something bad to happen, but nothing did. Maybe that was what scared me most—the quiet peace that waited for a reason to break.
I slipped on a sweater and padded out into the living room. The Christmas tree glowed with colors soft enough to make the walls look like honey. Beneath it sat a small mountain of wrapped gifts, some labeled from church friends, others from coworkers of Mom’s. The air was warm and sweet, the heater humming softly, and somewhere down the hall Aunt Liv was snoring—a full symphony of snores from the guest room.
Mom turned from the oven, flour on her cheek, red sweater bright as the poinsettia on the counter. “You’re up early,” she said. “You hungry?”
“Depends. You making breakfast or just cookies?”
She gasped in mock offense. “Both! You think I raised you to eat dessert before eggs?”
I grinned. “You might’ve.”
She laughed, and for a second, I just watched her—the light in her blue eyes, the youth that had come back to her face since the hospital. She looked ten years younger, alive in a way I hadn’t seen since before Dad died. The sound of her laughter filled spaces that had been empty too long.
When Aunt Liv finally emerged, wrapped in a blanket and blinking like she hadn’t seen daylight in a week, Mom handed her a mug of cocoa.
“Don’t start without me,” she muttered, yawning. “You better not have opened anything yet.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, holding up my hands.
We gathered around the tree. The first gift Mom handed me was from Gilbert—a soccer ball. The note read, For when you stop faking injuries.
I laughed so hard I had to put the ball down. “He’s never going to let that go.”
Aunt Liv chuckled. “You two are a comedy show. I should start selling tickets.”
The next package was my own gift for Gilbert—a T-shirt that said Dr. G—Prescribing Sarcasm Since 2004. I could already imagine him wearing it to class like a badge of honor.
We opened more gifts—candles, sweaters, little things from neighbors—and then the envelopes began to pile up. Church friends, Mom’s colleagues, people I didn’t even know had remembered us.
I flipped through one card, then another, and finally said, “At this rate, we could pay the mortgage.”
Mom smiled softly. “One prayer at a time, honey.”
Something caught in my throat then—not sadness, not joy, something between them. The sound of her voice, calm and light, made the whole room feel blessed.
By late morning, the living room looked like a snowstorm of wrapping paper. The tree glowed brighter as the sun climbed higher, and the three of us sank into the couch with mugs of cocoa. White Christmas was on TV, then A Charlie Brown Christmas, then the parade came on.
For once, time didn’t matter.
Around noon, there was a knock at the door. Mom wiped her hands on a towel and went to open it. A gust of cold air swept in, and then a cheerful voice: “Merry Christmas, neighbors!”
It was Mr. Hanley, the man from two doors down, bald with a fringe of white hair and wearing a hideous green sweater covered in pom-poms. Beside him stood his bulldog, Jeffrey—complete with fake antlers.
“Jeffrey and I thought we’d spread some Christmas carbs,” he said, holding out a steaming casserole. “Don’t ask what’s in it. Just assume butter.”
Aunt Liv clapped her hands. “Bless your heart, Harold Hanley! That’s exactly what Christmas is missing—cholesterol!”
The house filled with laughter. Mr. Hanley wished us well, patted Jeffrey’s head, and shuffled back into the cold.
As I watched them leave, I thought, When did this neighborhood ever get so friendly again? For years, the street had felt frozen in silence, like everyone had been waiting for tragedy to pass before remembering how to smile.
The afternoon drifted by in comfort. We watched movies, passed cookies around, and dozed off in turns. Outside, frost crept across the windows. Inside, everything glowed.
When the sun began to lower, streaking the walls gold, I knelt to gather stray scraps of wrapping paper. That’s when I noticed it—a small box tucked behind the tree trunk.
It wasn’t wrapped like the others. Just plain white paper and a single tag that read, To Elias. No handwriting I recognized.
“Hey, Mom,” I called out. “You forget one?”
She shook her head from the kitchen. “No, everything’s accounted for. Maybe Aunt Liv snuck it in?”
Aunt Liv leaned from the hallway. “If it’s not food, it’s not from me.”
I smiled faintly and turned the box over in my hands. It was light—something shifted faintly inside. Not heavy enough to be jewelry or metal. I ran a thumb along the paper seam.
Later, I thought, setting it on my desk upstairs. I’ll open it later.
Evening settled fast. The maple tree outside stood bare and dusted with silver frost, branches glinting under the porch light. The house smelled of cinnamon and roasting chicken. Aunt Liv was on the phone, talking loud enough for half the county to hear.
I leaned against the wall, looking at the box again. Something about it felt almost too still.
Before I could think more, the doorbell rang.
Aunt Liv’s voice echoed down the hall: “I’ll get it!”
Her footsteps thudded to the door, followed by laughter, and then a booming voice I’d know anywhere.
“Merry Christmas, y’all! Look who’s alive and walking!”
Gilbert burst into the house like a gust of light—scarf flying, grin wide, arms full of small wrapped gifts. He hugged Aunt Liv, kissed Mom on the cheek, then turned to me like I’d been hiding.
“Man, grab your coat. Service starts in thirty. We’re going to church.”
“Now?” I asked. “At night?”
“The best kind,” he said. “Candlelight. Pastor Peter saved us seats.”
He was already halfway to the stairs when I remembered the box upstairs. I hesitated, looked toward the hall.
“Coming!” I called, heading up to grab my jacket.
The box sat exactly where I’d left it, pale under the lamp’s glow. I picked up the jacket, paused for a heartbeat, then tossed the box aside onto the bed.
If I’d opened it then, I thought later, maybe the night would’ve gone differently. But some things are meant to wait in the dark.
Gilbert’s car rolled into the parking lot with Christmas songs still humming low through the speakers. The building ahead—Lightwell Church, the old SafeStore warehouse—glowed under strings of white lights. For years it had been a place where people stored the things they couldn’t bring themselves to throw away. Now, Elias thought, it looked like a place where people brought what they couldn’t carry alone.
The December air was cold enough to sting, but not cold enough for snow. The four of them—Elias, his mom, Aunt Liv, and Gilbert—stepped out into the lively stream of families crossing toward the double doors. Voices, laughter, and the faint sound of drums leaked from inside.
“Looks full,” Aunt Liv said, craning her neck. “I told you, we should’ve left ten minutes earlier.”
Gilbert grinned. “Trust me, Auntie, at this church, on-time is early.”
Inside, warmth hit them like a soft wave. The warehouse had been reborn—its tall steel beams were wrapped in garlands, every column lined with lights. Fake snow dusted artificial pine trees, and the scent of cinnamon drifted through the air. It was chaos, but happy chaos.
“Seats are first come,” said a young usher in a green sweater, pointing them forward. “Just find a spot anywhere you can.”
Gilbert was already halfway down the aisle, waving and shouting names. He seemed to know everyone. Every few steps, he stopped to hug someone or bump fists.
“You’d think he’s running for mayor,” Aunt Liv whispered.
Elias chuckled, letting the rhythm of the place pull him along. Gilbert grabbed his shoulder and tugged him toward a group of students.
“Hey, guys—this is Elias, my brother-from-another-mother!”
A chorus of handshakes and “Hey, man” followed. Elias smiled, overwhelmed. He didn’t remember half their names, but they all seemed genuinely glad to meet him. That alone made the air feel different.
They reached the middle rows. Mrs. Singer stood waving, bright in a red coat, Mr. Singer beside her like an anchor of calm. “Grandpa! Grammy!” Gilbert called, leading them over.
Mrs. Singer hugged Elias’s mom as if they’d shared blood. “Martha, honey, you look radiant!”
“You’re too kind,” Martha said, flustered. “I’m just happy to have this one on his feet again.”
Mrs. Singer took Elias’s face gently in her hands. “We all are, baby. We all are.”
They found seats together, just as the lights dimmed. The worship band onstage struck a single, slow chord. The massive screens overhead flickered from snowfall animation to lyrics glowing white against navy blue.
A hush spread. Then the first carol began O Come, All Ye Faithful—softly at first, then stronger as the room found its voice.
Some people raised their hands, others folded theirs. A few stood still, eyes closed, whispering words like prayers. A child danced in the aisle until her mother scooped her up. It wasn’t polished; it was real.
Elias kept his hands by his sides, eyes on the screen, mouthing the words. It felt like trying on something that almost fit. Still, something in his chest moved—just slightly, like a window cracking open for air.
After a few songs, Pastor Peter stepped into the light. No robe, no theatrics. Just a simple gray sweater and that calm he carried like a steady hum.
“Merry Christmas,” he said, voice deep but warm. “We mark this day because the story has a date. Light came—not after the darkness, but in the middle of it.”
He spoke about grace arriving uninvited, about hope that doesn’t ask permission.
“God isn’t late,” he said. “He’s just not bound by our clocks.”
Beside Elias, Aunt Liv dabbed her eyes with a tissue. His mom whispered a quiet amen. Gilbert nodded slowly, chin tilted up, caught somewhere between peace and awe.
Near the end, Peter smiled and said, “We’re going to end with light. No candles—our insurance thanks you—but if you grabbed one of those LEDs or have your phone, let’s lift them.”
The house dimmed, and hundreds of small lights blinked on—tiny white flames and phone screens, scattered stars across the dark. Faces glowed faintly. Elias raised his small LED, staring into it longer than he meant to. The gentle hum of the crowd became a single sound—soft, whole, alive.
After the final song, the lights returned, and people started moving toward the lobby. The air was filled with the warmth of handshakes, hugs, laughter.
Gilbert was already halfway into the crowd again, dragging Elias with him. “Come on! Gotta meet my crew.”
They moved from circle to circle—college students, couples, families. Gilbert seemed to know everyone’s name, even the kids. Then he stopped. “Oh, you gotta meet Lydia.”
She turned from her group when she heard her name. Her hair was strawberry-blonde with light at the tips, her skin warm and sun-touched, her eyes hazel with faint green near the center. She was shorter than Elias by about a foot, smiling with that easy confidence of someone at home here.
“Elias, this is Lydia,” Gilbert said. “Same college. Bio major, right?”
“Nursing.” she corrects softly, brushing a loose strand of strawberry-blonde hair behind her ear.
“Of course you are,” Elias chuckled. “Medicine just follows me everywhere.”
She laughed, thinking he was joking, and said, “Well, at least it’s chasing you in the right direction.” she said, smiling. “And you?”
He smiled, but in his mind the thought lingered medicine really did seem to follow him everywhere—even here, surrounded by strangers, somehow it all looped back to hospitals, healing, bodies that break and mend. What a coincidence, he thought, half amused, half unsettled. It felt like life itself kept circling him back to illness, no matter how far he tried to step from it.
“Pre… figuring it out,” he managed. She laughed, light and genuine.
As she turned, her eyes lifted across the lobby—to the pastor, still surrounded by people. There was a softness in her look, a quiet pride. She didn’t have to say it; Elias could tell. That’s her father.
“Come on,” Gilbert whispered. “Let’s say hi before he gets swarmed again.”
They crossed the lobby. Pastor Peter looked up as if he’d been waiting for them.
“Gilbert,” he greeted warmly, then turned to Elias. “Elias Wynn. I’m so glad you came tonight.”
Elias shook his hand, feeling that calm presence again, grounding yet impossible to define.
“It was… different,” he said. “But good.”
“Different can be good,” Peter replied with a small smile. “We’ll talk soon, alright? Tuesday. Two o’clock.”
“Office three?” Gilbert added.
“Second door on the left,” the pastor said. “If you see the fern that refuses to die, you’ve gone too far.”
They shared a laugh.
“Deal,” Elias said.
And at that exact moment, the entire church flickered.
Every light—from the stage to the far-off lobby—blinked out for a heartbeat, plunging them into darkness, then flared back to life in a white shimmer. A few people gasped; others laughed nervously.
Peter glanced up, then grinned. “Well, looks like we just got our Christmas-bonus reminder from the power company.”
The crowd chuckled, but Elias felt the skin along his arms tighten, that same uneasy prickle he’d known before.
It passed in a second.
“Anyways,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “See you Tuesday.”
“Looking forward to it,” Peter replied.
As the crowd thinned, Elias glanced up toward the ceiling lights. One bulb flared—a single bright pulse, sharp as a flash from nowhere—then steadied.
No one else noticed.
They left with the flow of people spilling into the parking lot. The cold air bit at their faces, and Gilbert blew into his hands, pretending to shiver. “All right, I call shotgun for moral support.”
The car filled with the chatter of three voices and the hum of the heater. Through the window, the church glowed behind them, the white Lightwell sign steady in the night.
But as Elias glanced back one last time, one of the lights above the doors flickered—once, twice, three times—and then went still.
He blinked, unsure if he’d imagined it.
Gilbert thumped the roof. “Let’s go, man. Hot chocolate’s calling.”
The drive home was quiet, the kind of silence that doesn’t demand to be broken.
Mom hummed softly beside Aunt Liv half-asleep in the back seat, and the world outside was painted in amber streetlights and faint mist. The Christmas service still hummed somewhere inside him—worship songs looping in his head, the sound of the crowd still echoing faintly in his chest.
They pulled into the driveway, headlights sweeping across the porch and the maple tree beyond it.
Gilbert parked, unbuckled, and turned around.
“Well,” he said, “Merry Christmas, fam.”
Mom smiled. “Merry Christmas, sweetheart. Thank you for bringing us.”
He shrugged. “Couldn’t let my favorite ladies miss Christmas service.”
Elias smirked. “I’m assuming I’m not included in that compliment?”
“Not even close,” Gilbert said, grinning. Then he thumped his shoulder twice—always those same two taps—and added quietly, “See you Tuesday, bro. Don’t bail.”
“I won’t,” Elias said. “Probably.”
“That’s good enough.”
Gilbert jogged back to his car, waved through the window, and drove off into the night.
Elias stood there for a moment, watching the taillights shrink down the road.
Inside, warmth. Cinnamon still in the air. Aunt Liv mumbled something about eggnog and wandered back toward the guest room, her slippers scraping softly on the tile.
Mom gathered the coats from the rack. “I’ll clean up a bit and head to bed soon. You look worn out, sweetheart.”
“I’m fine,” Elias said, stretching. “I’ll just sit for a minute.”
He went upstairs. His room glowed dimly from the streetlight filtering through the curtains. Everything felt clean, almost too clean—organized the way his mom liked, not the chaos he’d lived in before the hospital.
On the bed sat the small box he’d tossed there earlier, the one wrapped neatly in plain paper with a single tag that read To Elias.
He picked it up, weighing it in his palm. It was light, silent. He turned it over once, twice, trying to remember who it could be from. Nothing came to mind.
There was something faintly uneasy about it—too ordinary, too still.
He set it back down.
A knock at the door.
“Come in,” he said.
Mom peeked her head in, smiling. “Hey, sweetie. You thought you were done, didn’t you?”
Her hands hid something behind her back.
“I’ve got one more gift for you.”
He sat up. “Mom, you already gave me too much—”
“Oh, hush.” She walked over and held out a flat, rectangular package wrapped in gold paper and ribbon. “Open it.”
He peeled back the paper carefully, the faint sound of it tearing blending with the hum of the heating vent. Inside was a glass frame—double-sided, with delicate golden borders.
And pressed neatly between the panes was a white napkin.
His breath caught.
It was the napkin—from the hospital. The one he had kept folded on his bedside table since that night.
“I found it when I was cleaning,” she said softly. “It was crumpled under some books. I tried ironing it—got most of the crease out. Figured it must mean something to you, since you held onto it this whole time.”
Elias stared at it, the faint imprints still visible in the fibers. He remembered the ink that had once spelled stay with the light, now faded into ghostly traces, barely visible beneath the glass.
He swallowed. “Yeah… it means something.”
Mom smiled, brushing his hair from his forehead the way she used to when he was little.
“Then it belongs right next to your dad’s picture,” she said. “You two can keep watch over each other.”
Her voice trembled just slightly at the end, and Elias caught it.
He smiled back anyway. “Thanks, Mom.”
She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Merry Christmas, my lovely son.”
“Merry Christmas.”
When she left, the room felt heavier in the quiet.
He placed the frame next to his father’s photograph on the desk—the two glimmers of glass catching the same light. For a moment, they looked as though they shared the same reflection.
He sat on the edge of the bed, staring between them.
Then his eyes went back to the small box.
To Elias.
He reached toward it, then stopped.
A voice somewhere inside whispered, Not tonight. He couldn’t tell if it was fear, instinct, or simply exhaustion.
He smiled faintly to himself, set the box on the nightstand beside the lamp, and turned off the light.
As he lay down, the house settled into silence—Aunt Liv’s muffled snoring, the ticking of the hallway clock, the faint wind brushing against the windows.
The frame gleamed softly in the dark, catching the distant glow of the streetlamp.
Beside it, the small box sat still, the edge of its paper glinting faintly—almost as if breathing.
And in that quiet, Elias let himself believe—if only for tonight—that peace could last.


Chapter Twenty Three

Tuesday came in quiet—thin winter light pressed through the blinds like someone knocking politely and not wanting to wake the house. The living room still smelled like pine and sugar, the kind that lingers in the couch cushions after a holiday. Garland drooped a little on the banister in that noble, tired way. It felt like Christmas had exhaled and left its warmth behind.
I lay there for a minute cataloging the pieces of the last forty-eight hours: Mom’s laugh, Aunt Liv’s offbeat clapping at Lightwell, Gilbert grinning like a golden retriever with a secret, the sea of little lights lifted in a room that used to be storage. And—quick as a skipped frame—the whole church flickering for a breath after I’d said yes to Tuesday. I hadn’t told anyone about that. It didn’t feel like a thing you say out loud without making it heavier.
On the kitchen counter sat a small drift of mail—red envelopes, glittering cards, names I half recognized or not at all. Mom had stacked them neatly with a sticky note on top: Thank-you notes—tonight. Some held cash or gift cards; some had handwritten prayers that looked like the writers had leaned hard on their pens. The generosity made my chest warm and embarrassed at the same time.
Aunt Liv was already bustling, humming something that started like a hymn and ended like a commercial jingle. “Morning, sunshine,” she said, sliding a plate my way. “Cinnamon toast with extra guilt.”
“Bless you,” I said, because that seemed right.
She nodded toward the envelopes. “People keep dropping those. Pastor’s office called—somebody left a bag yesterday with your name on it. I told them not to leave perishables because my willpower is weak.”
“Mom’s going to say it’s God,” I said, not unkindly.
“She’s not wrong,” Aunt Liv said, softening. “Your mama never stopped tithing even when the numbers made no sense. ‘You don’t keep what’s God’s,’ she said last year, ‘He doesn’t need it, but I need to remember who gives it.’” She tapped the stack with one careful finger. “Sometimes remembering opens doors we can’t.”
I didn’t argue. I buttered toast and let the quiet hang like a friendly dog under the table.
Upstairs, my room was too tidy in the way that says someone who loves you cleaned so you could start over. On the desk, the small white box waited exactly where I’d left it last night before church—plain paper, neat corners, To Elias on the tag in a handwriting I didn’t know. I picked it up, weighed it—light, something whisper-shifting inside if I tilted it—and turned it once, twice.
Later, I told myself. Then I surprised both of us by opening the bottom drawer and setting it inside. The wood slid shut with a soft, obedient sound. Out of sight. My hand stayed on the handle a second longer than necessary, like the drawer had grown heavier by an ounce and was telling me so.
Downstairs, the doorbell did its two-note ring and a voice followed it: “Special delivery: moral support.”
Gilbert let himself in without waiting, which is to say he’d been family long enough. Hoodie, jeans, chain glinting in the slant of light, eyes a little tired around the edges. He hugged Aunt Liv, who pretended to lift him off the ground and failed on purpose.
“Ready?” he asked me.
“As I’ll ever be,” I said, grabbing my jacket. “Is there a consent form? A waiver?”
“No waivers,” he said, heading for the car. “Just a guy with a plant that refuses to die.”
We drove through a morning that hadn’t decided if it wanted sun. The radio found a station that was still playing carols like December didn’t have an off switch. For the first few minutes we let the city speak—mail trucks, a dog walker with three very different priorities, frost on lawns like powdered sugar someone forgot to wipe.
“So,” Gilbert said finally, drumming the wheel with two fingers. “Scale of one to ten, how much are you dreading this?”
“Six,” I said. “Seven if he brings out a leather-bound Bible with tabs.”
“He won’t,” Gilbert said, amused. “It’s more like… he’s good at listening you into saying the thing you planned not to say.”
“Sounds manipulative,” I said.
“Sounds like a good dad,” he shot back, and the word landed between us with the gentleness of a thing both of us respected. “Seriously, man—he’s not gonna baptize you in questions. Just talk.”
I watched the neighborhood slip past—houses I’d seen a thousand times and never really looked at. “Things have felt… good,” I said, surprising myself. “Too good, almost. Like when the ocean goes flat and you’re sure the wave is coming.”
“Don’t do that thing,” Gilbert said without looking over. “Where you wait for bad news to prove you right. Take the good. It’s still real.”
“I know,” I said. “I’m trying.”
“You’re allowed to be happy and suspicious at the same time,” he said. “Just don’t let suspicious drive.”
We turned onto the frontage road that curled along the old industrial strip. Lightwell came up on the right, softer in daytime—no crowds, no music, just the big doors and the simple white sign and sunlight catching on the glass. The lot held a handful of cars, the kind that belong to staff and people who make coffee happen.
Gilbert parked and put the car in neutral for a second like he might reconsider and drive me to pancakes instead. He didn’t. He reached over, thumped my shoulder twice—his punctuation. “You’ll be fine,” he said. “Text me when you’re done. I’ll be around the corner pretending to be productive.”
“Thanks,” I said, hand on the door handle.
He grinned. “Don’t confess my sins.”
“No promises,” I said, and got out.
Inside, the building felt like the same place and a different one. Sun fell in long rectangles across the polished concrete. The rows of chairs sat like quiet soldiers facing a stage that was just a stage without the sound. The air smelled faintly of coffee and lemon cleaner. Somewhere down a hall, someone laughed the way you do when you drop something and it doesn’t break.
Pastor Peter met me at the office door like we’d agreed on it years ago. No stage lights, no crowd. Just a man with kind eyes and a sweater that looked like it had seen a lot of Tuesdays.
“You made it,” he said. “My schedule told me you would.”
“Hard to argue with a schedule,” I said.
He stepped aside and gestured me in. The office felt lived-in without being messy—books that had been read, not just bought; a framed photo of his family on a beach at that hour when the sun makes everybody look blessed; a mug that said WORLD’S OKAYEST PASTOR in a font that refused to take itself seriously. On the wall, above a slim fern doing its best act of defiance, hung a small print: Come now, and let us reason together, saith the Lord. Isaiah 1:18.
I sat. He sat. The chair creaked just enough to prove it existed.
“How’s the body?” he asked first. “Ribs, lungs, the whole circus.”
“Better,” I said. “PT’s good. I walk laps like an old man in a mall and they clap for me.”
He smiled. “Vertical is one of my favorite vital signs.”
We let the easy talk do its work—sleep, appetite, how a house sounds different when you’re in it during the day. The quiet here wasn’t awkward. It was the kind that invites the next thing to come when it’s ready.
It was.
Pastor Peter leaned back in his chair, fingers laced loosely over his stomach. “You mind if I start with a story instead of a question?”
“Depends on the story,” I said, because that’s what I do when I’m nervous—make humor out of air.
He smiled. “It’s about my father.”
I nodded, mostly because my body thought it was polite.
He began softly, the way people talk when they’re rearranging old, heavy memories.
“My dad was a drinker. Not the funny kind from movies—he was mean. I used to count the seconds between the car door slamming and the front door opening. If it was under five, Mom was going to get it that night.”
He stared at the framed photo of his family on the desk, not with regret but as if confirming that time had actually moved on.
“When I was seventeen, something broke him. I don’t know what. One night he came home late and quiet. He smelled like the bar, but his eyes were dry. He sat on the edge of my bed and told me he’d stopped at a church on the way home. Said God had found him there. I didn’t buy it. Thought it was another one of his hangover apologies. But he meant it. And somehow… God meant it too.”
The office was still. Even the hum of the small heater seemed to listen.
“He changed. Not overnight, not perfect. But the rage—it went somewhere else. And I had to face the idea that the man I’d built my hatred on didn’t exist anymore. That’s harder than people think. Forgiveness can feel like losing your armor.”
He paused and looked right at me. “You lost your dad young, didn’t you?”
I nodded. “Six years ago. Fire accident. He was a firefighter.”
His brow furrowed in quiet admiration. “That’s a hard way to be a hero.”
“Yeah,” I said, voice soft. “Sometimes I still see him, though. Like, not literally, but… he’s there.”
Pastor Peter’s voice lowered, not skeptical, not surprised. “I believe you. When love’s that strong, it leaves residue in the soul.”
He leaned forward.
“You know what I’ve learned about men, Elias? Fatherlessness—it’s a disease. We grow up without examples, or worse, with broken ones. Then we’re told to trust God the Father. But for a lot of us, ‘father’ means absence. Or pain. Or fists. So when we’re told He’s good, our brain short-circuits.”
He tapped the desk once with his finger for rhythm.
“But God isn’t the reflection of our fathers. He’s the correction of them.”
That line landed somewhere between my chest and my throat.
I wanted to ask if he ever stopped being angry at his father, but I didn’t need to. He already knew.
“I thought I could fix people,” he went on. “I wanted to help the world the way God helped us. So I went into medicine. Studied psychiatry. I figured if I could get inside people’s heads, I could pull them out of their pain. Thought that was the godly thing to do.”
“And was it?” I asked.
He grinned. “It was a good thing. But not the God thing.”
He took a breath.
“I was good at it. Had patients, income, status. I started saying I was doing it for the kingdom. But somewhere along the way, I stopped talking to God and started talking about Him. Pride’s sneaky like that. It dresses up as calling.”
He rubbed his palms together as though warming old bones.
“Then my wife got sick—breast cancer. And my world folded. All the psychology in the world couldn’t explain how to watch the person you love most fall apart cell by cell. And I realized I’d built a life that could cure everything except loneliness.”
He smiled faintly. “Funny, right? You think you’re thirty-seven, but you’re still acting twenty, running from responsibility while calling it purpose.”
The way he said it made me laugh under my breath. It wasn’t judgment—it was confession.
He nodded to the cross on the shelf. “That’s when I heard it again—the calling I’d buried. To be a pastor. To stop hiding behind titles and just… shepherd.”
He told me how he left medicine, how they built Lightwell—bought the abandoned storage building, painted it, raised donations. “A bunch of people who believed light could grow anywhere.”
I found myself smiling for real. “That’s kind of poetic.”
“Poetic or stubborn faith,” he said. “Depends on the day.”
He leaned back. “Gilbert tells me you wanted to be a doctor too.”
“Yeah,” I said. “That was the plan. Until I got sick. Then plans got blurry.”
“Well,” he said, “keep it somewhere on the shelf. Healing is holy work—when your hands belong to love, not pride.”
I nodded. “It’s funny, though. Medicine seems to follow me everywhere. Every person I meet, every conversation—it’s hospitals, healing, or someone claiming they can heal. I can’t escape it.”
He chuckled. “Maybe it’s not following you. Maybe it’s waiting on you.”
I smiled at that, but it settled heavy in my stomach anyway.
Then he said quietly, “Gilbert prays for you a lot. He’s a good brother.”
“Yeah,” I said, my throat tight.
“He told me about your talks. He even gave me permission to mention it. Said you’d understand.”
I laughed a little. “No HIPAA violation then?”
He smirked. “Unless you plan to confess murder, we’re safe.”
“Good,” I said, chuckling.
The laughter cleared the air, just enough for breathing again.
He tapped his desk gently. “You want to pray before you go?”
“Sure,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure.
We bowed our heads. His prayer wasn’t loud, wasn’t showy. Just real.
“Lord, thank You for healing that starts before we even see it. For light that shows up in quiet places. Give him strength where the world took it, and peace where fear still camps. Amen.”
When he said Amen, I lifted my head—and that’s when it happened.
The light above us flickered. Sharp. Once.
The air hummed.
He looked up at the ceiling and chuckled. “Looks like the wiring’s still trying to get saved.”
I laughed, but it came out too fast, a little shaky.
My pulse thumped like a heartbeat I couldn’t own. Same rhythm as that night.
He smiled again, easy. “See? Even the lights agree.”
We shook hands. His was warm, firm, grounding. He handed me a small card with a verse printed in soft ink:
“They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.” —Isaiah 40:31
He told me I could call anytime, no appointment needed.
I thanked him, and walked out into the quiet corridor, the hum of the lights following me like memory.
Gilbert was waiting outside on the bench near the entryway, phone in hand, leg bouncing to some silent rhythm. The afternoon light spilled through the big warehouse windows, warm and unbothered by the winter chill. He spotted me right away, pocketed his phone, and stood up.
“Well?” he said, his grin half-teasing, half-anxious. “Did he hypnotize you, or are you still in there somewhere?”
I managed a small laugh. “He talked. I listened. No pendulums involved.”
“Yeah, that’s usually how therapy works,” he said, mock-serious. “Except you don’t have to pay him. Big win for the uninsured.”
“True,” I said, smirking. “He’s good, though. Better than I expected.”
Gilbert’s grin softened into something almost reverent. “Told you, man. He doesn’t just talk; he makes you hear yourself.”
I nodded, looking past him toward the church’s front doors. For a second, I thought I saw something flicker again—just a small stutter in the sunlight spilling through the glass, like the day blinked. But then it was gone, and everything was normal.
Maybe I was imagining it. Maybe the hospital meds still left some residue in my system.
Gilbert stretched his arms above his head, exhaled. “Anyway, I’m proud of you, bro. Showing up, that’s half the fight.”
“Yeah,” I said, distracted. The verse card was still in my hand. They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.
The paper felt smooth and cool, the ink faintly raised.
“You ready to head back?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
We walked to the car. The parking lot was half-empty—just a few leftover cars from the staff and someone unloading a box from the back of a truck. The day had that pale-blue light of late winter, quiet and still. Gilbert hummed something low, maybe a worship song, maybe just static melody. I didn’t ask.
On the way home, I stared out the window. The passing houses blurred together, all these little boxes people built to make sense of life. I pressed the verse card against the fog on the glass, leaving a faint imprint of the words mirrored backward.
“Hey,” Gilbert said after a few minutes. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Just tired.”
“Tired’s fine,” he said. “Means you’re alive.”
We didn’t say much else. When we reached my street, Mom’s car wasn’t in the driveway—probably still at work. The house looked smaller from the outside, but somehow safer. Gilbert helped me out, gave me that quick shoulder hug that’s half slap, half embrace.
“Text me later, yeah? I’ll check in after small group.”
“Sure.”
He lingered a moment, squinting at me. “You look lighter, man. Like someone scraped some of the weight off your face.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Don’t ruin it by overthinking it.”
I laughed quietly. “No promises.”
He left, and the sound of his car faded down the street until it was just me and the winter air. I stepped inside, closing the door behind me. The house was quiet, the kind of quiet that feels padded, almost sacred. Aunt Liv was probably still napping.
Upstairs, my room greeted me like a pause—clean, bright, still holding the faint scent of cinnamon from downstairs. I sat on the edge of the bed, pulling the small box out of the bottom drawer. The tag still said To Elias.
I turned it in my hands, the paper catching a streak of late light through the window. For a second, I felt that strange pulse again, like something inside it was quietly alive. Not moving, not obvious—just there.
My thumb found the edge of the tape. I could open it now. See what waited.
But I didn’t.
Something in me—call it instinct, call it caution—said not tonight.
I set the box back into the drawer and pushed it closed. The wood met the frame with a soft click.
That sound echoed in my head longer than it should have.
Then I noticed the frame Mom had given me on Christmas night—the one with the napkin inside. The words Stay with the Light looked back at me, steady, unbothered, almost patient.
I whispered, “Trying.”
Outside, the last of the day sank behind the trees.
The hum of the house filled the silence.
And somewhere in that quiet—so faint I might’ve imagined it—the light above my desk flickered once, then stilled.


Chapter Twenty Four

“I don’t even know what I’m saying half the time,” I said, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “I just feel like I owe everyone something. My mom, Gilbert, even God. It’s like I’m still trying to pay a bill I already paid—but I can’t find the receipt.”
Pastor Peter leaned back in his chair, one elbow resting on the armrest, the other hand curled around his coffee. The office always smelled faintly like roasted beans and printer paper—warm and unpretentious, like him.
“And when I finally stop thinking about it,” I continued, “it comes back again. I don’t even know what I did wrong. I just feel guilty for everything. For getting better. For surviving. For not being… better at being better.”
Peter smiled slightly at that. “That’s quite a knot you’ve tied for yourself, Elias.”
“Yeah,” I said, “well, at least I’m good at something.”
He chuckled. “You know, there’s a man who works here on our staff. I won’t name him, but he came to me once with the same heaviness you’re describing. Guilt had driven him clean into the ground.”
I looked up. “What happened to him?”
“Nothing criminal,” he said. “Just the everyday kind of failing we all specialize in. He thought holiness meant never falling short again. So, he worked harder, prayed harder, served longer—trying to earn forgiveness for things long forgiven. But guilt’s a cruel master. It doesn’t accept apologies—it just raises the bar higher.”
I frowned. “And?”
“He burned out,” Peter said softly. “Collapsed at an event, landed in the hospital. And the first thing he told me when I visited was, ‘I thought I was doing it right.’”
He paused, looking past me for a second. “Sometimes guilt dresses itself up as service. It looks holy. But underneath, it’s fear—fear that love won’t stay unless we keep performing.”
That line sat heavy. I felt something shift in my chest.
He continued, quieter now. “The man said guilt drove him to God, though. Not because he was afraid anymore—but because he was tired. He told me, ‘If I’m going to collapse, I might as well fall into something that holds me.’”
That stuck with me.
I said, “What if guilt’s the only thing keeping me decent? Like if I stop feeling bad, I’ll stop caring.”
He studied me for a moment, then said, “That’s the lie guilt tells—that it’s the same as conscience. But it isn’t. Guilt says you have to hurt to stay good. Grace says you’re allowed to heal.”
He leaned forward, elbows on the desk. “Elias, guilt and perfectionism—they’re siblings. They both come from fear. Fear of not being enough. Fear of failing the people who love you. Fear that if you stop trying, everything will fall apart. But neither of them lead to peace. They just keep you spinning in circles.”
He paused, meeting my eyes.
“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to do right, but somewhere along the line, a lot of us start chasing perfection instead of chasing God. We forget that He already knows we’re going to fall short. That’s why grace exists. Not as an excuse to keep falling, but as a reminder that He never leaves us when we do.”
I stared at the carpet. “So you’re saying I should just… accept being messed up?”
He smiled gently.
He smiled. “No, I’m saying you should stop pretending you’re not. Being a perfectionist isn’t holiness—it’s isolation. You can’t love anyone from a pedestal. You have to stand on the same ground. God’s not surprised by imperfection—He’s the one who keeps working through it. The goal isn’t to be flawless, Elias. It’s to stay teachable. To keep coming back. That’s holiness.”
That hit somewhere deep. For years, I thought my sickness, my weakness, my panic—all of it—were signs that I’d failed some invisible test.
But maybe, just maybe, they were part of being… alive.
He prayed before I left. Short, simple, almost conversational.
“Lord, help him see himself the way You already do. Amen.”
I thanked him, voice tight. He patted my shoulder before I turned toward the door.
Outside, faint music drifted from the sanctuary—someone practicing piano, a single soft note repeating like a heartbeat.
I sat on the bench near the parking lot, waiting for Mom to pick me up. The late afternoon light was cold and clean, turning everything a kind of silver.
The verse card from last time was still in my jacket pocket. I unfolded it and ran my thumb over the words: They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.
I whispered, “Still waiting.”
And for once, the waiting didn’t feel like punishment.
It just felt… human.
I didn’t realize how quiet the world had gotten until I stepped outside.
The air felt thin, like the silence right after a storm.
I walked down the short hallway from Pastor Peter’s office, passing framed photos of youth groups and mission trips, snapshots of smiling faces. A part of me wanted to belong in one of those pictures, frozen in that kind of certainty.
The lobby was mostly empty now—just the hum of the soda machine and the sound of a vacuum somewhere far off. I sat on the bench by the doors, waiting for Mom.
For a long time, I just breathed.
In. Out. In. Out.
It felt different. Lighter, somehow—but also hollow.
Guilt and perfection, he’d said.
Two voices fighting over the same space in my head.
I remembered the look in his eyes when he said, “The goal isn’t to be flawless—it’s to stay teachable.”
Something about that had both comforted and bothered me.
Because I’d spent so much of my life trying to be flawless for people who were breaking too.
I thought of Dad—how even his heroism got him killed.
I thought of Mom, who prayed like she was trying to hold the world together with her bare hands.
I thought of myself, lying in that hospital bed, asking God why He made me this way.
And I realized I didn’t want to be perfect anymore.
I just didn’t know what came after that.
Through the glass doors, the afternoon was dimming to gray. Clouds stretched low and heavy, the kind that promised rain but never quite delivered.
I leaned my head against the cool glass. Somewhere outside, a car engine coughed to life, a faint echo of traffic beyond the lot.
That’s when I noticed something strange.
My reflection in the door—pale, tired, but there—blurred for just a second.
Like a ripple through a photograph.
I blinked, rubbed my eyes. It was gone.
Just me again.
“Probably the lighting,” I muttered.
Mom’s car pulled up a minute later. She waved, a coffee in one hand, smile tired but real.
I climbed in, buckled my seatbelt.
She asked, “How did it go?”
“Good,” I said. “It was good.”
That was all I could manage.
She nodded, content with that. The heater buzzed softly as we pulled out of the lot.
Halfway home, she hummed along to the radio—one of those old Christmas songs still hanging on in January. I stared out the window, watching the sky bruise purple over the trees.
For the first time in months, I didn’t feel sick.
But I did feel watched.
Not in a frightening way—just… seen.
Exposed.
Maybe that’s what grace feels like, I thought.
Not relief, but recognition.
We turned onto our street, the maple tree outside the house already stripped bare, its branches black against the porch light.
Something in me whispered, You’re not done yet.
I wasn’t sure if it was comfort or warning.


Chapter Twenty Five
“…so yeah,” I said, swirling my straw in the glass of orange juice, “PT’s basically done. I mean, they still have me doing light stuff—walking drills, resistance bands, all that—but it feels redundant now. Like I’m pretending to get better when I already am.”
Pastor Peter chuckled, his fork tapping the edge of his plate. “That’s how recovery always feels. Boring when it’s working.”
I grinned. “Guess so. But I still look like a pack of spaghetti sticks in a hoodie.”
He burst out laughing. “You’ll grow out of it. I was scrawny till I was twenty. Then, right when I started working out and finally looked like an adult, I went to med school. Two semesters of ramen noodles, instant coffee, and stress. Lost all the muscle in six months. It was like my metabolism made a deal with the devil.”
I laughed. “You really went to med school?”
“Psychiatry,” he said, taking a sip of coffee. “I thought I’d help people understand their minds. Turns out God was trying to help me understand my own.”
That sounded like something he’d say from the pulpit, but it didn’t feel rehearsed. Just true.
I picked up a slice of bacon and stared at it. “Dr. Patel says he doesn’t know what to say anymore. I think that’s a good thing. Means he can’t find what’s wrong.”
“That’s a great thing,” said Peter. “It means he’s witnessing something he can’t explain. The best doctors are humbled by what they can’t measure.”
“Yeah,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Mom’s been letting me drive again too. Feels weirdly normal. Like… safe. I don’t flinch at stop signs anymore.”
He smiled warmly. “That’s progress, Elias. Big progress.”
I shrugged, feeling the weight of his gaze. “I’ve been going to the gym more on my days off from PT. Gaining a little weight, I guess. Still feel weak. Still look like a bunch of spaghettis glued together.”
“Strength’s not only muscle,” he said. “Sometimes it’s the patience to wait for it.”
I looked out the window for a second. The diner was bright, the kind of light that feels honest—like it shows every imperfection on the glass, every crumb on the table.
I said, “We’ve been getting envelopes. My mom and I. Since Christmas. Over five thousand dollars by now. From people at church, people we don’t even know. Letters. Checks. Prayers. It’s kind of insane.”
Peter smiled, pushing his plate slightly away. “That’s what love does. It gives because it can, not because it should.”
“It feels… undeserved,” I said. “Like I’m stealing people’s kindness.”
“You can’t steal what’s freely given,” he said. “You can only refuse to accept it.”
That one hit deep. I nodded, pretending to focus on my French toast.
“Were you at service last Sunday?” he asked, cutting his eggs.
I hesitated. “No. I was going to watch it online, but I just… didn’t feel like it. Felt overwhelmed.”
He gave me a knowing look. “Ah. Then this must be God’s way of circling back. My sermon was about control and surrender.”
I smirked. “Of course it was. That’s exactly what I wanted to avoid.”
“God has a sense of humor,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee. “He lets us run until we tire ourselves out.”
I leaned back. “You think that’s what I’m doing?”
He nodded slowly. “I think that’s what most of us are doing.”
The waitress came by to refill his cup. Peter thanked her by name—of course he remembered it—and then looked back at me. “We’ll talk about that in a second,” he said. “But first, eat your breakfast before it gets cold.”
I smiled, cutting into my French toast. The sugar, the butter, the cinnamon—it all tasted like comfort. Like peace I hadn’t earned.
And for once, I let myself enjoy it.
Pastor Peter set his fork down and folded his napkin neatly on the plate. “You said something earlier,” he said. “About feeling like you’re waiting for things to fall apart again.”
“Yeah,” I said, glancing at the syrup bottle. “I don’t know why. Everything’s better now. But it’s like I can’t trust it. Like peace is a trick, and I’ll wake up sick again.”
He nodded slowly. “That’s the strange thing about peace—it takes more courage to hold on to it than to fight for it.”
I let that hang there. “So what, I just… stop trying to control things?”
“Not stop,” he said gently. “Shift. Surrender isn’t quitting—it’s trust. You stop forcing, but you don’t stop moving. There’s a difference.”
I smiled faintly. “Sounds like a tightrope.”
“It is,” he said. “Most of us spend our lives wobbling on it, pretending we’ve got balance when we’re really afraid of falling.”
He took a sip of his coffee. “You weren’t at service Sunday, were you?”
I shook my head. “I meant to. Just… didn’t.”
“Funny,” he said with a knowing grin. “The sermon was about control and surrender. I think God wanted you to hear it anyway.”
“Maybe,” I said, looking down.
He leaned forward slightly. “You see, control is our favorite illusion. It gives us a sense of safety, but it’s really just fear in disguise. We try to hold everything together because we think letting go means it’ll all break. But sometimes, it’s the holding that breaks us.”
I sat back, letting that one hit. The man could talk without sounding like a preacher, which was rare.
“So what does surrender even look like?” I asked quietly.
“Showing up,” he said simply. “Letting yourself be loved even when you don’t think you deserve it. Surrender looks like trusting that God’s not done with you, even when you’re done with yourself.”
That… got me. I looked out the diner window, watching a car pull into the lot.
He kept speaking softly. “Church helps because it keeps your heart soft. You don’t come to earn anything—you come to breathe again. Sundays are like coming up for air.”
He paused. “Do you read your Bible?”
“Not really,” I said. “I know some verses. Grew up around them.”
He smiled. “Knowing isn’t the same as eating from it. Start with the Gospels. They’ll tell you everything you need to know about love, trust, and surrender. Not in theory—in the flesh.”
“I’ll try,” I said, though I didn’t sound convincing even to myself.
He caught it. “Trying’s a start. But remember—faith grows when you stop forcing it.”
For a while, we sat in that quiet hum of dishes and conversation around us. Then something started stirring in me.
The questions.
Those three questions I’d asked the light, the night I died.
I hesitated, then said, “Can I ask you something… maybe weird?”
“Ask anything,” he said.
I looked him straight in the eye. “Why do we suffer? Why do people like my dad—good people—die saving others? Why does God let that happen?”
He didn’t answer right away. Just breathed. Then said, “That’s not weird, Elias. That’s honest.”
He thought for a second before speaking again. “I don’t have a perfect answer. But I think… pain exists in a broken world, not because God doesn’t care, but because He’s still working to restore it. And sometimes the people who love deepest—like your dad—end up showing us a glimpse of that restoration through their sacrifice.”
I swallowed hard. “But that doesn’t fix it, does it?”
He shook his head. “No. But it gives it meaning. And meaning can carry you through what reason can’t.”
I nodded, barely able to speak.
“Second question?” he said quietly.
I hesitated. “Why me? Why’d I survive?”
He looked at me, really looked. “I don’t know. Maybe because you still have something to do. Or maybe because someone still needs to see God through you.”
He added, softly, “I know that answer’s imperfect. But I think some questions are meant for God alone.”
I stared at the table. The third question rose in me like a whisper. “And what if I fail again?”
“Then you try again,” he said. “Grace isn’t a one-time deal. It’s a door that keeps opening, even when you’re too tired to knock.”
I couldn’t say anything. Just nodded.
He leaned back with a warm smile. “You know something, Elias? I love talking to you. It’s like talking to my own son. Same stubborn look in the eyes.”
I laughed under my breath. “Sorry about that.”
“Don’t be,” he said. “It means you care.”
The waitress dropped the check, and Peter reached for it first. “This one’s on me.”
“Again?”
He grinned. “I told you. You can get the next one when you’re rich and famous.”
I laughed. “That’s gonna be a long time.”
He stood, slipping on his coat. “Then I guess I’ll keep buying breakfast for a while.”
Later that night my phone buzzed on the nightstand.
Pastor Peter: Same time next week? At my office this time?
I stared at it a second, smiling.
Me: Yes.
A moment later, another text came through.
Pastor Peter: And if you’re not coming to service this Sunday, make sure you come to Young Adults Night next Thursday (the following week). Lots of people your age—college students, grads, some still figuring life out. It’s good to make connections, Elias. You can’t just rely on Gilbert, your mom, and Aunt Liv. That’s good, but Gilbert isn’t your therapist—he’s your brother. You need others who can help carry burdens with you, and you with them. I’m not saying make a hundred friends. I’m saying form a small circle. People you can trust.
I read it twice.
Me: That actually sounds smart. No more isolation.
Pastor Peter: Exactly. See you soon, son.
That last word—son—stayed open in my chest like a window someone finally remembered to unlatch.
I lay back and watched the ceiling. These meetings didn’t feel like counseling or church exactly. More like school for the soul. I wasn’t in college, but somehow I was learning again—how to breathe, how to live, how to stop arguing with every good thing.
The week moved gently. Mom was lighter—grading papers at the kitchen table without the shadow in her eyes. Aunt Liv invented new reasons to bake and then pretended to be mad when we ate everything. I felt steadier. Not fixed, not fearless—just… steadier.
I even went to church on Sunday.
Pastor Peter preached on confronting buried pain. I typed awkward notes on my phone like a freshman trying to keep up.
God doesn’t call you to forget. He calls you to face what broke you, and bring it to Him.Some of us aren’t afraid of pain; we’re afraid of losing the identity it gave us.Anger is honest, but it’s a poor architect. Don’t build a home in it.
It all sounded like news from outside—things you should already know but somehow never heard out loud. Maybe it was just me. Maybe isolation makes truth sound brand-new.
Tuesday came, pale winter sun behind thin clouds. I drove Mom to Ridgeview High, watched her balance coffee and a paper stack like a magician, promised to pick her up at three-thirty, and kept the car.
At Lightwell, the weekday hum was in full swing. Two guys stacked chairs like Tetris masters. A woman with a clipboard walked a couple through a wedding layout in the lobby, hands painting the air where centerpieces would be. A custodian hummed while mopping a long gleaming stripe down the hall. The building wasn’t dramatic, but it breathed.
Near the lobby, the little chapel waited in its corner—glass-walled, soft-lit, a wooden cross against cream paint. The sanctuary stayed closed most weekdays; this room stayed open. A woman sat inside, elbows on knees, face in her hands. I slowed without meaning to. Faith wasn’t all stage and sound. Sometimes it was that—quiet and tears in a small room.
I turned toward Pastor Peter’s office, knocked once. Waited. Knocked again.
No answer.
I stepped back, planning to ask at the desk, when I saw her coming down the hall—head tilted to her phone, thumbs flying. She looked up mid-text and smiled like she’d just remembered a good secret.
“Hey! Elias!”
“Hey, Lydia.” My smile came out crooked. “Wow, hi.”
She laughed. “That’s your opener? ‘Wow, hi’?”
“I didn’t realize they gave out guest passes with my name on them,” I said. “People keep remembering me.”
“That’s because you’re memorable,” she said, like it was obvious. “And my dad really likes you.”
“Oh—I like him too,” I said, then realized how that landed. “I mean—yeah. He’s great.”
Her laugh was quick and bright. She wore light jeans, white sneakers, a soft beige sweater; her strawberry-blonde hair was pulled back, a few strands framing her face. She carried a paperback pressed to her side like a secret.
“You looking for him?” she asked, nodding toward the closed door.
“Yeah, we were supposed to meet.”
Her expression softened. “Oh—he’s not in. My mom wasn’t feeling great this morning. He’s been with her. I think he forgot to text you.”
It hit me in the ribs—the small, guilty kind of hit. We’d spent weeks talking about me, and I hadn’t even asked how she was doing. “Right. I… forgot,” I said quietly. “How is she?”
“Some days are harder,” Lydia said, a kindness in her voice that made me feel less small. “Today’s one of those. She’ll be okay.” She lifted the book a little, half shrug. “We’ve learned to slow down.”
I nodded. “Tell them I said—” I stopped. “That I’m praying.” It felt like the right word, finally.
“Thanks,” she said, and she meant it. “You should come to Young Adults next Thursday. Food, music, actual honest people. No weird church karaoke—unless you start it.”
“That sounds like a threat,” I said.
“It’s a promise,” she grinned. “Seriously, you’ll like it.”
“Okay,” I said. “Bet on it.”
She turned to go, then I pointed at the book. “You a reader?”
“Trying to be,” she said, lifting the cover. “The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry. I’m always on the run—school, shadowing at hospitals, trying not to forget to eat. Junior year is a beast.”
I laughed. “You’re telling me. Medicine follows me everywhere. Even here.”
“Maybe it’s trying to catch you,” she said, eyebrow raised.
“Maybe I should let it catch up,” I said.
She flashed that easy smile again. “See you Thursday, Elias.”
“See you,” I echoed, hoping I didn’t sound as breathless as I felt.
She disappeared into the clatter and conversation, and I stood there, heart beating the way a heart’s supposed to—hard, bright, alive—not because something was wrong, but because something was right. I glanced at the chapel again. The room was empty now, but it still held that hush, like a held breath.
“God,” I whispered, surprising myself with the address, “if anything… I think this place really is full of love.”
I stood a little straighter, took a steady breath, and turned toward the door.


Chapter Twenty Six
Gilbert drove like he always did—one hand loose on the wheel, the other drumming out some beat only he could hear. The world outside was stitched together with leftover Christmas lights, porches blinking warm amber as we slid past. My stomach was a confused knot of nerves and something suspiciously like excitement.
Gilbert glanced over, caught my face, and grinned. “Oh, you like her. Don’t even try to play it cool. I’ve seen that face before.”
I groaned. “I’ve only seen her a few times, man. It’s not like that.”
“She is beautiful, though.” He widened his eyes like a gossip auntie. “Wouldn’t blame you if you fell. Pastor’s daughter? You’re halfway to sainthood already.”
“You really think she’s interested in a guy who just got cleared for light cardio?” I asked. “My PT bands are still the heaviest thing I lift.”
He barked a laugh. “You’ve got that mysterious ‘just cheated death’ glow. Girls love a comeback story.”
“As much as you love yourself?”
“Equal amounts,” he said, deadpan, and we both snorted.
Headlights washed our faces silver as we passed an intersection. I looked over at him and couldn’t help the usual mix of affection and mild envy. As much as he joked about being invisible in the dark, the guy looked like he’d walked out of a training montage—tall, shoulders for days, square jaw softened by kind eyes. Depending on the angle, he could calm a room or intimidate half of it.
Next to him, I felt like a marionette that hadn’t quite learned the choreography yet. Bones and strings. A recovering scarecrow. I used to hit the gym daily; now even my reflection was something I approached gently, like a skittish animal.
“You’re worse than me,” Gilbert said, pulling me out of my head. “You call me the ladies’ man, but I’ve seen you get all philosophical the second a girl smiles your way.”
Gilbert barked a laugh. “Please. You’re no better, Romeo. Remember sophomore year? That girl—what was her name? Maya? The one from sophomore year?”
I groaned. “Don’t start.”
“Oh, I’m starting.” He smacked the steering wheel. “You spent a month trying to ‘woo’ her without even talking to her. You were like a secret admirer from the 1800s. You kept writing letters and slipping them in her locker—letters, man! Who does that in the age of texting?”
“I didn’t have her number,” I muttered. “I was being poetic.”
“You were being creepy,” Gilbert said, grinning. “And you didn’t even have a class with her. You’d just pass her in the hallway, pretend you didn’t see her, then ask me if I knew anyone who knew anyone who knew her.”
I couldn’t help laughing. “Okay, yeah, I was nervous.”
“‘Nervous,’ he says. You finally got her number, remember? And she actually said yes to coffee. That should’ve been your big break!” He slapped the dashboard. “Instead, you showed up two miles late on a longboard in the middle of July, drenched in sweat like you’d survived a triathlon.”
“It was hot that day,” I said.
“Yeah, well, she’s standing there at the line, cute sundress, iced latte, and you’re next to her like a dehydrated marathon runner. And what do you two talk about? Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”
“We were shy!”
“You didn’t even look at her. You just stood there like two strangers waiting for the dentist. Then at the counter, your big romantic line was, ‘Which one do you want?’”
I cracked up, covering my face. “Okay, that was bad.”
“And when she said, ‘Do you need a ride?’ you said—what did you say?”
“‘I’m good,’” I admitted, grimacing.
“‘I’m good.’ You declined the ride from your first-ever date, then longboarded home, and came to my house saying, ‘I think it went well.’” Gilbert was wheezing from laughter. “Bro, she probably thought she got punked.”
“Hey, I paid for her coffee,” I said weakly.
“Oh, and the letters!” he said between laughs. “You kept sending her more letters because the guys told you to keep it going.”
“Yeah, and how was I supposed to know they were messing with me?”
Gilbert was red-faced now. “Man, you wrote her this tragic letter about how you ‘understood her pain’ because her mom passed away. You barely knew her! The whole football team was crying for the wrong reasons when they read that one.”
I buried my face in my hands. “I thought it was heartfelt!”
He pointed at me. “You were so gullible. Half the guys giving you advice had a crush on her too. The whole school had a crush on her. You didn’t stand a chance.”
“Thanks, man. Appreciate the pep talk.”
He snorted. “Hey, at least now you know better. Don’t write Lydia any letters.”
I laughed, shaking my head. “Yeah, no. Just books, apparently.”
He smirked. “Progress.”
“At least I don’t chicken out when it’s time to ask for their number.”
He squinted, then burst out laughing. “Don’t.”
“Oh, I’m doing it,” I said. “Remember the café—junior year—when you called your ‘girlfriend’ so loudly the barista asked if you wanted a second straw for your loneliness?”
He slapped the steering wheel, cackling. “No, no, no, we don’t resurrect that. I fumbled the bag so hard I invented a ghost.”
“I still don’t know how you manage to blush, but somehow, you do.”
“Talented,” he said, clearing his throat, still smiling.
We were quiet for a second, still half-laughing at the disaster memory.
Then I said, “You know what’s funny? Neither of us has ever actually had a girlfriend.”
Gilbert shrugged. “Yeah, well, some of us are slow bloomers.”
“We’re both bad with girls,” I said.
He grinned. “Bad with timing. Bad with execution. But, hey—great with jokes.”
I laughed. “I’ll take that.”
He leaned back in his seat, eyes on the road. “I used to think having a girlfriend meant you had it all figured out, you know? Now I’m like—nah. Not until I’m fully ready and running. I got a lot of stupid stuff to work out first.”
I nodded, looking out the window. The passing lights painted little shapes on the glass.
“Yeah,” I said. “After being dead twice, it feels like the least of my problems. Doesn’t mean I can’t see it one day… just—right now, the idea of being in a relationship sounds like a joke.”
Gilbert chuckled. “A dark joke, maybe.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But a funny one.”
Then, quieter, “Maybe I’m not meant to get married. I just don’t get relationships.”
“You’re telling me you don’t want a wife one day?”
“I do.” His voice thinned. “I just don’t know if I’d be any good at it.”
The car settled into the hum of tires on asphalt. The laugh we’d just shared folded itself away somewhere careful.
I hesitated, then said softly, “Hey, man… you ever thought about visiting your mom?”
His jaw worked once. The lightness drained from his eyes. “Why you gotta bring that up right now?”
“I was just… wondering.”
He exhaled slowly, eyes fixed on the road. “She’s at Clearview Haven. Upstate. It’s a psych facility—been there since… you know. Since the overdose.” His knuckles flexed on the wheel. “I’ve thought about visiting. But thinking and doing aren’t the same thing.”
A hollow opened in my chest. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”
“Nah.” He shook his head, but his voice stayed flat. “It’s fine. I just… I can’t bear seeing her like that. Half the time she doesn’t even remember her own name.” He swallowed. “Pastor Peter’s been helping me work through it—helping me understand it. God’s been helping me too, I guess. But I’m not ready yet. Not for that.”
I nodded, biting the inside of my cheek. In the place in me where the quiet gets loud, I heard Mr. Singer again, the words from the night I died—Tell him I’m proud of him. Tell him the garden still blooms. Tell Amanda… The rest blurred like a dream you try to hold underwater. The urge to say it elbowed up my throat.
Not now, I told myself. He’s not ready. Or maybe I wasn’t.
A minute later, he steadied his voice and asked, “Hey—did you tell Pastor Peter about your grandmother yet?”
The question hit me like air that’s too cold. I kept my gaze forward. “No. Should I?”
“I mean… yeah.” He softened the word with a half-smile. “Maybe not today. But someday. You can’t heal from something you keep burying.”
“I’m fine burying it.”
He let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “That’s what I said about my mom. Guess we’re both still digging.”
We drove the rest of the way in a mutual quiet that wasn’t unfriendly. Just honest.
Lightwell appeared ahead—glow haloing the big windows, strands of warm bulbs strung like amber constellations across the entryway. The lot was packed. Laughter spilled out into the cold as doors opened and closed, waves of voices and music sliding over each other.
“All these college kids,” I said, genuinely surprised. “I thought they’d be at bars or house parties.”
“Oh, believe me,” Gilbert said, easing into a spot. “Not everyone here is walking on water. Some of ‘em were drunk last weekend. But that’s the beauty of it. We get to see change—and be part of it.”
He cut the engine. The sudden quiet made the laughter outside sound even brighter. I stepped out and the cold kissed my face awake. My heart did that flicker—half nerves, half… something else. Peace, maybe.
We pushed through the doors into the lobby. Warmth wrapped around us—literal and otherwise. Strands of yellow lights crisscrossed the ceiling, softening the edges of everything. Tables along the walls offered hot chocolate, coffee, and paper plates stacked like an invitation. Clusters of people—hoodies, boots, fresh haircuts, chipped nail polish—talked in animated little circles. Hugs everywhere. No performance. No judgment. Just… people.
From the sanctuary, I heard a guitar ring out and someone say, “Check—check—hey hey,” and then giggles from a staging accident we couldn’t see. It felt like walking into a house that already knew your name.
“This is a place for people like me,” I thought before I could stop it. People who still don’t know what to do with their second chance.
Gilbert became a tour guide without asking. He pulled me from group to group, introducing me to what felt like twenty names I forgot in twenty seconds. Everybody had some weird minor superpower: a kid who made latte art with a Sharpie and a steady hand, a girl who fixed soundboards “by vibe,” a guy who knew three languages and preferred silence anyway. I got a few smiles from girls that slid off me like warm rain. I wasn’t here for that—at least that’s what I told myself.
“I’m here for the word of the Lord,” I muttered under my breath, and immediately heard myself. I’m here to see Lydia, I corrected in my head, and smirked at my own hypocrisy.
At the far end of the lobby, two standing mics rose from a low platform. A couple stepped up—bright eyes, clean lines, matching energy. Couldn’t have been older than twenty-five.
Gilbert leaned toward me. “Ryan and Jess. Newlyweds. They run this thing.”
Of course they did. They looked like they’d been designed to run it—adorable and competent with a side of banter.
“Hey, fam!” Ryan said into the mic. “Find a spot! We’re getting started.”
A ripple went through the lobby. People drifted closer in a messy semicircle. Jess grinned, chin up, pure joy. “We’re kicking off with icebreakers—yes, that means games. Don’t panic. Charades first. Two teams. If you hate charades, congratulations, you’re Team Two.”
Laughter. Somehow, it didn’t sound mean anywhere.
Before I could slide behind someone tall and hide, Gilbert’s hand landed on my shoulder. “We’re going up.”
“Nope,” I said.
“Yep,” he said, already steering me through bodies toward the left mic. I stumbled forward. Lydia slipped into the cluster at the last second, hair back, sweater soft, eyes bright—and my heart betrayed me by acting like a live wire.
We split into two teams. Jess explained the rules. Scenes were Bible stories. Points for guesses. Points for dramatic flair. “No speaking words,” she added. “Groans of despair, however, are allowed.”
The first cue flashed on their tablet. The kid from sound made a trumpet out of a paper towel tube and marched in a circle while another guy pretended to be a very breakable wall. “Jericho!” someone yelled. Cheering.
Next round: a dude mimed being swallowed, then exaggerated rowing from inside a stomach. “Jonah!” More cheers.
When it was my turn, the screen flashed Shepherd boy vs. giant. I picked up a wadded napkin, slung it, and did my best “surprised giant” face as I fell in slow motion. Laughter exploded. Someone yelled, “Oscar-worthy!” I bowed like a dork. Lydia clapped, laughing—an easy, unafraid sound—and I stored it away greedily.
After a few rounds, Ryan waved it off. “Okay, okay—new game. Buzz Trivia. One person from each team on the buzzer. Questions are easy. We’re building confidence here. Ready?”
A volunteer shoved a red buzzer into my hand. It felt ridiculous and powerful.
“What king wrote most of the Psalms?” Ryan asked.
I hit the buzzer before my brain finished the sentence. “David.”
“See? Easy!” Jess grinned.
“Mount where Moses got the Ten Commandments?”
“Sinai.”
“Paul’s letter with ‘I can do all things through Christ’?” Ryan asked.
“Philippians.”
A chorus of “okay, theologian,” rose up. Gilbert pumped a fist. “That’s my boy!” he shouted, too loud, on purpose.
I kept answering—names and places I didn’t even realize lived at the front of my mind. Questions rolled, buzzers snapped, laughter surged. With every right answer, something small and stubborn inside me loosened and let go. Belonging edged in, uninvited and entirely welcome.
“Hot chocolate and coffee in the back, snacks on the side,” Jess announced when we’d burned through the questions. “Pizza in ten. But first—let’s worship a little.”
The lights lowered a notch. The band slid into place. A single guitar note opened the floor like a door. We sang Reckless Love, voices a little shy at first and then brave together. Then Nothing Else, the room thinning into something tender, like a secret you only tell God.
I closed my eyes halfway through, one hand in my pocket feeling the square corners of the small book I’d brought. I couldn’t tell if what I felt was adrenaline, joy, or something holy. Maybe it didn’t matter. For the first time in a long time, my mind wasn’t listing symptoms. I wasn’t thinking about dying. I wasn’t trying to survive the next minute. I was just… here.
When the last chord faded, nobody rushed to fill the silence. It ended softly—applause like rain on leaves.
“These past few weeks,” I thought, “are the first ones in forever that feel like they might belong to me.” I didn’t know if it was God, the music, or Lydia. Maybe it was all three. I didn’t want to dissect it.
“Pizza’s ready!” Ryan called, and the room resumed being a room, buzzing.
Gilbert nudged me toward the tables as conversations restarted everywhere like lights winking on. I breathed in the warm sauce scent and smiled without thinking.
Tonight, I thought, might actually be good.
The smell of pizza could probably convert atheists.
The lobby turned into a line of grinning, hungry twenty-somethings. The sound of soda cans cracking, laughter, worship chatter—it all wove together into something that felt alive. I grabbed a paper plate, trying to look normal, trying not to seem like the guy who’d spent the better part of a year hooked to machines.
Two guys from Gilbert’s small group joined us at the table. They were friendly in that effortless way that makes you think they’d been born at church potlucks.
“So what do you do?” one of them asked after the usual name-swapping.
The question hit harder than it should’ve. I forked at my slice to buy time.
“Uh, physical therapy right now. Still recovering. Taking a break from school.”
“Nice, man,” the other said, genuine. “Glad you’re getting back to it.”
I nodded and smiled, but it felt stiff. “Yeah.”
Gilbert noticed my face immediately. He had that radar for discomfort.
“Hey, grab me a water?” he told one of them, then turned to me when they were gone. “You good?”
“I just hate the ‘what do you do’ question,” I muttered.
“Everybody here hates it,” he said. “Half of them sell coffee or deliver packages or do DoorDash theology. You fit right in.”
I laughed, but quietly. It was comforting—the way he made the world small enough to hold again.
We drifted toward the side tables. That’s when I noticed a kid standing off to the corner near the doors, hands fidgeting like he was counting invisible strings. His shoulders trembled every time someone laughed too loud.
Without thinking, I walked over.
“Hey,” I said. “You good?”
He startled like I’d shouted. “Yeah—yeah, I just… I get anxious. Feels like everyone’s looking at me.”
I nodded, leaning a little on the railing beside him. “Look, man—everyone here’s anxious at least five percent of the time. The other ninety-five are faking it. You’re not the only one trying to fit in.”
He blinked, confused, then almost laughed. “Thanks. That helps, actually.”
“Come on,” I said. “There’s pizza. And they’ve got the good kind of pepperoni.”
We walked over. His hands stopped shaking halfway there.
Gilbert saw us, smiled, and mouthed, Nice.
I grabbed another slice and had just taken a bite when a voice came from behind me—soft, clear, a little amused.
“Hey.”
Lydia.
I turned too fast, almost dropped my plate. She was wearing a cream sweater, her hair down this time, strawberry-blonde catching the light. Up close, you could see how the green around her pupils bloomed when she smiled.
“Hi,” I said, which sounded like I’d just discovered speech.
She laughed. “How are you feeling? I heard you’ve been recovering really well.”
“Yeah. PT’s almost over. Doctor says I’m doing great.” I tried not to sound like I was bragging about walking without tripping. “You look—uh—better than great. I mean, good.”
Her smile widened but softened. “Thanks.” She brushed her hair behind one ear. “My mom’s okay today. Better than yesterday, actually. It comes in waves.”
That pulled me back down. “I was going to ask. And your dad?”
She hesitated. “He’s with her tonight. She wasn’t feeling great this morning. I think he forgot to text you.”
“Oh,” I said, guilt curling in my chest. “I totally forgot she’s been sick. He and I… we’ve been talking so much lately, and I never even asked. That’s—selfish.”
She shook her head. “No. He likes talking to you. I think it helps him as much as it helps you.”
I nodded, not sure what to do with that.
Then she noticed the small book still halfway sticking out of my hoodie pocket. “What’s that?”
“Oh.” I pulled it out before I could chicken out. “You said you liked reading, right? I brought this. Mere Christianity. I’ve read it, like, twice. Wouldn’t give something away I didn’t survive first.”
Her face brightened like I’d just handed her sunlight. “C. S. Lewis! This is one of my favorites. You just went from maybe-cool to very-cool.”
“I’ll take it,” I said, smiling. “Maybe we could, I don’t know, read through it sometime? Or a Bible study. Café or here, wherever.”
She looked genuinely surprised. “That would be really nice.”
“Great,” I said, and immediately tripped over my next words. “Not that I’m desperate to, uh—study—with you—”
She laughed, gentle and teasing. “Relax, Elias. It’s just a book.”
“Right,” I said. “Books are safe.”
She hugged the book against her chest. “Well, thank you. Really.”
“Anytime.”
For a moment, neither of us said anything. There was music and laughter and the buzz of the crowd, but all I could hear was my heartbeat.
Ryan called from the stage. “Alright, guys, let’s bring it down! Last worship set before we close out!”
The band kicked in again, soft guitars and a slow rhythm. Lydia smiled at me one last time, then moved back toward her friends, leaving me standing in the half-light with a paper plate and a dumb grin.
The next song was Nothing Else. I knew it by heart now.
I’m sorry when I’ve just gone through the motions…
I sang quietly, hands still down, voice a little rough. But I felt it. Not the performance kind of faith. The quiet, bruised kind. The kind that means you’re still here.

When everything wound down, people lingered. Conversations dissolved into laughter and warm goodbyes. Gilbert appeared with two paper cups of cocoa.
“So,” he said, smirking, “how’s your Bible study partner?”
I groaned. “Shut up.”
“Bro, every girl in here gave you a look and you didn’t notice one except her.”
“I was focused on the word of the Lord,” I deadpanned.
“Right. And the Lord’s name tonight was Lydia.”
“Drive,” I said, nudging him.
He laughed all the way to the car.
The ride home was quieter. We passed neighborhoods trimmed with lights, the kind of silence that doesn’t need to be filled. I stared out the window, smiling to myself.
Then, without really thinking, I said, “When I was gone—you know, that night—I saw your dad.”
Gilbert’s laughter stopped. His eyes stayed on the road. “What?”
“He told me to tell you he’s proud of you,” I said softly. “And to forgive yourself.”
The air in the car changed—thicker somehow.
Gilbert didn’t speak, just blinked hard, like he was trying to keep something from surfacing. “What else did he say?”
I swallowed. “He said to tell your mom that the garden still blooms.”
He turned his head, eyes shining faintly in the streetlight. “Tell my mom?”
“Yeah. That’s what he said.”
He looked back at the road, jaw tight. “Clearview has a courtyard,” he whispered, mostly to himself. “They grow flowers there. I remember a picture they sent.”
Neither of us said anything for a while. The hum of the tires was the only sound. Finally, he nodded once. “Okay,” he said quietly. “I’ll think about it.”
“Okay,” I said.
We pulled up to my house. He put the car in park but didn’t turn it off. The heater whispered.
The car was quiet for a while after that. The heater hummed low, the tires whispering over the road.
Then, out of nowhere, it hit me—like a flashbulb of memory.
“Oh, crap,” I said.
Gilbert looked over. “What?”
“I just realized something. I didn’t write her a letter this time, but I did leave a note in the book.”
He groaned. “Bro. Why?”
“I was just being thoughtful,” I said, defensive but grinning.
He shook his head, trying not to laugh. “You cannot help yourself.”
“Hey, it wasn’t weird. I didn’t write anything I didn’t mean.”
He raised an eyebrow. “So what did you write?”
I took a breath. “Something like—‘I’ve been rereading this book, and I thought you might like it. It’s not just about believing, but about learning how to live what you believe.’”
Gilbert squinted. “That’s actually… not bad.”
“I told you.”
“But,” he said, stretching the word, “it is you, so part of me thinks she’s gonna open it and think, ‘Oh no, another letter guy.’”
I laughed. “Wow, thanks for the confidence.”
He grinned. “I’m just saying, some girls these days don’t know what to do with something real. They’ll call it weird, call it too much. But honestly?” He looked out the windshield, voice softening. “Chivalry’s not the problem. People just don’t know what to do when someone means something.”
I nodded, staring out my window. His words hung in the air, warm and heavy at the same time.
“Yeah,” I said quietly. “Maybe that’s what scares them.”
“Oh and also thanks,” he said after a moment. “For telling me.” I think he took the message well after all.
“Yeah.”
He smiled crookedly, eyes still a little glassy. “Also—for the record—you’re totally, painfully in love.”
I laughed, pushing his shoulder. “Goodnight, Shakespeare.”
He grinned, put the car in drive, and rolled away under the quiet lights.
I stood there a second, watching the taillights fade down the street, the night still echoing in my chest.
Maybe this was what hope sounded like.


Chapter Twenty Seven
Aunt Liv had finally gone back to her condo two nights ago.
Technically, she’d never moved in with us, but it sure felt that way these past few months. Every morning I’d wake up to her voice arguing with Mom about coffee strength or which TV remote worked for which device. Now the house felt quieter, wider—almost like it missed her too.
Mom had left early with her; they were going to their own church this morning. Same routine as before everything happened. I was proud of her for slipping back into normal rhythms.
It left me with the car, which still smelled faintly like the lavender air freshener Aunt Liv insisted on clipping to every vent.
I sat at my desk, pen in hand, notebook open to a blank page. The winter light slanted across it, clean and cold.
It’s strange how words flow easier when they aren’t about pain.
That was the first thing I wrote.
Journaling had started as one of Pastor Peter’s suggestions—a “mental treadmill,” he called it in one of his sermons—but lately it felt more like breathing.
For once, I had good things to write:
· Mom laughing again.
· Aunt Liv’s meatloaf (still undefeated).
· Gilbert’s energy—it’s contagious.
· The church.
· The quiet way my body’s starting to feel like mine again.
I wasn’t sure what to call it—gratitude, maybe. It felt like waking up after a long winter nap.
I closed the notebook, grabbed the car keys, and checked myself in the mirror. My hair still refused to cooperate, sticking up in defiance of every comb stroke, but that was fine.
I looked… alive.
The drive to Lightwell Church took twenty minutes. The old storage-warehouse building shimmered in the sun, strings of leftover Christmas lights still dangling from the roofline. Someone had left the “Joy to the World” banner hanging above the double doors. It fluttered in the breeze like it didn’t want the season to end either.
Inside smelled of brewed coffee and fresh donuts. Volunteers in sweaters waved, offering smiles warmer than the air-conditioning.
I wasn’t nervous this time. Just… expectant.
Worship started slow, acoustic guitar and gentle harmonies, then built into something that made the floor vibrate beneath my shoes.
Hands lifted.
Some eyes closed.
Some people sang off-key, and it was perfect.
For once, I didn’t feel like I had to find where I fit.
I was already there.
Pastor Peter walked up to the mic, Bible tucked under his arm, grin easy but eyes focused.
“If you were here during the COVID lockdowns,” he began, “you remember the fight. They told us to close our doors. But how do you close hope? How do you quarantine light?”
Laughter rippled through the room, soft applause following.
“Liquor stores stayed open, but churches were called ‘unsafe.’ Yet this house—this Lightwell—became refuge. We prayed in parking lots, sang through masks, broadcast sermons from phones that overheated every ten minutes. God still provided.”
He paused, resting both hands on the podium.
“My wife, many of you know, is still fighting cancer. Some days she’s weak, some days she out-laughs me. Every breath she takes preaches louder than I can.”
A hush settled over the sanctuary. Someone whispered amen.
Then his tone deepened, more intimate:
“Following God isn’t easy. Anyone who says it is hasn’t walked long enough.Faith isn’t comfort—it’s construction. God’s rebuilding you while you’re still bleeding.But here’s the miracle: He doesn’t build around the pain; He builds through it.”
He flipped a page in his worn Bible, reading softly:
“‘We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope…’ That’s Romans five, verses three and four.Notice—hope isn’t listed first. It comes last. Because hope is the fruit of being pressed.”
He lifted his gaze.
“When you’re walking through trials, that’s when God is loudest. He doesn’t whisper in storms to be heard over them—He whispers so you’ll lean closer.”
A low murmur of agreement filled the room.
“I always tell my kids—and I pray it for yours—may you never have to taste the world just to know the sweetness of God. Don’t wait for a storm to start believing there’s a shore.”
He smiled faintly, eyes glassy for a moment before clearing his throat.
“I’ve been meeting with a young man lately—sharp kid. Reminds me why we built this place. The next generation isn’t lost—they’re searching. And we, the so-called grownups, are called to hand them our stories like torches, not trophies. To say, ‘Here—carry this light further than I could.’”
Applause burst again, louder this time. Some people stood, clapping.
I didn’t move. Just sat there, heart thudding, thinking: He’s talking about me.
Not by name, but I knew.
And maybe, for the first time, I didn’t feel like a patient or a miracle case.
I just felt like someone God hadn’t finished with yet.
The service ended with everyone standing. The worship band eased back into a closing song—soft, tender, like a benediction meant to linger in the air long after the instruments stopped.
People began filtering out, some still humming the melody, some hugging each other like they hadn’t seen one another in years. It wasn’t rushed. No one looked like they were racing to beat traffic or the brunch line. It was one of those rare rooms that made time slow down.
I stayed in my seat for a moment, letting it all soak in.
Faith isn’t comfort—it’s construction.Those words looped in my mind.
It was strange, the idea of being “rebuilt.”
Like I hadn’t come back from death fixed, just under renovation.

In the lobby, the smell of coffee and donuts was stronger now. People were laughing again, greeting each other, the chatter mixing with the shuffling of chairs.
Gilbert waved at me from across the hallway, near the youth wing. He was wearing a blue volunteer shirt with the words NEXTGEN printed in white across the chest. His hair was damp—sweat, probably.
“Bro!” he yelled, jogging up to me. “How was it? Sermon hit hard, huh?”
“Yeah,” I said, smiling. “You look like you got hit hard, too.”
He laughed. “Man, those middle schoolers are relentless. One of them tried to cross me in basketball and actually did. I feel like I aged five years in there.”
I laughed, shaking my head. “So you’re making disciples and bad knees at the same time.”
“Pretty much. Occupational hazard.”
He grinned, but I could tell he was proud. I liked seeing that. He needed that.

As we talked, Lydia passed by, holding a box of church bulletins.
Her hair was pulled back, light catching the strawberry hues at the ends. She stopped for a second when she saw us.
“Hey,” she said, smiling.
“Hey,” I managed to say, half-waving, half-freezing.
Gilbert smirked beside me like he already had a dozen jokes loading up.
“Good to see you here again,” she said. “My dad was really happy you came.”
“Yeah, it was a good message,” I said, trying not to sound too serious.
“It was,” she said softly. “That part about being rebuilt—I liked that.”
“Me too,” I said. “Kind of feels like what I’ve been doing lately.”
She smiled wider, nodded once, then glanced toward the hallway. “I better finish these before Dad thinks I disappeared.”
She waved at both of us, walked away.
The second she was out of sight, Gilbert leaned close. “You like her.”
I groaned. “Don’t start.”
“Too late, lover boy. I saw that look. You were practically glowing.”
“Yeah, from embarrassment.”

We walked out together toward the parking lot, sunlight flooding through the tall windows, warm and gold even in the cold.
People were still standing in groups, chatting near cars, kids running between legs, volunteers collecting cones and signs.
It looked like a small town fair—the kind of life that felt unreachable not long ago.
Gilbert was still talking about the middle schoolers and how one had tried to “baptize” his sneakers in a puddle, but my attention kept drifting back to Pastor Peter’s words.
Faith isn’t comfort—it’s construction.Hope comes last.
It made sense now—why the healing process wasn’t instant, why it wasn’t supposed to be.
When we reached the car, Gilbert smacked my shoulder.
“Hey, man, next Sunday—think you’ll come again?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Actually… yeah.”
“Good. I’ll save you a seat.”
He jogged off toward the youth building, and I stood there for a second before getting into the car.
The world looked a little different. Not glowing or cinematic—just steadier.
The kind of steady that made you believe things could stay okay for a while.
As I drove home, I thought of something to write later in my notebook.
Hope feels like a habit. The more I practice it, the more it feels like breathing again.
By the time I got home, the sun was sliding behind the neighbor’s rooftops, setting the whole sky on fire—orange, gold, faint purple at the edges.
The house smelled like cinnamon again; Mom must’ve left a candle burning before heading out.
I dropped my keys on the counter, kicked off my shoes, and collapsed onto the couch.
My phone buzzed.
Pastor Peter.
Hey Elias, sorry I didn’t get to talk after service today—crowds, you know how it goes. But I saw you in the audience. Made me really glad you came. You doing okay?
I smiled. He didn’t have to text, but he always did.
I typed back:
Yeah, doing good. The message really hit. Thanks for checking in.
A moment passed before another bubble appeared.
That means a lot. How about we pick up our talks again? Wednesday afternoon? Same place?
I read it twice, feeling that little spark of anticipation.
Somewhere between mentorship and therapy, these meetings had become something else—like lessons I didn’t know I needed.
Yeah, that works. See you Wednesday.
A thumbs-up emoji came through, then nothing.
I set the phone face-down on the coffee table, leaned back, and let the silence settle.
Outside, a few last streaks of light filtered through the blinds, painting the walls in gold stripes.
For a second, I thought about the sermon again—faith isn’t comfort; it’s construction.
Maybe this was part of it—the rebuilding, the small bricks of ordinary days, one conversation at a time.


Chapter Twenty Eight
Wednesday afternoon came with that kind of lazy light that doesn’t quite know if it’s golden or gray. I parked outside Lightwell, next to the small row of oaks that lined the side of the building. The church always looked different during the week—quiet, ordinary, almost like it went to sleep between Sundays.
It still surprised me how much this place felt like home. The first time I came here, it was crowded, glowing, loud. Now, it was just stillness and the faint echo of vacuum cleaners somewhere down the hall.
Pastor Peter’s office door was cracked open, and his voice called out before I even knocked.
“Come on in, son.”
He was sitting at his desk, sleeves rolled up, tie loosened, a mug of something steaming beside his notes. The window behind him caught the last bit of afternoon light, turning the whole room warm and soft.
“Hey,” I said, stepping in.
“Glad you made it.” He smiled, motioning for me to sit. “How’s your week been?”
“Not bad,” I said. “Been reading.”
“Oh?” His eyebrows lifted. “What’ve you been reading?”
I hesitated. “The Gospels. You told me to start there, remember?”
He nodded approvingly. “Good. That’s where all the noise stops and truth starts.”
I smiled faintly. “Yeah, I guess that’s one way to put it.”
For a second, I just stared at the cross on his wall, feeling the words crawl up my throat before I could stop them.
“There’s this part I read that’s been sitting with me,” I said. “It’s when Jesus is in the garden. You know… before He’s arrested.”
Pastor Peter leaned forward slightly. “The Garden of Gethsemane.”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “He prays—‘Father, if You’re willing, take this cup from me. Yet not my will, but Yours be done.’”
He smiled softly. “Luke 22.”
“I’ve read that before, but this time it hit different,” I said. “I guess I just don’t understand it. If God loved Him—if God was listening—why didn’t He stop it? Why didn’t He answer?”
The question felt heavy the moment I asked it. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for an answer, but it had been gnawing at me since Sunday.
Pastor Peter didn’t rush. He let the silence stretch, the way he always did—like he was giving space for God to breathe between us.
“That’s a hard one,” he said finally. “But a good question.”
He reached for his Bible, the old leather one with pages that looked like they’d survived a hundred sermons. He flipped it open, running a thumb along the lines.
“You see, Elias, Jesus wasn’t trying to get out of obedience,” he said quietly. “He was showing us what obedience looks like when it hurts. He wasn’t afraid of dying. He was grieving what came with it—the separation. For the first time in eternity, He would be away from the Father’s presence.”
He paused, letting that hang in the air.
“That’s the real weight of the cup,” he said. “Not the nails, not the pain. It was the distance. He was carrying all of us—all the world’s darkness—on Himself. So yes, He asked. But it wasn’t out of weakness. It was the fullness of His humanity crying out.”
I leaned back in the chair, trying to take it in.
“So,” I said quietly, “God didn’t ignore Him.”
“No,” Peter said. “He answered—just not the way we think of answering. Sometimes the answer isn’t rescue. It’s endurance.”
He flipped again, this time to another verse, tracing it with his finger. “Hebrews five, verse eight. ‘He learned obedience through what He suffered.’ Even the Son learned—He experienced obedience, not because He needed correction, but to show us how to trust when the cost is everything.”
He closed the Bible softly, hands folded over it.
“God doesn’t break us to watch us hurt,” he said. “He allows breaking so what’s divine in us can rise to the surface.”
The room went quiet again. The hum of the church’s heating vents filled the air.
I stared at my hands. “So, it’s supposed to hurt?”
He smiled. “It’s supposed to shape. Pain’s a poor teacher but an honest one. It tells you what still needs surrendering.”
I thought about that. About how much I’d been resisting—how often I’d been holding on tight to my own plans, my fears, my pride.
It was strange, realizing how much of my life I’d spent running from things that were trying to rebuild me.
Pastor Peter leaned back in his chair and exhaled, his eyes flicking to the window. The light outside was fading, and the soft amber glow from his desk lamp made the office feel like a cocoon.
“You know,” he said after a moment, “I told you once that when I was thirty-seven, I thought I had everything figured out.”
I nodded.
He smiled faintly, though his eyes didn’t match the smile. “I had a good job. A respected one. A growing practice. Helping people untangle their heads while mine was slowly tying itself in knots.”
He chuckled softly at the irony.
“I was making good money, seeing my kids grow, watching my wife run her small counseling group at the church. Everything looked perfect from the outside.”
He paused, thumb rubbing the edge of his wedding ring.
“Then came the diagnosis,” he said quietly. “Breast cancer.”
I swallowed hard.
“I thought I could handle it,” he continued. “I told myself, ‘I’ve read the books, counseled the people. I know how to fix this.’ I tried to fix it like a problem instead of living it like a trial.”
He shook his head slowly, a humorless smile tugging at his lips. “But there’s no manual for watching someone you love fight a sickness that doesn’t listen to reason.”
His voice softened. “I quit my practice at thirty-nine. I couldn’t keep prescribing hope in an office when I didn’t believe in it myself. So I started seminary at forty. Thought maybe if I learned more about God, I’d understand why He lets people suffer. You’d think studying theology would make it easier, but it just made the questions deeper.”
He looked at me again, his expression a mix of weariness and peace. “Forty-one, I finished school. Helped my mentor rebuild his little church. Forty-three, I took a leap of faith and opened Lightwell.”
He laughed quietly, rubbing his forehead. “Fifty now. Still haven’t figured out half of what I preach.”
There was something raw in the way he said it—not self-deprecating, but honest.
He continued, voice lower. “My wife went into remission for a while. We thought we were past the storm. Then last year, it came back. I remember sitting at the edge of our bed that night, thinking, Lord, I’ve served You, I’ve obeyed, I’ve loved people, I’ve preached Your Word. Why again?”
He paused, letting the memory pass through him.
“I didn’t get an answer that night. Still haven’t, not the one I want anyway. But I’ve learned this—faith doesn’t mean you get to skip the pain. It means you don’t face it alone. The same God who didn’t remove the cup from Jesus sits with us when we drink from ours.”
His words hit deep.
I didn’t say anything for a while. Just nodded, slowly.
Finally, I said, “That’s hard.”
He smiled gently. “It is. But sometimes the holiest thing you can do is stay. Stay faithful, stay grateful, stay believing—even when your knees are shaking.”
The room fell into quiet again. I could hear the sound of the heater kicking on, a faint whistle through the vents.
“I guess I’ve been waiting for God to fix everything,” I admitted. “Like… all of this—me, Mom, everything that happened. I keep thinking if I just do enough good, maybe He’ll balance it out.”
Peter laughed softly. “You’re human. We all bargain like that. But God’s not trying to make sense of things, Elias. He’s trying to make saints.”
“That’s terrifying,” I said, half-grinning.
He laughed too. “Exactly.”
There was a light knock on the door. Lydia peeked in, her hair tucked behind one ear, holding a few papers. “Hey, Dad, sorry to interrupt—oh, hey, Elias.”
I sat up straighter. “Hey.”
She smiled. “Just needed to drop these off. Don’t mind me.”
“Thanks, sweetheart,” Pastor Peter said, watching her place the folders neatly on the desk before heading out.
When the door closed, he turned back to me with that knowing grin. “You know,” he said, “she told me you gave her Mere Christianity.”
I froze. “She—uh—yeah, I just thought she might like it.”
He chuckled. “A brand-new believer handing out C.S. Lewis. That’s bold.”
“Yeah, I wasn’t trying to… evangelize her or anything,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck.
He laughed outright this time. “Relax, son. I’m just teasing. Bible studies, huh?”
“Maybe,” I said.
“That’s good,” he said. “Just be careful.”
I frowned. “Careful?”
He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “I usually tell young men and women who meet through church to spend time in groups. Keeps things clear, keeps hearts safe. But I trust my Lydia. She’s got a strong head on her shoulders—and a good heart. If anything, she’s a light to people.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “You’re okay with that? Me and her talking?”
He tilted his head, smirking. “I am. But keep your eyes on the Lord, not just my daughter.”
We both laughed.
He stood and clapped me on the shoulder. “Elias, I’m proud of you. You’ve come a long way from that first day we talked. Keep reading. Keep asking questions. Faith’s not a test—it’s a conversation.”
“Thanks, Pastor,” I said, meaning it. “For everything.”
He smiled. “See you next week?”
“Wouldn’t miss it.”
That night, I got home just as the sky turned violet. Mom was already asleep, and the house was quiet except for the hum of the fridge and the ticking of the old wall clock in the kitchen.
I dropped my keys on the counter and sat there for a while, replaying the conversation with Pastor Peter.
His words about Jesus—the cup, the obedience, the silence—kept echoing. It didn’t make life easier, but it made it make a little more sense.
My phone buzzed.
A new message.
Lydia: Hey! I saw you came by to talk with my dad today. Hope it went well. Want to meet up this weekend? Maybe at the library? or somewhere quieter?
I stared at the text for a long second, the corners of my mouth tugging into a smile I didn’t try to hide.
I typed back:
Yeah. That’d be nice.
When I set the phone face down on my desk, I caught my reflection in the window—half-shadow, half-smile.
For the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel like I was waiting for something bad to happen.
I just felt… present.
And that was enough.


Chapter Twenty Nine
The gym at the Y smells like old sweat and disinfectant. The kind of smell that sticks in your clothes even after you leave. The echo of shoes squeaking off the hardwood mixes with the clunk of weights from the next room.
Gilbert’s already jogging circles with a soccer ball, flashing that grin like he owns the place.
“Come on, man. You’re moving like a ninety-year-old!”
I jog after him, half laughing, half gasping. “My ninety-year-old self still has better footwork than you.”
He snorts, passes me the ball. I trap it, stumble a little, send it back. We fall into an easy rhythm—pass, tap, pass, joke, breathe. My lungs burn, but it’s the good kind. It feels alive again.
After a few minutes, Gilbert says, “You’re stronger, you know that? Look at you, running around, no oxygen tank, no nurse hovering with a clipboard. You’re back.”
“Still feels weird,” I admit. “Like I borrowed this body from someone who used to know what to do with it.”
He grins. “Bro, that’s deep. But your ‘borrowed’ legs just beat me to the ball, so I’d say they’re learning quick.”
We keep playing until I’m bent over, palms on my knees, laughing. He grabs the ball and sits on the bleachers. “So,” he says, smirking, “café date, huh?”
I groan. “Don’t start.”
“You remember what happens when you take a girl to a coffee shop, right?”
“It wasn’t my idea,” I tell him. “She picked the place. She said it’s quiet, chill, full of plants.”
“Oooh, plants,” he says, widening his eyes. “That’s your thing, right? Nature, growth, healing—the perfect setup.”
“Shut up.”
He laughs so hard he nearly drops the ball. “Man, I’m just saying, next thing you know you’ll be writing Psalms about her latte.”
I throw my water bottle at him. “You’re one to talk, Mr. Ladies’ Man.”
“Hey, at least I don’t quote Scripture when I flirt.”
“You blush when you order coffee,” I shoot back. “You literally turn red.”
He points at his cheek, mock offended. “I don’t blush.”
“Uh-huh. Sure. I’ve seen tomatoes less red.”
He gives in, laughing, the sound booming across the court. Then, quieter: “Okay, maybe I do. But you? You like her.”
I shrug, pretending to adjust my shoe. “I like her mind.”
He whistles. “Yeah, that’s what every guy says right before writing love poetry in his Bible margins.”
I shake my head, smiling. “You’re hopeless.”

We cool down, sitting on the bleachers, sipping from our bottles. The court hums with echoes and the faint thud of basketballs from the next gym over.
I stare at the floor for a moment. “You know, it’s weird. I used to be an athlete. Now I feel like some experiment that barely survived. Every mirror reminds me of what’s gone.”
Gilbert nudges me. “You look fine, bro. Better than fine. You’re alive, that’s what counts.”
“Yeah, but sometimes it feels like my body’s just waiting to betray me again.”
He leans forward, elbows on knees. “Didn’t the new doc say it’s not hereditary? You’re not cursed, man. You’re not passing anything down. It’s done.”
I nod, trying to let the words settle. Not cursed. They sound good, but they don’t feel real yet.
Gilbert grins suddenly, breaking the heaviness. “Anyway—café date with the pastor’s daughter. That’s legendary. How are you still breathing?”
I laugh. “It’s not a date. It’s a Bible study.”
“Uh-huh. Sure. What’s next, Song of Solomon as the devotional reading?”
“Stop.”
He keeps going. “Man, if Pastor Peter finds out you’re quoting love poetry with his daughter, you’re dead.”
“Relax. We’re reading Luke.”
He puts a hand over his heart. “Doctor Luke! Respectable choice. Still a date, though.”
I throw my towel at him again, grinning. “You’re ridiculous.”
“And you’re in love.”
“Not even close.”
He smirks. “Keep telling yourself that.”

The whistle from a nearby basketball court cuts through the air. A couple of kids run past us, laughing. Gilbert stands, bouncing the ball. “One more round?”
“Let’s do it.”
He passes the ball to me, hard enough that it stings my palms. I grin. “Still think I’m a ninety-year-old?”
“Prove me wrong, old man.”
For the next few minutes, the world shrinks to echoes, sneakers, and laughter—the kind that feels like breathing for the first time in years.
After another round, we both flop onto the bleachers again. I lean back, chest rising fast. The ceiling fans above us spin slow, blowing cool air that smells faintly of rubber and old socks.
Gilbert grabs his water bottle, still grinning. “You know,” he says, “you don’t look half-dead anymore. That’s progress.”
“Wow,” I mutter. “Such encouragement.”
He laughs. “No, I mean it. Last time you played ball, you could barely finish a lap. Look at you now.”
“Barely surviving,” I say.
“That’s the point. You’re surviving while smiling. That’s a first.”
I smirk, but he’s right. I’ve smiled more in the past few weeks than in the past few years.
Gilbert taps the ball with his shoe, rolling it between us. “You realize how far you’ve come, right? Couple months ago you were seeing things, hearing things, and now you’re just… here. Breathing, moving, talking about coffee dates with the pastor’s daughter.”
“Bible study,” I correct him.
He grins. “Yeah, sure. Tomato, tomahto.”
I grab the ball and hold it between my feet. “You ever think it’s weird? How life just… keeps going? Like, everyone else moves forward, and you’re just trying to catch your balance again?”
Gilbert shrugs. “That’s what life is. Balancing. You fall, you learn, you walk funny for a while. Then you start running again.”
“Running sounds good,” I say quietly.
He nods. “You’ll get there. But first—maybe learn how to kick without tripping.”
“Shut up.”
He chuckles and leans back. “I’m just saying, don’t treat recovery like it’s a race. You almost died, bro. Twice. You get to go slow.”
“Yeah,” I say, staring at the faded lines on the court. “I just… feel behind, you know? Everyone’s got something going—school, work, plans. And I’m still trying to figure out what the heck I’m supposed to do.”
“Maybe you’re not behind,” he says. “Maybe you’re just early for something else.”
I blink. “That’s… surprisingly poetic.”
He grins. “Yeah, sometimes I channel King David.”
“You mean the one who stole another guy’s wife?”
“Hey,” he laughs, “nobody’s perfect.”
We both crack up again, the kind of laughter that feels good because it’s earned.
Gilbert stands, tossing the ball to me. “Come on. One last game before I go easy on you tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Yeah. You’re going on your not-a-date, remember?”
I roll my eyes, standing up. “You’re ridiculous.”
“Uh-huh,” he says, backing up into position. “And you’re definitely nervous.”
He’s not wrong.
For the first time in months, I wasn’t scared of collapsing or dying.
I was scared of living—and maybe that’s a better fear to have.
By the time I get home, it’s late afternoon, and the house smells like cinnamon and detergent. Aunt Liv’s laugh carries from the kitchen, the kind of laugh that sounds like it’s bouncing off every wall.
She’s here again.
I drop my duffel bag by the door and call out, “You live here now or what?”
Aunt Liv pokes her head out, her hair up in that half-crooked bun she always wears when she’s cooking. “Don’t tempt me, boy. I just might.”
Mom laughs from behind her, wiping her hands on a towel. “She’s not kidding.”
“I’m serious,” Aunt Liv says. “I’ve been thinking about selling the condo. It’s too quiet there. I can’t stand staring at Marcus’s old coffee mug every morning.”
Her voice softens a bit at his name, but there’s still a spark in her eyes. “Besides, this house needs a little extra estrogen. God knows your mom could use the company.”
Mom chuckles. “It’s true. The house feels less empty when she’s around.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Aunt Liv says, pretending to bow. “Now go shower, Elias. You smell like the YMCA.”
I salute. “Ma’am, yes ma’am.”

The hot water hits my shoulders like a benediction. I close my eyes and let the steam wash away the echo of the gym, Gilbert’s jokes, and the constant hum in my brain.
When I step out, my reflection looks… okay. My face’s still too thin, but there’s color there now. I grab the clippers from the drawer and start trimming my hair. I’ve been cutting it myself ever since Dad passed. He used to help me get the back straight. Now I just guess and hope for the best.
I mess up a line, as usual. Whatever. It looks decent from the front.

Downstairs, Mom’s setting plates for dinner. Aunt Liv’s already halfway through telling her a story about some argument at the grocery store—something about a man trying to return spoiled milk “with the audacity of Pharaoh.”
I can’t stop laughing.
“You two should start a podcast,” I tell them.
“Oh, we would,” Aunt Liv says, wagging her finger, “but who’d listen to a couple of middle-aged ladies complain about the world?”
“Everyone,” I say. “That’s the internet.”
Mom smiles at me, one of those small, knowing smiles that makes my chest tighten a little. She looks lighter lately—still tired, but not haunted.
“So,” she says, setting down the last plate, “tomorrow’s your… Bible meeting?”
“Don’t start.”
She laughs. “I wasn’t starting anything. I just think it’s wonderful you’re getting out again.”
“Yeah, sure.”
Aunt Liv smirks. “You nervous?”
“No.”
“Yes,” Mom says at the same time.
I glare. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”
She puts a hand on my shoulder, squeezing gently. “I am, sweetheart. I just know you.”
There’s a pause. The sound of forks clinking on ceramic fills the air. Then she says, softly, “I’m proud of you. For getting back out there. For trusting again.”
Something in my throat tightens, so I just nod.

After dinner, I sit by my window with my journal. I’ve been trying to write more lately. Nothing fancy—just thoughts.
It’s strange, though. Now that there’s actually good things to write about, it feels harder.
I jot down a few lines anyway:
“Small steps count. I’m learning to walk without waiting for something to break.”
The street outside is quiet. Cold. The maple tree’s bare branches twitch slightly in the wind.
Downstairs, I hear Mom and Aunt Liv laughing again. The house doesn’t sound empty anymore.
And for the first time in a long time, that feels enough.
Saturday morning feels clearer than most.
I wake to sunlight spilling through my blinds, painting gold stripes across the floor. For once, my head doesn’t feel heavy. No buzzing, no phantom echoes—just quiet.
The smell of coffee drifts up from the kitchen, and I can hear Mom’s soft humming mixed with the faint clatter of dishes. Aunt Liv’s snores leak faintly from the guest room like some gentle bear in hibernation.
I glance at the clock: 8:42 a.m.
Two hours till I have to leave.
My first thought?
Don’t mess this up.

I take longer in the shower than usual, trying to make myself look somewhat human. The mirror fogs, and for a second, I trace a little smiley face on it. Feels stupid—but I’m in too good a mood to care.
I grab my clippers, trimming carefully. I’ve been cutting my own hair for years—Dad used to help with the back before he passed. Now I just guess the angles, squinting at the mirror, praying for symmetry. The front looks good. The back’s probably chaos. Oh well.
I pull on a clean, soft sweater—olive green, the one that actually fits—and a thick flannel coat with brown lining. Simple, not flashy. Just me.

Downstairs, Mom’s at the table, coffee cup in hand, papers spread around. She’s still in her robe, glasses sliding down her nose.
“Morning,” she says, smiling over the rim of her mug. “You’re up early. Big plans?”
“Yeah,” I say, trying to sound casual. “Study thing with a friend.”
“Study thing,” she repeats, raising a brow. “You ironed your sweater for a study thing?”
I grin. “Bible study thing.”
She chuckles softly. “Better. You look nice.”
“Thanks.”
Before I head out, she folds her hands and says, half teasing but mostly serious, “Lord, bless his nerves and his outfit.”
“Mom.”
“Hey,” she says, “I’m just proud of you, sweetheart. You’re finally living again.”
Her words land heavier than I expect, but in a good way. I kiss her on the cheek, grab the car keys, and step out into the crisp air.

The drive feels peaceful. The sky is that kind of soft blue that looks brushed on by hand. My reflection in the car window doesn’t look ghostly anymore—still thin, sure, but alive.
The café—Willow & Bean—sits on the corner of Birch and Ninth. It’s the kind of place you only find because someone told you about it. Wooden sign, ivy around the doorframe, the faint smell of espresso that escapes even before you step inside.
The moment I open the door, warmth wraps around me—fresh pastries, roasted beans, low music. There’s a wall of books on one side, little handwritten labels that say things like Take a Book, Leave a Book and Used Stories for Adoption. Pots of tiny succulents rest between the shelves.
It feels alive in here. Like the air has stories.
And then I see her.

Lydia sits by the window, sunlight splashing across her sweater—cream-colored, soft, simple. She’s reading from her phone, smiling slightly at something she’s reading. Her hair is pulled back loosely, a few strands catching the light.
When she looks up and sees me, her smile widens like it’s genuine, not polite. “Hey, Elias!”
“Hey,” I say, and immediately forget how to walk properly. Somehow, I make it to the table.
She stands to hug me, quick but warm. “You made it!”
“Yeah,” I manage. “GPS actually behaved today.”
She laughs, that kind of short, sweet laugh that feels like music. “You found the best spot in town.”
“I can tell,” I say, looking around. “Feels like a greenhouse met a library.”
“Exactly! Plants and books make everything better.”
“I kill plants,” I admit.
“That’s tragic.” She covers her mouth, still laughing. “Okay, we’ll fix that someday.”

We head to the counter to order. I try to pay—she argues. “At least let me tip,” she insists.
“Fine,” I say. “But next time, I’m not letting you win.”
“Next time?” she teases.
“Uh—Bible study next time. You know.”
“Right,” she says, smiling like she’s humoring me. “Teamwork.”
We sit back down with our drinks—her latte art looks like a leaf, mine looks like something that used to be foam. It doesn’t matter.

We talk. Easy stuff at first—classes, her college workload, my recovery.
She listens when I talk about physical therapy, how I’m done with it now.
“It’s weird,” I say. “Going to the gym feels like pretending I’m still fragile. Like I’m waiting for something to break.”
She tilts her head. “Or maybe you’re proving it won’t.”
That thought hits harder than I expect.
She tells me about her internship at the hospital—pediatrics, how she loves the work but hates watching families grieve. “Sometimes I walk into a room and it smells like antiseptic and sadness. I smile anyway. You kind of have to.”
“You must get that from your dad,” I say. “The faith part.”
She smiles softly. “He’s something else, huh?”
“Yeah. That sermon he gave last week—it hit me. Especially when he said he prays his kids never have to taste the world to know how sweet God is. That stuck.”
Her smile fades a little, eyes distant. “Yeah,” she says quietly. “He’s said that to me a lot.”
“You’re lucky,” I say. “Having both your parents devoted to God. My mom’s been amazing, but… it’s been hard without my dad around. I wasn’t exactly the easiest kid.”
She glances down, thumb tracing the edge of her mug. “I let mine down too.”
That surprises me. “How?”
She sighs, looking out the window before answering. “College happened. First semester. I thought I could handle everything. A few friends asked me to join a sorority. Said it’d ‘open doors.’ You know how that sounds when you’re eighteen.”
I nod, letting her continue.
“The first few weeks were fine—study groups, movie nights. Then came the parties. I thought, I’m fine, I can control myself. I was raised better. But…” She pauses, shaking her head. “The world doesn’t really care how you were raised.”
Her voice lowers. “There’s something about walking into a frat house that smells like sweat, weed, and spilled beer, and realizing everyone’s pretending to be happy. People were grinding, yelling, smoking things I didn’t even recognize. I just remember thinking—this is what freedom looks like?”
She laughs, but it’s hollow. “One girl said, ‘You can’t enjoy it if you’re not under the influence.’ So I tried. Weed, a few drinks. Thought maybe I’d understand the hype. But all I felt was… numb.”
I stay quiet. There’s no pity in me, just this ache that recognizes something.
“I stopped after one night. Some guy tried to—” she stops herself. “Anyway, I was sober enough to walk away. Called my dad that night. Told him everything. He didn’t yell. He just said, ‘Come home.’”
Her eyes glisten slightly. “That’s the thing about God. He always says ‘come home,’ even when you smell like smoke.”
For a second, I can’t speak. Then I just say, “That’s beautiful.”
She laughs quietly, embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to get so heavy.”
“It’s okay,” I say. “You’re not alone in it.”
Her eyes lift, curious. “You’ve…?”
“I’ve been stupid too,” I admit. “Different kind of stupid. Not the party kind. The selfish, angry kind. Took me a long time to see that Mom wasn’t my enemy. She was just trying to survive too.”
She studies me for a moment, then smiles—genuine, not polite. “You’re a lot wiser than you look, Elias Wynn.”
“I don’t know,” I say, half-laughing. “Maybe I’m just tired.”
“Maybe that’s where wisdom starts,” she says softly.

Time slips away.
We talk about books—she’s reading The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry by John Mark Comer. I tell her about Mere Christianity, how I finished it last week.
“Wait,” she laughs, “that’s C.S. Lewis, right? That’s heavy stuff!”
“Yeah,” I grin. “Your dad told me to start simple. I started at philosopher-level instead.”
“You’re ridiculous,” she says, shaking her head. “I love it.”

Before I know it, it’s been almost two hours. The café’s grown louder—people coming and going, kids laughing near the pastry case.
We gather our things. She puts on her scarf, light pink with tiny embroidered flowers. “This was really nice,” she says.
“Yeah,” I reply, meaning it. “I didn’t realize how much I missed talking about real things.”
She smiles. “Well, we should do this again. There’s still, you know, a whole Bible left.”
“True,” I laugh. “We’ve barely covered one verse.”
“Progress,” she says.
“Small steps,” I reply.
Her eyes soften. “Exactly.”
We step outside. The sunlight’s brighter now, sharp and clean. She waves as she heads toward her car, calling over her shoulder, “Don’t forget Luke was a doctor!”
“Yeah,” I call back. “I’ll remember!”
And then she’s gone, and I’m just standing there, watching her drive away, trying to remember how to breathe normally.
Small steps, I think again.
Maybe that’s how grace works—quiet, slow, and disguised as something ordinary.


Chapter Thirty

Sunday morning came in gray and quiet, like the world had pressed snooze. Mom and Aunt Liv were still asleep; the house felt hollow in that gentle weekend way. I slipped out with the car keys and a hoodie, told myself a light workout would clear the fog in my head before I met Gilbert for second service.
The gym opened on a breath that smelled like disinfectant and tired rubber. I picked a treadmill at the end of the row, put in my earbuds, and scrolled to the playlist that didn’t talk back—soft piano, low-fi beats, the kind of music that doesn’t try to fill your skull with words. My feet found a rhythm. Belt rolling, breath steady, mind quiet. Just movement. Just a body doing something simple and good.
It felt almost normal.
Five minutes in, I saw her in the glass—the slanted reflection of a girl in a hoodie, hovering at the edge of my treadmill’s little kingdom of air. I figured she wanted the machine beside me. I nudged my pace up a notch.
She didn’t move.
I thumbed the speed down and glanced over. Early twenties, hair tucked under the hood, eyes rimmed with dark half-moons like sleep had been skipping her for a while. She had that too-bright smile that never quite touches the eyes.
“You’re Elias Wynn, right?” she said.
I slowed the treadmill to a walk. Sweat prickled my back in a sudden, unreasonable chill. “Uh… yeah? Do I know you?”
“No,” she said, almost cheerfully. “But I know about you.”
I tugged one earbud out. “From where?”
“Everywhere.” A little laugh. “You’re the one who died and came back. Twice? Three times?”
“Two,” I heard myself say, automatic. “And—what do you mean everywhere?”
“Online. Local paper did a story. You were on an Instagram page too—someone posted from the hospital fundraiser. We have a group that follows… you know. The Healer.” She lowered her voice on the last two words like it was holy.
My stomach tightened. I hadn’t heard that name in weeks. I’d almost managed to file it under “fever dreams and bad nights.”
“He’s real,” she said. “You’re proof. You’re walking. Whole.”
“I had doctors,” I said, too quickly. “A whole team.”
She shook her head like I’d missed the point. “People don’t come back from death without a hand pulling.” She said it softly, like she was telling me good news. “He chose you. He finishes what he starts.”
The air around the treadmill thickened. The room was the same—old men on ellipticals, a trainer counting reps, the rhythmic thud of someone dropping a medicine ball—but everything felt a half-step too close, like the walls were leaning in to listen.
“Hey,” I said, trying for casual, “I’ve got to finish up. Running late.”
“You shouldn’t speak against him,” she said quickly. “People who doubt—” She stopped there, smiled again. “Anyway. You look good. Better than the article.”
Something about the way she looked at me—like I wasn’t a person but a headline that might blink—made the back of my neck prickle. I hit stop, stepped off the belt, grabbed my bag.
“Yeah,” I said. “Have a good morning.”
She tilted her head. “You will.” Then, almost sweetly, “He sees you.”
I didn’t answer. I walked. I could feel her gaze on my shoulders until the glass doors sighed open and cold air slapped me clean.
Outside, the sky was the color of tin. I threw my bag in the passenger seat and slid behind the wheel, fingers tight on the steering wheel until they stopped shaking. The heater rattled to life. My breath fogged the windshield in quick, shallow bursts before the defroster figured out how to be useful.
The Healer finishes what he starts.
I told myself it was nothing. Just a weirdo. Just a gym conversation that went sideways. But her eyes stuck with me—those hollow crescents, that not-slept-in-days hunger. I wasn’t sure if she looked like a believer or someone who’d been chewed up by belief.
I pulled out onto the road and let the tires hum. The instrumentals resumed in my ear, softer now. Houses slid past—porches with sagging strings of lights no one had taken down, a kid in a puffy jacket dragging a scooter, a dog doing that ridiculous sideways hop on frozen grass. Normal life, all of it unbothered.
It was one thing to be a testimony at church; it’s another to be someone’s proof of a miracle you’re not sure ever happened.
I tried to remember if Mom had hidden any articles from me. She probably had. She would’ve wanted to protect me from strangers’ eyes. From expectations. From whatever this was.
A red light caught me. I stared at my reflection in the rearview—still too thin but not ghostly anymore, color back in my cheeks. Alive. Breathing. The kind of face people call “better,” like you’ve graduated to human again.
For a blink, the mirror seemed to show someone else—same eyes, just… set wrong. A tightness around the mouth I didn’t recognize. It must’ve been the angle, or the gray light, or the half-melted snow glare off the curb. The light turned green. I shook it off.
By the time I turned onto our street, my phone buzzed on the console.
Gilbert: Be ready in 10. Second service, front lot.
“Yeah,” I muttered to no one. “I’ll be ready.”
I parked at the curb and sat for a count of five with the engine ticking down. The house looked like it always did on Sundays—quiet, blinds half-open, the maple tree out front scratching the window with those winter-bare fingers. I could almost hear Mom and Aunt Liv’s voices from a thousand other mornings—coffee, shoes by the door, where’s my purse, did you feed the neighbor’s cat—but today the house stayed silent. Their church ran earlier. I had time.
I texted On my way back to Gilbert and pocketed my phone. When I opened the door, a seam of cold slid in and stitched itself up my spine.
Inside, I poured a glass of water, leaned on the counter, and stared out the kitchen window. The neighbor was wrestling his dog into a sweater that looked like a snowman. The absurdity of it almost made me smile. Almost.
I rinsed the glass, set it down carefully, and listened to the nothing of the house. It rang a little, like a seashell.
“You’re fine,” I told myself. “You’re just tired.”
Outside, a horn tapped twice—Gilbert’s shorthand for I’m here, get moving. I grabbed my jacket and stepped out onto the porch. He had the heat on full blast, windows fogged. He rolled one down when he saw me and squinted.
“You good, man?” he asked, studying my face. “You look like you saw a ghost.”
I tried on a smile that felt like it belonged to a better actor. “Nah. Just… weird morning. Need the day to settle in.”
He nodded once, like he wanted to ask a thousand questions and had just decided not to. “Church it is.”
“Yeah,” I said, sliding into the passenger seat, door thunking shut. The car smelled like cheap pine air freshener and clean laundry. Safe things. “I think I need church more than ever today.”
He put the car in drive. “Same,” he said. And for a minute, neither of us talked. The road hummed, and the town passed by like a held breath.
At a stoplight near the grocery store, a line of flickering bulbs on the old brick building stuttered, went dark, and came back. Gilbert didn’t notice. I watched the glow smear and gather in the wet pavement and told myself it was nothing. Wires. Weather. Old fixtures.
The sanctuary was only ten minutes away. I could do ten minutes.
I stared out at the gray morning, the way it put a thin layer of distance on everything and made it a little quieter. In the glass, my reflection looked back—steady enough, eyes a shade wider than calm. For one beat, it seemed to tilt, like the glass itself had moved, like I hadn’t.
I blinked. It was just me again.
“Coffee or tea after?” Gilbert said, casual.
“Yeah… coffee,” I said, finally finding the joke. “As long as it’s not at a café.”
He laughed, and the sound fixed something small in my chest. We turned into the church lot, cars fanning toward the building like they were being called home. I rubbed my palms together, breathed out, and told myself the truth I could hold onto:
I was here. I was breathing. And whatever the morning had been, I was walking into light.
The worship faded out on the last chord of “O Come to the Altar.”
It lingered like a soft ache before dying into silence. Then Pastor Peter walked up, Bible in one hand, coffee mug in the other, looking calm and real — the kind of man who could talk about heaven and still fix your car.
He smiled at the congregation. “Alright, now don’t look so serious,” he said. “We’re family here. If you can’t smile in God’s house, then you might need to check if you’re in the right one.”
Laughter rippled through the room.
Then his tone dropped.
“But today, I want to talk about something that nobody likes to deal with. It’s like broccoli for the soul — forgiveness.”
He waited a beat.
People chuckled.
“You know, I’ve learned people love talking about grace when they’re the ones needing it — but not when they’re the ones expected to give it.”
A few murmurs of amen.
He lifted his Bible. “Jesus said in Matthew five — if you’re coming to offer your gift at the altar, and remember your brother has something against you, leave your gift there. First go and be reconciled, then come back and offer it.”
He paced slowly across the platform, voice even. “That’s not easy. Because some of us been holding grudges so long, we built furniture around them. You’ve got people living rent-free in your heart, and you’re the one paying the bills.”
Laughter again, but uneasy this time.
He went on, “When I was younger, I thought I was strong because I didn’t cry, didn’t talk about pain. But that’s not strength — that’s scar tissue. You ever meet someone so hard you can’t even hug ‘em without cutting yourself on their edges?”
More nods.
He smiled, shaking his head.
“I’ve met plenty. I used to be one.”
Then he told a story about a man in his twenties who came to the church a few years back — a guy from the east side, grew up fighting, selling, barely surviving. He’d done time for assault. “This brother had a list of people he wanted to kill if he ever saw them again,” the pastor said plainly. “Then he found God.”
He paused. “But here’s the thing: he didn’t stop being angry overnight. He didn’t wake up glowing holy. He still had the same scars, the same nightmares. Forgiveness wasn’t a light switch — it was a fight, every day.”
The crowd was silent.
“One day,” Pastor Peter continued, “he came to me crying. Big dude, tears rolling down like he’d been carrying an ocean. And he said, ‘Pastor, I can’t forgive the man who shot my brother. I just can’t. He doesn’t deserve it.’”
He leaned forward on the pulpit.
“I told him, ‘Neither did I. Neither did you. But God gave it anyway.’”
The crowd broke into quiet amens.
He softened his tone again. “We talk a lot about forgiveness as if it’s just for the other person. But listen — forgiveness doesn’t set them free. It sets you free.”
He pointed gently toward the audience.
“When you hold on to hate, you handcuff yourself to the past. And some of y’all dragging that chain like it’s jewelry.”
The laughter that followed was small but real.
“Peter denied Jesus three times. Three!” the pastor said suddenly, voice rising. “That’s like your best friend acting like they don’t know you the minute things get ugly. And yet, what did Jesus do? He met him on a beach, made him breakfast, and said, ‘Feed my sheep.’”
He paused.
“That’s forgiveness.”
His voice dropped lower.
“Moses murdered a man and ran away. David stole another man’s wife and sent him to die. Jonah literally bought a ticket in the opposite direction of God’s plan. These were the same people God used to build His story.”
He let that sit.
“So don’t tell me you’re too far gone. God’s not intimidated by your sin — He’s just waiting for you to drop it.”
A wave of hallelujahs rose, carried by the hum of the keyboardist keeping soft chords behind him.
Then Pastor Peter got personal again. His voice trembled slightly.
“You all know my story,” he said. “My dad was a drunk. He hit. He screamed. I used to swear I’d never be like him. Then one day I looked in the mirror and realized I was angry the same way — just cleaner about it. The same poison, just in a fancier bottle.”
Silence.
“I hated him for years. Hated my mom for letting it happen. I’d preach about God’s mercy and go home boiling. Until one night, God said, ‘You want mercy, Peter? Then start by giving it to the ones who broke you.’”
He smiled sadly. “Man, I told God no — real fast.”
The crowd laughed again.
“But He kept at me. And when I finally let go, it wasn’t because my dad apologized. It was because I didn’t want that hate to own me anymore.”
He stepped away from the pulpit, voice soft but sharp.
“Some of you here—God’s been waiting on you to let go. And you think you can’t because they don’t deserve it. But grace was never about who deserves it. That’s the point.”
He grinned suddenly. “And before you say, ‘But Pastor, you don’t know what they did!’ you’re right. I don’t. But God does. And He still wants you free.”
Then he turned to humor again, giving everyone a breather.
“I used to say, ‘God, I’ll forgive—but I won’t forget.’ You ever said that? Yeah. That’s like saying, ‘I’ll clean the house but leave the trash bags in the kitchen.’”
Laughter spilled through the room again.
He let it fade.
“Jesus didn’t say ‘forgive them once.’ He said seventy times seven. That’s not math. That’s mercy without a clock.”
He nodded, slowly closing his Bible.
“Listen, sometimes the hardest person to forgive is yourself. But the cross already covered you. Stop trying to pay the bill again.”
The sanctuary was quiet enough to hear people sniffle. I felt a single tear slide down my cheek before I even realized it.
His next words hit harder, somehow softer than all the rest:
“You might be the only Bible someone ever gets to read. So what will they learn from your pages?”
That’s when the air in the room changed. My hands went clammy. The words stuck. My heartbeat felt too loud.
And then—warmth. A sudden trickle down my upper lip.
Blood.
Gilbert leaned toward me. “Bro, you’re bleeding.”
I stood quickly, muttering an apology, weaving past the row. The usher by the side aisle opened the door for me. The hallway felt colder, the hum of the fluorescent lights sharp in my ears.
By the time I reached the restroom, my head was buzzing.
And then the light flickered.
The restroom was colder than it should’ve been.
I leaned against the sink, head down, the metallic taste of blood thick in my mouth. A thin red stream had trailed from my nostril onto the white porcelain basin. I grabbed a paper towel and pressed it under my nose, watching the stains bloom like petals.
My heartbeat felt too loud in my ears.
The overhead light hummed, steady—then flickered.
Once.
Twice.
Long enough to catch my reflection jerking in the mirror.
For a second, I swore someone stood behind me.
I turned around. Nothing. Just the empty stalls, the half-open door, and the faint echo of the pastor’s voice drifting from the sanctuary.
I laughed nervously under my breath. “You’re just tired,” I muttered. “That’s it.”
But when I looked back at the mirror, the light stuttered again.
My reflection seemed… wrong.
Not different exactly—just off.
Like I wasn’t looking at myself, but through myself. Eyes a little darker. Shoulders a little more sunken. And behind me, the far corner of the room looked dimmer than it should.
I blinked, and it was gone.
My hands were trembling now, the paper towel soaked.
The light steadied. Everything looked normal again.
But my chest ached with something sharp and sour. Anger—or fear. Maybe both.
“Get it together,” I told myself. I tossed the towel, rinsed the sink, and forced a breath until the trembling stopped. When I stepped out, the light flickered one last time, faint as a blink.
Back inside, Pastor Peter’s voice filled the room—soft but firm, carrying that weight that seemed to make people breathe slower.
“If you haven’t forgiven your brother, your heart is already in chains,”
he said. “You can’t reach for heaven while holding a fist. God didn’t forgive us halfway. He forgave us all the way.”
I slid back into my seat. Gilbert gave me a quick look—concerned—but I nodded like I was fine.
I wasn’t.
The pastor’s tone gentled. “You know, I met a man once who couldn’t forgive his father. His dad had walked out when he was five. He said, ‘Pastor, I can’t pray for a man who ruined my mother’s life.’ I told him—‘Son, you don’t pray because he deserves it. You pray because you need to heal.’”
The room was quiet. Some people sniffled softly.
I sat frozen, staring at the pulpit but seeing nothing. Every word scraped something raw inside me.
Forgive.
Let go.
Don’t hold the anger.
It sounded easy when someone else said it.
But in my head, her voice started again—the words I’d buried for years.
You’re nothing. You’re just like him. A mistake I have to live with.
My hands clenched over my knees.
A low hum filled my ears.
Then Pastor Peter said it—the verse that landed like a hammer:
“If you bring your gift to the altar and remember your brother has something against you—leave your gift. Go, make peace. Then come back.”
Something inside me cracked. I felt heat rush to my face, but I couldn’t tell if it was anger or shame.
I wanted to stand.
I wanted to leave.
I wanted to scream.
But instead, I whispered, “God… help me.”
The pastor asked everyone to stand for closing prayer.
I barely heard him.
Only when people began moving did I stand too, slow and dizzy.
He prayed one final time:
“Lord, for the one who can’t forgive—teach them that forgiveness isn’t forgetting. It’s freedom. You died so we wouldn’t have to carry these stones forever.”
Amen.
The word rippled across the crowd like a tide.
Then he said, “The altar’s open for anyone who wants prayer.”
And before I knew it, my legs were moving.
I walked to the front.
My hands felt too heavy to lift. My chest hurt. I dropped to my knees near the steps. The air around me was warm but thin, like the oxygen had been drained out of the room.
I closed my eyes, waiting for peace.
Instead, a whisper came—not from outside, but somewhere within.
You still belong to me.
I froze. My pulse thudded in my neck. I tried to pray louder in my head, but the words tangled.
You can’t forgive her.
Look what she did to you.
My breath caught.
My heart was pounding so hard it hurt.
“Elias?” Gilbert’s voice, distant and careful.
He knelt beside me, hand on my shoulder.
“Hey, man, you okay?”
I shook my head, voice breaking.
“I—I can’t—I can’t do this.”
Gilbert started to pray, quietly, words stumbling but sincere:
“God, bring peace. Bring rest to his mind. In Jesus’ name.”
Something snapped. I shoved his hand away, standing abruptly.
“Stop it!”
The shout echoed, too loud. Heads turned.
Gilbert stepped back, startled, eyes wide but soft.
“Okay. Okay, bro. It’s fine.”
I blinked, breath shaking. The world tilted. Shame hit harder than fear.
“I’m sorry,” I said, voice cracking. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
Gilbert didn’t answer, just guided me toward the back. The sanctuary was almost empty now—just the piano still playing quietly, a few people still praying near the front.
“You want me to go home?” he asked.
I nodded.
The drive was silent.
My throat burned, and the copper taste had crept back. I pressed a napkin against my nose, but there was no blood now—just the ghost of it.
At home, Gilbert parked and looked at me.
“You sure you’re okay?”
I forced a nod.
“Yeah. Just… tired.”
He waited, maybe expecting me to say more. When I didn’t, he only said, “Rest, man. Call me if you need anything.”
I went inside, the quiet of the house pressing against me. Mom and Aunt Liv were still at their own service. Upstairs, I collapsed onto my bed without undressing.
The room was dim.
The air heavy.
And as my eyes closed, the old memories came—her voice, her hands, the sting of words I’d buried too long.
You’ll never be anything but a reminder of him.
I turned over, whispering into the dark,
“God… help me forget.”
But the silence that followed felt too alive.


Chapter Thirty One
The light comes in wrong.
It slides through the blinds in crooked blades and lays across my chest like straps I can’t lift. I’m not really awake. I’m not really asleep. I’m floating in the shallow water where every sound is too loud—heater clicking on, a car door three houses down, the hum in the walls that never stops—and the same sentences knock on the back of my skull like they’ve got a key.
You’re an abomination.
My daughter doesn’t deserve you.
You’ll be nothing but a thug.
My poor daughter gave birth to a monster.
They don’t arrive one after another. They arrive all at once, like a stack of plates thrown at the floor, shards overlapping. They don’t sound like a voice. They sound like wallpaper that keeps bleeding through whatever you paint over it with.
“Stop,” I whisper. My mouth is dry. My breath smells like sleep. “Stop.”
My heart does that bird thing it does—too fast for the size of the cage it’s in. I press my fingertips into my temples until white sparks pop behind my eyes. It does nothing. The words slide under the pressure and keep moving.
I try to breathe the way PT taught me. In for four, out for six. Count it. Anchor it. The air goes in, the air goes out, and the hand on my chest doesn’t move.
When I close my eyes, pictures push against them from the inside. Not scenes, not movie-cut memories with music and credits. Just pieces. Kitchen tiles with hairline cracks that gather dirt. The stale-sweet stink of cigarettes in curtains. A belt buckle tapping the counter in a rhythm I learned. Footsteps you can tell are mad by the way they land on the heel. The sound my own cheek made—small. Humiliating. A towel patterned with grapes hanging crooked on the oven door. A red pot on the stove I wasn’t allowed to touch. My voice thinner, younger, reaching for something that never arrived:
“Please don’t hurt me, I said I’m sorry—”
I hear it leave my mouth and it’s like waking up a second time. I sit up too fast. The room tilts left, then rights itself, and the heater coughs through the vent like an old smoker. Across from the bed, the dark TV shows me to myself: eyes smudged, hair dumbly pointing in three directions, skin back to a color that isn’t sick but still looks borrowed.
A knock as gentle as a fingertip.
“You up, honey? Made eggs,” Aunt Liv calls, bright at the edges, tired in the center.
“Headache,” I say. “Gonna try to rest.”
A beat. “Okay. There’s food in the fridge. I’ll be downstairs.”
Her slippers whisper away. Somewhere past the wall, the TV opens its mouth and starts telling the day what’s happening to it.
I reach for the Bible on the nightstand. The thin paper has a sound like a little wind when you thumb it. I don’t aim. I let it find me. It does what it does: finds something I don’t want.
Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? … Seventy times seven.
“That’s impossible,” I tell the page quietly. “Even you wouldn’t forgive her.”
The sentence leaves a bad taste, like old coins. I shut the book and the sound is too loud. A little avalanche. Guilt puts its shoulder under my ribs and pushes from the inside. Rage sits next to it and pretends it isn’t listening.
I get up and do the only thing I know how to do when I can’t do anything: pace. Door to window. Window to bed. Bed to door. I make a track in the carpet that will tell on me later. The blinds lay bars of light on the floor and dust floats in them, busy going nowhere.
Instrumentals. I need instrumentals. Not words that can argue with me. I put on the piano playlist I play when my brain won’t, and the notes sit lightly on top of everything else like a blanket for a body that’s already cold.
Time folds in on itself. Morning is a slow burn that doesn’t heat. My phone face-down on the nightstand buzzes once around noon and I flip it over like I didn’t care. Mom.
Staying late—extra grading. You okay? Eat. Love you — Mom.
A little twelve year old boy who doesn’t exist anymore sits up inside me and says why’d you leave me with her? The thought is quick and mean and I try to grab it before it finishes forming. I don’t. It lands, looks around, decides to stay.
My thumbs type something that looks normal: I’m fine. Don’t worry. Love you too. I hit send. It feels like borrowing someone else’s signature.
The heater turns off. The house settles with the weight of a breath held too long and let go. My stomach reminds me I have organs.
On my desk, the journal I started a few weeks ago waits with its stupid hopeful blue cover. I open it to yesterday and read in my own handwriting: God’s still here, even when I don’t get it. Underneath that, another line: Freedom costs something. I don’t know what yet.
I stare at the sentence until the words stop meaning anything and become shapes.
The voices—memories, echoes, whatever label keeps them from being real—don’t shout. They’re too smart for that. They come like weather: a pressure change, a curtain moving where there’s no draft.
You’re filth.
You ruined your mother’s life.
Just like him.
Him. The word lands with a different weight. I don’t think it. My body thinks it. My jaw tightens. My throat moves like I’m swallowing something dry. I don’t want to chase it. I don’t want to see where it goes. I go back to the window and look out at nothing worth looking at: a street with a dip that collects dirty snow, a maple tree that keeps its secrets, a neighbor’s sagging string of lights stubbornly glowing at noon like their batteries don’t know how to quit.
“You’re still here,” I tell the tree, because it feels safer than telling me. “Good for you.”
The piano goes on being gentle. The day goes on being a day without asking me. I pick up the Bible again because I’m not done being stubborn and flip three times like that will make it fair. If you bring your gift to the altar and remember your brother has something against you, leave your gift there… first be reconciled… then come…
I laugh at the ceiling. It sounds thin. “I don’t have a gift,” I say. “I have a pile of rocks.” The kind you put in your pockets when you want to disappear into a river and not come back out.
My phone buzzes again. Gilbert.
Yo. You good? You ghosted after the altar. Call later.
I picture his face at the end of the pew, all worry and stubborn affection. The ache that’s in my chest moves two inches to the left. I type Yeah. Just tired. We’ll talk and hope the future version of me knows how.
It’s early afternoon before my feet find the door. The hallway smells like cleaner from yesterday when Mom mopped. On the wall, there’s a picture of Dad I don’t look at unless I have to—turnout gear, helmet under his arm, smile that makes you think everything is about to be okay. If I stand directly under the frame and look up, the glass catches light and I can’t see his face. That’s the trick I use when I can’t handle the real thing. Today I don’t look up. I force my eyes to find his mouth, his chin shadowed where he forgot to shave, the little crease by his right eye that I have too.
“Did you know?” I ask him. The words don’t move my lips. “Did you know and you left me there anyway?”
The house says nothing because it is a house.
Downstairs, the floor is cool through my socks. The TV spreads a rectangle of color across the living room. Aunt Liv’s legs are tucked under a blanket like always. She doesn’t turn around, but she lifts a hand.
“Eat,” she calls, like a rule and a blessing. “There’s arroz con pollo in the fridge. Two minutes, stir, one more.”
“Okay,” I say, because I can say that.
The fridge light is too bright. The plastic container sweats cold into my fingers. I set it on the counter, peel back the corner of the lid, and for a second my hands forget how to be hands. A tremor runs through them like a low-voltage current and the container tilts. I catch it. Barely.
I shove it into the microwave like it’s about to jump. The door squeaks the way it squeaks every time and I swear it sounds like a laugh.
The anchor on TV has the voice people trust during storms. Calm, measured, like she knows how to hold bad things without letting them spill. The music behind her sentence is the kind that tells you this part matters.
“…authorities discovered the body of a local man early this morning…”
The timer on the microwave says 1:37. The hum of it is a wall of bees.
“Family members say he had recently recovered from a rare neurological illness…”
My stomach folds.
“Doctors reportedly called his improvement ‘miraculous.’ No signs of struggle. No known cause of death at this time…”
The microwave says 0:59. The hum gets louder, or the room gets smaller.
“…relatives said he was ‘completely cleared’ at his follow-up on Friday. ‘He was just fine on Monday,’ a family member said. ‘We took him to someone who helped when things were difficult. After that, he healed. And now…’”
The word someone hangs in the air like smoke that won’t rise.
The timer says 0:41.
A picture flashes across the TV. Pale young man in a hospital bed, tubes, the exact softness in his smile they ask you to make when they say “be grateful.” I could draw that softness from memory because I wore it.
My hand goes stupid. The microwave door pops open early. The plastic container slides and the lid skitters under the cabinet like a bug. Yellow rice and shredded chicken slop onto the tile and fan out like some modern art that doesn’t want to be understood.
“Oh!” Aunt Liv says, halfway up from the couch. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I say. My voice is a hallway with no furniture in it.
The anchor keeps talking. The words are the same words people use when the story isn’t theirs. The hospital name is one I know with my eyes closed. The hum in the walls pulls tighter until I can feel it in my teeth.
Something moves under the skin of the room. Not a shadow. Not a thing. A pressure. Like the air wants to see how much it can take up. The thought arrives with it, soft and familiar as an old bruise:
You’ll be next.
It doesn’t have a mouth. It doesn’t need one. It uses mine.
The smell of chicken turns and my stomach turns with it. The sink is three steps away and I make it, hands gripping porcelain like it’s the only thing that won’t slide. There isn’t much—just the body saying enough in the only language it has left. My eyes water. Sweat beads under my hairline. The faucet hisses the way it always hisses and somehow it sounds like whispering.
Behind me, slippers on tile. A hand between my shoulder blades, warm and solid.
“Hey. It’s okay. Breathe,” Aunt Liv says. “Breathe.”
I try. The air thins and thickens like someone is playing with a dial. The piano in my pocket, still going, sounds like it’s two rooms away now. Under it, under her, under the house being a house, the old sentences line up and take turns, then all go at once.
You’re filth.
You ruined your mother’s life.
Just like him.
My daughter doesn’t deserve you.
You still belong to me.
I don’t know which one I’m answering when I hear myself say it—small, hoarse, a string pulled too tight:
“I can’t.”
Aunt Liv’s hand presses a little firmer between my shoulders. “You can’t what, baby?”
“I can’t forgive her.”
I can’t breathe right. My chest feels too tight, like my ribs are trying to cage something that’s breaking out.
Aunt Liv stays quiet for a long while before she finally speaks, her voice soft enough to sound like a prayer she doesn’t believe will be answered.
“Your grandmother… she wasn’t right, Elias.”
The words drop slow, careful, like she’s setting them down on glass.
“She had anger in her bones. Old anger. It didn’t start with you, or even your mother. It went back further. To her parents, maybe even before them. But she carried it like a curse, and she spread it like sickness.”
I shake my head, my throat tight. “That doesn’t explain what she did. What she said.”
“No,” she says quietly. “It doesn’t. Some things can’t be explained. Only survived.”
The kitchen hums around us — the faint tick of the microwave clock, the patter of rain against the window, the soft ache of silence.
I feel the memories moving again, trying to surface — the sting of words that cut deeper than the belt ever did. I push them down, but they keep climbing.
“She used to call me names,” I say. “Said I was just like my father. Said I was—”
I stop myself. I can still hear the rest in my head.
Aunt Liv closes her eyes. “Your grandmother hated what she couldn’t control. Your father, your mother, you. Love scared her, because it meant she could lose something. So she made sure everyone was too afraid to love her back.”
I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste iron. “But why me? I was a kid. She should’ve protected me.”
Her eyes meet mine — heavy, wet, old.
“She saw your father in you,” she says. “Every smile, every word. He was her disappointment, her proof that she’d failed as a mother. When she looked at you, she didn’t see her grandson. She saw him — and everything she never fixed. That’s what hatred does, Elias. It makes people blind.”
My hands are shaking now. I try to steady them, but the anger keeps rising, like something molten under my ribs.
“What about my dad?” I ask. “What did he do? Why did Mom even stay with him if it was all just pain?”
Her face softens, then hardens again — like she’s fighting herself.
“Your father wasn’t a bad man, baby. But he wasn’t a healed one either. He grew up with a drunk for a dad — your grandpa Ricky. He watched things no boy should ever see. Heard things no boy should ever hear. When he got older, he thought yelling was love, because that’s all he’d known.”
I look down, fists clenched. “So he became what he hated.”
She nods slowly. “That’s what most people do, unless they break the cycle. But your father did, Elias. He really did. He sobered up when your mom told him she was pregnant. He got better for a while. Then the stress came, the fear, the old demons. He slipped back.”
The phrase old demons echoes longer than it should.
I look up sharply. “Demons?”
She exhales, rubbing her arm. “I mean that figuratively, honey. But your grandmother—she didn’t always mean it that way. She had her ways. Her rituals, her… beliefs. She thought she could control what she feared by dabbling in it. And your mother grew up around that. Around the dark and the holy mixing together until she couldn’t tell the difference.”
I feel my pulse quicken. “So she knew. Mom knew what her mother was like.”
“She knew,” Aunt Liv says softly. “But she didn’t have anyone else to take care of you after your father died. She thought she could protect you from it. She thought if she just kept her head down, prayed hard enough, things would change.”
The word protect breaks something loose inside me.
“Protect me?” I say, laughing once — the kind of laugh that isn’t laughter. “She left me with that woman. That woman called me—”
I stop again, but the words are already there, burning behind my teeth.
“She told me I was nothing. That I was—”
Aunt Liv reaches out to touch my hand. I pull away.
She flinches but doesn’t move.
“She was wrong,” she says. “You weren’t nothing. You were a child. You were light, Elias. She was the one lost in the dark.”
But her voice sounds far away now, underwater.
Something inside me keeps repeating the words anyway — the ones I’m trying to forget, the ones that feel branded into me.
Monster. Curse. Mistake.
My breathing quickens. The room tilts slightly.
“I can’t,” I mutter. “I can’t forgive her. You don’t understand. She made me hate myself.”
Aunt Liv’s eyes glisten. “You don’t have to forgive her tonight. But don’t let her keep winning by holding that hate. That’s what she wanted. For you to stay small, and angry, and afraid.”
But I can’t hear her anymore — not fully.
Her voice is swallowed by the hum that’s been sitting in my skull all day. It grows, low and deep, like a vibration through bone.
I grip my head. The memories twist and blur together: the smell of cigarettes, the hiss of her voice, my mother crying through the wall.
And under all of it, a whisper so soft it barely has sound:
You can’t forgive her. You know what she was.
I press my palms against my ears. “Stop,” I whisper. “Stop it.”
Aunt Liv reaches for me again, but I pull away, stumbling back, knocking into the table. The chair legs screech against the tile.
Her voice rises, panicked now: “Elias, look at me! You’re safe, baby. You’re safe—”
But I’m not. I’m burning from the inside out.
The hatred doesn’t feel like mine anymore. It feels inherited. Like it’s been waiting all these years to wake up in me.
I sink back down, shaking, breathing hard.
Aunt Liv kneels beside me, whispering prayers I can’t understand.
The hum fades again, but the words it leaves behind stay:
She’s gone. But you’ll never forget what she made you.
And for a moment, I believe it.
Aunt Liv’s eyes drop to the floor, her thumb tracing the edge of her wedding band like it’s a worry stone.
“I guess you’re old enough now,” she says softly. “Old enough to know everything.”
I don’t say anything. I just wait.
The fridge hums behind us. The air feels heavy, like the room itself knows something’s about to break.
“Your mother didn’t leave you with her because she wanted to,” Aunt Liv says. “She was drowning, Eli. After your father died… she could barely keep up. The school didn’t pay her enough to cover mortgage and bills. So she took a second job teaching at the community college, night classes — English composition. She figured she’d only do it until she could be stable again, and take care of you.”
“She could’ve just put me in public school,” I mutter. The words slip out before I can stop them.
Her eyes flash with hurt. “She thought she was doing right by you. She believed the Christian school was where God called her to stay. She wanted to be somewhere that kept her close to her faith — close to your father’s memory.”
I laugh, short and bitter. “Faith? That faith made her live with that witch for two years.”
Aunt Liv winces. “Elias—”
“No, don’t ‘Elias’ me. You weren’t there.” My voice shakes. “That place—her apartment—was a nightmare. She called it ‘holy ground,’ but it reeked of rot and cheap incense. She said she was praying, but it wasn’t praying. I saw her do things. Rituals. Whispering names I didn’t know, lighting candles in a circle, staring at me like—like I was some offering she regretted.”
Aunt Liv covers her mouth, her face pale.
“She believed in God,” she says weakly.
“That’s a joke,” I snap. “Believed in God? She spat at His name. Said He turned His back on her, that He sent me as punishment. You know what that does to a kid? You hear that enough times, you start to believe it. You start thinking, maybe she’s right. Maybe I was the punishment.”
Tears spill down Aunt Liv’s cheeks. She doesn’t try to hide them. “She was sick, Elias. Spiritually, mentally — I don’t know. But she was sick.”
“And God let her be,” I say. My throat burns. “Where was He then, huh? Where was He when I was twelve and terrified? When she’d stand over me and say things that made my skin crawl? When she’d tell me my dad’s death was my fault because I carried his curse? Where was He then?”
Her hand flies to her mouth. “Elias, please—”
I can’t stop now. “I was twelve. Twelve. And all I knew was that my dad was good. He was kind to me. That’s all I had. That’s all I remembered. And then he was gone. Just gone. Mom said he was in heaven, but heaven sure didn’t feel close when I was stuck with her.”
Aunt Liv’s shoulders start to shake. She tries to speak, but I cut her off again.
“Was my dad really who everyone said he was? ‘A great man,’ ‘a servant of God.’ Everyone loved to say that, but he wasn’t perfect. Was he?”
Her voice trembles, “He—he had his flaws, like any man. He—”
“He what?” I shout. “What aren’t you saying?”
She takes a long breath, trembling. Repeated again, “Your father was good, Elias. But he was broken, too. He came from chaos, from a drunk father and a frightened mother. He fought that all his life. He loved your mother, he really did. But they were both carrying too much pain to see straight.”
“So he yelled,” I say flatly.
She nods. “Sometimes. Never raised a hand to her. But words can bruise too, you know that.”
The air between us crackles — heavy with things that sound like truth but feel like betrayal.
My pulse drums in my ears.
“So that’s it,” I whisper. “That’s the legacy I got. A father who couldn’t love right, a mother who worked herself half to death to make up for it, and a grandmother who hated everything that reminded her of them. And I’m supposed to forgive all that?”
“Elias—”
“No!” My hands slam the counter. “Everyone keeps saying ‘forgive,’ like it’s some magic eraser. Like saying the word fixes anything. Believing isn’t the same as obeying, you said that yourself! So what the hell was Mom obeying when she left me there?”
She doesn’t answer — not right away. Her face is streaked with tears, but there’s something fierce in her eyes now.
“Believing doesn’t lead you to heaven, Elias,” she whispers. “Living does. Living it through and through. Your mom was trying. She failed, sure. We all do. But she loved you, even when she didn’t know how to show it.”
I want to scream. To believe her. To not believe her. I don’t even know.
The voices in my head twist her words, mocking them.
She loved you. She left you. Same thing.
My fists clench until I can feel the pulse in my palms.
I can almost hear laughter — not hers, but my grandmother’s. The same low, cruel laugh that used to follow every apology I tried to give.
I whisper through my teeth, “I can’t forgive her.”
Aunt Liv reaches for me again, but I step back, shaking, tears burning hot.
“She’s dead,” I say. “And she still wins. She still owns me.”
I don’t even know when I started shaking. My hands won’t stop. My throat feels tight like I’m choking on air.
Aunt Liv is still talking — I see her mouth moving, tears running down her cheeks, but the sound fades like static.
All I hear is that same mocking hum, crawling under my skin.
She still owns you. She always will.
I stumble back from the counter. The chair scrapes the floor, the sound sharp, violent.
Aunt Liv reaches out, “Elias—”
“I said stop!” I don’t even know who I’m talking to — her, the voice, myself.
The words come out too loud, too raw.
The world tilts. The air feels like it’s vibrating. Every nerve in my body is on fire.
I start pacing. My chest aches like something’s pressing down on it. The thoughts won’t line up. They trip over each other, one louder than the next — flashes of memory and hate and guilt, all bleeding together.
I hear her voice again — my grandmother’s — faint, distant, cutting through everything: “You were a mistake. My daughter doesn’t deserve you. You’ll rot just like your father.”
I press my palms to my ears. “Shut up,” I whisper. “Please, shut up.”
But the more I fight it, the louder it gets.
Her voice mixes with others — voices I can’t name. Some sound like mine. Some don’t.
They echo, blur, hiss — laughter, whispers, words that don’t even make sense.
And through it all, one line keeps repeating:
You’ll never be free of me.
I can’t tell if I’m saying it or hearing it.
Then the rage comes. Not fast, not like fire — more like a slow, burning poison.
It starts in my chest, spreads up my throat, burns behind my eyes.
And before I know it, I’m muttering — half praying, half cursing.
Words I’d never dare to say out loud. Words that taste bitter in my mouth.
I curse everything.
This house.
This family.
This faith that keeps asking me to forgive people who don’t deserve it.
I curse Gilbert — his patience, his endless hope, his way of always finding light.
I curse Pastor Peter — his sermons about grace and forgiveness, his calm, his holy confidence.
I curse this church that keeps telling me to surrender.
I curse God — His silence, His plans, His faithfulness that feels more like distance.
And then guilt hits right after — sharp, twisting, unbearable.
Because I don’t mean it. Not really. But it’s there, clawing its way out of me anyway.
My jaw locks. My heart is pounding too fast. I can hear myself breathing — short, broken gasps.
It feels like there’s someone else inside me — someone angrier, meaner, louder.
I stumble toward the stairs, trying to get away from the noise, from Aunt Liv’s voice calling after me.
“Elias! Elias, honey, please—”
But her voice is miles away. I can barely stand.
The hallway blurs. The walls feel too close, too narrow, pressing in on both sides.
I slam my door shut and lean against it, sliding down until I hit the floor.
My knees pull up to my chest. My arms wrap around them. My head drops forward.
I whisper, “God, I can’t do this. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.”
The room is dark except for a faint line of light under the door.
I can hear Aunt Liv downstairs, pacing. Then silence.
It’s just me now.
Me, and the noise in my head, and the weight in my chest that won’t let up.
I close my eyes and see her again — my grandmother’s face, blurred and shadowed, eyes like pits.
Her lips move, but I can’t hear what she’s saying anymore. Just the feeling. The cold.
I press my forehead to my knees, whispering anything that might sound like prayer.
But nothing comes out right.
The only thing that finally breaks the silence is my own voice, hoarse and small:
“Why did You make me like this?”
The question hangs there, unanswered.
And somewhere outside, thunder rolls — quiet, distant — like a warning or an echo.
I don’t know which.


I don’t remember falling asleep.
My lamp was still on, painting everything in a dull gold that made the room feel smaller.
My head throbbed. My eyes burned every time I tried to open them.
I must’ve drifted off, because when I heard my door open, I thought it was part of a dream.
The sound was soft — the slow creak of hinges, careful, almost guilty.
I didn’t move.
Didn’t even breathe.
The blanket was still pulled over my head, heavy with the smell of sweat and fabric softener.
Footsteps crossed the floor, quiet, cautious.
Then the edge of my mattress dipped under a familiar weight.
Someone sat down behind me.
A hand touched my back — warm, trembling, tracing small circles between my shoulder blades.
It took me a second to realize who it was.
Mom.
Her voice came next — so soft it sounded like a lullaby meant for someone much younger than me. “Oh, my lovely boy…”
Her words caught in her throat. She tried again, voice breaking halfway through. “Elias… I love you so much.”
She thought I was asleep. Or maybe she knew I wasn’t. Maybe she didn’t care. “God knows how much I love you,” she whispered. “Every day, I pray for my mistakes. For the things I should’ve done. For what I couldn’t fix.”
She let out a shaky breath that brushed through the blanket near my ear.
Her hand stayed on my back — steady now, like she was afraid I’d slip away if she stopped touching me.
“We’re not perfect,” she said. “That’s why we need God more than ever. Your father wasn’t perfect, and neither was I. But he loved you, Elias. He really did. He loved you with everything he had left.”
I felt my chest ache, that name father hitting somewhere deep and raw.
She sniffled quietly. “He tried to change. We both did. We found God together and told ourselves, we’ll break this curse. We’ll break it for you.”
Her voice cracked on you.
I could hear her start to cry — the kind of crying you do when you’ve been holding it in all day. “My love,” she said through it, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what you’re going through, but I can feel it. I feel it in here.” Her hand pressed lightly against my back again, right over my heart. “And I’m with you, all the way through. No matter what happens, I’m with you.”
Then came the smallest sound — the rustle of her sleeve as she leaned down.
Her lips brushed my cheek through the blanket, warm and wet with tears. “I love you,” she whispered.
For a moment, I almost turned toward her. Almost told her I was awake.
Almost said, I love you too.
But I couldn’t move. I couldn’t make my mouth work.
She stayed there for a while, whispering words I couldn’t catch all of — prayer fragments that broke apart in the air:
“…protect his mind…”
“…let him rest…”
“…forgive him… forgive us…”
And then the bed lifted slightly as she stood up.
The floor creaked softly under her steps.
The door closed without a sound.
Silence.
Only the hum of the lamp and the faint pulse of my heartbeat in my ears.
I pulled the blanket down just enough to breathe. The air was cool against my face.
For the first time all day, the anger didn’t feel like it was strangling me.
It was still there — but quieter.
Like her voice had found a way to settle it, just for now.
I stared at the wall until my eyes blurred again.
Somewhere between the ache and the quiet, guilt slipped in — small, heavy, familiar.
I thought of all the things I’d said in my head. The things I’d cursed.
The way I’d hated her for leaving me with that woman, for not saving me.
But all I could feel now was the warmth her hand had left on my back.
I whispered into the dark, so quiet even I could barely hear it:
“I’m sorry, Mom.”
And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel completely alone.


Chapter Thirty Two
I woke up with that kind of headache that isn’t really a headache — more like the weight of everything I said, everything I thought, pressing behind my eyes.
The air in the room felt stale, the lamp still dim from the night before.
For a second, I forgot what day it was.
Then I remembered everything.
The shouting. The anger. The way I shut the door in Aunt Liv’s face.
The way Mom sat on the edge of my bed last night, whispering prayers she thought I couldn’t hear.
And now the silence — the kind that makes you feel like the world is letting you think you got away with something.
I sat up slow, rubbed my face, and stared at my hands.
They were shaking a little.
Downstairs, the house was empty.
Just morning light spilling across the table, the faint hum of the fridge. On the counter sat a folded note and two twenties.
Her handwriting looked tired — the same slant it always got when she was rushing out the door:
Elias,
Here’s $40. Go get yourself some food. Maybe go to the movies.
Aunt Liv took me to work today. The car’s here.
I’ll be home late — taking another shift.
I love you.
— Mom
I stared at the bills for a long time. They looked too clean, too generous.
The guilt hit first, then the resentment right behind it — the ugly kind that feels like a bruise you keep pressing just to see if it still hurts.
She was working herself to the bone, and here I was—her ungrateful son—too caught up in my own head to say thank you.
And yet, some part of me wanted to tear the note up.
Stop working so much. Stay home. Talk to me. See me.
But I didn’t move. Didn’t touch the money.
Instead, I just stood there, staring at the counter, whispering the only thing that felt honest:
“God, I don’t even know what to say.”
Repentance sounded right, but I couldn’t feel it. Forgiveness felt too far away. So I did what I always do — I numbed it. Took a shower, got dressed, brushed my teeth twice like that might make me cleaner inside.
When I walked outside, the sky was the same gray-blue it always was, the kind that can’t decide if it wants to rain. I sat in Mom’s car for a minute before starting it, listening to the quiet hum of the engine.
Then I just drove. No destination — just streets. Stopped at the usual café, ordered a coffee and a breakfast sandwich, sat in the corner booth while the barista wiped down tables and a couple argued softly near the door.
The world kept spinning.
And I just watched it.
I tried to thank God for something — anything.
Mom. Aunt Liv. Gilbert.
The roof over our heads.
I whispered their names like they might pull me back into gratitude, but the numbness stayed. After I ate, I drove to the park and parked near the pond.
The water barely moved — a thin sheet of glass under a weak winter sun.
I leaned back in the seat and let the heater run, thinking maybe if I just sat still long enough, something inside me would quiet down.
But it didn’t.
Still, I told myself: I’m gonna make today better. I’ll go talk to Pastor Peter. That’ll make things right again.
My phone buzzed.
It was Gilbert.
GILBERT: Yo. You wanna hang out later? Maybe tomorrow?
My last free weekend before school.
I stared at the message for a while before typing back:
ME: Maybe tomorrow.
And that was it.
No emojis. No small talk. Just enough to keep the friendship breathing.
Outside, a group of kids chased each other across the grass, their laughter echoing like something from a world I used to live in. I looked up at the sky, whispered under my breath, “Maybe today’ll be okay.” Then I turned the key, put the car in drive, and headed toward the church.
The air in Pastor Peter’s office always smelled the same — coffee, paper, and that faint, woody scent from his candle that he never let burn all the way down.
Normally it was calming. Today it just made my head ache.
He looked up from his desk when I walked in, that same quiet smile he always had — the kind that said he already knew more than he let on.
“Elias,” he said, standing, reaching a hand across the table. “Good to see you, son.”
I shook his hand, barely. My fingers felt cold, my body stiff.
He studied me for a second before motioning toward the chair. “You look tired. Have you been sleeping all right?”
I gave a half shrug, sat down.
He waited for me to answer — the silence pressing. “You look like you’ve been crying,” he said softly. “Everything okay?” I tried to laugh, but it came out broken. “Yeah. I just… did something stupid yesterday.”
He tilted his head a little, gentle but curious. “Want to tell me about it?” I looked down at my shoes, the scuff marks near the toe. “No, not really.”
He nodded like he expected that answer. “That’s okay. When you’re ready.”
I leaned back, crossing my arms. My jaw clenched before I even realized it.
It wasn’t his fault. But the concern in his voice made me want to argue with him.
He sat quietly, folding his hands, giving me space.
The ticking of the wall clock filled the room like it was mocking me.
“Someone told me you shouted at your Gilbert after service,” he said finally. “That you ran off, nose bleeding. You okay now?”
I hesitated.
The memory came back — the rush, the shaking, the voice.
“Yeah, I’m fine…but I didn’t run, I left with him.” I said quickly. Then, sharper than I meant to:
“Why do you care anyway?”
The moment hung heavy in the air.
He didn’t flinch. Didn’t frown. Just nodded slightly, like he’d been expecting that too.
“Because that’s my job,” he said, smiling just enough to soften it. “To care. Even when people don’t want me to.”
I looked away. The guilt hit instantly, but I couldn’t apologize. Not yet.
He leaned back in his chair. “You know,” he said after a pause, “anger doesn’t always show up the way we expect. Sometimes it hides behind exhaustion, silence… or guilt.”
I didn’t answer.
He waited again, then added:
“That sermon on Sunday — about confronting anger and past trauma — it wasn’t meant to make anyone feel ashamed. It was meant to make us aware. Because anger… it doesn’t go away on its own. It festers.”
I nodded, mostly to get him to stop looking at me like that.
But he kept going, quiet, steady. “You don’t have to tell me everything, Elias. But if you keep whatever this is bottled up, it’ll start to define you. And that’s not who you are.”
I looked at him. The words hit harder than I wanted them to.
I rubbed my thumb over the edge of the armrest.
“I don’t even know what I am anymore,” I muttered.
He smiled — not a happy one, but the kind that holds weight. “That’s a good place to start.”
I exhaled, the air leaving me like I’d been holding my breath since I walked in. “Can we just… talk about something else?”
“Sure,” he said, settling back. “What do you want to talk about?”
I hesitated, then said the only thing I could think of — the only thing safe enough. “Your sermon. About anger and trauma.” He nodded, folding his hands together. “Good. Let’s start there.”
And just like that, he leaned forward, his tone soft but sure —
the way someone sounds when they’re about to tell the truth, even if it hurts.
Pastor Peter leaned forward slightly, elbows on his knees, the same way he always did when he was about to say something that mattered.
His voice stayed soft, steady, like he was trying to help me walk through a minefield without setting anything off.
“You know, Elias… most people think anger is just an emotion. But it’s not. It’s a defense. A guard dog for pain. It barks loud to keep people from getting close enough to touch what’s really hurting.”
I nodded faintly, though my chest felt tight. “You mentioned my sermon,” he continued. “When I said confronting anger means confronting past wounds… it’s because pain doesn’t disappear just because you refuse to look at it. It hides. It waits.”
He paused, looking right at me. “What are you protecting?”
That question landed heavier than I expected.
I stared at the floor, tracing the grain of the carpet with my eyes. “I don’t know,” I said finally. “Everything, I guess.”
“Or everyone?” He said it like it wasn’t even a question — just a mirror. “You’re angry,” he said. “And it’s not because you’re bad. It’s because you’ve been hurt. Somewhere in there is a younger version of you still trying to understand why.”
I swallowed hard.
I could feel the voices stir at the edge of my thoughts — like static in a bad radio signal.
He’s wrong. He doesn’t know. He wasn’t there.
“Sometimes we think forgiveness means weakness,” Pastor Peter went on. “But forgiveness is strength. It’s letting go of the power that pain has over you.”
My jaw tightened. I wanted to believe that. I really did.
But something in me snapped a little. “That’s easy for you to say,” I muttered. “You didn’t live it.”
He nodded, unoffended. “You’re right. I didn’t. But I’ve carried my own version of it.” He sat back, folding his hands. “When I was sixteen, I watched my father hit my mother. More than once. I used to dream of killing him.”
I looked up, startled. “I didn’t,” he said, half-smiling. “But I thought about it every night. Even after he began to follow God and lead the family righ, I was still holding on to anger and resentment. And when he died, I thought that would set me free. It didn’t. Because hate doesn’t end when its target disappears — it just finds a new face.”
I stared at the books behind him. The cross on the wall seemed to flicker in my peripheral vision. “You said something in your sermon,” I said. “About how we can’t come to the altar unless we forgive. What if I can’t?”
He nodded slowly.
“Then you ask God to start the process in you. Forgiveness isn’t an act; it’s a surrender. Sometimes it takes years.” His words were kind, but they rubbed like salt against skin.
“What if they don’t deserve it?” I asked. “They never do,” he said gently. “That’s the point of grace.” I laughed under my breath — a bitter, hollow sound.
Something trembled inside me.
Grace. Grace. Grace.
The word echoed in my head like a curse. “And what if I don’t deserve it either?”
He smiled faintly. “That’s the other point of grace.” Something in me cracked right there — a soundless, invisible fracture.
The static in my head got louder.
Bits of memory flickered: my grandmother’s voice, sharp and cold — you’re filth, you’re nothing — overlapping with my own voice shouting at her in my mind.
The air in the room felt thinner.
“Elias?” His voice cut through, soft but grounding.
“Where are you right now?”
I blinked. “Here.”
“Good,” he said quietly. “Stay here with me.” I took a slow breath. My hands were shaking.
“I can’t stop thinking about it,” I said. “All of it. The things she said. What she did. I keep trying to bury it, and it just… keeps coming back.”
“Because it’s not buried,” he said. “It’s waiting to be brought into the light.”
“I don’t want to,” I said. “It’s ugly.”
“So was the cross,” he replied. “But look what it became.”
I didn’t know if that was supposed to comfort me or not.
Because right then, I couldn’t imagine anything good coming out of this kind of pain.
I looked down again. My knuckles were white, nails pressing into my palms.
The voices buzzed faintly, low and dark.
You think he cares? He doesn’t. None of them do.
I pressed my tongue to my teeth, fighting it. “You don’t understand,” I muttered. “Then help me understand,” Pastor Peter said. “I’m right here.”
His tone was so calm it made me angry. “No, you’re not,” I said, louder now. “You’re over there talking about grace and forgiveness and light and crosses like it’s simple. Like if I just say I forgive, it’ll all go away.”
“I never said it was simple,” he replied. “I said it was possible.”
My breathing picked up.
The static turned into a dull roar, voices layering — you can’t forgive, you’re weak, you’re fake, you’re just like her.
I pressed my palms against my forehead, shutting my eyes tight.
“I’m trying,” I whispered. “That’s all He asks,” Peter said softly. “Just keep trying.”
I nodded — more to get him to stop than because I believed him.
The room felt smaller.
The ticking clock too loud.
His face looked almost blurred by the edge of my vision.
And under everything, those voices kept whispering — not loud enough for him to hear, but loud enough to drown out my thoughts:
You’ll never be free.
You belong to this.
It’s in your blood.
I swallowed hard and forced myself to breathe.
The session wasn’t over, but I could already feel something breaking loose inside — like the calm before another storm.
The clock ticked.
The sound of it had been steady for weeks now, a kind of heartbeat for these sessions.
Today, it felt like a countdown.
Pastor Peter said something — I don’t even remember what.
All I could hear was that damn ticking, over and over, like a reminder that time was moving, and I wasn’t.
“Elias,” he said quietly, “you’re somewhere else again. What’s happening?”
I stared past him, my eyes fixed on the window behind his head. Outside, the sun flickered through the blinds, stripes of light crossing the carpet.
The air felt thick, heavy.
“I don’t know,” I said. My voice cracked a little. “I just… don’t know anymore.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, that patient look again. “What do you feel right now?”
The question hung in the air.
I didn’t answer.
Because what I felt wasn’t something I could name — it was too fast, too sharp, too deep.
Like anger, fear, disgust, and exhaustion all fighting for the same space inside my chest.
“Elias,” he said again. “Say it out loud.”
I pressed my palms against my knees.
The words burned on my tongue.
“Angry.”
“At who?”
I didn’t look at him. “Everyone.” He nodded once, calm, like he’d been waiting for me to say it. “That’s okay,” he said softly. “That’s honest.”
But it didn’t feel okay.
It felt like something rotten had just been dragged into daylight.
“At God?” he asked gently.
That was the spark.
“Maybe,” I said, half whisper, half growl.
Then, louder: “Yeah. Maybe I’m angry at God.”
He didn’t move, didn’t interrupt.
“Because you tell me He’s faithful, but where was He when—”
My throat closed up. The images flashed — the kitchen tiles, the belt, her face.
“When she—”
I stopped.
The voices pushed in, close now, almost tangible.
You’ll never say it. You’ll never tell. You’ll never forgive.
“Elias,” Pastor Peter said softly, “look at me.”
I looked up. My vision swam, edges blurring.
He looked calm — too calm — and that made it worse. “You said forgiveness is freedom,” I said. “But what if I don’t want freedom? What if I want her to feel what I felt?”
The words hit the air like glass breaking.
He didn’t flinch.
“Then tell God that,” he said. “He can handle your truth.”
“My truth?” I laughed, bitter. “What truth? That I’m broken? That I’m some cursed kid born from people who couldn’t get it right?” My voice rose before I could stop it. “That my grandmother— that woman— called me filth, hit me, told me I was born wrong? And my mom just… left me there?”
I stood up without meaning to. The chair legs scraped the floor. “And you want me to forgive that? To just let it go because it sounds holy?” He stood too, quietly, keeping his tone level. “No,” he said. “I want you to stop letting it own you.”
That should’ve calmed me. It didn’t.
It just made everything in my head louder.
He’s lying. He doesn’t know. None of them do.
My breathing quickened. The room felt like it was closing in.
The cross behind him almost seemed to tilt, shadow stretching across the wall.
I backed up a step, hands shaking.
“You say God can handle my truth,” I said. “Then where was He? When I was twelve? When I prayed for Him to make it stop?”
“He was there,” Peter said, quiet but firm.
“No, He wasn’t!” I snapped. “Don’t you dare say that. Don’t you tell me He was there watching that— that monster beat me and say that’s love.”
The words ripped out of me, raw and shaking.
I could feel something between grief and rage boil to the surface, my throat tightening.
Peter took a slow step forward.
“You’re right to be angry,” he said. “God can take your anger. You don’t have to hide it. Scream if you need to—”
“Don’t tell me what I need!”
My fist hit the desk. The sound echoed like a gunshot.
The clock on the wall trembled from the vibration.
And then silence.
Everything — even the voices — went still.
I stared at the cross again.
Its outline blurred through the sting of tears.
“I can’t forgive her,” I whispered.
“Not now. Not ever.”
“You don’t have to right now,” Peter said softly.
“But don’t close the door on the idea.”
I sat down again slowly, face buried in my hands.
The static returned, quieter this time, almost like breathing against my ear.
She deserves it. You’re right.
I flinched. “Elias?”
I forced a shaky laugh, wiping my eyes. “Guess I’m not as healed as I thought.”
He smiled faintly. “None of us are. That’s why we keep coming back here.”
I looked at him — really looked — and for the first time, I didn’t see a preacher.
Just a man who’d fought his own ghosts and somehow still believed there was light left for the rest of us.
“You can come back tomorrow if you want,” he said. “We don’t have to end here.”
“Yeah,” I whispered. “Maybe.”
When I stood, my legs were trembling.
I was halfway to the door before I realized I’d stopped walking.
My hand was on the knob, but it wouldn’t turn.
The air felt heavy again, like before a storm.
“I don’t know what to do,”
I said finally, staring at the wood grain.
“I can’t do anything right.”
Pastor Peter didn’t answer. He just waited.
“Sometimes I get this… this feeling,” I said.
“Like something bad’s going to happen to me.
Like it’s already decided.”
I heard him shift behind me, but still he said nothing.
That made it easier to keep talking.
“My mom says she and my dad came from broken homes.
But they still found faith. They still tried.
And I saw that—saw how they loved each other, how they loved me.
So why did he have to die? Why did everything fall apart right after?”
My voice cracked. “She did what she had to. I know that.
She left me with my grandmother because she had no one else.
I didn’t tell her what was really happening there.
How could I? Call the cops and destroy the only family she had left?”
The words tumbled out faster, harder. “I tried to be good. Tried to keep the peace. But she—”
I swallowed, forcing the rest out in fragments. “She took it out on me.
Everything she hated about herself, about my father, about life.
I was the reminder.” I turned halfway toward him, eyes burning. “And still, I loved her. Isn’t that sick? After everything, I still prayed for her.”
Peter’s face was wet. I hadn’t noticed when he started crying.
He said softly, “That isn’t sick, Elias. That’s mercy trying to live in a place that had none.”
I shook my head. “Mercy? She didn’t know the word. She—she carried things, Pastor. Darkness. I don’t even know what to call it, but it was there. I felt it. I still do.”
He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “You don’t have to carry her darkness. Not anymore.”
“Then why does it still follow me?” I said.
“Why do I still hear her? Why do I still feel… unclean?”
For a long moment there was only the hum of the vent and the faint click of the clock. “Because wounds talk until they’re healed,” he said. “And sometimes God lets the echo stay just long enough for us to bring it to Him.”
The words barely reached me.
All I could think was how small the room felt, how tired I was of fighting air.
Tears blurred my vision until everything—cross, desk, window—ran together.
“I can’t promise I’ll forgive her,” I said.
“I can’t promise I’ll even try.”
“I’m not asking for a promise,” he said.
“I’m asking you to stay alive long enough to let God try through you.”
Something in me gave out. My legs felt weak.
I sank into the chair again, face buried in my hands, crying without sound.
He came beside me, rested a hand on my shoulder—not forcing, just there.
For the first time that day, I didn’t pull away.
I don’t remember when I slipped off the chair.
My knees just folded, like my body knew before my mind did that it couldn’t hold this weight anymore.
The carpet pressed rough against my palms.
Everything in me trembled — not like fear, more like something breaking that had been held too tight for too long.
“I don’t get it,”
I said between gasps, the words half-sobs.
“How could you do that to a kid?”
Pastor Peter didn’t move. I think he was praying under his breath, but I couldn’t hear the words.
“Your dad dies,” I said, choking on it.
“And your grandmother — the one who’s supposed to help you mourn — she’s the one who tears you apart instead.”
The air felt thin.
My voice cracked.
“She couldn’t do anything right. She just couldn’t. And when Mom finally got that job and could take care of me again, it was already too late.
I’d turned into something I didn’t even recognize. I hated her. I hated everyone.”
He opened his mouth, but I kept going.
“I can’t forgive her,” I said.
“Because she’s dead.”
Silence.
Just my breathing, ragged and uneven.
“She died a year after I left. I was fourteen.
You know how she died?”
Peter shook his head slowly.
“Neighbors said the smell started seeping through the vents.
They found her alone. Cardiac arrest. No one knew for a week.”
I swallowed hard, trying to find air between the words.
“I was glad. Not happy — just glad it was over. But then the guilt came, and I’d cry into my pillow saying, ‘I forgive you, I forgive you,’ like a kid pretending.
Except I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was a teenager. Old enough to know the words didn’t mean a thing.”
My throat hurt.
Every sentence scraped something raw.
“And then what? Three years of quiet, and then that disease.
Like a cosmic joke.
Something rare, something fatal, like I got tagged for it before I was even born.”
I looked up, eyes stinging.
“It killed me, Pastor. Twice. And I think it’s going to again.”
He knelt down beside me, slow and careful.
“You’re still here,” he said.
“For what?” I whispered.
“To keep hurting? To keep proving some lesson?”
He shook his head. “To live. Even through the hurting.”
But I couldn’t stop.
The flood kept coming.
“I don’t think God can forgive me.
I don’t even think I deserve it.
Maybe I’m just better off gone.
Gilbert’s got college. He’ll make real friends.
Mom would grieve, yeah, but she’d stop worrying.
One less thing to carry.”
Peter’s hand touched my shoulder, light as breath.
“That’s not true, son.”
“It feels true,” I said.
“What’s the point of love if I can’t keep it?
What’s the point of trying? Even when it comes to Lydia—
What’s the point?”
He waited.
The quiet stretched, soft and terrible.
“I’ve got a disease,” I said finally.
“I’m no good to anyone.”
He drew a slow breath.
“Elias, the illness isn’t who you are.
It isn’t punishment. It isn’t proof of curse or sin.
It’s a shadow that’s trying to convince you you’re smaller than the light inside you.”
I stared at the floor, shaking my head.
“Then why do I still feel like dying?”
“Because you’re exhausted,” he said.
“Because the weight’s been on you too long.
But you’re not alone in it.”
He said it with that same quiet conviction that always disarms me — like he’s talking from somewhere he’s already been.
I didn’t answer.
I just stayed there on my knees, arms limp, tears cooling on my face.
Somewhere in the blur of sobs I felt him pray — not loud, just a murmur.
Words about mercy, about rest, about hands that still hold when everything else slips.
And in that moment — not peace, not relief — but a small, fragile stillness.
Enough to breathe.
Enough to not run.
I stayed on the floor until the air steadied again.
He didn’t tell me to get up.
He just stayed beside me in the silence, both of us staring at the same patch of carpet like maybe it held an answer we hadn’t found yet.
At first I thought the crying would stop on its own.
It didn’t.
It started as a tremor in my throat, a few short, sharp breaths that wouldn’t line up.
Then something split open and the sound just came out—ugly, wet, shaking, like a child’s voice dragged out of an adult body.
“I want to die,” I said.
The words were small at first, almost polite, like I was apologizing for them.
“I just want it done. Please… I just want it done.”
They came again, faster, breaking apart between sobs.
“I want to die, I want to die, I want to die…”
And then the rest wasn’t even words anymore.
Just sound. Just breath fighting itself.
I couldn’t see through the tears.
The floor blurred; the whole room tilted.
I felt the air move beside me, a shift of weight, and then Peter was there—closer than before, kneeling in front of me. He didn’t say anything right away.
I think he was crying too.
My forehead fell forward without my permission, pressing against his chest.
He didn’t pull back.
His arms came around me, firm but trembling.
“It’s okay, son,” he whispered.
“It’s okay. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”
I shook my head, still gasping, still muttering the same broken phrase—I can’t, I can’t, I can’t—but he just kept holding on.
“You’re safe,” he said again, voice cracking now.
“You’re not alone in this, Elias. Not anymore.”
I could feel his heartbeat under my cheek, slow and steady against the chaos in mine.
His tears hit the back of my neck, warm and real.
It undid me.
All the noise—every voice, every accusation, every name she ever called me—seemed to collapse under that heartbeat.
For the first time, the silence that followed wasn’t terrifying.
It was hollow, yes, but clean, like space finally cleared for something new.
He kept saying it—
“It’s okay.”
“You’re here.”
“You’re loved.”
The words felt foreign, too heavy to believe, but I let them fall over me anyway.
I stayed there, shaking and breathing and breaking, until the tears thinned out and the air in the room turned still again.
Neither of us spoke after that.
He just sat on the floor beside me, one arm still around my shoulders, our shadows stretched long in the fading afternoon light.
Somewhere far off a bell rang from the chapel—soft, hollow, calling for evening prayer.
For a moment, I almost believed it was for me.


ACT THREE: The Witness
What survives the fire must speak.


Chapter Thirty Three
Sunday morning came heavy, like sleep that didn’t finish.
The sunlight over the parking lot looked cleaner than it felt. I parked Mom’s car under a tree and sat for a while, watching families hurry across the pavement—mothers adjusting collars, fathers balancing toddlers and coffee cups. Everyone looked like they knew exactly where they were going.
I didn’t.
But I still went inside.
The church café smelled of espresso and baked bread. People lined up at the counter, laughing, brushing snow off their coats. Someone was playing soft acoustic worship through the speakers—one of those songs that repeats the word grace until it almost stops meaning anything.
Grace upon grace, they said.
For people who don’t deserve it.
For me, maybe.
I stood by the window with my paper cup and tried to drink it like normal. Tried to believe the morning chatter wasn’t pressing against me like static.
A few people waved; some even came up to say they were glad to see me. I smiled, nodded, said the same three sentences:
“Yeah, I’m doing better.”
“Thanks for asking.”
“God’s been good.”
Politeness felt easier than honesty.
I found an empty square table, one seat on each side, and sank into it. My reflection in the glass door looked like someone halfway through becoming human again.
I was tracing the rim of my coffee cup when a voice jolted me.
“Hey—Elias, right?”
I looked up. A kid—early twenties, buzz cut, short—stood grinning beside my table. It took a second before I placed him: the anxious kid from the Young Adults night. The one I’d told not to worry so much.
He seemed brighter now, posture loose, eyes awake.
“You probably don’t remember me,” he said, sliding into the chair before I could answer. “Tony.”
“Right,” I said, pretending I remembered. “Tony. How are you?”
“Better,” he said quickly. “Actually—thanks to you, kind of.”
“Me?”
He laughed. “Yeah, man. You said that ninety-five percent of people are just better at pretending, and the other five are like me. I told that to my coworker, but I made it sound cooler.”
I almost laughed. “Cooler?”
“Yeah. I said, ‘Most people act fine, but everybody’s fighting something. Don’t fake it—face it.’” He pointed at me like he’d nailed it. “See? Catchier.”
It made me smile.
I hadn’t expected my words to echo back through someone else’s mouth.
Tony went on, hands moving as he talked. “I’ve been using that with my clients. I cut hair over on Fifth, by the way. You’d be surprised how many dudes just start confessing stuff once they see their own face in the mirror. Anxiety, marriage, money—you name it.”
He took a sip of his drink, eyes softening. “It’s weird, but when you help someone else, you stop thinking so much about your own junk. Like you told me that night—‘look outside, not just inside.’ Guess that stuck. Maybe that’s where God shows up sometimes. Outside.”
I stared at him, at how easy the words came out of his mouth—like peace had always been his first language.
“That’s actually good,” I said quietly.
He smiled. “That’s just your own advice coming back to haunt you.”
We both laughed—short, real laughter that felt like air after being underwater too long.
Then he said, “Hey, don’t disappear, okay? You’ve got good stuff to say.”
And just like that, the kid who once trembled in a crowd was telling me not to hide.
He got up when the bell rang for service, patting my shoulder.
“See you in there, man.”
I watched him walk away, greeting people, laughing easily—like sunlight learned to talk.
For a minute, I forgot about the heaviness. Then it returned, soft but steady.
Maybe grace looked like that—someone else breathing lighter because you spoke once.
Maybe that was enough for now.
The sanctuary buzzed low, like the hum before a storm. People were still filtering in, talking, laughing, hands brushing shoulders. The kind of brightness that should’ve felt holy but today made my skin itch.
I found a seat two rows from the back. Same spot as last week. Safe distance. The lights dimmed; music swelled; words about freedom flashed on the screens.
Freedom.
Forgiveness.
Grace.
All the things I’d tried and failed to feel.
While everyone else sang, I stayed quiet, eyes drifting to the people up front—Lydia near the worship team, her hands raised, the gold of the lights tracing her hair. She looked weightless. I wondered what that felt like—to believe without having to convince yourself every five minutes that you still did.
When Pastor Peter took the stage, the room shifted. He had that calm that fills space before words do, that quiet authority that makes people stop whispering.
He smiled—gentle, but the kind that searches. “This morning,” he said, “we’re talking about what it means to be a witness.”
The word cracked something inside me.
Witness.
He kept going. “Now, a lot of people think being a witness just means seeing something. But biblically, a witness is someone who lives what they’ve seen. Someone who stands in the middle of what should’ve destroyed them and says, ‘I’m still here.’”
My throat went dry.
He wasn’t looking at me, but it felt like he was.
“Sometimes God lets you walk through the fire,” he said, voice rising, “so that others will know the flames don’t win. You might’ve lost sleep, lost friends, lost your temper—but you didn’t lose Him.”
It was like a spotlight without heat. Everyone else seemed fine, nodding, murmuring amens, but I could feel my pulse pounding behind my ears.
He told a story about a man who came to him years ago—angry, convinced he’d wasted his life. “He said, ‘Pastor, how can I tell people God is good when I keep falling apart?’” Peter paused. “And I told him—‘That’s exactly how they’ll believe you.’”
Laughter scattered across the room, soft and knowing.
I couldn’t laugh.
Because that was me.
My mind kept flashing images—last week’s breakdown, the way I pushed Gilbert, my aunt’s face when I stormed off. I wanted to sink into the chair, disappear under it. It felt like everyone knew. Like they’d all seen it on some invisible screen.
Pastor Peter kept talking: “You think your story disqualifies you? Maybe that’s the very story someone else needs to hear. You survived something. You’re breathing. You witnessed grace. That’s not small. That’s God saying, ‘You still have a place at the table.’”
Witness.
The word echoed.
It wasn’t just the sermon anymore; it was memory.
Hospital light. White walls. Machines beeping.
That monotone voice over the speaker—
“Code Witness.”
I swallowed hard. My palms were sweating. It wasn’t the same phrase, but it felt the same.
The music started again behind him—slow piano, a minor chord that made the air shake. Peter’s voice softened. “When you walk out of this building today, don’t forget—you are not defined by what you’ve done, but by what God has done through you. That’s what a witness is.”
Everyone stood for the closing prayer. I stayed seated for a second too long, like my body forgot what to do.
When I finally stood, it felt like the floor tilted.
I kept hearing the word in my head.
Witness.
Witness.
What does that even mean—
to live what should’ve killed you?
Pastor Peter took a breath, resting one hand on the pulpit. The lights shifted, softer now. The room was quiet in that way where you could almost hear everyone’s heartbeat.
“I want to tell you a story,” he said. “About a woman in this very church.”
The crowd leaned in.
“She grew up with a mom who loved drugs more than she loved her daughter. At thirteen, that little girl was kicked out of the house. Left with a trash bag of clothes, no place to go. You know where she ended up? A foster home. Then another. Then another. She ran away, slept in parks, got arrested. The system became her family.”
Elias’s chest tightened.
“She learned early that the world doesn’t give second chances. That love is something you steal, or earn, or lose. Not something freely given.”
Peter’s voice lowered. “When she got older, she tried to build her own family. Had two kids. But she carried that pain with her — that voice that told her she wasn’t enough. Drugs became her quiet. Her way to turn down the noise. She said to me once, ‘I thought I was my mother all over again.’”
He paused, looking out over the rows of faces. “But God doesn’t stop at your worst chapter.”
A murmur of amen rippled through the sanctuary.
“She met a man — a good man — who wouldn’t give up on her. He dragged her to church. Said, ‘You don’t have to earn God’s love. Just sit in it.’ And slowly, she did. She got clean. Got married. Started raising her kids with the same love she never had. And one day she said to me, ‘Pastor, I can’t understand how my mother could ever walk away from her child. I could never do that.’”
He stepped forward, voice breaking just slightly.
“And I said, ‘Maybe it’s time to forgive her.’”
Silence.
“Years went by. Then one day, she drove three hours to the house where her mom was living. Knocked on the door, scared out of her mind. Her mom was sober — seven years clean. They hugged for the first time in twenty years.”
He smiled. “That same woman told me she used to run the Unchained women’s ministry here. Helping addicts break free. But she never thought her own chains could fall off until she realized that grace isn’t just something you give away — it’s something you have to receive.”
A few people were crying. Others clapped quietly.
“And next Sunday,” Pastor Peter said, “that same woman is going to be one of the sixty-two people getting baptized right here at Celebration Sunday.”
Applause rose and swelled through the room. People stood. Some were shouting praise God.
Elias didn’t stand.
He couldn’t.
Because something inside him was shaking — not jealousy, not disbelief, but something harder to name.
He looked around at all the faces shining with hope. Some were crying, some smiling, all of them caught up in the sound of victory.
And he thought:
How do you forgive someone who isn’t there to be forgiven?
How do you heal when the wound still breathes?
The sermon rolled on, Pastor Peter’s voice now fierce and alive.
“We’re not just spectators,” he said. “We are witnesses. When God restores one life, He’s showing the rest of us that it’s possible. We’re not clapping for her story — we’re clapping because we see what God can do in ours.”
He raised his hand. “Next Sunday, this altar will be full of people who’ve decided to deny themselves, to rise new. That’s what baptism means. Dying to what was. Living to what is.”
The crowd erupted again.
Elias closed his eyes. The noise washed over him like wind.
Somewhere deep down, beneath guilt and disbelief, he felt something almost impossible.
A spark.
A small, fragile want.
Not for perfection.
Not even for peace.
Just to believe that change could be real — even for him.
Elias rose slowly, the sanctuary glowing with music and motion.
He thought everyone could see straight through him — see what he’d done, what he still carried — but no one was looking. They were all singing.
Pastor Peter stood at the front, his voice rising above the chorus:
“Grace upon grace! We don’t just hear it — we carry it! Go be witnesses, church!”
Applause erupted.
And near the corner of the stage, where the baptismal tank sat empty, Elias noticed a volunteer polishing the glass, getting it ready for Celebration Sunday. The light caught the clean surface like water already waiting to be poured in.
Something in him stirred — a quiet defiance against everything that had been chasing him.
Maybe that’s what witness meant.
Not perfection. Not being unbroken.
Just getting back up.
He whispered under the sound of the music:
“I’m still here.”
And the song rose over him like a tide.


Chapter Thirty Four

Sunday night felt heavy again. Not the kind of heavy you can name — just that slow pull that sits in your chest like fog. I’d been back from church for a while, but the word from Pastor Peter’s sermon still clung to me like static. Witness. It just wouldn’t leave.
I sat on the edge of my bed, half-dressed, staring at my phone. Two new messages blinked back at me.
Pastor Peter: “Let’s meet again Tuesday afternoon. Keep walking forward, son.”
Lydia: “Serving team’s short-handed next weekend. You better show up :) Would be nice to see you again.”
I read them a few times, typed something, deleted it, and then just turned the screen off. The room was dim except for the soft yellow light from my desk lamp and the low hum of the fridge downstairs. Aunt Liv was moving around in her room — her footsteps always made the house sound smaller.
I laid back and stared at the ceiling. I should’ve felt peace after church, but I didn’t. It’s weird how sermons can make you feel like the only person in the room being exposed. Like God’s saying, Yeah, that one’s for you.
My laptop chimed, cutting through the quiet. Incoming video call — Gilbert S.
I almost didn’t answer, but the thought of his dramatic sighs and bad jokes made me laugh a little. I hit accept.
“Bro,” he said, squinting into the camera, “you look like you haven’t slept since the Civil War.”
I rolled my eyes. “And you look like you lost a fight with your laundry.”
He laughed — that deep, contagious laugh of his. “We didn’t even hang before I left, man. You ghosted me like a bad Tinder date.”
“Please,” I said, smirking. “I’d at least text after ghosting you.”
He chuckled but leaned closer to the screen. “Your mom told me about what happened, bro. You good?”
I hesitated. The question sat in the air for a second before I said, “Trying to be. Just trying to be better.”
He nodded, a serious look crossing his face — which was rare. “We’re not kids anymore, you know. Time to own up. Fix what we can. Start with your mom. Don’t let silence mess up good things.”
I laughed under my breath. “You sound like you’re forty.”
He grinned. “Yeah, well, someone’s gotta be the adult. We’re technically eighteen, right?”
“Barely,” I said. “I still feel like I should be sleeping in a bunk bed.”
He snorted. “Man, I still feel like I should be hiding report cards.”
We both laughed — for the first time in days, the sound actually felt good. Like something unclenched inside me.
“Man,” Gilbert said, “we act like grown-ups, but we’re still dumb half the time. We think turning eighteen comes with, like, a wisdom DLC or something.”
“Didn’t come with mine,” I said. “Still living with my mom. I feel like I might have to move to the basement soon.”
“Basement upgrade? Classic adulthood.”
“Yeah, it comes with mold and regret.”
We cracked up again. I think that’s what I like about Gilbert — he doesn’t make things feel heavy even when they are.
He got quiet after that, leaning closer to the camera. “For real, though. Talk to her. Your mom’s been fighting for you before you even knew it. Don’t let guilt turn her into the villain in your story.”
I rubbed my face. “You’re right. It’s just… hard.”
“Yeah, well, being grown means doing hard stuff.”
“Since when?”
“Since always,” he said, and then added, “but you’re still allowed to screw up sometimes.”
“Man, you got real wise all of a sudden.”
He smirked. “Nah, I just sound smart when you’re sad. Makes me look good.”
I laughed. “You’re a jerk.”
“Hey, that’s called friendship.”
The light from his dorm flickered on his face. It was weird — just seeing him there, half tired, half joking, made me realize how much I missed feeling normal.
“You’re only thirty minutes away,” I said. “Not like you’re in another state.”
“Yeah, but with homework and all, I can’t just drive every weekend,” he said. “Feels like I blinked and college just dumped fifty essays on me.”
“Sounds like your usual mood.”
He grinned. “Basically. But I’ll make time. You should come down one weekend. I’ll show you the garden I told you about.”
“The one from your dad’s saying?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I asked my grandma about it. Turns out my folks used to walk through this garden down on Central every Sunday. Dad said he’d make Mom her own someday. Guess that’s what it means — life still grows even when you’re gone.”
I stared at him for a while. “Maybe it means it’s not too late for you to see her either.”
He hesitated before saying, “I’m going next weekend. To Clearview Haven. Thought maybe you’d come with me.”
Clearview. Just hearing the name made my stomach knot a little — hospitals always do that. But Gilbert’s voice was calm, like he’d already made peace with it.
“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I think I should.”
He smiled. “Good. And if you bail, I’m sending you Bible verses till your phone explodes.”
“Terrifying.”
He laughed, and so did I. And for a few minutes, it felt like nothing was wrong.
When we hung up, I sat there for a while. The silence came back, but it didn’t feel as loud as before. Somewhere in the dark, I whispered, “Still here.”
And then, almost without thinking, “Thank you.”
Monday morning came quiet and gray. I woke up early and made coffee, sitting by the kitchen window while the sky was still half-asleep. I opened my notebook and wrote:
Still here. Still angry. But breathing. Maybe that’s something.
I helped Mom with groceries later, fixed the cabinet hinge that had been squeaking since Christmas. We didn’t talk about the breakdown. We didn’t have to. She just smiled sometimes, soft and knowing. That was enough.
That night, I lay in bed replaying Gilbert’s words: We’re not kids anymore.
Maybe he’s right. Maybe being grown doesn’t mean feeling older — maybe it’s just not running from what hurts.
Either way, I was going to try.


Tuesday came faster than I expected.
I woke up late, feeling that strange in-between — like my body was rested but my mind had been running marathons all night. Mom had already left for work. She’d left me a note on the counter with a smiley face next to “Eggs in the fridge. Don’t burn the house.”
Cute. Passive-aggressive faith in my cooking skills.
The drive to church was quiet. No music. Just the hum of the engine and the occasional streetlight flicking past the windshield. The kind of silence that lets your thoughts get too loud.
By the time I parked by the side entrance, the afternoon sky had settled into that pale winter light — white, flat, like everything had been washed out.
The hallway inside the church was half-lit. The smell of coffee and furniture polish mixed with the faint echo of piano keys from somewhere far off. It was peaceful in a way that almost felt staged — like peace had to be performed here.
Pastor Peter’s office door was open. He was sitting behind his desk, papers scattered around, glasses resting on the bridge of his nose. When he saw me, he smiled, but there was something tired in his face.
“Elias,” he said, standing up slowly. “You look better. But tired.”
I smiled back. “You look worse.”
He laughed, the kind of laugh that starts small but warms the whole room. “Touché. Come in, son.”
I stepped inside. His office always smelled faintly of cedar and paper. Shelves lined with old theology books, a few family photos, a framed verse on the wall: ‘He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion.’
“How’s your wife doing?” I asked.
He looked up, surprised by the question. Then his eyes softened. “Recovering, thank God. She’s been up and cooking again. You’d never know she’s sick if you saw her. She hides it well — always has.”
I nodded. “I’m glad to hear that.”
He exhaled, leaning back in his chair. “She pushes herself too much. So does Lydia. I told her she doesn’t need to come for every event here, but you know her — she thinks faith is a timecard.”
“She gets that from you,” I said before I could stop myself.
He chuckled. “You’re probably right.”
There was a short silence. The kind that isn’t awkward, just heavy with things unsaid.
“So,” he said, resting his elbows on the desk, “you said you wanted to talk.”
I swallowed. “Yeah. It’s about the sermon. The word ‘witness’ — it’s been stuck in my head since Sunday.”
“Ah,” he said, smiling faintly. “That’s a good word to get stuck on.”
“I saw it before,” I said quietly. “Back when I was sick. In the hospital. It was written on a whiteboard in my room one night. Just that word — ‘witness.’ The next morning, it was gone. Nobody knew who wrote it. Then, the day after, I heard something over the intercom. ‘Code Witness.’ That’s what they said. I thought I imagined it, but after hearing you talk about it Sunday, it felt like… I don’t know, like it meant something.”
He didn’t speak right away. His fingers tapped softly against the desk. “That’s strange,” he said finally. “But not meaningless.”
“What do you think it means?”
He folded his hands together. “Being a witness doesn’t just mean seeing something, Elias. It means carrying something. Testifying to what you know, even if it costs you. Sometimes God spares you from something — not so you can move on, but so you can show others that survival isn’t the end of the story.”
“So, like… testifying?”
“Not just with words,” he said, his voice steady but deep. “With how you live. People see your scars, and it gives them permission to believe that healing is possible. That’s what being a witness is. It’s not about perfection — it’s about evidence.”
I nodded slowly. That word — evidence — hit somewhere in me. I didn’t say anything for a while.
Then I heard myself say, “There’s something I haven’t told you.”
He tilted his head. “Go ahead.”
“When I was dying,” I said, my throat suddenly tight, “I saw someone. He called himself the Healer. Said he could save me. I don’t know if he did. But I woke up… different. People keep saying it’s a miracle, but I don’t know anymore.”
Pastor Peter’s face didn’t change much. Just a quiet stillness. “Different how?”
“I started hearing things. Seeing things. I thought it was trauma or meds, but… lately it’s been worse. And now people — people who were healed before — they’re dying again. Same way. Like whatever healed them was temporary.”
He leaned forward, his hands clasped. “What you’re describing… it sounds like something pretending to be holy.”
“Pretending?”
He nodded. “Scripture says even the enemy disguises himself as an angel of light. Healing without holiness isn’t healing — it’s a hook.”
The room felt smaller after he said it. I stared down at my hands, tracing the faint veins under my skin.
“So, you think it’s real?”
He paused, choosing his words carefully. “I think what you saw was real. But not everything real is from God. And sometimes, the only reason God lets us see darkness is so we can recognize the difference when the light shows up.”
I exhaled. “That’s what scares me. What if I can’t tell the difference?”
He smiled — not a comforting smile, but the kind that carried weight. “Fear’s natural. But discernment isn’t about feeling safe. It’s about seeing truth, even when it unsettles you. God’s not threatened by darkness, Elias. He exposes it.”
I nodded, though my stomach twisted. The word Healer echoed in my mind again, and for a second, the air felt cold.
I looked up at him. “What if the darkness doesn’t want to be exposed?”
He leaned back, thoughtful. “Then you stand where the light is, son. That’s all anyone can do.”
I hesitated before speaking again.
“Actually,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck, “that word — witness — the one on the whiteboard… it wasn’t the next day I noticed it was gone. It was that same night. I kept staring at it. It looked like someone had erased it and written it again a few times, like it didn’t want to disappear but did anyway. I don’t know why I’m even saying this — I sound crazy.”
Pastor Peter didn’t flinch. “You don’t sound crazy, Elias.”
“I don’t know. Sometimes it feels like I forget things, or maybe I mix them up. The doctors said that happens after trauma, right?”
He nodded slowly. “Memory works like fog when pain’s involved. You see pieces, not the full horizon.”
“Yeah.” I looked down at the floor. “I just don’t want you to think I’m making things up. Or that I’m a patient sitting here, not a person.”
He smiled faintly, but not mockingly. “I stopped being a psychiatrist because I wanted to talk to people, not cases. You’re safe here, Elias. You’re not crazy — you’re remembering.”
For a moment, neither of us said anything. The clock on his wall ticked softly between us, steady, patient.
He stood, walked to the side table, and poured two cups of coffee. His hand trembled slightly as he handed me one.
“Here,” he said. “Helps to hold something warm when talking about cold things.”
I took it, the steam fogging my glasses. He sat back down, took a slow sip, and said quietly, “You mentioned this Healer. There’s been talk, you know. Even here.”
I looked up sharply. “What do you mean?”
“People passing stories around. Someone’s cousin healed from blindness. Someone else’s cancer vanished overnight. All connected to this figure. No clear face, no real name. Just The Healer. It’s become… folklore.” He paused, his brow furrowing. “And it’s creeping into the church too. People quoting him like Scripture. Dangerous stuff.”
“Yeah,” I muttered. “It sounds like him.”
Peter exhaled through his nose. “Faith built on fascination isn’t faith, Elias. It’s hunger. And hunger without truth always finds poison.”
I leaned forward. “So you think it’s evil?”
He tilted his head. “Let me tell you something. When I was practicing psychiatry, I had a patient who was convinced she’d been healed by a man who came to her dreams. Her symptoms disappeared for weeks. She stopped taking her medication. Said she felt ‘pure.’ Then one night she came in, shaking, said she’d seen his face again — and that it wasn’t a man. It was something else.”
“What happened to her?”
He hesitated. “She relapsed. Hard. And she never recovered.”
I stared at my coffee, heart thudding.
He looked at me steadily. “So yes. I think the enemy can heal, in a way. But not out of love — out of leverage. Anything that makes you think you don’t need God anymore is counterfeit. It promises life but demands your soul as payment.”
My throat tightened. “Then what am I supposed to do? Pretend it didn’t happen?”
“No,” he said, setting his cup down. “You testify what did happen. You survived. That’s your truth. You didn’t choose the darkness, Elias, but you’ve seen it. That makes you a witness — not of death, but of survival.”
I didn’t answer right away. My chest felt heavy, but not like panic. More like realization.
“So being a witness means what?” I asked finally. “Saying I lived? Saying I’m still here?”
He nodded. “That’s the start. But it also means remembering who got you here. It’s not about proving God exists — it’s about showing what grace looks like when it’s holding you together.”
I swallowed hard. “Even if it feels like it’s slipping sometimes?”
“Especially then.”
The light from his desk lamp cast soft shadows over his face. He looked older suddenly, but not weaker. More like someone carrying too many secrets for too long.
He said quietly, “You’re not alone in this, Elias. You’ve been touched by something — I don’t doubt that. But don’t mistake proximity to darkness for belonging to it. Light doesn’t mean the absence of pain. It means endurance.”
The word endurance hung in the air like smoke.
I looked away, feeling that guilt crawl back into my chest. “I think I’ve been trying to earn being alive,” I said. “Like maybe I wasn’t supposed to wake up. Like I’ve been borrowing someone else’s time.”
Peter leaned forward. “Then borrow it well. Use it. Witness isn’t about owning your story — it’s about surrendering it.”
Something in me wanted to believe that. But deep down, something else — darker, quieter — whispered the opposite. That surrendering meant losing control. That if I gave everything to faith, there’d be nothing left of me.
He must’ve read it in my face, because he added, “Surrender isn’t disappearance, Elias. It’s trust. It’s choosing not to be your own god.”
I looked at him, really looked at him — this man who’d traded psychology for faith, whose wife was dying, whose eyes looked like they hadn’t rested in weeks — and realized something. He wasn’t preaching at me. He was pleading.
“I’ll try,” I said finally.
He nodded slowly. “That’s all I ask.”
We sat there a few minutes longer, sipping coffee, the silence not so heavy this time.
As I stood to leave, he said quietly, “Elias.”
“Yeah?”
“When you see that word again — witness — don’t run from it. It’s not a warning. It’s an invitation.”
I nodded, unsure if I believed him yet. But I wanted to.


Chapter Thirty Five

Saturday morning crept in soft and golden, the kind of light that made the house feel calmer than usual. I could hear the faint whir of the heater through the vents and smell the lasagna Aunt Liv had left in the fridge, sealed tight with a little sticky note on top: “For my sweet boy. Heat for 2 minutes. Love you.”
She’d gone back to her condo, but the house still carried her scent—lavender and laundry detergent. Mom was already gone, her work bag missing from the counter. Another note sat near the coffee maker in her familiar handwriting: “Morning, Eli. Don’t forget to eat. See you tonight. Proud of you.”
I stared at the note for a long minute, letting the words sit somewhere between comfort and guilt.
Everything had been calm this week—too calm maybe. No voices, no nightmares. Just the quiet kind that makes you wonder if it’s peace or just the pause before something else.
I was supposed to help out at the church pantry this morning. Lydia had texted earlier in the week, asking if I could come serve with them. I said yes before I could overthink it. Maybe it was time I stopped moping around and actually did something. Maybe being around people would make me forget the noise still hiding somewhere inside me.
The coffee maker sputtered, and my phone buzzed with a FaceTime call from Gilbert.
I answered. His face filled the screen, messy hair and glasses halfway down his nose. Behind him, his desk looked like it had exploded with books and notes.
“You’re up early,” I said.
“Yeah, my punishment for choosing a STEM major,” he groaned. “I’ve got like forty pages of bio stuff to summarize before Monday. Henrietta Lacks, stem cells—remember her?”
“The lady whose cells never died?”
“Yep. Immortal tissue. Creepy science magic.”
“That’s messed up,” I said. “She didn’t even give permission, right?”
“Nope. Yet every modern cure runs through her. Makes you think.”
“Yeah,” I said. “They call it healing, but it’s just stealing.”
He pointed at the camera. “That’s poetic. I’m gonna write that down for my essay.”
“Don’t plagiarize.”
“It’s collaborative enlightenment,” he said, mock serious.
“Sure. It’s called cheating.”
He grinned. “Whatever, man. Anyway, how’s the new you? Helping old ladies cross the street yet?”
“Not yet. Pantry duty this morning.”
“Ooh, look at you. Holy boy hours.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, well, you could come join sometime.”
“I’d love to, but I’ve got a relationship with my thesis to maintain.”
“You’re only thirty minutes away, Gilbert.”
He smirked. “Thirty minutes and three essays away.”
We both laughed. It was the first easy laugh I’d had in a while.
After we hung up, I finished breakfast, took a quick shower, and stared at my reflection in the fogged bathroom mirror. My eyes still looked tired, but not haunted anymore. Just tired.
I drove to church with the window cracked open, letting the morning air sting my face awake. As the building came into view, the parking lot was already packed. Vans unloading boxes, volunteers in bright orange vests, families lined up by the warehouse entrance.
I parked, grabbed a coffee from the trunk cup holder, and just sat for a moment, watching. The chaos looked good on this place—like hope dressed in motion.
I whispered to myself, “Maybe this is what being a witness means—showing up.”
Then I stepped out, took a deep breath, and headed toward the warehouse.
The church didn’t even look like a church from the back—it looked like a small market at rush hour. The smell of fresh bread, disinfectant, and roasted coffee mingled together as people wove through the open warehouse doors carrying crates of vegetables, bags of rice, and boxes stamped “donation.”
Inside, it was bigger than I expected. The place looked like a mini supermarket, shelves stacked high with canned beans, cereals, jars of peanut butter, and a few bright stacks of oranges that made the whole space feel alive.
Each shelf had little handwritten labels taped on: FAMILY SIZE / SINGLES / BABY ITEMS / PET FOOD.
There was even a register—an actual checkout counter, except instead of scanning barcodes, a volunteer sat behind a little monitor asking,
“How many in your household today?”“Five? Okay, five portions.”
No receipts, no totals. Just quiet organization.
Lydia caught me watching and laughed.
“It’s a system,” she said. “They log family sizes so we can track who needs what each week. Helps us plan inventory.”
“You’re telling me this church runs a data system?”
She nudged me. “We’re not as primitive as you think, Mr. Miracle Boy.”
“Please don’t call me that.”
She smirked, pretending not to hear.
There were maybe fifteen volunteers total—some younger kids my age, a few middle-aged regulars who clearly knew the rhythm by heart. Lydia introduced me to a few of them:
· Benji, a tall kid with a goofy grin who was in her college group.
· Anna, his twin sister, who looked way too composed to be related to him.
They both wore matching shirts that said “Lightwell Outreach.”
“Welcome to the chaos,” Benji said, slapping my shoulder. “Grab gloves, and if you see me crying, it’s from onion fumes—not emotions.”
I laughed, a real one this time.
After a few minutes, I fell into the flow—handing out cereal boxes, sorting produce, carrying plastic bags to the tent outside where prayer teams had set up under a giant white canopy. The winter sun reflected off the tarp, making everything glow gold.
The tent itself looked almost magical—half makeshift, half holy. There were folding chairs, a few soft rugs, and a large heater buzzing in the middle, wrapped in transparent plastic to trap the warmth.
A few people waited quietly inside, hands folded, faces tired but hopeful.
“Prayer requests,” Lydia said, motioning toward them. “We get a lot. Some just want to talk. You’ll hear stories you won’t believe.”
No sooner had she said that than someone from the prayer tent waved to her.
“Lydia, can you send another person over? We’re short!”
She looked around, then at me.
“You free?”
“Uh…”
“Good. Come on.”
Before I could protest, she handed me a clipboard and led me over.
Inside, the air felt heavier, but not bad—just dense, full of something that made you lower your voice.
There were four prayer volunteers: two older women speaking Portuguese, one man in his sixties who handled Spanish, and a young woman praying quietly in English.
Lydia whispered, “We pray with whoever’s next in line. Don’t overthink it. Just listen and talk.”
“Pray? Out loud?”
She smiled. “Don’t worry about sounding holy. Just speak.”
Her tone reminded me of someone else—but I couldn’t place who.

The first person who came up to me was a middle-aged man holding a grocery bag to his chest. His English was broken, but he managed to say his name—Miguel—and that his son was in the hospital.
I nodded, unsure what to do. My palms were sweating.
“Uh, can I—pray for you?”
He nodded, eyes watering.
So I did.
It wasn’t eloquent. It wasn’t poetic. It was just honest:
“God, you know Miguel’s son. You know what he’s going through. Please be near. Please be near.”
When I opened my eyes, Miguel had his hand over his heart.
“Gracias,” he whispered.
And just like that, something shifted in me.
For the next half hour, I prayed with three more people—a mother holding her baby, an elderly man with trembling hands, a teenage girl who said she was scared to go home.
Each story clung to me like fog.
I thought I was supposed to feel powerful here. But all I felt was small—and weirdly, that felt right.

Outside, as I carried a new box of rice to the shelf, I noticed a man walking back to his car. He was neatly dressed, expensive watch, pressed jacket—definitely not struggling.
He loaded a full cart of groceries into a shiny black GMC.
A flicker of irritation rose in me.
Seriously? People like him don’t need free food.
I bit my tongue. Maybe I’m wrong, I told myself. Maybe I don’t know the whole story.
Still, the thought stuck.
For every kind face I saw, there was another that made me wonder if this is what grace looked like—being okay with not knowing who deserves it.
I leaned against a stack of boxes, breathing out a long sigh.
That’s when I heard someone behind me say, “You did well out there.”
I turned around and saw her—the woman from the tent.
The one who told me, “Don’t worry about sounding holy.”
She smiled, eyes soft but knowing.
And Lydia appeared beside her.
“Elias,” she said, “you met my mom, right?”
I didn’t realize right away who she was. The woman from the tent looked different out here — the sunlight catching in her thin hair, the soft color of her scarf almost the same shade as Lydia’s.
“Wait,” I said. “That’s your mom?”
Lydia grinned. “Yep. The one and only. Pastor Eliana.”
Pastor. Eliana.
The name fit the way she moved — steady, unhurried, like someone who had learned to breathe through storms.
She reached for my hand. Her fingers were cool, the kind of cool that reminded me of my hospital days — not weakness, but calm.
“So this is Elias,” she said. “The boy my husband won’t stop talking about.”
I laughed awkwardly. “I hope all good things.”
“Of course,” she said. “He calls you the quiet one who listens with his whole face.”
“Is that a compliment?”
“It is in this house.”
Lydia rolled her eyes. “Mom.”
Eliana chuckled, then gestured to the folding chair beside her. “Sit. I’ve been standing too long anyway.”
I sat. The heater hummed near us, warm air pressing against the thin plastic walls of the tent. Outside, the noise of boxes and laughter blurred into a low drone.
Eliana sipped water, then set it down with a faint tremor. “So, Elias, how have you been finding our little pantry circus?”
“It’s… incredible,” I said. “I didn’t know a church could feel like a grocery store.”
She smiled. “Well, we feed the soul and the stomach. That’s our secret recipe.”
Lydia nudged me. “Told you.”
“Still,” I said, “you’ve got it running like an airport. You even have a check-in desk.”
“That’s all Lydia,” Eliana said proudly. “She built the new system. Pretends she doesn’t like spreadsheets, but she does.”
Lydia groaned. “Mom.”
Eliana laughed again — light, musical, and short-lived, ending in a soft breath as if laughter cost her something.
Her hand trembled slightly as she reached for her cup again. Instinctively, I steadied it.
“You okay?”
She nodded, smiling faintly. “Just one of those dizzy spells. They visit, they leave. Nothing serious.”
I remembered that feeling — the lightness in the skull, the body’s quiet rebellion. “When that happens, I usually sit for a bit. Slow breaths. Helps steady it.”
She looked at me closely, as if I’d said something sacred. “You’ve been there.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Been there and back, apparently.”
Her eyes softened. “Peter says you’re modest about what happened.”
I shrugged. “I just don’t like making it sound like a headline.”
“Well,” she said, “miracles never like being headlines. They prefer whispers.”
That line hung between us like perfume.
Lydia’s little brother — Sam — barreled past just then, giggling, a donut half-smashed in his fist. “Mom! Mom! Look!”
Eliana sighed and waved him off lovingly. “That one’s my sugar-powered sermon illustration.”
Lydia grinned. “See what I live with?”
It was a small moment, domestic and ordinary, and yet I felt this ache watching them. A mother who loved loudly. A daughter who glowed in that love.
Eliana caught me staring. “You’re wondering how we survive the chaos.”
“Maybe.”
She smiled. “Grace, caffeine, and playlists of old hymns. Sometimes in that order.”
I laughed. “That’s a good trinity.”
She leaned forward slightly, her voice dropping. “You bring light, Elias.”
I blinked. “Me?”
“Yes. You think you’re just helping out, but every time you walk into a room, my family talks a little softer afterward. It’s like peace follows you in.”
I wanted to tell her she was wrong — that half the time I felt like I was dragging a storm behind me — but her gaze made lying impossible.
“I don’t see that,” I muttered. “I’m… I don’t know, trying not to mess up.”
“Then you’re already doing holy work,” she said.
For a second, her expression shifted — softer, almost sorrowful. “Peter says you remind him of himself at your age. The fire, the doubt, the questions that never stop asking back.”
“I guess we’re both slow learners,” I said.
She chuckled. “Slow learners make the best teachers later.”
Then she looked at me with that mother-smile that both heals and humbles. “Lydia esteems you, you know.”
I blinked. “Oh?”
“She talks about you. Often. You should see how her face changes.”
“Uh, that’s… kind of embarrassing.”
“Embarrassing is good,” she teased. “Means something’s real.”
Lydia returned just in time to catch the tail end of that and groaned. “Mom, seriously?”
“Oh, relax,” Eliana said. “I’m just saying I approve. But—” she turned to me again, “—make sure you come to Christ first. You can’t put anyone above Him. She won’t either.”
I nodded, a little stunned at how direct she was.
“When two people marry,” she continued, “it’s never two; it’s three. God must stand in the middle or the whole thing tilts.”
Lydia made a face. “Mom’s favorite line.”
“It’s true,” Eliana said. “You’ll see one day.”
She studied me for a long second, then said quietly, “You’re kind. Keep that. The world trims kindness out of men too early.”
Her words hit deeper than I expected. I didn’t know how to respond, so I just nodded.
She smiled, tired but glowing. “Now go help Lydia before she burns through all her volunteers.”
I stood, and as I did, she touched my wrist lightly.
“Oh, Elias?”
“Yeah?”
“Next Sunday’s baptism,” she said. “You should think about it.”
I hesitated. “I don’t know if I’m—”
“There’s still time,” she said gently. “It’s never too early to say yes to God. The best decision I ever made — and one I’ll carry with me to the grave — was following Him while I still had breath to do it.”
Her smile didn’t falter, but something in her eyes looked distant, like she already knew that time was running thin.
I swallowed hard, nodded again, and stepped out into the sunlight.
She had told me to go help Lydia, but I didn’t move right away.
Something about her tone—soft, final—made me sit back down.
“Can I ask you something?” I said.
Her brow lifted. “Of course.”
I hesitated, not wanting to sound dramatic. “How do you… heal? I mean—really heal? When it feels like every time you start to forgive something, something else in you starts bleeding again.”
Eliana’s smile faded into something quieter, not pitying—understanding. She folded her hands over her lap.
“You don’t,” she said after a pause. “At least, not the way the world defines it.”
She looked off toward the tent flap, where sunlight pooled golden on the concrete.
“When I first got sick, I prayed for healing every day. For strength, for restoration. I wanted to be a testimony—‘Look what God can do.’” She gave a small, tired laugh. “But then the months passed. And the doctors stopped promising things. And the prayers felt smaller. Less like demands, more like whispers. Eventually, I realized—maybe God wasn’t trying to heal my body. Maybe He was healing my heart’s idea of what it meant to be whole.”
That sat in me for a while.
“I used to think,” I said, “that faith meant… victory. Winning the fight. Coming out with scars that prove something.”
“It can,” she said gently. “But sometimes it’s the surrender that proves it.”
Her gaze returned to me. “You’ve been fighting your whole life, haven’t you?”
I tried to laugh it off, but my throat tightened. “Something like that.”
She nodded. “It shows. In the way you talk, how you brace for something invisible. My husband does that too. He used to think surrender was weakness. But you know what I’ve learned, Elias? Sometimes surrender is trust wearing different clothes.”
I didn’t answer. My eyes were burning.
She went on, softer now: “When you’ve been hurt, when you’ve carried guilt or anger so long it feels like part of your bones, you start to think pain is your language. But God—” she placed her hand lightly on her chest “—God doesn’t erase our pain. He translates it. Into compassion. Into testimony. That’s what it means to witness.”
The word hit like a bell.
Witness.
I thought of the hospital board. That strange word scrawled and half-erased.
“I saw that word once,” I murmured. “When I was sick. It was written on a whiteboard in my room. Looked like someone wrote it and erased it a few times. I didn’t think much of it, but…”
She looked intrigued. “But it stayed with you.”
“Yeah.” I paused. “For some reason, I heard it again later—like an echo. Over the hospital speaker. ‘Code Witness.’”
She tilted her head. “That’s not a hospital code I’ve ever heard.”
“I know,” I said quietly. “Sometimes I wonder if I imagined it.”
Her eyes softened. “And sometimes imagination is how God gets our attention when reason’s too loud.”
I smiled faintly. “You sound like your husband.”
“Well, he borrowed most of my material.”
That earned a laugh from both of us. Then she grew serious again, her tone lowering to something almost confessional.
“There’s something else about that word,” she said. “Being a witness doesn’t mean just seeing what God does—it means letting yourself be seen through it. Letting your scars testify that He was there in the breaking, not just the mending.”
I swallowed hard. “That’s hard.”
“Yes,” she said. “But it’s holy work.”
We sat in silence for a while. The warehouse hum filled the space around us—the shuffle of boxes, the clang of carts, the distant chatter. But it all felt far away.
Finally, she broke it.
“You asked me how I find purpose through this,” she said. “The answer is simple, though not easy. I stopped asking why me and started asking how can this be used. My sickness doesn’t define me, Elias. It just points to the One who sustains me through it.”
She looked so serene when she said it—like she’d already made peace with something I couldn’t yet grasp.
Then her voice softened even more. “Death doesn’t scare me anymore. It only means the story continues somewhere brighter. Until then, my job is simple—to love, to serve, to leave warmth behind.”
Her hand found mine briefly. “And you—Elias—you’re still here for a reason. Don’t waste the gift of survival on silence.”
My eyes burned again, but I smiled. “You sound like a pastor.”
She chuckled. “Occupational hazard.”
Then, as if sensing we’d both gone deep enough for one day, she changed the tone with a playful lilt.
“Besides,” she said, “you’ll give Lydia a heart attack if you keep making her wait this long. She adores you, you know.”
“Yeah, she mentioned something about that,” I said, cheeks burning.
“She’s a good one,” Eliana said. “But remember what I told you—a marriage, even one still in God’s imagination, is never two. It’s three. Keep Him at the center.”
I nodded.
Her gaze softened again. “You’ll see. Healing isn’t about the absence of pain. It’s about the presence of purpose. One day, you’ll understand.”
She leaned back in her chair, the heater’s orange glow painting her in warm light. For a fleeting second, I thought — she looks like peace itself.
Then she smiled one last time and said, almost whispering,
“Next Sunday’s baptism… think about it. You still have time. The best decision I ever made was following Him while I still had breath to do it.”
The weight of her words hung in the air like a gentle prophecy.
And somewhere deep down, I already knew — I’d never forget them.


The afternoon slipped into a pale orange calm. The warehouse lights clicked off one by one as volunteers stacked empty crates and swept flour dust from the floor. Someone passed around leftover donuts and Styrofoam cups of coffee gone lukewarm.
I helped close one of the side doors and looked out toward the parking lot, where the tent still stood in a faint glow, heater humming like a tired heart.
Eliana had gone to rest inside the building. Before she left, she’d squeezed my shoulder and said, “Keep serving—light grows best in motion.”
Her words lingered.
Lydia was kneeling by the van, trying to coax Sam out from underneath it.
“Samuel Halbrook, you’re twelve, not two. Get out from there before I tell Mom.”
Sam crawled out grinning, a smudge of chocolate across his chin.
“Just seeing if the heater cord runs under here.”
“It doesn’t,” she said, brushing him off. “This is Elias. Remember the one we prayed for last year?”
Sam’s eyes widened. “Oh! The one who—”
“Yup,” Lydia cut in quickly. “That’s him.”
I smiled, a little embarrassed. “Hey, man.”
He gave a small wave, suddenly shy. I never had little brothers. For a second, I pictured what it might’ve been like—to have two of them, to wrestle over video games, to share secrets at night. Then a colder thought slid in: I’m glad I didn’t.
They would’ve gone through everything I did.
I pushed the thought away.
Sam ran off when one of the volunteers called his name, leaving Lydia and me standing beside the van. The sky had turned that deep bruised blue of almost-evening.
“Your mom’s really kind,” I said. “And… really beautiful.”
Lydia smiled, a little proudly, a little sadly. “She is. She hides how sick she gets sometimes. Says she doesn’t want people treating her like a miracle in progress.”
“I noticed,” I said quietly. “But she still feels… alive. Like she’s already halfway in heaven but not in a morbid way.”
“That’s her,” Lydia said. “Always with one hand on Earth and the other on eternity.”
We both stood silent for a beat, the heater’s hum faint in the distance.
Then she grinned. “So, I’m guessing she embarrassed me again?”
“A little,” I admitted. “She might’ve implied we’d make a good couple.”
“Oh my gosh.” Lydia buried her face in her hands. “She’s relentless.”
“It’s okay,” I said, laughing. “She made it sound like we’re already engaged or something. I mean, we haven’t even been on a date yet.”
“Yeah,” she said quickly, then caught herself. “Well, that café thing counts a little, doesn’t it?”
“I don’t know,” I said, teasing. “We talked about Bible translations. Not exactly romantic.”
She nudged me with her elbow. “Still a date in my book.”
I smiled. “Then maybe I’m better at this than I thought.”
“See? Improvement already.”
We laughed, and for a moment it was easy—just two friends teasing under a pink sky that made the parking lot glow like stained glass.
Then I grew quieter. “But honestly, I’m not… in the right place for anything serious.”
She looked at me, waiting.
“I mean,” I said, “I don’t even have a job. I live with my mom. I’m still trying to figure out who I am after… all this. I don’t exactly scream boyfriend material.”
She crossed her arms, smiling softly. “You know that’s not what matters, right?”
“Maybe not to you.”
“To God either,” she said. “You’ll get stronger, Elias. Physically, emotionally, all of it. But the strength that lasts—” she tapped her chest “—that’s already there. You’re just learning to use it.”
That hit harder than I expected.
“Thanks,” I said, a little choked.
She shrugged, trying to play it off. “Hey, it’s my turn to sound wise.”
We both laughed again.
When the last truck door slammed shut, Lydia looked back at the building. “Next week’s going to be wild—baptism Sunday. Mom’s been planning it for months.”
“Yeah,” I said. “She told me.”
“You thinking about it?”
I hesitated. “Maybe. I don’t know if I’m ready.”
“No one ever is,” she said. “That’s kind of the point.”
The sky had gone full violet now, the air colder. She gave me a quick hug—awkward, brief, but warm.
“See you tomorrow, Elias.”
I watched her and Sam walk to their car, her blonde hair catching the last streaks of light.
For the first time in a long while, I didn’t feel haunted. Just quietly… here.
Maybe that’s what healing feels like before you realize it’s happening.


Chapter Thirty Six
By the time I got home, I still smelled like cardboard and oranges.
I didn’t mind. The pantry had this steady hum—dollies squeaking, tape guns ripping, Lydia laughing with a little kid who insisted apples were “tomatoes that lie.” I kept replaying tiny flashes: the way Pastor Eliana steadied herself on a folding chair and said I prayed well; the way Lydia’s eyes softened when I told her I was proud of her mom; the way people—people with real problems—let me put a hand on their shoulder and say, “Let’s ask God for help,” even though I still don’t know how to do that without sounding like I’m acting.
Now I’m at my desk, pen scratching in a cheap spiral notebook I pulled from a drawer. I never used to journal. It always felt like extra homework for feelings. But today…I don’t know. Today felt like something I want to keep from leaking away.
Today: handed out rice, beans, canned peaches, diapers. Lydia’s system in the warehouse is wild—little mini-market with a scanner that doesn’t charge a thing, just counts how many mouths are at the table. I prayed for a woman in a red coat who lost her job. I didn’t pray pretty. I just told God what I heard: that she feels invisible and she needs steadiness. When we were done, she squeezed my fingers and said, “I felt warm.” I almost said, me too.
I stop writing and stare at the sentence. It looks corny. It’s also true.
I flip open my Bible. I’ve been bouncing around like a tourist—highlights in Psalms, a sticky note in Isaiah, that one verse from Corinthians Peter keeps quoting about God’s power showing up when we’re weak. I land on Isaiah first:
He gives power to the faint, and to him who has no might He increases strength.
I mouth it once and underline “faint.” That’s me. Not yesterday’s me in the bathroom mirror with a nosebleed and ghosts, but the me who still wakes up with a heavy head and that empty feeling where hope is supposed to sit.
The screen of my phone lights up—Gilbert. I hit accept and prop it against a mug.
“Look at you, Mister Deacon,” he says. “You smell like charity and banana boxes.”
“You can smell through FaceTime now?”
“Bro, I can see the aura. Pastel…uh…clementine.” He squints. “Also your hair looks like a flock of geese tried to nest in it.”
“Thank you for your ministry.”
He grins, then leans back. “I’ve been buried all day. Biostats. And don’t judge me, but I might be in a committed relationship with AI.”
“Oh no.”
“She’s efficient, man. Her name is Miss Cee. Like C for…‘cite your sources or perish.’ She summarizes papers like a saint. HeLa, Henrietta, immortal lines—boom, concise. I swear the professors want us to be supercomputers.”
“Just don’t plagiarize,” I say, pointing my pen at him. “That’s still a thing.”
“Dude, I’m convinced ninety-nine percent of students ‘assist’ themselves. It’s modern survival. Also, the Henrietta stuff is criminal if you think about it.”
“It is criminal,” I say. “Still used today, like her body’s doing unpaid overtime forever.”
Gilbert’s face softens. “How’re you, really?”
I could tell him it was good to feel useful. That Lydia’s mom sat with me, and I watched courage live in her face while her body trembled like a leaf. That something gentled in me when Sam tugged my sleeve and said, “You’re tall like my dad.”
Instead I say, “Better. Today was…better.”
He nods, grateful. “Don’t disappear, alright? Not again.”
“I won’t.” I mean it.
We swap a couple more jabs. When we hang up, the apartment feels like someone turned the volume down. The kitchen clatter drifts down the hallway—forks, two voices. I tuck the notebook under my Bible and go find them.
Aunt Liv is plating lasagna like it’s a prize, talking with her hands. Mom’s half grading, half listening, glasses perched on the end of her nose. The table looks like home—salt shaker, stack of mail, a candle shaped like a pinecone that never gets lit.
“Look who the mission dragged in,” Aunt Liv sings. “Sit, baby. Tell us everything.”
I do. Not everything-everything, but the parts I want to keep: the line of families at the warehouse door; the open tent with the plastic walls, warm like a greenhouse; the prayer in broken English, broken Spanish, and a lot of silence. I tell them about the woman who felt warm, and how Lydia’s mom—Eliana—moved through the room like a small lighthouse. I call her Pastor Eliana without thinking. Mom corrects me without correcting me.
“She’s precious,” Mom says, careful with the word precious like it might slip. “I met her once—bright eyes. Kindness you can feel.”
“And Lydia?” Aunt Liv asks, like a cat pretending not to be curious. “How’s our girl Lydia?”
I wrinkle my forehead. “She’s…she’s good. Busy. Bosses me around in the warehouse. In a good way.”
“Mm-hmm,” Aunt Liv says. “Did she boss you into a date yet?”
“Okay,” I say, pointing my fork. “Let’s calm down.”
Mom hides a smile behind a paper. “He’s blushing.”
“I’m not—this is marinara.”
“I have never seen marinara climb a boy’s ears,” Aunt Liv says. Then her voice softens. “I like seeing you smile, Eli. You haven’t done that…not like this…in a while.”
I hadn’t noticed until she said it. My face is doing it without permission. I look down, embarrassed, but there’s a warmth under the embarrassment, and I don’t want to kill it by naming it.
We eat. Mom tells a story about a student who tried to cite “Wikipedia (Grandma)” in an essay. Aunt Liv claims I’ll be forced into the basement if I don’t start putting my socks in the hamper like a civilized mammal.
“Technically,” I say, “the basement is an upgrade. It’s bigger. If I move down there I’ll never leave.”
“Good,” Aunt Liv says. “Cheaper than college.”
After dinner, I help with dishes despite their protests. The water runs hot. I watch suds slip down a plate and think about all the people who walked through that plastic tent today with bad news clinging to them like rain. I think about how a few left lighter. Not fixed. Just…lighter.
Back in my room, I shut the door and exhale long. The house settles—heat kicking on, a pipe clicking twice. I sit on the edge of the bed and open the notebook again.
Witness. That’s the word that won’t stop circling. Peter explained it last week—the noticer, the teller, the one who says “I saw this” when everyone else forgets. I don’t know if I qualify. I don’t feel like a lighthouse. More like a burned match. Maybe witnesses can be small.
My phone screen glows. I wasn’t looking for it, but my thumb knows the church site by now. Lightwell Church → Next Steps → Baptism. There’s a sentence at the top: It never feels like the “right time,” and that’s okay. Come as you are; we’ll walk with you from here.
I hear Lydia’s voice: It never feels like the right time.
There’s a form. Name. Phone. A little box for two sentences about why. I stare at the cursor blinking in the text field like it’s waiting for me to confess.
I don’t type yet. Instead I slide the phone aside and lean back, palms over my face. It’s quiet enough to hear my heart. When I move my hands, my eyes land on the framed napkin on my nightstand—the one Sofia saved from the hospital and Mom turned into a gift. The creases ironed soft. The words in my handwriting, still slightly crooked:
Stay with the light.
I pick up the frame and hold it a second. It’s ridiculous that a napkin can feel like a compass. But I need simple right now. I need something I can aim at without overthinking it to death.
I set the frame down and pray. Not poetry. Not brave. Just me.
“God… thanks for today,” I say, eyes open. “Thanks for letting me be useful without faking it. For…for Eliana’s calm. For Lydia’s laugh. For people who don’t treat me like I’m about to fall apart. For my mom. For Aunt Liv’s lasagna. For Gilbert even when he acts like he invented oxygen.”
A small breath. “I don’t know what I’m doing. But if You do…show me the next step. I’ll take it.”
I sit there until the quiet feels like an answer. Maybe it is.
I slide under the covers and let the room dim. The baptism page is still open on my phone, waiting. I don’t tap Submit yet, but I leave it there like a promise I can reach for in the morning.
Before I turn out the lamp, I look once more at the napkin in the frame. “You know what,” I say, half to the room, half to the Someone I can’t see, “I will.”
The light clicks off. The house breathes. Somewhere in the next room, a paper shifts, and Mom clears her throat like she does when she’s tired but content. I close my eyes and picture the plastic tent at the pantry glowing faintly in the cold, the kind of glow you only see if you’re looking for it.
Maybe witnesses don’t always roar. Maybe sometimes they just…stay.
Sunday mornings have always felt like a reset button—like the air itself hits “refresh.”
I woke up to sunlight cutting through the blinds, a bright stripe across the dresser. For a few seconds I didn’t move, just let it warm my face. There was this quiet inside me, not the dead kind but the living kind, like peace was trying to learn how to speak again.
Downstairs, Mom was humming something—probably that old worship song she always hums when she grades papers. Aunt Liv was already dressed, sipping coffee and looking like she’d been awake since the previous century.
“Morning, sunshine,” she said. “You look suspiciously happy. Did Jesus text you personally last night?”
“Yeah,” I said, grabbing a piece of toast. “He said, ‘Stop sleeping through sermons.’”
She laughed. “He says that to me too.”
Mom smiled without looking up from her laptop. “You’re in a good mood, honey.”
“Yeah,” I said, spreading butter that refused to melt. “Just…feels like it’s gonna be a good day.”
I didn’t tell them I’d filled out the baptism form. It felt too new, too personal to say out loud yet. But I knew—they’d see it soon enough. That tiny act on the church’s website had felt like a hinge clicking into place. The kind you don’t notice until the door swings open.
As I went back upstairs, I caught myself humming too.
There’s a part of me that still can’t believe how light feels. Like, is this even allowed after everything? After all that anger and noise? But maybe that’s what grace is—it doesn’t ask permission.
I got dressed, nothing fancy—just a white shirt and jeans, the same jacket I wear too often. While tying my shoes, I said a quick, clumsy prayer.
“God, uh, thanks for…yesterday. For today. For letting me not screw things up yet. Keep doing…whatever this is.”
My phone buzzed—Gilbert.
Gilbert: You ready, hotshot? I’m outside.
I grinned, grabbed my jacket, and headed down. “Gilbert’s here!” I called.
Mom said, “Tell him to come in! We have coffee.”
“He’ll explode if he drinks more caffeine,” I said, half-joking. “He’s basically 60% espresso at this point.”
When I opened the door, Gilbert was leaning against his car, sipping from a plastic cup with that look of someone who’s on their third refill.
“Ready for your Sunday blessing?” he asked.
“I’ve been ready since Thursday,” I said.
He gave me that sideways grin. “Alright, Saint Elias, let’s roll.”
But then his phone buzzed again. He checked it without thinking—then froze.
I watched his eyes narrow, his face pale.
“Hey,” I said. “What’s up?”
He didn’t answer.
“Gilbert?”
He swallowed, still staring at the screen.
“Dude, what’s going on?”
He blinked hard, like he was trying to make sense of the words. Then his voice came out quiet, like he was afraid they’d turn solid if he said them too loud.
“It’s from the church group chat. Bro…” He stopped, rubbed his forehead, and started again. “It says Pastor Eliana passed away early this morning.”
I didn’t react at first. The words just hovered there, waiting for me to let them in.
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “No, she didn’t. I saw her yesterday. She—she was fine. She—she prayed with people, she—”
“I know,” Gilbert said softly. “I just—this can’t be real, right?”
My chest went hollow, like someone had reached inside and unplugged something vital. “What…what happened?”
He looked at the screen again. “It doesn’t say. Just that the family asks for prayer. And…that service still continues.”
Mom came into the hall, noticing the silence. “What’s wrong?”
I turned toward her, voice thin. “Mom… Pastor Eliana’s gone.”
Her face dropped. For a second, she didn’t move. Then she covered her mouth, eyes welling up. “Oh no… oh no.”
Aunt Liv appeared behind her, asking, “What happened?”
Mom could only whisper, “Eliana.”
And then it hit me—the full weight. I could still hear her voice in my head, “It’s never too early to accept God. The best decision I ever made was following Him while I was still alive.”
Still alive.
Was.
The words felt cruel now. Unfairly prophetic.
“I don’t—” I said, but the rest didn’t come. Just air. “I don’t get it. She was fine. She was right there.”
Gilbert stepped closer, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Hey. Let’s go, man. We need to be there. For them.”
I shook my head. “For who? She’s gone, Gilbert.”
He didn’t argue. He just looked at me, and I could see that he didn’t know what else to say either.
Mom’s eyes were red. “Go,” she said softly. “Go, Elias. Be with your church family. We’ll pray here.”
So I nodded. I don’t know if I even meant to. I just did.
When we got into Gilbert’s car, the seatbelt felt too tight. Everything felt too tight.
The radio was off, the street outside too bright, every sound too sharp. My hands were shaking.
I whispered to myself, “Stay with the light.”
It sounded weak. Fragile.
Because right now, the light didn’t feel like something to stay with. It felt like something that had just left.
By the time we pulled into the church parking lot, the air felt wrong. Too still. Even with the sun blazing, everything looked colorless—like the light didn’t know where to go.
Gilbert parked crookedly near the front. Neither of us said anything for a while. I think both of us half expected to see Pastor Peter out front, greeting people with that usual grin, saying “Morning, family!” like nothing had happened. And maybe—God help me—I think part of me expected to see Pastor Eliana too, alive, waving from the doors like a glitch in the news.
Instead, there were clusters of people standing on the steps, hands folded, whispering. A woman was crying into her husband’s shoulder. Another man was on his phone, pacing, murmuring, “I can’t believe it… she was here yesterday.”
I turned to Gilbert. “Why are we here?”
He looked just as lost. “I don’t know, man. I thought… I don’t know. Maybe they’d… be here?”
“The family?”
He nodded.
I swallowed hard. “Why would Pastor Peter preach? His wife just died.”
Gilbert didn’t answer. Neither of us had a good reason for why we came—just that invisible pull that said, Go.
When we stepped inside, the lobby was packed. I’d never seen the church this crowded except for Christmas Eve. Some people were kneeling against the walls, hands clasped. Others sat in silence, red-eyed. There were murmurs—fragmented prayers, phrases like, “She’s healed now,” and “Her faith was strong.”
But then someone said, “If we only had more faith, maybe she would’ve been healed here.”
That one hit me sideways.
I stopped walking. That phrase—it felt like someone had slapped it across my face.
More faith. Like God needed a performance to keep someone alive.
My fists tightened.
Gilbert saw it. “Hey,” he said quietly. “Don’t.”
I shook my head. “That’s—” I didn’t finish. Because I knew if I said anything, it would come out as a shout.
We walked into the sanctuary. It was dimmer than usual. No worship band on stage, no slides, no upbeat guitar tuning. Just quiet. Rows of people sitting, some crying quietly, some whispering prayers, some staring straight ahead like the world had stopped and forgotten to start again.
A few minutes later, the lights near the stage brightened. The man who stepped up wasn’t Pastor Peter. It was the lead worship pastor—Daniel Rivera. I’d seen him a few times before, a tall Hispanic guy in his thirties, solid build, a calm face that always softened when he sang. He usually smiled when he got on stage. Not today.
His voice came out raw but clear. “Good morning, family.” He stopped. The silence in the room answered him. “I… I wish I could bring better news today. We lost someone who changed the air in this church. Pastor Eliana went home to be with the Lord early this morning.”
A ripple of sobs moved through the sanctuary. Daniel’s throat caught, and he pressed his hand to his chest.
“I know this doesn’t make sense right now,” he continued. “It doesn’t make sense to me either. Her timing—it feels so… unlikely. So cruelly timed. She was radiant yesterday, praying over people. I saw her smiling. We all did.” He paused again, eyes glistening. “But I know this too—God doesn’t stop being good when the story turns dark. He’s still here in the middle of this ache.”
He bowed his head. “Let’s pray.”
Everyone stood, the sound of chairs creaking in waves. I stayed sitting. I couldn’t.
Daniel prayed. Words about comfort, faith, endurance, peace beyond understanding. Words that felt like they were trying to stretch across a canyon. I wanted to believe them. I really did. But all I could think about was the way she smiled at me yesterday, how alive she’d looked when she told me that following God was the best decision she’d ever made.
Now she was gone.
When the prayer ended, Daniel rubbed his eyes. “I didn’t prepare a message for today,” he said. “Honestly, I didn’t even plan to speak. But I prayed this morning that the Spirit would guide me. And this is what I kept hearing: grief is a holy thing. It’s the space between what was and what will be. It’s not absence—it’s transition. And God sits with us in it, quietly.”
He told a short story about losing his father when he was young—how the silence afterward was worse than the loss itself. “But even then,” he said, “God’s whisper was there. Not fixing, just being.”
People said “Amen.” Others wept openly.
I didn’t say anything. I just stared at the cross on the wall. It didn’t feel comforting. It felt heavy.
Halfway through, Daniel’s voice broke. He wiped his face and laughed weakly. “Sorry, guys. I told myself I’d hold it together.”
He didn’t. None of us could.
Then, almost trembling, he said, “I think she’d want us to sing, though. Even just one.”
The piano started playing softly. I recognized it instantly.
I love You, Lord, and I lift my voice…
A slow wave of voices joined in.
To worship You, O my soul, rejoice…
I couldn’t sing. My throat was closed up. I watched people raise their hands, faces streaked with tears, and I felt—honestly—I felt angry. Angry that everyone could praise through this, like faith was armor they could just strap on. Angry that I couldn’t.
When the last chord faded, Daniel stepped back to the mic, his face wet.
“The altar is open,” he said softly. “If anyone needs prayer, comfort, or just time with God… come.”
A few people stood up right away, walking to the front, kneeling, whispering. The piano kept playing—soft, steady.
I stayed where I was, frozen.
Gilbert looked at me. “You okay?”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t know what this is. It’s not the same without them.”
He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t have to.
I looked up at the screen near the stage. The baptism announcement was still there, bright white letters against the dark:
“Baptism Sunday — Next Week. Sign up now. Begin again.”
I felt my stomach twist.
I didn’t want to do it anymore.
Not without her. Not with this ache still heavy.
But another thought slipped through before I could shove it away—Maybe this is how I can honor her.
If she could see me now, she’d probably smile that calm smile and say, “It’s never too early to accept God.”
So I whispered under my breath, almost bitterly, “Fine. For you.”
But deep down, I wasn’t sure who I was saying it to—her, God, or myself.
The piano kept playing.
And I just sat there, staring at the glowing words on the screen, trying to believe that begin again was still possible.


Chapter Thirty Seven

The rain was the kind that didn’t bother with drama. No thunder, no wind. Just a steady veil—thin and cold—turning every sound soft. Umbrellas bloomed like dark flowers along the slope, shivering and tapping. Shoes sank a little into the grass. Breath came out in little clouds.
I’ve been to funerals before. I’ve never seen one this big.
Cars lined both sides of the narrow road and then kept going down the block, then around the corner, then… I stopped looking. People were walking in twos and threes up the hill, huddled beneath shared umbrellas—some in proper black coats and polished shoes, some in thrift-store dresses and old hoodies. There was a suit with frayed cuffs. A pair of sneakers patched with duct tape. A kid in a puffy jacket that used to be red. Everyone trying to look their best and mostly failing, and somehow that made it feel more sacred. Like they’d all still shown up anyway.
Gilbert took the umbrella and held it over both of us without saying anything. He didn’t have to. He squeezed my shoulder once. My mom and Aunt Liv came behind us, lighter steps, whispering to one another. It was the kind of whisper that has weight to it, like holding a hot mug and not being sure where to put it down.
We crested the hill, and there it was—the tent, the green fake grass mat spread over wet dirt, the rectangle open in the earth that no one let themselves look at too long. The coffin was there already. Dark wood beaded with rain. A spray of lilies and roses lay on top, some petals now spotted where the drizzle hadn’t been kind.
People were everywhere. Clusters of them standing in rings, like gentle knots—crying quietly, praying in murmurs, exchanging the long exhale of shared shock. The church had turned out in numbers I didn’t know it had. Pantry volunteers, men from the parking team, mothers I’d seen in the foyer wrangling kids, teens with hands in their pockets, older people leaning on canes. And then the ones I didn’t know at all—neighbors, coworkers, people who just kept whispering, “She helped me—she helped me when…” and then the sentence swallowed itself.
I thought I’d spot Pastor Peter immediately, but grief rearranges a crowd. It smudges edges. It took me a minute to find him—standing beneath the front edge of the tent, his head slightly bowed, hand on his son’s shoulder. Sam was dressed in a too-stiff shirt, the collar refusing to lie flat. On Pastor Peter’s other side, Lydia leaned into her grandmother, face half-hidden in a black scarf. The grandparents stood like pillars beside them—small pillars, brittle with age, but somehow holding up the roof for everyone else.
I kept expecting the rain to pick a side—either commit to downpour or give us a break. It didn’t. It just kept falling like it had decided not to make a scene and was now enforcing that rule on the rest of us.
I didn’t try to get closer. It felt wrong to cut through the lines of people who had arrived earlier, who knew where to stand, how to fold into everything. We found a place at the edge of the tent’s reach, where the drips off the canvas hit the grass with a faster rhythm. I wanted to say something to Gilbert, but words inside my mouth felt damp and heavy, like they’d soaked up the weather.
Close by, a woman clutched a grocery-store bouquet with the sticker still on the sleeve. The plastic made squeaking sounds when she shifted her grip. Beside her, a man wore a coat with a patched elbow and held an umbrella for two other mourners with his free hand without moving his expression even once. On my other side, a young father shushed a toddler, whispering that Grammy loved this woman very much and so we’re all very quiet to show we love her, too.
I tried to remember when I’d last seen her. In the pantry tent. Her voice was light then—steady, bright, almost buoyant. She’d said the best decision she ever made was following Him while she was still alive, and how that was a decision she could take to the grave. I didn’t know then how soon she meant. I don’t think she did either. But she’d said it like she knew the edges of time and the value of minutes.
The pastor’s mentor stepped forward beneath the tent. I didn’t know his name, only his face—a gentleness to the eyes, hair gone white—wet shoulders in his overcoat. He lifted a hand for quiet he almost didn’t need. The crowd breathed inward a little, then stayed.
“It is appointed,” he began, voice thin and firm at once, “for all of us to cross this threshold. But some of us show us how to walk it well.”
I didn’t listen for theology. I listened for heartbeats. For the unbroken line between his sentences and the sound of raindrops ticking off the tent. They matched up. It made something strange in my chest, like where fear meets calm and both decide to sit down.
From somewhere behind me a woman started to cry—small, contained sobs that loosened into a quiet keening and then resolved back into silence. Hands around her found her shoulders. You can hear love when it has nothing to say but refuses to leave anyway.
I looked down at my shoes. Mud was working at them like little tongues. When I looked up again, my eyes snagged on the coffin. I don’t know why I’d expected it to look different. Maybe lighter. Maybe less present. But it was just there—there like a fact, there like a period at the end of a paragraph that had said a lot of beautiful things and now came to a stop.
I thought about the sanctuary earlier. The flowers. The way the carpet smelled faintly like dust and raincoats and lilies. I thought about the voices I heard, one after another, telling pieces of her story. The pantry women who said she tucked grocery cards into their hands and told them no, it wasn’t charity, it was family. The men whose eyes shone because she’d listened for an hour when all they’d asked for was a minute. The way the room was full not of the right words but of the right warmth.
And then him. Pastor Peter. Saying she was the love of his life. Saying she had been his better sermon. Saying they knew what they signed up for when they said yes to this life and to each other, but how he hadn’t known the cost would be counted so soon. He said he would keep his promises. He said he would keep fighting. He said it not like a vow to the crowd but to a person. To her. To God. To himself.
I kept my face still. It wasn’t hard. My skin knew how to do that now. If there were tears, they were the kind that don’t bother with the eyes. They happen somewhere deeper and leave the eyes for weather.
A breeze pulled the edge of the tent and shook a row of drops loose. They spattered in a line, skipping across the grass like tiny feet running.
Beside me, my mom took a slow breath and let it out. Aunt Liv’s hand found mine for a second, squeezed, then was gone. I could feel Gilbert looking without turning to check. He knew what he would find and didn’t need to see it: my jaw tight, the muscles around my mouth behaving like they were holding something fragile in place.
People moved forward in twos, then threes, to lay roses on the lid. The red looked aggressive at first against the polished wood, then softened as rain rounded each petal’s edge. Someone left a folded note tucked under the flowers. Another person placed a small cross carved out of light-colored wood, the kind of thing you worry will soak and warp—but they let it stay, because love isn’t efficient and it’s bad at the practicalities of weather.
I didn’t go up. I didn’t trust my legs if I tried. I didn’t trust my hands not to shake. I didn’t trust my face not to break open without sound.
There are moments you feel the entire world pivot half a degree and you know you’ll only understand that tilt in retrospect. Standing there—umbrella drumming, soil darkening, words making slow circles around us—that’s what it felt like. A tilt. Not a collapse. Not a cliff. Just a tilt that would send the next weeks rolling in a slightly different direction than you’d planned for.
The mentor’s voice faded into a chorus of amens that sounded almost like rain if rain knew how to agree. He stepped aside. People shifted. The crowd breathed. I realized I’d been clenching my teeth and made myself stop.
In the space where I expected more, there was only quiet.
I stared at the wet flowers and thought, not for the first time, how short everything is. How a life can be packed so full that when it ends it looks like a procession, and still the ending is a quiet, practical thing involving shovels and measurements and green fabric laid over mud. How the people you love can stand three feet away from you and you can’t reach them—because the reaching time is over. How sometimes the best thing anyone can do is hold an umbrella for someone else and not say a single word.
The rain stayed polite. The grief didn’t. It pressed everywhere, even into the places that felt empty in me. Especially there.
I took another breath. I didn’t know what Part Two of this day would be. I only knew my hands were cold and my heart wouldn’t stop listening for a voice that wasn’t going to speak here. Not the way I wanted it to.
We waited with everyone else. We stayed. That felt like the only right verb left.
When they began lowering the coffin, a hush swept across the crowd—not an organized silence, but the kind that grows naturally, like fog rolling in and deciding to stay. The ropes creaked, the pulleys groaned. Even the rain seemed to dim for a second, as if the sky wanted to listen.
The mentor—Reverend Calvin Rhodes, someone said his name earlier—stepped closer to the grave. His gray overcoat was soaked through, the shoulders dark, the collar drooping. He held a small Bible that looked as old as he was, its pages wavy from years of sermons and weather.
He spoke softly. “We return her to the ground, yes—but we also return her to the hands that formed her. She lived well. She loved fiercely. And she has finished the race.”
He paused to steady himself, a tremor running down his arm. “May the same faith she carried be the soil we stand on today.”
The crowd murmured “amen,” soft and uneven. Some wept quietly, some bowed their heads. Others just stared, faces fixed, unable to mimic grief when the real thing already filled them.
I couldn’t move.
I didn’t want to see the coffin go all the way down. I told myself it was out of respect, but maybe it was just fear—fear that if I saw her disappear into the earth, that would make all of it too real. That would make death too real.
Pastor Peter moved forward, holding Lydia’s hand and his son’s. The three of them stood right at the edge, their silhouettes framed by umbrellas around them. The pastor’s face was pale but steady. His voice broke once when he spoke.
“You’re on the good side now, my love,” he said, barely above a whisper, but everyone heard him.
“You’re in the best part of this story. I’ll keep my promises. I’ll keep fighting for the work we built together.”
He closed his eyes, kissed his hand, and laid it on the lid before stepping back. Lydia placed a single rose. Sam followed, clutching a folded paper. He threw it in—it hit the wood, bounced, and fell into the dark space below.
I wondered what he’d written. Maybe a goodbye. Maybe nothing but scribbles, because what do you write when the world suddenly doesn’t include your mom anymore?
One by one, people began stepping up. I saw faces from every chapter of my own life in that line—people from youth night, from the pantry, from the café. Men and women, young and old, everyone carrying something small to leave behind: flowers, letters, a photo, a charm bracelet. Each drop into the grave sounded louder than it should’ve, echoing through the mist.
I didn’t go. I couldn’t. My legs locked like I’d been commanded to stay still. The rain was sliding down my face now, and I couldn’t tell whether I was crying or just letting the weather do the work for me.
There was this one moment—tiny, almost nothing—where I thought she looked like she was still there. Like she was standing behind the crowd, watching all of us, hands clasped, smiling the way she did that day in the pantry. That calm, unwavering kindness that didn’t even need words.
And just as quickly, the image slipped away.
The shovels began their work. The first sound of soil hitting the coffin—thud.
It startled me. The second—thud.
It hurt.
By the third, I’d gone numb again.
I tried to pray. The words didn’t come out right. They weren’t prayers, not really—just fragments. “God… she was… she helped…” I stopped. I didn’t know who I was talking to or what I was asking for. I just knew that silence didn’t feel like enough anymore.
Beside me, my mom was crying into Aunt Liv’s shoulder. Gilbert wiped his nose with the back of his hand, pretending it was just the cold. When the pastor’s mentor finally said the last amen, people began drifting away in slow, hesitant lines. The umbrellas closed, one after another, making soft, mechanical clicks, until all that was left was a few of us standing in drizzle and mud.
I thought about her words—the best decision I ever made was following Him while I was still alive.
They echoed, but they didn’t comfort me. They convicted me. Because I couldn’t stop wondering why following God didn’t make her live longer. Why it didn’t fix her. Why it had to be this way.
Maybe I wasn’t angry at God. Maybe I was just angry at the pattern—how everything good in my life eventually broke, faded, or died.
I stared down at the roses floating in puddles of soil. The red bled into the water, turning it murky and beautiful and wrong all at once.
People were leaving now. Lydia’s family stood together in a tight circle. The grandparents were holding her. Pastor Peter stood off to the side, head tilted toward the clouds, eyes closed, lips moving in prayer. He looked smaller now. Lighter. Like half his body was still standing here and the other half was already somewhere else.
I wanted to walk up, to say something—anything—but what could I possibly say? She’s in a better place? He already knew that. He believed that more than anyone here. Saying it out loud would’ve felt like an insult.
So I stayed where I was.
When it finally came time to leave, I walked over. He saw me before I could open my mouth. His face softened—tired but kind. We didn’t speak at first. We just hugged. He held on a second longer than I expected, like a father who wasn’t sure how to let go yet.
“Thank you for being here, son,” he said.
All I could say was, “Of course, Pastor.”
He nodded, eyes glistening. “She really liked you, Elias. You gave her hope.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that. I wanted to tell him she gave me hope too, but my throat refused. It just sat there, thick and uncooperative.
When we finally pulled apart, he gave me a weak smile, the kind that says this is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I have to keep going. Then he turned back toward his family.
And that was it.
Just like that, she was gone.
As we walked back to the car, I kept thinking about how short everything feels when it ends. One week ago, she was telling me about baptism. About how following God while you’re still alive is the greatest decision you can make. And now… she was gone.
I didn’t know whether to feel thankful that I met her or cursed that I did.
The rain picked up, soft but steady. Each drop sounded like a ticking clock against the umbrella.
I whispered under my breath, You did life well, Pastor.
And for the first time, I wasn’t sure if I meant her or him.
When I looked back one last time, Pastor Peter was still standing there, hand on the closed grave, eyes raised to the clouds.
The rain fell harder then.
Washing the flowers.
Washing the soil.
Washing everything that still refused to make sense.


Chapter Thirty Eight
The rain had slowed to a whisper by the time everyone left.
Umbrellas drifted like black petals across the parking lot, engines starting, doors closing, voices fading until only the sound of the wet wind was left. Gilbert had gone—he offered a ride, but I told him I’d stay. My mother and Aunt Liv were already walking toward another row of stones, the part of the cemetery where the ground sinks slightly, where my father was buried.
I hadn’t been there in over a year.
Daniel Wynn, 1979–2019.
The grass around his stone had grown thick, the soil darker from the rain.
Beneath it: Walk as children of light.
The words stopped me. They looked almost new, freshly carved, though I’d seen them before. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that they were talking directly to me—like some quiet echo following me all week. Stay with the light. My eyes burned just thinking about it.
Mom was already kneeling, her fingers tracing the letters. Aunt Liv stood behind her, holding the umbrella over both of them, her mascara streaked down her face.
By the time we got home, the rain had thickened again.
It drummed on the roof in slow, steady pulses—the kind of rain that makes the whole house hum. Aunt Liv left her shoes by the door, soaked clear through. Mom moved like she was half-dreaming, still wearing her funeral dress, still holding the crumpled napkin of tissues she’d been using since morning.
No one said much at first. We just let the house fill with the quiet sounds—rain, the clock in the kitchen, the kettle warming on the stove. It smelled faintly of lavender and wet coats. I sat on the couch, running my thumb along the corner of Dad’s old photo frame, the one on the shelf by the lamp.
“I was twelve,” I said finally. The words surprised me; I hadn’t planned to speak. “Same age as Sam.”
Mom froze halfway to the table. She turned, her eyes soft and startled. “I know.”
“I just kept thinking that today,” I said. “He’s twelve. He’s just… a kid. I can’t imagine.”
She set the tissues down and sat beside me, her body folding like something fragile. “You shouldn’t have had to imagine,” she said. “Not back then. Not ever.”
The rain got louder, as if it was listening.
“I thought I was doing what was best for you,” she went on. “Keeping the house. Keeping you in that school. I was so scared of losing everything that I didn’t see I was already losing you.”
Her voice cracked, and she pressed her palms to her eyes. “I left you with her. I knew better. I knew how she was—her temper, her rituals, her darkness. And I still—”
“Mom,” I interrupted gently. “You didn’t know everything.”
“I knew enough,” she said, trembling. “I saw it in your face when you came home. The way you’d flinch if I raised my hand too fast. I told myself it was just grief. That you’d come around. I kept smiling, thinking I could make things normal if I just pretended hard enough.”
Aunt Liv sat down across from us, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea. “You weren’t pretending,” she said quietly. “You were surviving.”
Mom laughed, a small, broken sound. “Feels the same some days.”
I looked at her hands—still shaking, still beautiful. “Mom, you’ve carried this too long,” I said. “You’ve punished yourself more than anyone ever could. But you’re allowed to forgive yourself. You and Dad, you stopped the pattern. That’s what matters.”
She shook her head, tears sliding down her cheeks. “I didn’t stop anything. I just hid behind church, behind other people’s kindness. I made it look like I was faithful when I was really just afraid.”
I reached out and took her hands. “You were brave. You kept us standing. Hurt people hurt people, remember? But healed people help people. And that’s what you’ve been doing, Mom. You’ve been helping.”
Aunt Liv nodded, eyes glassy. “He’s right, Martha. You’ve been the light in all this.”
Mom gave a weak smile, then covered her mouth as another sob shook through her. “When did you grow up so much?”
I laughed softly. “Probably when I realized you weren’t perfect. You’re just human. And I love you more for it.”
We stayed like that—three people pressed close together, listening to the storm. For a moment, I thought of Dad again. His voice, his laugh, the way he used to say walk as children of light. I’d seen those words on his headstone earlier, glinting under the rain.
“I’m trying, Dad,” I whispered under my breath. “We’re all trying.”
Mom looked up. “What did you say?”
“Nothing,” I said, smiling. “Just thinking.”
She leaned her head against my shoulder. “Don’t ever think you have to go through this alone again, Elias. Promise me that.”
“I promise,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere.”
The thunder rolled once more, low and distant, then faded. The rain softened against the windows. The room smelled like tea and candle wax and something close to peace.


The next afternoon the sky finally cleared.
A pale band of sunlight cut through the clouds like it was trying to start over, the way I wanted to.
The church parking lot was full when I arrived. The building looked softer than usual—warmer, somehow—like grief itself had humbled it. When I stepped inside, the smell of coffee and frosting hit me. Someone had baked cupcakes. The kind of small kindness that said, You’re still here. Keep going.
They had us meet in one of the side classrooms, the one with the big mural of the Jordan River painted on the wall. A folding table ran down the middle, lined with Bibles, pens, and these pale-blue envelopes stamped “For Your Future Self – Six Months.”
Two leaders ran the session: Vicky, in her forties, kind eyes behind thin-rimmed glasses, and Dom, older, built like a linebacker but soft-spoken, with a gray beard that reminded me of winter.
Vicky smiled as people found seats. “Welcome, everyone. I know it’s been a hard week for some of us,” she said, and her voice already sounded like balm. “But baptism reminds us that death never has the last word.”
Something in me eased just hearing that.
Dom nodded. “We’re here to talk about what this means. It’s not a ceremony—it’s a burial and a birth at the same time. You’re going down into the water with everything that’s tried to drown you, and you’re coming back up alive again.”
I looked around the table. Twenty-something people. Some my age, some twice that. A few wiping tears already.
Vicky continued, “Tomorrow night, Pastor Daniel will ask you a simple question: Do you accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior? And you’ll say, Yes, I do. Then you’ll go under. When you rise, that old life stays behind. You walk in newness.”
Her words hit like they were written for me. For the boy who used to beg God in hospital beds. For the one who’d screamed at his own reflection months ago.
They showed us how it would work—where to stand, how to hold our noses, how to come up slow so the water wouldn’t choke us. It was strangely practical, like learning a dance.
Dom joked, “Don’t worry, nobody’s ever drowned in our tank. It’s heated, by the way—holy water, not ice water.”
Everyone laughed softly, even me.
Then Vicky said, “Before you leave, take that envelope. Write where you are right now—your fears, your hopes, even your doubts. Six months from now, you’ll get it back and see how far you’ve come. God’s handwriting shows up in the margins of time.”
I stared at my blank sheet for a long minute. The room smelled like sugar and coffee and paper. Finally, I wrote:
I don’t know if I’m ready, but maybe faith isn’t about being ready. Maybe it’s about stepping in anyway.
I sealed it before I could change my mind.
After the session, I lingered, helping them fold chairs. Dom offered me another cupcake. “Big day tomorrow,” he said. “You got people coming?”
“Yeah,” I said, smiling. “My mom. My aunt. My best friend. Maybe even more.”
“Good,” he said. “Let them see. Witnesses make the promise stronger.”
That word again. Witness. It hummed somewhere deep inside me, the same way it had on that hospital wall.
Outside, the sky was bruised purple, the pavement shining from yesterday’s rain. I got into my mom’s car and just sat there for a while, listening to the ticking of the engine, thinking about everything Vicky and Dom said—burial and birth. Old life and new.
Tomorrow it would happen.
And for the first time in years, the thought didn’t scare me. It felt like breathing.
When I got home, Mom was in the kitchen stirring something on the stove.
The smell of garlic and tomato filled the house—Aunt Liv’s lasagna again, reheated. Comfort food. The kind that made it easier to talk about hard things.
“Where were you, sweetheart?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder.
I smiled a little. “At church. The baptism prep class.”
Her eyes lit up instantly. “Oh, Elias, really?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I… I signed up.”
She put the spoon down and turned fully toward me. “You’re getting baptized?”
“Tomorrow. Six o’clock.”
For a second, she just stared, her lip trembling, and then she covered her mouth, laughing through tears. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in years. Oh, honey—your dad would be so proud.”
That hit deep.
For the first time, it didn’t sting; it just felt right. Like maybe somewhere, he really could see.
“I just thought… it’s time,” I said. “It’s not about being ready anymore.”
She walked over and hugged me tight, the kind of hug that pressed everything—grief, hope, faith—into one moment. “This is the greatest gift,” she whispered. “You don’t even know what it means to me.”
Later, after dinner, I went up to my room. The house was quiet except for the faint hum of rain starting up again outside. I texted Gilbert the news.
He replied almost immediately:
You bet I’ll be there. Look at you, getting blessed while I’m buried in this hellish biochem workload.
I grinned.
At least your suffering’s educational.
He sent back:
Yeah, but you’re over there finding love and redemption. I’m making out with my AI lab assistant.
Don’t plagiarize, bro, I typed. God’s watching.
He’d understand, he wrote. Even Jesus had disciples help him with his homework.
I laughed so hard I almost dropped my phone. It felt good to laugh again.
When I put the phone down, it buzzed again—this time, Lydia.
Heard from my dad that you signed up.Proud of you, Elias. Really.
I stared at the message, thumb hovering, then typed back:
Thank you. How are you holding up?
She didn’t text back right away—she called.
Her voice was soft, tired, but steady. “It’s been hard,” she said. “Dad’s been trying to stay strong for Sam. But I think he’s been praying more than he’s been sleeping.”
I could hear something—dishes clinking faintly in the background, maybe their kitchen. “I wanted to call,” she continued, “because… you meeting my mom meant a lot to her. She really liked you, you know?”
“She told me,” I said quietly. “She said she could see the light in me.”
Lydia laughed softly, the kind of laugh that sounds like someone remembering something sweet. “Yeah, that’s Mom. Always talking about light. She used to say the darkest rooms just needed someone brave enough to flip the switch.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. My throat went tight. “She was right,” I finally managed.
There was a pause. Then she said, “Maybe after tomorrow, we could go out somewhere. Just—breathe a little. Get some coffee. It’d be nice.”
I smiled without realizing it. “I’d like that.”
“Good,” she said, her voice quieter now. “You’ve been through so much, Elias. You deserve to start new.”
After we hung up, I lay back on my bed. The ceiling glowed faintly from the streetlight outside. On my nightstand sat the frame with the napkin—Stay with the Light.
I turned it toward me and whispered, “You know what? I will.”
Then, without planning to, I prayed. Not a long one. Just a small, simple thing, “God, I don’t know what comes next, but I want to walk with You through it. Thank You for giving me another day to try.”
When I opened my eyes, the house was silent.
Rain tapped gently on the window, like someone knocking from the other side of peace.
And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel afraid of tomorrow.


Chapter Thirty Nine
It was the morning of the baptism, and I woke up before my alarm.
I just lay there, staring at the ceiling, the kind of nervous that feels like a heartbeat living somewhere behind your ribs.
Today was supposed to be the good day—the start-over day.
I made coffee, burned my toast, and tried to tell myself this was how new beginnings looked: awkward and half-done but still worth doing.
The group chat from the baptism class had blown up last night. Everyone was posting verses and little pep-talks. Someone reminded us to bring our written testimonies to be read on stage. I hadn’t written a single word.
I kept telling myself I’d “find it in the moment.”
When I went to grab socks from my dresser, the drawer caught halfway, and I saw the box.
Still there.
That plain, brown-paper box from Christmas with To Elias scrawled across the top.
For months I’d shoved it around like a forgotten bill, telling myself I’d open it “someday.”
Not today.
I shut the drawer and let the thud echo.
The air outside was cold enough to sting. I drove to the gym, hoping to sweat the nerves out.
Rain kept starting and stopping, thin needles across the windshield.
At the entrance, I could already hear weights clanking and someone’s playlist pounding.
I swiped my key card at the counter and caught a man watching me.
He looked ordinary—mid-forties, raincoat, the kind of calm face you forget a second later.
Still, when our eyes met, he smiled.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” I said back, because politeness is automatic.
I went straight to the locker room, tossed my bag down.
The man followed.
He didn’t change or even open a locker. He just stood there, hands in his coat pockets, watching the row of benches like he was waiting for a bus.
“Excuse me,” he said finally. “You’re Elias Wynn, right?”
I froze halfway through untying my shoes.
“Who’s asking?”
He opened his coat enough to flash a small badge.
“Clint Harper. Private investigator.”
I actually laughed—more of a nervous bark. “What, did I forget to pay a parking ticket?”
He shook his head. “You’re the young man who died last year. And came back.”
Every muscle in my body went tight.
Here we go again. Another one of those healer people, maybe a journalist or some online conspiracy chaser.
“Look,” I said, “whatever you’re selling—”
“I’m not with them.” His voice was steady. “I’m working an ongoing case. I think what happened to you connects to something larger. Can we talk? There’s a coffee shop around the corner.”
I wanted to say no. I really did. But something in his eyes—tired, almost frightened—made me nod.
The café was warm and smelled like espresso and rain-wet coats.
We found a corner table. He flipped open a notebook thick with clippings and handwritten notes.
“I’ve been tracing incidents like yours,” he said. “Montana, New York, Rhode Island, Massachusetts. People claim miraculous healings—terminal cancers gone, paralysis reversed, autoimmune diseases vanished. A man they call the Healer is always somewhere nearby.”
I tried to sound casual. “And what—he’s got magic hands?”
Clint ignored the sarcasm. “Every single one of them relapsed. Most died. Same symptoms returning, sometimes worse.”
I didn’t want to believe him, but the memory hit hard: that local news story about a man who’d been cleared of disease, then found dead days later.
“So why me?” I asked.
“Because you’re still alive.” He leaned forward. “And every survivor has vanished within a year.”
I swallowed hard.
He asked if I’d ever seen the Healer. I told him about the night at Briar Hill—the flickering lights, the chanting, the moment everything went black.
Clint’s pen stopped moving.
“Briar Hill’s been boarded up for years,” he said. “You’re sure that’s where it was?”
“I’m sure. My friend went back the next day—it was just an empty building.”
He nodded slowly, jotting something down. “That matches other reports. Pop-up locations. Fake leases. No trace after twenty-four hours.”
He closed the notebook and slid a card toward me.
“Call me if anything strange happens. If he contacts you—don’t answer, don’t go. No matter what he promises.”
I picked up the card, my fingers shaking a little. “What do you think he wants from me?”
Clint’s voice dropped to a whisper. “To finish what he started.”
When I stepped back into the rain, the world felt thinner, like the air had been drained out of it.
I could still hear the hiss of the espresso machine behind the glass, but it sounded a mile away.
For a second, I thought I saw someone standing by my car—a dark blur—but when I blinked, there was nothing.
I told myself it was just nerves.
Tonight was supposed to be light.
I drove home with my hands white-knuckled on the wheel, the investigator’s warning looping in my head:
He’ll come for you again.


By the time I got home, the rain had turned into mist, that kind that clings to your jacket and hair.
I killed the engine and just sat there in the car for a minute, staring at the steering wheel. The coffee cup from the café was still warm in my hand. I’d been holding it for half an hour without realizing it.
I checked the time—almost eleven. I was supposed to go to second service, but the thought of sitting in that crowd, pretending everything was fine, made my stomach turn. I told myself I’d just stream it later.
Inside, the house was quiet. Aunt Liv’s lasagna smell lingered from last night. The air felt heavier than it should have. I dropped my keys, sat on the couch, and stared at the wall.
I tried to pray.
Nothing came out right.
Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the investigator’s face—flat, calm, too certain.
He’ll come for you again.
I shook it off, muttering, “No, he won’t. That’s crazy. This is all over.”
But the words sounded thin.
I opened my Bible, just to ground myself. The pages fell somewhere in Psalms. I didn’t even read; I just let my eyes move over the verses like scanning for oxygen.
My body was fine—my last checkup had gone well, PT was done, no symptoms, no pain.
And still, my chest felt tight, like something unseen was pressing there.
Around two, Mom and Aunt Liv came home from errands. The noise of the front door jolted me.
“Eli?” Mom called. “You ready for tonight?”
I forced a smile as I walked into the kitchen. “Yeah. Just resting. Big day.”
Aunt Liv was humming some gospel tune while unpacking groceries.
“You look nervous,” she said, glancing up. “Good nervous, I hope.”
“Yeah,” I lied.
Mom reached over and touched my arm, her bracelets clinking softly. “You’ll be fine, sweetheart. It’s supposed to be joyful. Don’t overthink it.”
They moved around the kitchen, laughing about something, and for a few minutes, it almost felt normal again.
I watched them, thinking how much of their strength came from pretending everything was okay.
Maybe that’s what faith really was—pretending until it felt real.
By four, the house was buzzing. Aunt Liv was blow-drying her hair in the hallway mirror, Mom ironing her black dress. I changed into the gray “New Life” t-shirt the church had given us for baptism candidates. The fabric was soft, the print bold across the chest.
I caught myself grinning at the mirror. For once, I actually liked what I saw.
Maybe that’s what I needed—something to look forward to. Something to close the chapter.
The knock on the door made me jump.
Gilbert’s voice echoed from outside, loud and familiar.
“Yo, holy man! You ready or what?”
Mom laughed from the kitchen. “Come in, Gil! We’re almost ready.”
I met him at the door. He was drenched from the rain but still wearing that dumb smile.
“Let’s go, family,” he said, mock-bowing. “The heavens await!”
His grandparents waved from the car. Aunt Liv handed me a towel to take “just in case.”
Everyone piled into Gilbert’s car, their voices overlapping—Mom’s laughter, Gilbert’s jokes, Aunt Liv talking about how she still can’t believe I’m doing this.
Then, as I was about to step outside, something pulled me back.
My Bible. I’d left it in my room.
“I’ll grab it real quick,” I said, running upstairs.
The room felt different—colder, though the heat was on.
I found my Bible on the nightstand, but my eyes caught the half-open drawer.
The same drawer from this morning.
Still open.
I froze.
The edge of the plain-wrapped box peeked out like it had been waiting.
I hesitated. My breath sounded loud in the room.
“Not tonight,” I whispered. “I’m not doing this tonight.”
But something in me moved anyway. My hand reached down before my mind caught up.
The paper tore easily.
Inside was a matte black box, small enough to fit in one hand.
When I opened it, I saw only a single folded note.
I unfolded it slowly.
The handwriting was beautiful—too deliberate.
When the time comes, you will come back to me, and you will see.
The air left my lungs.
It wasn’t possible.
The room suddenly felt smaller, the shadows thicker.
My fingers went numb as I stared at the words.
Then I heard my mother’s voice downstairs: “Eli! We’re leaving!”
I whispered, “No… not tonight.”
I crushed the paper, muttering the same words she always said when bad dreams got too close—
I rebuke that, in the name of the Holy Spirit.
I threw the box toward the trash can. It missed, bounced, and landed face-up on the floor.
The black cardboard looked darker than before, almost wet.
“Elias!” Gilbert yelled from outside, honking.
I grabbed my Bible and forced myself not to look back as I shut the door.
The moment the latch clicked, I swore I heard a whisper.
A breath, like someone exhaling my name.
Outside, the rain had stopped, but the sky looked bruised.
And for some reason, I couldn’t stop shivering.
The drive to church felt longer than usual.
The sky was still heavy and gray, the streets slick from the rain, headlights streaking through the puddles.
Inside Gilbert’s car, everyone was talking over each other — laughing, humming to the radio — and I just nodded when they talked to me, trying to sound normal.
By the time we turned into the church parking lot, it was packed. Cars lined up the street, volunteers in yellow vests waving flashlights, guiding traffic.
The building glowed under the floodlights, glass doors spilling golden light onto the wet pavement.
You could hear the music even from the lot — bass pulsing, people cheering, clapping.
“Man, it’s packed,” Gilbert said. “They weren’t kidding when they said celebration night.”
He turned the engine off, grinning. “You ready, preacher boy?”
“Yeah,” I lied again.
We ran through the rain, dodging puddles. The moment we stepped inside, warmth hit like a wave.
The place was alive.
The sanctuary looked nothing like it did on normal Sundays.
The stage was washed in blue and gold light, smoke rising from machines, banners stretched across the walls — CELEBRATION SUNDAY: NEW LIFE.
Kids were dancing near the aisles, the worship band full throttle. Pastor Danny was onstage, voice booming, arms lifted high.
It wasn’t grief or tension or guilt — it was joy, pure and loud.
Something about it caught me off guard. I didn’t know what to do with that much happiness in one room.
Lydia spotted me from the side of the stage.
“Elias!”
She waved, jogging over. She looked radiant — hair tied up, her baptism t-shirt tucked into jeans, eyes bright even though you could still see the shadows of the past few weeks under them.
“You made it!” she said, hugging me. “I’m so proud of you.”
I laughed awkwardly. “Thanks. I guess I couldn’t skip my own funeral.”
She hit my shoulder lightly. “Don’t joke like that.”
“Sorry.”
She smiled anyway. “My mom would’ve loved this. She used to say baptism nights were her favorite — like a glimpse of heaven, watching people start over.”
I nodded. “Yeah. I bet she would’ve.”
She looked up at the lights, then at me again. “She’d be happy for you.”
That hit harder than it should’ve.
I wanted to believe it.
I found Mom and Aunt Liv near the front rows. Gilbert’s grandparents were with them, all smiles and chatter.
Gilbert leaned in and whispered, “Bro, I can’t believe you’re actually doing this. You’re glowing, dude.”
“Yeah, must be the holy fluorescent lights.”
He laughed, slapping my back.
A volunteer with a lanyard came up. “Hey, baptism group, we’re lining up! Everyone come with me.”
That was my cue.
We were led to the prep area behind the sanctuary. It smelled like wet towels and chlorine.
The team handed out flip-flops, shorts, and towels. The air buzzed with excitement and nerves.
Vicky, one of the coordinators, was calling names and explaining again how things would go:
“When your name is called, you’ll walk up the side stairs into the tank. Pastor Danny or Pastor Peter will be there with you. You can read your testimony or have one of us read it for you. Then, after you say ‘I accept Jesus as my Lord and Savior,’ they’ll lower you in and bring you back up. Got it?”
Everyone nodded.
I just smiled, trying not to show I had no testimony written.
“You got yours?” a guy beside me asked.
“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Just… keeping it simple.”
He grinned. “I wrote three pages. Hope they don’t cut me off.”
I laughed, but my throat was dry.
We could hear the music pounding through the walls. Every few minutes, a new round of cheers rose from the sanctuary — someone else had gone under, come back up to applause.
Each name was followed by clapping, whoops, and flashes from phones.
I peeked through the curtain and saw the water glowing under the stage lights, clear and rippling.
One by one, people were being submerged — the water folding over them, then breaking open as they rose, dripping and smiling and crying.
It was beautiful.
It was real.
I’d been standing barefoot behind the curtain for what felt like an hour, the air thick with humidity and nerves.
One by one, people stepped into the water — some trembling, others smiling wide.
The testimonies were beautiful.
A man spoke about thirty years of alcoholism, how he finally forgave his father.
A woman cried so hard she couldn’t finish her story, and the whole church started praying over her right there. Others took their nice time.
The first few made me tear up. The next few made my knees ache.
After ten, fifteen people, I stopped counting. Every time Pastor Danny said, “Next!”, I thought it would be me, but it wasn’t.
It’s strange — how holiness can still make you restless.
How something so sacred can also make you tired.
I kept rubbing my hands together, trying not to fidget.
Part of me wanted to listen to every word, but another part — the impatient, human part — just wanted to get it over with.
I whispered to myself, Come on, come on.
When I peeked around the curtain, I saw the crowd clapping again, a thousand faces shining in the light.
And that’s when I realized how small I was, how every single story before mine felt like a mountain I wasn’t ready to climb.
For a second, I forgot everything else. The investigator, the note, the fear — it all faded.
This was where I belonged.
I’d made it.
Maybe this was the moment that would prove that the darkness, the disease, the nightmares, the whispers — they were all just part of what God had already washed away.
My chest felt light for the first time in weeks.
Someone behind me said, “You’re next.”
I looked up.
The stage lights spilled across the curtain, blue and warm.
I could hear the pastor saying the words again:
“Do you accept Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior?”
And the crowd echoing, Yes!
I took a deep breath, gripping my towel.
I told myself, This is it, Elias. This is the beginning.
My name was next.
The line moved slowly, the sound of the crowd like a heartbeat. The music faded under the hush that always came before each dunking — a rhythm of silence and joy.
Vicky was standing by the curtain, clipboard in hand, eyes shining. “You ready, Elias?”
“Yeah.” I tried to smile. It came out shaky.
She gripped my shoulder. “Take your time. It’s not about perfection. Just surrender.”
That word — surrender — rang in my head as I stepped through the curtain.
The stage lights hit me immediately, warm and blinding. The crowd beyond them was a sea of faces and color. I could make out Mom and Aunt Liv in the second row, Gilbert cheering beside them, Lydia further back, her hands clasped, eyes glassy.
Pastor Danny stood waist-deep in the baptismal tank, white shirt soaked through, microphone in one hand, a smile that could light up a city.
“Tonight,” he said, voice steady but trembling with emotion, “we celebrate what can’t be taken away — salvation. New beginnings. The death of the old and the rising of the new!”
Applause thundered through the room.
He turned to me. “Elias Wynn.”
My name echoed across the sanctuary, like it didn’t belong to me.
He smiled. “Elias, would you like to say a few words before we baptize you?”
My heart kicked against my chest. I hadn’t written anything. But all those faces were waiting.
I swallowed hard. “Um… I just—” My voice cracked through the mic. “I just want to say that… I didn’t think I’d be here. I didn’t think I’d be alive to see this day. And… I guess that means God still has something for me to do. So… thank you.”
The crowd clapped. Someone shouted Amen!
Pastor Danny nodded, eyes kind. “He does, brother. He does.”
He set the microphone down. The lights softened, music low, like a heartbeat pulsing beneath the silence.
He took my hands. “Elias, do you accept Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior?”
“I do,” I said, barely breathing. “I accept Jesus as my Lord and Savior.”
He smiled. “Then let’s bury the old and raise the new.”
The water touched my skin and everything stopped.
It was warm at first — then cold, shockingly cold, colder than any water should be under those lights.
The second my body went under, sound disappeared.
No music.
No crowd.
Just silence.
And in that silence, a whisper.
Not in my ear — in my head.
Like a breath curling inside my skull.
I told you… when the time comes…
My chest seized. I tried to open my eyes but the light above the surface was blinding, rippling, almost golden.
Then I felt it — something brush my wrist. A pulse. A heartbeat that wasn’t mine.
You will come back to me.
My lungs burned. Hands pulled me upward. The world exploded into sound again — cheers, clapping, the crash of drums.
I gasped, blinking water out of my eyes. Pastor Danny was smiling, his hand gripping mine.
The crowd was on their feet.
I forced a laugh, pretending it was joy that made me tremble. But my heart was racing for another reason entirely.
Mom was crying, Lydia clapping, Aunt Liv taking pictures with her phone. The light onstage was blinding, almost heavenly.
And yet — just for a moment — I thought I saw something move in the water beside me.
A flicker, a ripple, a shape that didn’t belong to anyone’s reflection.
When I blinked, it was gone.
Pastor Peter helped me out, patting my back. “Good job, son.”
Everyone was celebrating, hugging, laughing. It was perfect.
But my body wouldn’t stop shivering.
And in the ringing of the music, the cheers, the endless voices shouting Hallelujah, I swore I heard it again — that same whisper from the depths, softer now, almost kind:
You are mine, Elias.
Someone handed me a towel; I put on the thin rubber slippers and followed the trail of soaked towels that led to the bathroom so we wouldn’t flood the hall.
Inside, a man in his forties was toweling his hair dry, beaming. “Isn’t it great?” he said. “Feels so different—so light.”
“Yeah,” I said, smiling for real. “It does.”
He stuck out his hand. “John. Man, you’re so young. I’m happy for you. God’s good.”
“He is,” I said. And I meant it.
But under the joy, there was still that strange awareness—a mix of peace and fear.
Like standing in a dark room you’ve known all your life. You know where everything is, where to step, but the dark still makes you nervous.
When I came back into the sanctuary, the others who’d been baptized sat on the front rows, towels around their shoulders. I found a seat and saw Mom across the room waving. I waved back. For once, I didn’t mind waiting. I clapped for every name called, every story told.
By the time the line ended, an hour had passed, and the worship band burst into Graves into Gardens. The whole place shook. People danced, crying, laughing. I sang, too.
Pastor Peter came back up, his face bright under the lights. “My wife would have loved this,” he said. “Tonight, heaven is cheering.”
When it ended, I told Mom I’d stay to help clean up. She and Aunt Liv left with Gilbert and his grandparents.
Lydia found me by the stage, still damp from the water, her eyes bright with tears. She hugged me tight, her voice close to my ear.
“I’m so proud of you,” she said. “You actually did it.”
“Couldn’t have done it without your family,” I said, half smiling.
She laughed softly. “You know, I was still up for going out tonight… but Celebration Sunday kind of turned into a marathon.” I chuckled. “Yeah, I didn’t expect church to last this long.”
“How about Saturday next week?” she said. “Evening. We’ll grab coffee, something simple.”
“That sounds perfect,” I said.
She smiled again, the kind of smile that makes you think about the future. “Good. It’s a date.”
Then someone called her name, and she waved before heading out.
Before I could answer, Pastor Peter came and wrapped me in a hug. “I’m proud of you too, son,” he whispered, voice breaking.
And I just started crying. Right there, surrounded by people laughing and clapping and praying.
For a second, I could almost see them all—Dad, Grandpa Ricky, Uncle Marcus, Pastor Eliana—smiling somewhere beyond the light.
The church smelled like bleach and wet towels.
I stayed behind to help wipe the floors while the others packed up cables and folded chairs. Every time I turned, someone was still patting my back or shaking my hand. “Welcome home, brother.” “So proud of you.”
It almost felt unreal—like the night had slipped out of time.
Benji and Tony were still buzzing.
“Man, you crushed it up there,” Tony said, swinging the mop like a microphone.
“We should celebrate,” Benji added. “R-1 next weekend—racing track, escape rooms, the whole thing.”
I laughed. “Yeah, sure. I’ll lose every race, but count me in.”
And for a second I meant it; I wasn’t just surviving—I was making plans.
When Pastor Peter left, the building finally quieted. The sanctuary lights dimmed to a soft gold, reflections moving across the drained baptism tank. I kept thinking, I don’t want this day to end.
Gilbert picked me up, yawning but still grinning.
“Alright, holy man,” he said. “You ready to roll?”
The drive was calm—rain starting again, light tapping on the windshield.
“Thanks, man,” I told him. “For pushing me, you know? Not preaching—just… sticking around.”
He smirked. “That was part of the master plan. Get you saved so I can brag about it later.”
We both laughed.
Then he said, “Weren’t we supposed to visit Mom this weekend?”
“Oh—yeah.”
“With the funeral and all… I figured we wait. Not the right time.”
“Yeah. Next month, maybe.”
“Deal.”
He dropped me off, headlights flashing against the wet driveway. Everyone inside was already asleep.
I showered off the chlorine smell, staring at my reflection—my face looked brighter, lighter. I actually smiled.
When the water started to warm, I grabbed clean clothes from the dresser.
I turned back to the shower. The steam was thicker now, fogging the mirror. I thought I’d calm down once I got under the water, but the moment I stepped in, a sharp pain struck through my lungs.
Then another—like something clawed from the inside.
I gasped, clutching my chest. The edges of the room blurred.
My head pounded so hard I thought it might split.
I dropped to my knees, coughing. At first it was just air—then pink.
Blood mixed with the water, swirling down the drain.
“Mom!” I tried to call, but it came out broken, drowned by the hiss of the shower.
I reached for the faucet, slipped, hit the wall. More blood splattered across the tile.
The last thing I saw was the framed napkin on the desk, visible through the half-open bathroom door.
The words shimmered wrong in the steam, twisting, rearranging—
Stay away from the light.
Then everything went white.


Chapter Forty

I woke up to the sound of a slow, steady beeping.
The kind that feels like it’s measuring how alive you are.
The ceiling above me was the same dull cream color I remembered from before. A soft blue pulse from the monitor beside my bed painted the sheets like water. The faint hiss of a ventilator from the next room came and went, matching the rhythm of my own breathing.
For a second, I thought I was dreaming about that night again. Then the weight of the IV in my arm told me it wasn’t a dream.
I already know how this goes, I thought. Same smell of antiseptic. Same rubber band around my wrist. Same numb calm in my chest.
A nurse appeared through the curtain—her scrubs made a soft brushing sound as she moved. She smiled too brightly, the kind of smile meant to make a patient forget where he is.
“Hey there. You’re awake. How are you feeling?”
“Where’s Dr. Osei?” My voice came out hoarse, dry.
“He’s not on call tonight,” she said, adjusting my IV. “You’ve got Dr. Nguyen covering until morning.”
I nodded, but the words barely registered. I could hear my mom’s voice just outside the curtain—thin, tired, almost breaking.
“Yes… yes, please pray,” she was saying to someone over the phone.
When she stepped inside, she looked smaller somehow. Her hair was frizzed from the rain, her hands twisting together.
“Hey, sweetheart,” she whispered, brushing my forehead.
I managed a weak smile. “Mom… don’t tell Gilbert. Or anyone from church. Not yet. It’s too early.”
She hesitated, eyes glancing toward the phone still glowing in her hand. “All right,” she said softly. “I won’t.”
But I could tell she already had. Maybe Aunt Liv. Maybe someone else. News always travels faster than you want it to.
She pulled the blanket up around me and sat down. I stared at the white ceiling until the hum of the machines started to blur into a kind of rhythm.
I just got baptized, I thought. I felt new. Clean. So why this?
Somewhere inside my head, that image came back—the dark room I know by heart. I could walk through it blindfolded, but it’s still dark, still wrong.
And lying there in the ICU, surrounded by quiet machines and the soft glow of monitors, I realized I was back in it again.
Same silence. Same walls.
When I woke again, sunlight was leaking through the blinds in thin, slanted lines. The room looked different in daylight—less like a tomb, more like a place pretending to be normal.
“Morning, Elias.”
It was Dr. Osei, standing by the bed with a clipboard, wearing the same tired smile that somehow always looked sincere. He was one of the few doctors who remembered my name without checking the chart first.
“You scared your mom again,” he said.
I tried to laugh, but it came out rough. “Yeah, that seems to be my specialty lately.”
He checked the monitor, then my pulse. “How are you feeling?”
“Better. Just tired.” I paused. “What happened? Did it… flare up again?”
Osei nodded slowly. “Looks like a mild relapse. Nothing critical for now. You’ll be able to go home later today, but you’ll need to see Dr. Patel soon. Some of your numbers hint at infection.”
The word infection made my stomach twist. “Is it serious?”
“Too early to say.” He set the chart down. “We’ll know more once the labs come back. For now, I just want you to rest. Take it easy. No pushing yourself.”
He was about to leave, but I caught his sleeve. “Wait—do you remember that guy from the local news? The one who got healed… and then died?”
He frowned. “Yes. I reviewed that file.”
I could see something in his eyes—like curiosity mixed with unease.
“I’ve seen a few similar cases,” he said quietly. “People who recovered from what should’ve been terminal conditions. Then months later, sudden organ failure. Sometimes neurological collapse. It’s rare, but it’s there.”
The words sat between us like a weight.
“So you believe in miracles now?” I asked.
He smiled faintly, not looking up. “I believe in anomalies. I believe there’s more to the world than what we can measure. But that doesn’t mean we stop measuring.”
I didn’t know how to respond.
He tapped my shoulder gently. “Just promise you’ll keep us updated this time. We’ll be watching closely.”
“I know the drill,” I said.
When he left, the room went still again. I closed my eyes and listened to the beeping, the soft wheels of a gurney passing outside.
Maybe it’s coming back, I thought.
But I didn’t feel fear this time—just a kind of tired understanding.
By noon, they said I could go home.
The nurse handed my mom a packet of instructions that looked almost identical to the one from last year—same discharge checklist, same bright blue folder that made it all seem routine. Nothing about this felt routine.
Outside, the sky was still gray, the kind that looks like it’s been holding its breath. My mom helped me into the car, tucking the blanket around my legs even though I told her I didn’t need it.
“We’ll get your labs in a few days,” she said, buckling herself in. “Dr. Patel will see you after that. But for now, just rest. No gym, no long walks, no trying to be Superman.”
That part made me smile. But when she said no gym, it reminded me—Clint.
The investigator.
I hadn’t thought about him since that morning at the coffee shop. The way he looked at me like I was a missing puzzle piece. He’d said you might be in danger. I thought he was just being dramatic.
My wallet was in my pocket. I could feel the edge of his card pressing through the denim. Still there.
Maybe this was what he meant. Maybe whatever he’d been investigating wasn’t done with me.
The rain had picked up by the time we pulled out of the hospital parking lot. Drops streaked the windshield, dragging the world into long gray lines.
Mom turned on the wipers. “We’ll get this figured out, okay? Everything’s going to be fine. Just take it slow this time.”
“Yeah,” I said, watching the road blur past.
No voices, no hallucinations, nothing supernatural—just the quiet heaviness sitting behind my ribs.
Somewhere in my head, I heard Dr. Osei’s voice again: We don’t measure everything that matters.
I whispered to the window, “Then how do I know what matters anymore?”
The rain didn’t answer.
When we turned onto our street, I knew something was wrong.
There were cars lined up all the way down the block—headlights cutting through the drizzle, windshield wipers flapping like metronomes. For a second, I thought maybe one of the neighbors had died, some vigil or something. But then I saw them.
A crowd. Dozens of them. Cameras, microphones, people in coats holding signs.
“Oh, God…” my mom whispered, slowing the car.
The porch light of our house flickered behind the silhouettes. Some of them were kneeling. Others were shouting things I couldn’t make out through the rain.
She parked two houses away. “Stay in the car.”
But I was already unbuckling.
When I stepped out, the sound hit me like static—reporters yelling questions, people praying loud enough to drown them out, others chanting, “Go back to the Healer! Go back to Him!”
The first echo. The crowd.
Someone flashed a camera in my face. My eyes burned.
“Elias! Did He send you back? Are you going to return to Him?”
My mom pushed through, yelling, “No comment! Leave him alone!”
A woman in a soaked hoodie called out from behind a cameraman, “The blood proves it, doesn’t it? You left Him, and now He’s taking it back!”
The second echo. The stranger.
Because behind her, half-hidden under an umbrella, was a face I’d seen before.
The nurse.
The same woman from the old church—the one who’d spoken about the Healer like He was a god, the one who was there the night everything happened. She was talking to a reporter now, her lips moving fast, her hands trembling as she pointed toward our house.
It was like the air thinned around me.
Tony’s voice broke through from the driveway. “Elias!”
He jogged up, jacket half-zipped, hair wet. “Man, I had to call off work when I heard.”
I frowned. “Heard what? How did you even—”
He held up his phone. “Gilbert called me earlier. Said you’d been taken to the hospital. He texted your address and told me to check in on you since he’s stuck in classes tonight. I figured it’d be better if someone was here, just in case.”
That made more sense. Gilbert would’ve done that—always the fixer, always worried.
Tony glanced at the crowd behind me. “Didn’t expect… all this though.”
“Yeah,” I muttered, “me neither.”
He reached for my shoulder. “Don’t worry, bro. They’ll leave. It’s just noise.”
We made it inside, slamming the door shut. Mom locked it, then leaned her head against the frame, whispering, “Lord, help us.”
The lights in the living room flickered once, twice—like a pulse.
The third echo. The fear.
The kind that doesn’t roar, it seeps.
I sat on the couch, breathing through my hands. Tony sat across from me, trying to joke, saying something about how reporters are worse than paparazzi. But it didn’t land.
My phone was still off from the hospital. When I turned it on, the screen lit up with chaos—missed calls, texts, notifications stacked on top of each other.
Lydia: “Call me. Please.”
Pastor Peter: “We’re praying. Let us know when you’re ready.”
Gilbert: “Dude, you didn’t think to tell me? What happened?”
I tossed the phone onto the couch.
The noise outside had turned into a low chant, rising and falling like a tide. I stood, went to my dresser, and pulled out my wallet. The card was still there—Clint Harrow, private investigator.
His number was smudged from the rain.
“What do I even say?” I whispered.
Outside, someone shouted my name again, closer this time.
Tony looked toward the door, his jaw tight. “Just ignore it, man. They’ll get bored.”
But I wasn’t so sure.
Because deep down, beneath the fear, there was a pull. A whisper like gravity, tugging at the edges of my thoughts.
Three echoes—crowd, stranger, fear.
All pointing back to the same thing.
And I knew it wasn’t done with me yet.
