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I’m in love with things made by hand. Especially the work of women. A woman leaves herself behind in the objects she touches. In the seam of a hem. In the pressure of a brushstroke. In the bent spine of a cookbook stained with vanilla and grease. You can always tell when something was made with survival in mind instead of leisure.
These days, though, I took whatever restoration contracts I could get. Divorce had a way of stripping the romance from things.
“Not every piece is worth saving, Elle,” my boss liked to say whenever he dropped another cracked canvas onto my table.
I never argued with him out loud. But I didn’t believe him either.
I believed damage meant something.
I believed neglect left fingerprints.
I believed people abandoned things when they could no longer bear seeing themselves inside them.
The painting in front of me was a sharecropping family from 1930s Mississippi. Oil on canvas. Badly water damaged. The father’s face had nearly disappeared into the background, but the mother remained untouched somehow, her figure dark and steady beneath a white headscarf, one hand buried in a wash basin while children gathered around her skirts.
She looked exhausted, but not weak.
There’s a difference.
I leaned closer to the canvas, studying the cracks running through the paint like dried riverbeds. Families fascinated me. Especially the ones that survived things together.
What was the element that held them together?
What kept one woman rooted while another disappeared?
My marriage certainly hadn’t survived on love alone. Dennis and I looked beautiful together on paper. Successful. Stable. Educated. The kind of couple people described with words like grounded and fortunate.
Meanwhile our house had rotted from the inside so quietly neither of us noticed until the floorboards gave out beneath us.
Or maybe I noticed.
Maybe I just didn’t know how to leave before everything collapsed.
I understood the woman in the painting more than I wanted to. The burden of being both the light of the family and the mule carrying it. The expectation that women keep swallowing grief until it turns into grace for everybody else.
I’d spent most of my life trying to become a version of womanhood I’d never actually seen modeled. My mother disappeared before I was old enough to remember her voice.
After that came foster homes. Strange kitchens. Packed trash bags. Women who fed me without loving me and women who loved me without knowing how to keep me.
The first thing I ever learned about family was that people leave.
The second was that loss keeps echoing long after the person is gone.
Sometimes I wondered if that was why I became an art restorer in the first place and preservation was my longing to restore the things that couldn’t be fixed in my own life.
My phone rang before I could stop myself from falling any deeper into the painting.
“Hello, may I speak to Mrs. Elle Love?”
The voice on the other end was older, rough around the edges.
“This is she.”
I still wasn’t used to hearing my maiden name out loud again.
Love.
My mother’s eyes and her last name were the only things she’d left me with. Dennis hated the hyphen from the beginning. Said it made it seem like I was keeping one foot outside the marriage. By the end, dropping his name felt less like freedom and more like peeling off skin that had already scarred over.
“My name is Ronald Engles. I’m an attorney in Pensacola, Florida. I’m calling in regard to the estate of Ms. Venus Love.”
The name sat heavy in my chest.
“Your grandmother left you her property in Santa Rosa.”
I stopped moving altogether.
“Her house?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
I looked around my apartment as if something inside it might explain what I was hearing. Half-finished restoration work covered the table beside me. Dust cloths. Paint thinner. Bills.
“How did she even find me?”
“From what I understand, she hired a private investigator several years before her passing. She’d been searching for both you and your mother for quite some time.”
My throat tightened.
“My mother too?”
A pause settled between us.
Not long.
Long enough.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Love. Your mother passed away several years ago.”
Passed away.
Such polite language for a life that had unraveled.
He explained substance abuse. Shelters. Relapse. I heard the words without fully absorbing them. All I could picture was a woman I barely remembered trying to claw her way back to herself somewhere while I was growing up in strangers’ homes wondering why she never came.
“Do I have other family?” I asked quietly. “Anybody else who should inherit the house?”
I didn’t trust gifts that arrived too late.
Especially not from blood.
He mentioned an uncle named James. Property details. Probate. Paperwork.
I barely heard any of it.
My mind had already wandered to the house itself.
I imagined peeling wallpaper and weak floorboards. Mold climbing the walls. A home swollen with old grief and southern heat. I wondered what kind of place could produce a runaway teenager and the daughter she left behind.
Maybe I didn’t want to know.
Becoming a mother had complicated everything I believed about my own.
Before Laina, I used to think motherhood was abstract. A role. A title. Something women either rose to or failed at. But when my daughter was born, loving her felt terrifyingly instinctive. 
Immediate. Animal.
Sometimes I would let her cry for a few seconds longer than necessary just to prove to myself I could.
Even then, my body always betrayed me. Every nerve stretched toward her.
Which meant my mother must have fought against something enormous to leave me behind.
That thought haunted me more than her absence ever did.
Still, curiosity has a way of sounding like destiny when you’ve spent your whole life searching for something.
By the end of the call, I agreed to meet Mr. Engles and the real estate agent the following week.
Afterward, I sat there staring at the wall for a long time with my phone still in my hand.
Most of my life had been shaped by unanswered questions.
Then suddenly, on an ordinary Wednesday afternoon, answers began arriving all at once.
Like an artist waiting on a muse that may never arrive, I had spent most of my life waiting for answers, only for them to land in my lap on a Wednesday afternoon while I stood in a restoration studio covered in dust and varnish. I always told myself I hated the unknown, but the truth was more complicated than that. My mother had been absent for so long that her absence had become its own kind of presence. People leave physically, but they rarely leave completely. They linger in habits, in fears, in the shape of your face reflected back to you in mirrors. As long as I was my mother’s child, some part of her would always remain familiar to me, even if I couldn’t remember the sound of her voice. And who was I to judge her anyway? I had spent years trying to prove that I could succeed where she failed. That I could be a better mother. A better wife. A better woman than the ones who came before me. But somewhere along the way, my anger grew larger than all the roles I was trying to perform.
At first it was quiet. The kind of quiet anger I had seen in foster homes growing up. Women standing at kitchen sinks staring into nothing. Women who learned how to survive chaos by becoming still inside it. I used to think that kind of brokenness belonged to other people. Then one day I looked up and realized I had built my life around the same careful silences. I drank wine at night after Laina went to sleep, telling myself it was normal, that everybody needed something to take the edge off. I buried myself in work. I bought my daughter things I couldn’t afford because guilt was easier to manage than disappointment. I kept trying to soften the reality that my marriage was collapsing around me. Dennis and I had become experts at pretending long before we became experts at fighting. By the end, every conversation between us felt like a performance neither of us believed in anymore. Still, I stayed. I stayed angry. Angry at Dennis for betraying me. Angry at my mother for leaving me behind with questions she would never answer. Angry at myself for becoming the kind of woman who mistook endurance for healing.
There was nowhere for all that anger to go. So it leaked into everything. Into my drinking. Into my marriage. Into my motherhood. I kept telling myself I was holding it together because the bills were paid and my daughter was fed and I still made it to work every morning. But anger does not disappear just because you learn how to function beside it. It waits. It swells. And eventually it asks to be witnessed. Mine finally did in family court, with my daughter sitting under fluorescent lights, her small hands trembling in her lap while strangers asked her questions about me. I still cannot think about that day for too long without feeling something cave in inside my chest. The worst part was not hearing what she said. The worst part was realizing she had seen enough to say anything at all.
By then, I had already stopped recognizing myself. Laina lived with Dennis now, and every day without her felt wrong in ways I still did not know how to explain. Sometimes I caught myself reaching for my phone to text her before remembering she was no longer down the hall from me. I wondered constantly about the small parts of her life I was missing. Whether she was eating enough before volleyball practice. Whether she was still doodling on her notebooks during class. Whether she still slept with the television on low when she was anxious. Some days I got a text back. Some days I didn’t. Still, I kept trying. It had been ninety-six days since my last drink. Ninety-six days of sitting alone in my apartment forcing myself to look directly at the wreckage I created. I told myself that if I stayed sober long enough, if I stayed patient long enough, eventually my daughter would come back to me. But after the call from Mr. Engles, I began to understand that bringing Laina home was no longer just about getting sober. Somehow, it had become tangled up in my mother, in the house she left behind, and in a family I had spent my whole life trying not to become.
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There was something eerie about the house from the moment I turned into the shell-covered driveway. Not eerie in the way abandoned places usually are, with sagging roofs and broken windows announcing their decay before you even step inside. This place was too alive for that. The greenery crowding the property had been allowed to grow wild, but not wild enough to seem neglected. Somebody had been trimming the hedges. Somebody had swept the porch recently. Even the rose bush curling around the front railing looked tended to, its deep crimson blooms fat and velvety beneath the haint blue ceiling overhead. The color reminded me of the place where the Gulf met the sky just before sunset, that soft blue Florida borrowed from the Geechee people to keep spirits away from the home.
My truck rattled beneath me as I eased farther down the drive, gravel crunching beneath the tires. The closer I got to the house, the tighter my stomach pulled. I couldn’t tell if I wanted to leave immediately or walk straight into it and never come back out again.
The realtor was already waiting for me on the porch when I climbed out of the truck. My legs felt strange carrying me toward him, heavy and uncertain, as if the ground beneath me had softened into mud. Before I even reached the front steps, I had the unsettling feeling that the house recognized me. Not me specifically perhaps, but something in my blood. Something familiar enough to invite inside.
The brass doorknob was warm beneath my palm despite the October breeze rolling through Santa Rosa that morning. The second the front door opened, the smell hit me first. Old wood swollen with humidity. Dust. Something faintly sweet underneath it all, like dried flowers tucked between book pages decades ago and forgotten. The air inside the home felt preserved rather than abandoned, as though time had stalled here without fully stopping.
Morning light spilled through the wavy antique windows, scattering across the coral stone fireplace and washing the room in soft pinks and golds. Family photographs covered nearly every surface. Oil paintings. Framed portraits. Faces I had never seen before staring calmly back at me as though they had been expecting my arrival longer than I understood. Even with sunlight pouring through every corner of the house, a cold draft moved steadily through the rooms. It crept beneath my cardigan and slid across the back of my neck until goosebumps rose along my arms.
On the dark wooden mantel sat several potted plants, green and thriving despite the years the house had supposedly been empty. Something about them unsettled me. They looked alive in the way sleeping things are alive. Quiet, but listening.
Dennis used to joke that I only noticed strange things because of some terrible mushroom trip we took in college, but even before then I had always believed houses carried memory the same way people did. Objects remembered being touched. Rooms remembered grief. You could feel it if you stood still long enough.
I moved toward the photographs slowly, running my fingertips across the dusty glass. Babies with deep-set eyes and dimples like my daughter’s. A soft-faced woman posed beside the rose bush outside, one hand resting proudly on her hip. A man in military uniform staring stiffly into the camera, though something tender still lingered around the corners of his mouth. Whoever these people were, somebody had once loved them enough to frame them carefully and place them where sunlight could still reach their faces.
And now all of them belonged to me.
The thought made my chest tighten.
Why me?
Why leave everything to the child who had been left behind?
I followed Mr. Engles deeper into the house while my mind tried to outrun the reality of what was happening. As suspicious as I was of inheriting a home from strangers, I also knew I couldn’t afford to walk away from it. Not after the divorce. Not after losing custody of Laina. I had spent the last year feeling like every piece of my life had been repossessed one by one until all I had left was a tiny apartment, ninety-six days of sobriety, and enough pride to pretend I wasn’t drowning.
Owning a home had never even felt possible to me before.
Not really.
Every place I’d ever lived came with conditions. Foster homes. Dorm rooms. Rental agreements. Marriage. Every roof over my head belonged to somebody else first. Somebody who could decide one day that I no longer fit beneath it.
But this place...
This place had my mother’s fingerprints all over it.
Or maybe that was what frightened me most.
To my knowledge, Myra Love hadn’t lived here since she was a teenager. By the time I entered the world, she was already gone from this house and halfway gone from herself too. A runaway. An addict. Dead before she ever had the chance to become real to me outside of paperwork and fractured stories. Standing inside these rooms, though, I couldn’t stop imagining another version of our lives. One where she stayed. One where I grew up surrounded by people who looked like me. People who might have known how to love me without first learning how to survive me
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The first week inside the house felt longer than the entire year before it. Somehow my tiny one-bedroom apartment had produced boxes upon boxes of things that now sat scattered throughout rooms too old and too full of history to know what to do with them. My modern life looked strange inside this house. Plastic storage bins against hundred-year-old wood floors. Stainless steel kitchen appliances beside hand-carved cabinetry. It felt less like moving and more like layering two timelines on top of each other and hoping they would learn how to coexist.
There was nothing inside the home untouched by the past. Every doorway carried scratches from hands long gone. Every floorboard groaned with memory beneath my feet. Even the walls seemed textured with the residue of lives lived loudly inside them. I found myself moving through the rooms the same way I approached damaged paintings in the studio, slowly and reverently, trying to understand what had happened here before deciding what could be repaired.
The letter Minister James Love left for me stayed folded in my back pocket most days. He had placed it carefully on the porch the morning I arrived, almost as if he understood I would need time before speaking to anybody. Inside was a rough family tree written in neat cursive, listing names, birthdays, marriages, deaths. Tiny fragments of people reduced to ink. He and his wife had included a church portrait too, both of them smiling stiffly beneath sanctuary lighting, along with an invitation to dinner the following Sunday after service.
I still needed to call and tell them I wouldn’t make it.
Laina had a volleyball game that weekend, and there was no way I was missing it. Besides, the last thing I wanted after uprooting my life and moving into a haunted family house was to sit inside a church full of strangers pretending I knew how to fellowship. Black folks always seemed convinced church was the cure for every kind of grief imaginable. Move to a new town? Join a church. Get divorced? Join a church. Survive addiction and emotional collapse? Definitely join a church. Personally, I thought the Lord and I could get acquainted just fine from opposite sides of a porch swing.
Instead of calling James back immediately, I spent most of my days wandering through the house making up stories about the people who had lived there before anybody could tell me the official versions. The home was massive compared to anywhere I had ever lived. Two stories. Five bedrooms. Long hallways that swallowed sound. Every room seemed to carry its own temperature, its own temperament.
Most of the bedrooms still held traces of their owners. I identified James’s almost immediately from the Tampa Bay Rays cap tossed onto a closet shelf and the faint smell of old cologne trapped inside the dresser drawers. My grandmother’s room carried the weight of somebody who spent years sitting still inside herself. Heavy floral curtains. Dusty built-in shelves lined with recipe books and hymnals. Bay windows overflowing with plants that somehow remained alive despite neglect.
But my mother’s room took longer to find.
At first I thought maybe Venus had emptied it completely after Myra disappeared. Maybe the grief of her leaving had been too much to look at every day. Then I found the room at the very end of the hall just past the study, tucked away almost shyly from the rest of the house.
The second I stepped inside, I knew.
Marigold curtains hung softly around the windows, hand-sewn and faded at the hems from years of sunlight. A carved wooden wardrobe stood against the wall with one door slightly crooked on its hinge. The room smelled faintly sweet beneath the dust, like sugar and old fabric and something floral I couldn’t quite name. Sitting on the bed was a small teddy bear gone thin with age.
I picked it up carefully.
The fur felt rough beneath my fingers, but the scent trapped inside it nearly unraveled me. Wood. Powder. Something warm and maternal buried beneath decades.
I held the bear against my chest and suddenly I was crying before I even understood why.
Across the room sat a narrow bed with a pale pink fitted sheet still stretched across the mattress. I climbed into it slowly, almost guiltily, and lowered my head onto my mother’s pillow. The smell there was stronger. Musky with age, but human still somehow. I curled into myself and let out a sound so raw it startled even me.
I cried for the mother I never knew.
For the little girl she used to be inside this room.
For whatever happened here that made running away feel easier than staying.
I cried until exhaustion dragged me under.
When I woke the next morning, pale sunlight stretched weakly across the room and the cold draft from the hallway slid beneath the bedroom door again. That draft never seemed to belong to the weather outside. It moved through the house like something searching.
I spent the morning unpacking clothes and making lists of everything the house needed. Plumbing inspection. Roof repair. Groceries. Utilities. Somewhere between writing “replace sunroom windows” and “call landlord about final apartment walkthrough,” I realized I had started thinking about the house as mine.
That frightened me more than it should have.
The sunroom became my favorite place almost immediately. The old jalousie windows fractured sunlight into soft shifting patterns across the floor, and the peeling paint somehow made the room feel warmer rather than neglected. Vines pressed themselves curiously against the outside glass as though trying to peer in. Unlike the rest of the house, the air there felt welcoming. Maternal almost. I could picture myself restoring paintings in that room for hours without speaking to another soul.
The study, however, felt entirely different.
Every time I passed it, the temperature dropped.
Shelves lined every wall from floor to ceiling, crowded with theology books, old bibles, yellowed sermon notes. The desk drawers were stuffed with loose scraps of paper covered in frantic handwriting and scripture references circled aggressively in red ink. The room felt less like a place of worship and more like somebody trying desperately to convince themselves God was still listening.
Then I found the whiskey bottle tucked beside the King James Bible.
Empty.
I stared at it longer than I wanted to.
A preacher hiding liquor in his study should not have surprised me as much as it did. Addiction always wants to convince you your suffering is unique right up until you discover how inherited it really is.
I had just started reorganizing the desk when I noticed the study door had closed behind me.
I froze.
I didn’t remember hearing it shut.
When I reached for the knob, it resisted me immediately. At first I thought the old wood had swollen in the humidity, but the harder I pulled, the more deliberate the resistance felt. Not stuck.
Held.
I planted my feet against the hardwood and jerked harder, frustration rising fast enough to heat my face. The entire house was beginning to feel like it was testing me, deciding whether I belonged there or not.
I finally stormed outside to grab the crowbar from my truck.
By the time I returned, the hallway felt darker than before.
I wedged the metal between the frame and the door, gritting my teeth as I pulled. That was when I heard it.
Clicking.
Soft at first.
Then clearer.
The unmistakable sound of beads knocking together against braided hair.
My breath caught in my throat.
Laina used to wear beads when she was little. I could always hear her before I saw her, those tiny plastic sounds racing toward me down hallways and grocery store aisles.
The clicking behind the door grew faster.
Back and forth.
Like a child running.
Every instinct in my body screamed at me to stop pulling the door open, but panic had already taken over. I yanked the crowbar one final time and flew backward onto the floor as the door swung inward effortlessly.
The room beyond sat completely empty.
No footprints.
No movement.
No child.
Just cold air spilling outward.
I laughed nervously to myself as I climbed up from the floor, trying to force logic back into my body. Old house. Old hinges. Stress. Memory. That was all.
At least that’s what I told myself before the room changed.
The air grew warmer suddenly, humid and close against my skin. Before I could fully sit upright, an enormous pressure slammed both my hands against the hardwood floor.
I gasped.
Nothing was there.
Nothing I could see.
But something was holding me down.
Panic exploded through me as I twisted violently against the pressure. My mouth opened to scream and immediately something pressed hard across it. Not visible. Not solid. But unmistakably there.
A hand.
Warm breath ghosted across my ear.
Then a whisper.
“Shhh.”
Every muscle in my body locked with terror. I fought wildly against the empty air, kicking, twisting, dragging myself inch by inch across the floor, but each movement only pulled me backward again like the room itself was swallowing me whole.
The walls tilted.
Darkness crowded the edges of my vision.
And for the first time since arriving at the house, I realized something inside it had finally touched me back.
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When I found out Earle was being drafted, I was standing barefoot in the kitchen peeling potatoes for supper. James was outside somewhere chasing frogs through the ditch after the rain, and I had just started showing with Myra. The skin of the potato slipped clean through my fingers when Earle told me, rolling off the counter and onto the floor before I could catch it.
At first I thought he was joking.
Not because war itself felt impossible. War had already swallowed plenty of men by then. But because I had convinced myself life was finally settling into something gentle. We had just bought the house. The paint in the bedrooms still smelled fresh. Half the roses outside had only started blooming that spring. I thought we were entering the long middle stretch of our lives together. The part where things steadied themselves.
Instead, I spent the next several weeks waking up sick with fear before I was ever sick from pregnancy.
Women in church had already taught me what waiting looked like. I had watched them fan themselves through funerals in stiff black dresses while pastors talked about sacrifice and glory. I had watched collection plates passed around for widows left with babies and unpaid bills. The government might send a folded flag or a typed letter, but nobody was coming to save colored women once the men were gone. Survival still belonged to us.
My mother used to say the thing a person fears most has a way of finding them eventually. I tried not to believe her. I prayed against it every night after Earle left.
Still, less than four months later, the Red Cross arrived at my front door.
By then my stomach had grown so large I could barely see my own feet beneath it. I remember opening the door and seeing the men standing there in uniform hats before either of them even spoke. Something inside me recognized grief before my mind could catch up to it.
The porch tilted beneath me.
I dropped so hard to the ground I thought for sure I had crushed the baby.
James and the two officers had to lift me back into the house while I cried so hard my ribs cramped.
After that, pregnancy stopped feeling miraculous and started feeling frightening. Every day I woke up terrified that sadness itself could poison a child before they ever entered the world. Myra used to kick constantly when Earle was alive. Strong little movements all throughout the day while I cleaned houses across Santa Rosa. Sometimes she kicked hard enough to startle me and Mrs. Salls would laugh from wherever she was dusting.
“That baby trying to clock out before you are, Mrs. Love.”
But after Earle died, she grew quieter inside me.
I noticed it immediately.
I started working longer hours because I couldn’t stand sitting still in the house without him there, but every evening I would lie awake with both hands over my stomach waiting for movement. Some nights I cried before she finally stirred.
I became so afraid of losing her too that I walked all the way across town one afternoon to visit old Doctor Freeman, the retired colored physician who still saw folks from his front parlor when they were worried enough.
He pressed the cold stethoscope against my belly and listened for a long while before smiling.
“She’s fine, Venus,” he said gently. “That baby just running out of room in there.”
I wanted desperately to believe him.
Once my belly grew too heavy for housework, I spent more time inside trying to keep my mind occupied. That was how I ended up digging through my mother’s old recipe books again.
Mama kept them wrapped in cloth beneath the loose floorboard in my closet. Most people would have called them cookbooks, but they were really collections of everything she believed could help a person survive. Recipes sat beside Psalms. Remedies beside prayers. Notes scribbled in the margins about herbs, roots, oils, candles, dreams.
My father used to fuss at her constantly over those books.
“A prayer don’t need help reaching God, Sue,” he would say whenever he caught her burning herbs around the kitchen. “And believers don’t need all these tricks neither.”
Still, he never threw the books away.
Truth be told, I think he liked how often her strange little concoctions seemed to work.
Sitting there with those books spread around me on the bedroom floor, I found myself thinking about the kind of love my parents shared. Long and ordinary in the best way. They had grown old beside each other so naturally that neither one of them seemed to know how to live without the other once sickness came. My mother died first. My father followed soon after. Back then, I thought that was how love was supposed to happen. Two people choosing each other over and over until there was nothing left separating their lives.
Now here I was at twenty-eight years old trying to be both mother and father to two children while grieving a man I still reached for in my sleep.
One evening, after putting James and the baby down, I baked my favorite pound cake from Mama’s recipe collection. Butter. Citrus zest. Vanilla. Enough nutmeg to warm the whole house. The smell alone shifted something inside me. Mama always knew how to make a home feel safe no matter what kind of trouble was sitting at the table. Somehow she could stretch joy the same way she stretched flour and sugar. Make a little feel like plenty.
And for a while, life steadied itself again.
The army pension finally came through about a month after Myra was born. Not much, but enough to keep the house. Enough to let James finish school if he wanted. I started baking more regularly after that. First for church suppers. Then birthdays. Then neighbors started placing orders. Before long people from all over town were stopping by for pies and cakes and preserves.
Myra grew into the happiest baby I had ever seen. Especially if somebody handed her something sweet.
But loneliness has a way of surviving even inside busy homes.
The children filled my days. Friends and church folks came by often enough. Still, once the house quieted down at night, I missed being wanted by another adult. I missed being touched. Missed laughing in bed with someone after midnight. Missed telling somebody about my day and knowing they cared about the answer.
Eventually my thoughts returned to my mother’s books.
Not the recipes this time.
The other pages.
The ones tucked deep between sections of household remedies and scripture.
I sat on the kitchen floor after midnight flipping carefully through her notes. Most of it was practical. Money workings. Protection prayers. Small things women passed quietly between one another when survival depended more on faith than certainty.
Then I realized something.
Mama never copied her most important workings cleanly.
She improvised them.
Adjusted them according to need.
That thought settled over me slowly while the kitchen hummed with refrigerator noise and summer insects outside the windows.
I reached for a sheet of paper.
Then a candle.
Then another.
Without fully deciding to, I began writing down every quality I missed about Earle. Every tenderness I remembered. Every kind thing I had ever wanted from a man. By the time I finished, the paper looked more like a confession than a prayer.
I sealed it with red wax.
Then I started baking.
Strawberries simmered on the stove beside vanilla pods and rosewater while chocolate cake batter rested in bowls across the counter. I moved quietly through the kitchen so I wouldn’t wake Myra sleeping down the hall. My hair frizzed from the heat gathering around the stove, and by midnight every dish in the kitchen seemed dirty.
When the strawberry syrup finished reducing, I poured part of it into the small jar holding the folded letter.
The rest went into the cake batter.
I remember standing there staring at the cake once it cooled, wondering if I had done something foolish or simply lonely.
By morning, the cake was gone.
I opened the refrigerator and blinked at the empty shelf in confusion before hearing James moving around in the next room getting ready for work.
Of course.
He must have grabbed it by accident thinking it was one of the extra orders.
I almost stopped him.
Almost.
Instead, I looked over at Myra laughing in her high chair with eggs smashed between her tiny fingers and decided there couldn’t possibly be any harm in a little strawberry syrup after all.
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It had been about two weeks since James had taken my chocolate cake to work with him, and I had forgotten all about it. It was soggy April afternoon when I heard James pulling up, his tires loudly treading through our muddy driveway. He hardly ever came back from work this early, but it was close to lunch time, so I figuBy the time James pulled into the yard that afternoon, the heat had settled thick over the property, turning the air syrupy and slow. I had expected him home much earlier and figured he either forgot his lunch again or was trying to save himself a few dollars by eating leftovers at home instead of buying food in town. I was standing at the kitchen sink rinsing flour from my hands when I heard his voice booming from outside long before I saw him. James had grown into a man so gradually I hardly noticed it happening until strangers started calling him “sir.” He was tall now, taller than Earle had been by at least an inch, with those same long limbs and heavy footsteps that always seemed slightly too big for the room around him. Even his laugh carried traces of his father. Sometimes it comforted me. Other times it opened grief back up fresh as a wound.
I dried my hands on my apron and glanced through the kitchen window toward the driveway. James was climbing out of the truck, and there was another man stepping out beside him. At first all I noticed was his size. He had the broad shoulders and sturdy frame of someone used to working with his body for a living. His denim shirt was streaked with paint and oil marks, and there was dust gathered around the knees of his jeans as if he had come straight from a worksite. The closer he moved toward the house, the more details I caught. His skin was warm brown touched gold by the sun, and his sandy curls moved lightly in the breeze along with the beard framing his mouth. Around his neck hung a small gold cross that flashed every time he turned his head toward James. He carried himself carefully, almost cautiously, like a man trying not to take up too much space in someone else’s home.
Something about that gentleness made me nervous.
I caught sight of myself reflected faintly in the kitchen window and immediately became aware of every flaw at once. Flour streaked across my apron. Hair swollen from standing over a hot stove all afternoon. Skin shiny from the heat. Before I could think better of it, I hurried down the hallway to the bathroom to check my appearance.
The gold-framed mirror above the sink had belonged to my mother. She used to tell me that mirror showed people exactly who they were whether they wanted to see it or not. As a child, I never understood what she meant. I thought she was only being poetic the way grown women often were when they wanted children to listen more closely. But standing there years later beneath the bathroom light, I understood it perfectly. That mirror noticed everything. The fine lines beginning to settle around my mouth. The tiredness beneath my eyes that had deepened after Earle died. The softness grief had left behind in places that used to feel young and certain. For a moment, I simply stood there staring at myself, trying to reconcile the woman in the reflection with the woman I still imagined myself to be.
Time had moved forward whether I was ready for it or not.
I smoothed my dress down at the waist, pressed my palms against my cheeks to bring some color back into them, and walked toward the kitchen just as James burst through the front door. He knocked first despite having a key, though the knock was mostly ceremonial because he was halfway inside before his fist even left the wood.
“Hey, Mama,” he called loudly, grinning as he crossed the room. “Hope you got enough supper for one more.”
“I suppose I do now,” I replied, trying not to laugh at the sight of him already rummaging through the icebox.
The other man stepped inside much more carefully. He removed his hat immediately and held it in both hands while glancing around the house with polite uncertainty.
“Mr. Clark forgot his lunch at work a few weeks ago,” James explained while pulling leftovers onto the counter. “So I let him try one of them cakes you packed with Charles’ order. The strawberry one. Lord, what was in that thing?”
Before James could continue fumbling through the explanation, the man laughed softly.
“Strawberry chocolate,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about that cake ever since.”
His voice surprised me. Deep, but calm. The kind of voice that made ordinary words sound thoughtful.
“I told him if he was gonna keep talking about it, he may as well come meet the woman responsible,” James added.
The stranger stepped forward then and extended his hand politely.
“I hope I’m not intruding, Miss Love.”
Up close, his eyes unsettled me more than anything else about him. Gray-green with amber around the center. Steady eyes. The kind that looked directly at you instead of drifting away mid-conversation.
“Oh no,” I said quickly, wiping my palm against my apron before taking his hand. “Not at all.”
The warmth of his skin caught me off guard. Not because it was magical or extraordinary, but because it had been such a long time since another man had touched me with any kind of care behind it. Grief had a way of making the body forget itself. You moved through the world feeding children, paying bills, surviving one day at a time until suddenly years had passed without anyone reaching for your hand simply because they wanted to.
“Marcell,” he said. “Marcell Clark.”
“Venus Love,” I replied softly.
For the rest of the evening, I became painfully aware of his presence in every room. The way he rolled his sleeves while helping James carry groceries inside. The way he bent down to speak to Myra at eye level when she wandered into the kitchen clutching her doll. The fact that he thanked me every time I handed him something, even if it was only a glass of sweet tea. He noticed things too. When I reached for a dish towel, he handed it to me before I asked. When I dropped a spoon onto the floor, he picked it up before I could bend down. There was an attentiveness about him that felt unfamiliar after years of carrying responsibility alone.
He stayed longer than I expected that first afternoon. Then he came back the following week. After that, his visits became regular enough that the house itself seemed to grow accustomed to him. Sometimes he brought fresh fruit from roadside stands outside town. Sometimes little trinkets for Myra. Once he repaired the loose step on the back porch without even mentioning it beforehand. Another time he spent an entire afternoon helping James patch part of the roof before a storm rolled through.
The more time he spent around us, the more natural his presence became. Myra adored him almost immediately. She would climb into his lap while he read the newspaper and tug at his beard while laughing at herself. James respected him too, though he tried not to show it openly. I noticed the way he listened when Marcell spoke about work or scripture or life in general. The way he followed him through hardware stores asking questions about tools and repairs Earle would have answered once upon a time.
Saturday nights eventually turned into evenings downtown listening to live music spill through crowded dance halls while couples swayed shoulder to shoulder beneath strings of warm lights. Marcell never drank. He always said he needed a clear mind Sunday mornings before helping preach at the small church where another pastor occasionally allowed him to minister. At first I teased him about being so disciplined, but privately I admired it. Especially because by then I already understood how easy it was for loneliness to convince a person to numb themselves.
What frightened me most was not how quickly I fell for him. It was how quickly life adjusted around him. There was no singular moment where I decided he belonged with us. Instead, he simply kept showing up until his absence would have felt stranger than his presence. One day his jacket hung over the kitchen chair. Another day there was an extra toothbrush sitting beside mine in the bathroom. Before long, Myra started asking when Mr. Clark was coming over before she even asked what I was cooking for supper.
At night, after the children had gone to sleep, I would lie awake listening to the sounds of him moving quietly through the house and wonder if I had truly chosen any of this at all. Months earlier I had sat alone in this very kitchen writing desperate prayers onto paper and sealing them beneath candle wax because I could not bear the loneliness any longer. I still did not know whether I believed those rituals held any real power. Maybe they did. Maybe grief simply makes people willing to find meaning wherever they can. But there were moments, lying there in the dark listening to Marcell’s footsteps move through the hallway, when I could not shake the feeling that something in my life had answered me back.
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Sunday mornings became their own kind of ceremony in our house, so practiced and deliberate that eventually even the children moved through them with the same unconscious rhythm as breathing. From the moment our feet touched the floorboards before sunrise until the final prayer whispered over supper that evening, everything revolved around church. Clothes were pressed the night before and draped carefully over dining chairs. Shoes were lined near the front door polished enough to catch reflections in the leather. Breakfast was always filling but tidy enough not to stain collars or stockings. Even our voices seemed quieter on Sundays, as though we were preparing ourselves to step into a sacred performance the moment we crossed the church threshold.
After Bishop Turner passed away, Marcell inherited more than the pulpit. He inherited the weight of the entire congregation. To this day, nobody could fully explain what took the bishop from this world. People whispered about illnesses in hushed tones after service, but no one ever spoke plainly. I had asked his wife several times whether she wanted me to bring herbs or remedies by the house, something soothing for his breathing, something strengthening for his appetite, but she always declined politely. She said the Lord would heal him if healing was meant for him, and she would not “mix old practices with the blood of the Savior.” I stopped offering after a while, though privately I thought it cruel to deny a suffering person comfort simply because it arrived in a form the church found suspicious.
Marcell took the bishop’s death harder than I expected. For nearly two weeks after the funeral, he barely slept. I would wake in the middle of the night and hear him pacing the hallway or sitting alone in his study with papers spread across the desk. One night I found him crying quietly into his hands with the lamp still burning beside him. He looked almost embarrassed when he realized I had seen him. Until then, I had never truly understood how deeply the church lived inside him. Most troubles in life barely seemed to shake him. Money shortages rolled off his back until they resolved themselves. The children misbehaving only earned a patient sigh and a reminder that “young folks got to grow into themselves somehow.” Even hardships that would send me spiraling into worry seemed unable to disturb his calm for long. But anything threatening the church unsettled him immediately. If attendance dropped, his mood darkened. If somebody questioned his sermons, he carried the insult around for days. If there was tension among the deacons or choir mothers, he walked through the house distracted and restless until it settled. The church had become more than his calling. It had become the center of his emotional life, and the closer he grew to the pulpit, the more I realized there were parts of him that belonged to God before they belonged to us.
Because of that, I tried my best to keep Sundays peaceful. I wanted the house orderly, the children presentable, the breakfast hot, every detail handled before Marcell had a reason to notice anything was wrong. Myra had grown nearly as tall as me by then, all long limbs and soft curves, and finding dresses for her became more difficult every season. She was no longer a child, though some stubborn part of me still searched the department store racks looking for traces of the little girl she had been. Somehow I always managed to find things that suited her. Dresses that still carried sweetness without ignoring the young woman she was becoming. She was beautiful in a way that frightened me sometimes. Not simply because of her looks, though she had inherited my dimples and Earle’s warm eyes, but because people noticed her now. Men noticed her. Women noticed her. Even the church mothers had started looking at her with that familiar combination of admiration and concern reserved for girls growing into womanhood too quickly.
James had transformed too. He was no longer trying to imitate manhood. He had stepped fully into it. And more than anyone else, he studied Marcell constantly. The way he tied his ties. The way he greeted church members. The way he lowered his voice before making an important point during conversation. Sometimes I caught James practicing sermon cadences alone under his breath while helping me stack cake boxes in the kitchen. Other times I heard him quoting scripture to his friends with the same careful authority Marcell used from the pulpit. Watching them together reminded me how much boys needed somebody to model adulthood for them. Before Marcell, James had been trying to invent manhood from memory and grief alone.
By the time we arrived at New Horizon Baptist Church each Sunday morning, the sanctuary was already alive. The building itself seemed to breathe. Women in bright hats shouted before the musicians had properly settled into the opening hymn. Tambourines rattled so hard they sounded ready to split apart in worshippers’ hands. The choir sang from somewhere deep inside themselves, voices roughened by age, labor, childbirth, loss, and survival. Two women in the alto section had buried sons overseas during the war. Another had lost her husband in a mill accident just three winters earlier. The organ player’s wife had died giving birth, and every Sunday he leaned into the instrument with enough force to shake the pews. There was pain woven through the sanctuary so thick you could almost touch it, and somehow that pain made the music fuller instead of emptier.
Marcell always entered separately from us after becoming head pastor. He believed the congregation needed to see him approach the pulpit already prepared spiritually, not distracted by ushering children through the front doors or straightening his tie in the foyer. Before service, he liked testing his sermon ideas on me in private. He would call me into his study while pacing with his bible open, speaking half to me and half to himself.
“Venus, listen to this,” he said one evening, stopping dramatically beside the desk. “The message is: Don’t miss heaven trying to create your own hell.”
I sat quietly for a moment turning the phrase over in my head. “Most folks living in hell think it’s heaven while they’re in it,” I answered honestly. “Otherwise they would leave sooner.”
Marcell smiled tightly, already revising the line in his mind. “Alright then. What about this? Are you preparing for heaven, or are you preparing for hell?”
The second sentence came out louder, sharper. The kind of line designed to strike a congregation directly in the chest.
“That one will preach,” I admitted, though the wording unsettled me. “But my Lord, Marcell, why does every sermon have to sound like judgment day?”
“The world is dark, Venus,” he answered quietly. “People need warning.”
Sitting on the front pew Sunday mornings, I could feel that darkness growing stronger in him over time. His sermons no longer comforted people. They cornered them. He spoke with such intensity that by the middle of service the sanctuary would fall into a near trance listening to him. That particular Sunday, he had just begun building toward the climax of his message, voice echoing hard against the wooden rafters, when the church doors suddenly burst open with a force loud enough to stop him mid-scripture.
Bright sunlight flooded the sanctuary all at once. The congregation turned together in startled silence toward the doorway. Standing there was a young woman wearing a wrinkled house dress and bedroom slippers, clutching a little boy against her hip. The child looked no older than four. His nose ran continuously, dried mucus crusted against his cheeks while he whimpered sleepily into her shoulder. She bounced him absently while staring straight at Marcell without blinking.
And for the first time since I had known him, Pastor Clark disappeared completely.
All I could see was Marcell.
The young woman walked slowly down the aisle while the sanctuary sat frozen around her. You could hear every footstep against the wooden floor. Her face was flushed with anger, but beneath the anger was humiliation raw enough to make my stomach twist.
“Marcell Clark,” she said loudly once she reached the front pews. “Or should I call you Pastor Clark now?”
Nobody moved.
Nobody breathed.
“You thought I wasn’t going to find you? You thought you could leave me and your son behind while you came here pretending to be some holy man?”
The child on her hip began crying harder now, frightened by the tension vibrating through the room. My hands gripped the edge of the pew so tightly my fingers cramped. My heart beat so hard I could hear it in my ears.
Your son.
The words echoed through me over and over without settling into comprehension. The girl barely looked older than Myra.
Marcell’s face remained composed, but I noticed something small shift in his eyes. Panic maybe. Or calculation. He stepped carefully away from the pulpit and raised both hands toward the congregation as if trying to calm an animal before it charged.
“Young lady,” he said evenly, “I believe you’ve mistaken me for somebody else.”
“Mistaken you?” she snapped. “That ain’t what you said when you convinced me to leave my mama’s house with you. That ain’t what you said when you promised we’d be a family.”
Gasps moved softly through the sanctuary.
The young woman’s voice cracked then, not from uncertainty but exhaustion. “I trusted you. My parents trusted you.”
The child started crying harder, but she barely seemed to notice. Her entire body shook with rage and humiliation while Marcell stood in front of the congregation looking almost painfully calm.
“I don’t know who harmed you,” he replied solemnly, “but before God and everybody gathered here today, I can truthfully say I do not know you.”
Even now I remember how convincing he sounded. That frightened me more than the accusation itself.
“My wife and the church mothers can help you,” he continued gently. “If you need shelter or food or assistance, this church will provide it.”
The woman laughed sharply, bitter enough to cut through the room.
“I don’t want your church ladies touching my baby,” she spat. “And I don’t want your help.”
Then she looked directly at him.
“There’s a special place waiting for men like you, Pastor Clark.”
With that, she turned and walked back down the aisle carrying the little boy against her hip while sunlight poured around her silhouette. The sanctuary remained completely silent until the doors shut behind her.
And then she was gone.
Just like that.
No explanation. No return. No resolution.
For years afterward, church members whispered quietly about what happened that Sunday, but never directly to us. Nobody challenged Marcell publicly. Nobody brought the woman back. Over time, people behaved as though the incident had dissolved on its own. Marcell certainly acted that way. He denied knowing her with such unwavering certainty that eventually I convinced myself doubt was unreasonable.
Life continued moving forward whether I trusted it or not. I became pregnant again not long after, though this pregnancy felt different from the beginning. Sadness settled over me the same way it had while carrying Myra after Earle died, except this time the heaviness spread through the whole house. The larger my stomach grew, the quieter Myra became. Her smiles arrived less often. She spent more time alone in the garden or wandering the property with books tucked beneath her arm. James remained the only person she softened around consistently. Sometimes he brought her roses clipped carefully from Earle’s old rose bushes, the same bushes Marcell had tried cutting back more than once without ever fully killing them.
Myra no longer tolerated being spoken to like a child, especially by Marcell. The older she grew, the more his sermons and lectures irritated her. One evening while helping me roll pie dough in the kitchen, she finally said what had clearly been living inside her for months.
“He talks about truth all the time,” she whispered, “but he lies.”
I froze with flour still coating my hands.
“Mama, that woman was telling the truth. You know she was.”
I wanted to deny it immediately. I wanted to defend my husband, my marriage, the fragile stability of our family. But before I could speak, Myra continued.
“And he’s drinking now too. He hides bottles everywhere.”
That part I could no longer deny. The drinking had started quietly. A little whiskey hidden in desk drawers. A bottle tucked behind bookshelves in the study. Empty glasses appearing beside half-finished sermons. The more pressure mounted inside the church, the more severe Marcell’s preaching became. His sermons burned hotter each Sunday, full of punishment and wrath and damnation. He stayed awake all night writing furiously at his desk while smelling faintly of liquor by morning.
Eventually he stopped asking for my thoughts on his sermons altogether. One evening he informed me flatly that it was not a woman’s place to shape a pastor’s message.
The distance between us widened after that.
I realized slowly that Marcell and I no longer worshipped the same God. His God demanded fear. Mine lived in ordinary mercies. In cakes cooling on the windowsill. In rose bushes blooming faithfully every spring. In the sound of my children laughing from another room. In warm sunlight stretching across the kitchen table after a storm passed through. I stopped looking for holiness inside sermons and started finding it in smaller places instead. Those small moments became precious to me because I never knew how long they would survive once Sunday arrived again and darkness returned to the pulpit beside my husband’s voice
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I spent most of my life wondering where Myra ran off to.
Not just where she physically went, but where a person goes inside themselves before they disappear completely. Folks around town made up stories almost immediately after she vanished. They said she ran off with some older man from Tchula. Said she had gotten too wild for her raising. Said too much beauty and too much stubbornness in a girl always led to trouble eventually. I listened to all of it without responding because I knew my sister better than they did. Myra did not leave because of a boy. She left because she got tired of screaming truths into rooms full of people committed to misunderstanding her.
After Marcell died and Myra disappeared not long after, something inside my mother collapsed so quietly at first I almost missed it. She still baked. Still swept the porch every morning. Still pressed my work shirts before church. From the outside, most people probably thought she was carrying on as well as anyone could after losing both a husband and a child in the same season. But when you live with somebody long enough, you notice the small things strangers miss. The rhythm of their footsteps changes. Their silences stretch differently. Even the way they hold a coffee cup can tell you when grief has settled permanently into their bones.
Mama started driving from county to county searching for Myra every chance she got. Sometimes she would leave before sunrise and not come back for two or three days. She visited bus stations, churches, diners, shelters, beauty parlors, anywhere somebody claimed they might have seen a young Black girl traveling alone. Most people barely helped. Some blamed her outright. A few looked at our family with the kind of pity that feels worse than cruelty. Every time Mama came back empty-handed, her body looked smaller somehow. Not physically smaller exactly, but diminished. Like grief was steadily hollowing her out from the inside.
At night, I would hear her moving around in her bedroom long after midnight. Drawers opening and closing. Floorboards creaking. Sometimes I caught her sitting cross-legged on the floor surrounded by old journals and recipe books passed down from her mother and grandmother. She flipped through those pages obsessively, muttering to herself while searching for something she never named aloud.
“What you looking for in all them books anyway?” I asked her once.
“A recipe,” she answered too quickly.
But I knew she was lying.
There are some lies children recognize immediately because they watched the adults rehearse them for years.
Whatever Mama was searching for had nothing to do with cakes or preserves.
One afternoon that summer, she left early for the market while I stayed behind from work to clean up around the property. The heat that day was brutal even by Florida standards. The kind that turned the sky white around the edges and made your clothes stick to your back before breakfast. By noon I had sweat through my shirt twice pulling weeds and trimming back overgrowth around the garden beds. Mama loved those gardens almost as much as she loved baking. Even after everything that happened, she still tended roses like they carried instructions for surviving sorrow hidden inside them.
I was halfway bent beneath one of the hedges when I heard tires crunch slowly down the dirt road.
Ms. Lily.
Nobody else in town drove a black Lincoln that long and shiny.
I kept my head lowered pretending to stay focused on the weeds while she eased the car closer beneath the shade trees. Heat radiated off the hood in visible waves by the time she climbed out.
“Hey honey,” she called out in that slow Delta drawl of hers. “I was looking for your mama.”
“She went into town earlier,” I answered, wiping sweat from my forehead with the back of my arm. “Been gone most the day.”
“Well Lord,” she sighed dramatically, fanning herself with one hand. “This heat trying to kill me before supper.”
I offered to bring her some water mostly so I could step away from the conversation for a minute. Ms. Lily was one of those church women who asked questions like she already knew the answer and only needed confirmation.
When I came back outside with two glasses, she was leaning against the Lincoln looking half melted beneath the sun.
“How she really doing, James?” she asked after taking a long sip.
I already knew she wasn’t talking about errands or baking.
“Mama alright.”
“No she ain’t,” Ms. Lily replied immediately. “That woman been carrying grief so long she probably don’t even remember what her own shoulders feel like without it.”
I stared out toward the road instead of answering.
“First Marcell. Then Myra gone. Baby, if my husband took his own life in front of me and my child vanished right after, I’d lose my damn mind.”
The words hit me harder than they should have.
Because the truth was, Mama and I never spoke about what happened. Not really. Marcell’s name barely existed inside the house anymore. We moved around his absence like people avoiding broken glass on the floor.
Before I could respond, Mama’s truck finally appeared through the heat haze down the road.
Relief washed through me so quickly it almost made me dizzy.
She pulled into the yard with several grocery bags piled into the passenger seat. I noticed immediately they weren’t regular groceries. Too much sugar. Too much butter. Fresh fruit. Extra flour.
Baking ingredients.
Whenever Mama started experimenting in the kitchen, strange things tended to follow afterward. I never said that aloud because saying things aloud makes them harder to dismiss later.
“What you got there?” Ms. Lily asked as Mama climbed from the truck.
“Oh, just a few things,” Mama answered lightly, though her eyes looked tired. “Thought I might bake tonight.”
Ms. Lily grabbed one of the bags and followed her inside while I stayed outside gathering tools from the yard.
By nighttime, the whole house smelled thick with sugar and spices.
I lay awake in bed listening to pots clanging softly downstairs while water ran steadily through the pipes. Every now and then I heard Mama talking under her breath. Not quite speaking. Not quite praying either. Her voice cracked several times like she was trying not to cry.
The sounds continued for hours.
Part of me wanted to go downstairs and sit with her. Another part understood instinctively that whatever she was doing in that kitchen belonged to grief more than conversation. Some people mourn out loud. Others disappear into rituals because rituals give sorrow somewhere to go.
Eventually exhaustion pulled me asleep.
The next morning, I knew something in the house had changed before I even opened my eyes.
The air felt wrong.
Still.
Not peaceful stillness either. The kind of stillness that settles over woods right before a hurricane touches land.
When I walked into the kitchen, sunlight poured through every window bright enough to hurt your eyes, yet the house itself felt cold. Not cool from shade or morning breeze. Cold in a deeper way that made the hairs rise along my arms. The ceiling fan turned slowly overhead, but even the movement looked sluggish somehow, like the entire house had thickened overnight.
Mama sat quietly at the table already dressed for the day with coffee steaming faintly between her hands.
Neither of us spoke much.
In the center of the table sat a molasses cake so sweet it nearly burned the back of my throat after the first bite. Mama never measured wrong. Not once in my entire life. But this cake tasted unbalanced, overloaded with syrup and sugar until it became almost sickening.
Still, we ate it anyway.
Outside, the trees barely moved.
Inside, the house sat heavy around us while silence stretched deeper and deeper between each sip of coffee.
And though neither one of us said it aloud, I think we both understood something had entered the home with Mama the night before.
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The first time I stepped into Marcell’s study after his death was not out of grief. Grief had already exhausted itself by then and hardened into something practical. I went into the room because his biological children had started writing letters asking for pieces of him. Some wanted photographs. Others wanted his watches, his books, his old sermon notes. A few wanted answers more than belongings. They wrote with bitterness sharpened by years of abandonment, accusing him of giving his best years to the church and to us while they were left with rumors and occasional visits. Some of them believed Marcell had been murdered. Worse than that, some believed Myra had done it. I could not entirely blame them for thinking it. The circumstances were ugly enough to make anybody suspicious. But the truth was uglier. Marcell did not die because someone killed him. He died because eventually the weight of his own life became too much for him to hold upright. When he died, he took pieces of all of us with him. Mama lost whatever softness she still had left in her. Myra lost the last thread connecting her to home. And me, I lost the man I had spent most of my life trying to become.
For years I had built myself around Marcell’s example. When Earle died, I needed structure badly enough to mistake certainty for wisdom. Marcell had certainty in abundance. He spoke like a man who understood exactly how the world worked and exactly what God expected from the people inside it. As a boy, that steadiness felt like salvation to me. He gave shape to things that frightened me. He taught me scripture. Taught me how to command a room with my voice. Taught me how to stand upright in front of people even when fear was chewing through my insides. I followed him into theology because I thought holiness and discipline might save a man from chaos if he devoted himself deeply enough. Then one day I watched the strongest man I knew destroy himself anyway. After that, I stopped trusting certainty altogether.
Even after Marcell died, none of us felt comfortable entering his study. The room remained mostly untouched for months because things inside it never stayed where we left them. At first I tried explaining it away. Old houses shift. Windows stick. Papers slide around from fans and drafts. But eventually even I ran out of excuses. One afternoon I folded one of Marcell’s preaching robes neatly over the chair in the corner before leaving the room. The next morning it was crumpled inside the closet like somebody had thrown it there angrily. Another time I stacked his sermon notebooks into boxes only to wake up and find them spread back across the desk exactly as they had been before. Mama refused to discuss any of it directly, but I could tell the room unsettled her too. The first and only time she tried picking up his bible from the desk, her fingers locked up so badly afterward she soaked her hands in warm water the rest of the evening. She said every joint ached all the way into her wrists. After that, neither of us touched the bible again. It remained sitting in the upper right corner of the desk gathering dust while the rest of the room slowly decayed around it.
As long as the study door stayed shut, the house mostly remained quiet. There were still strange moments. Sudden cold drafts in the middle of summer. The occasional sensation that somebody had just walked behind you when no one was there. Small things you could dismiss if you wanted badly enough to stay sane. But one night changed that for me entirely.
I had come home late from the plant exhausted enough to fall asleep with my boots still half unlaced. My back ached from lifting heavy materials all day, and every muscle in my body felt stiff with fatigue. Still, no matter how tired I was, sleep would not settle over me properly. I kept drifting toward unconsciousness only to jerk awake again moments later with the feeling that something in the house was wrong. Around midnight I finally gave up trying to rest and got out of bed to find something to eat.
The kitchen was dark except for the weak yellow light glowing over the stove. I opened the refrigerator and stood there half asleep staring at leftovers wrapped in foil and bread tucked into plastic bags. Eventually I found a plate Mama must have saved from supper knowing I would come looking for it later. Just as I shut the refrigerator door, I heard knocking.
At first it sounded distant enough that I thought somebody might actually be at the front door. Three slow knocks. Then silence. I walked through the living room and peeled back the blinds carefully, expecting maybe a church member in trouble or somebody stranded on the road nearby. But the yard sat empty beneath the moonlight. No headlights. No movement. Nothing except trees shifting softly in the wind.
Then the knocking came again.
This time I realized it was behind me.
Not outside the house.
Inside it.
The sound echoed faintly down the hallway leading toward Marcell’s study.
I stood perfectly still listening. Another knock followed, louder now. Then another. Deliberate. Rhythmic. Not pipes. Not old wood settling. Somebody knocking against a door from the other side.
I started down the hallway slowly, every nerve in my body tightening the closer I got. The house felt unnaturally cold. Not cool from nighttime air but cold in a way that made my teeth ache. The knocking continued steadily. By the time I reached the study door, it had become banging.
“Mama?” I called out loudly. “You hear that?”
No answer.
I walked quickly to her room and pushed the door open expecting to find her awake already. Instead, the room looked abandoned. The bed was perfectly made. No robe hanging from the chair. No reading glasses by the lamp. Even the air inside felt stale, untouched. For one disorienting second, it looked less like my mother’s room and more like a room preserved after somebody moved away years earlier.
The banging behind me grew violent enough to rattle the walls.
I turned and rushed back toward the study.
The doorknob twisted rapidly back and forth on its own. Hard enough that the metal clattered loudly inside the mechanism. Whoever or whatever was behind that door sounded desperate to get out.
My heart started pounding so hard it made me nauseous.
I grabbed the knob instinctively and immediately screamed.
The metal was burning hot. Not warm. Not heated from weather. Burning. It seared straight into my palm so fast I jerked backward clutching my hand against my chest.
Then I heard her voice.
Myra.
Faint at first. Like she was speaking through walls underwater.
“Please… don’t…”
Another bang slammed against the door.
“Please let me go…”
I lost my mind after that.
I threw myself against the door hard enough to bruise my shoulder. I kicked at it repeatedly while shouting Marcell’s name, screaming for him to stop, screaming for him to let her out. My palms pounded the wood until the skin split open near my knuckles. I could hear crying inside the room. Furniture scraping. Myra begging. And underneath all of it, another sound I still cannot describe properly even now. Low breathing. Slow and patient like whoever was inside knew there was nothing I could do to stop it.
I kept trying anyway.
I slammed my body into that door until my vision blurred from exhaustion and panic. Somewhere during all of it, I collapsed.
The next thing I remember was waking up in my own bed the following morning.
Sunlight poured softly through the curtains. Birds chirped outside. For one brief moment I almost convinced myself it had all been a nightmare until I looked down at my hands.
My palms were swollen red.
The skin along my fingers looked blistered.
“Myra,” I whispered immediately, throwing the blankets aside so fast I nearly fell trying to stand.
I ran down the hallway toward the study.
The door stood wide open.
Morning light spilled calmly across the desk. Everything sat exactly where it should have been. The bible. The chair. The stacks of paper. No damage to the door. No signs of struggle.
Nothing.
Mama startled me when she spoke from behind.
“James?”
I spun around so fast my chest tightened.
She stood there in her robe looking completely ordinary, hair wrapped up loosely, concern spreading across her face the second she noticed my hands.
“My Lord, what happened to you?”
I stared at her without answering.
Her room was normal again too. Plants overflowing near the windows. Shoes beside the bed. Books piled on the dresser. No trace of the emptiness I saw the night before.
“Mama,” I said slowly, “did you hear anything last night?”
“Hear what?”
I opened my mouth to explain everything and suddenly realized how insane it would sound spoken aloud in daylight.
“I had a bad dream,” I muttered finally. “Must’ve been sleepwalking or something.”
She looked unconvinced but did not push further.
I knew then I could not stay in that house forever.
Whatever had settled there after Marcell died was not grief alone anymore. The house Earle built with his hands was disappearing piece by piece beneath something darker. Even the rose bushes changed over time. Each spring fewer blooms opened. More thorns climbed the fences.
A few years later I met my wife, and after we married I begged Mama to leave the house and come live with us instead. I told her something inside that place was wrong. Something unnatural had rooted itself there.
She listened quietly while shelling peas at the kitchen table.
Then she looked up at me with that same calm expression she wore whenever she already knew something you didn’t.
“Anything made can be unmade,” she said softly. “If not by my hands, then somebody else’s.”
I never asked what she meant.
And I never slept in that house again.
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	Years passed after the night outside Marcell’s study, but the house never truly settled afterward. Even when nothing strange happened for long stretches of time, there was always the feeling that something inside those walls remained unfinished. Mama grew older inside that house the same way old photographs fade slowly in sunlight. At first the changes were small enough to excuse. Misplaced keys. Forgotten grocery items. Stories repeated twice during the same conversation. Then one afternoon she called me by Earle’s name while handing me a plate of cornbread and looked genuinely confused when I corrected her. After that, the decline moved quicker.
The doctors called it dementia. They explained it carefully in offices that smelled like disinfectant and stale coffee while flipping through charts as if the unraveling of a person could be summarized neatly on paper. They said her memory would continue deteriorating. Said she would eventually need supervision. Routine. Stability. A caregiver.
I remember sitting there listening while Mama stared out the clinic window completely unconcerned, watching birds gather near the parking lot instead of paying attention to the diagnosis that was supposed to change the rest of her life.
By then my wife and I had already started discussing bringing her to live with us full time. We had the room. My wife adored her despite how stubborn she could be, and I knew Mama could no longer safely manage that massive house by herself. She forgot pots on the stove sometimes. Left doors unlocked overnight. Once she called me convinced somebody had broken into the house and rearranged all her kitchen cabinets, only for me to realize she had done it herself earlier that week and forgotten completely.
Still, every single time I brought up moving, she refused immediately.
Not politely either.
Firmly.
That house had become the only thing tethering her to herself by then. Even as memories slipped away from her, she still moved through those rooms with complete certainty. She always knew where the extra blankets were folded. Always remembered which floorboard creaked outside the kitchen. Always knew exactly when the roses needed trimming even if she forgot what month it was.
One afternoon I drove over after church intending to push harder about the move. I found her sitting on the back porch wrapped in a faded cardigan despite the heat, staring out toward the garden with her hands folded quietly in her lap.
“Mama,” I said gently, “you can’t keep staying here by yourself.”
She barely looked at me.
“She’s coming,” she said softly.
At first I thought she meant Myra.
Even after all those years, some part of Mama never stopped waiting for her daughter to walk back through the front door. Nearly fifty years had passed by then. Fifty years without a letter. Without a phone call. Without a confirmed sighting anywhere. I did not even know if Myra was alive anymore. Still, I answered carefully because hope was one of the few things age had not taken from Mama completely.
“Yes ma’am,” I said quietly. “Maybe she will one day.”
Mama frowned immediately.
Not angry. Frustrated.
Her eyebrows pulled together while she stared at me hard enough to make me uncomfortable. Dementia had made her face more expressive than I ever remembered it being growing up. When I was young, Mama carried herself with such steadiness it was difficult to know what she was feeling unless she chose to tell you. But age stripped that control away piece by piece. Now every emotion crossed her face openly before she could contain it.
“No,” she muttered impatiently. “Not Myra.”
I handed her the glass of water sitting beside her chair while trying to understand what she meant.
“Myra gone,” she said bluntly after taking a sip. “Long gone.”
The certainty in her voice unsettled me immediately.
“How would you know that?” I asked before I could stop myself.
Mama looked out toward the yard again.
“I saw it.”
“Saw what?”
“In a dream.” Her voice lowered almost to a whisper. “My granddaughter coming here. Coming back to this house looking for me.”
A chill moved through me despite the heat sitting thick over the porch.
“You don’t know if you even got a granddaughter, Mama.”
She turned toward me then with startling clarity in her eyes. For one brief moment she looked completely lucid again. Not confused. Not elderly. Just certain.
“Yes I do.”
The conviction in her voice made my stomach tighten.
“She’s real,” Mama continued. “And I’m leaving this house to her so she’ll come find me.”
I did not know how to respond to that. Part of me wanted to dismiss it as confusion caused by the dementia. Another part of me remembered too many things inside that house I still could not explain rationally.
Mama died there less than two years later.
She passed quietly in her sleep in the same bedroom where she spent decades grieving people who never truly left her. By then the house had grown darker somehow. Older. The wallpaper peeled in places she once kept immaculate. Dust settled quicker than anyone could clean it. Even the roses outside bloomed unevenly. After the funeral, my wife begged me to sell the property immediately and be done with it for good. Truthfully, I wanted that too.
Then the lawyers found Elle.
Myra’s daughter.
The granddaughter Mama insisted existed long before any of us knew she was real.
When they first explained everything to me, I honestly thought there had been some mistake. But there she was on paper. Born after Myra disappeared. Eventually surrendered into foster care after Myra’s addiction spiraled beyond saving. Every piece of it felt cruel in a way only our family seemed capable of producing. Myra spent her entire life trying to escape the damage done inside that house, only for her daughter to be pulled right back toward it years later.
Mama knew somehow.
That part still bothers me more than anything else.
I had attorneys review the will twice hoping they would find some loophole or inconsistency that would allow us to contest it. But Mama had been completely clear in her instructions. The house belonged to Elle.
Not me.
Not the church.
Not the state.
Elle.
The moment I learned she planned to actually move into the house, dread settled into me so heavily I could barely think straight. I knew I had to meet her before she made that decision permanent. I told myself it was because she deserved the truth about the family. But deep down, I knew it was something else too.
Fear.
Because whatever lived inside that house did not die with Marcell.
I felt that the moment I stepped back inside after Mama’s funeral. The air still carried that same strange heaviness. Rooms still felt occupied even when empty. Sometimes I caught myself glancing down hallways expecting movement just beyond my line of sight.
I started wondering whether Mama’s refusal to leave all those years had truly been stubbornness at all. Sometimes I think she stayed because she believed she was keeping something contained there. Other times I wonder if the house convinced her to stay the same way it convinced everyone else eventually.
By the time I finally met Elle, I had already decided I would do everything possible to stop her from moving in.
Because if there was even a chance that house had taken Myra, I could not bear the thought of it reaching for her daughter next
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I woke up on the floor unable to remember how long I had been there.
For several seconds I kept my eyes closed because I was too afraid to see where I was. My body felt wrong immediately. Heavy. Wet. Sore in places I could not yet name. The room smelled damp and sour with sweat, old wood, and something sharp underneath it all that reminded me of whiskey left sitting overnight in a glass. My cheek was pressed against the hardwood floor, cold enough to sting my skin, and every part of me ached with the deep, bruised pain of someone who had been handled roughly for hours.
I laid there listening first.
Silence.
No footsteps.
No voices.
No movement anywhere in the house.
Slowly, I reached down and touched my arms, my stomach, my face, trying to convince myself I was awake. My clothes clung to me damp with sweat. My hands trembled violently against my skin. When I finally forced myself upright, pain shot through my thighs and lower back so sharply I nearly collapsed again onto the floor.
“What the hell…” I whispered hoarsely.
I pulled myself toward the wall and stood inch by inch until my knees finally locked beneath me. My body felt like it belonged to somebody else. I limped toward the mirror hanging beside the study door and immediately wished I hadn’t.
Bruises covered me.
Not one or two from falling.
Clusters of them.
Dark red marks wrapped around my wrists and climbed the sides of my neck. There were fingerprints pressed into the soft skin of my thighs hard enough to leave visible impressions. Scratches streaked across my chest and shoulders like someone had dragged nails across me while I fought to get away. My lip was swollen slightly on one side. Even my collarbone looked bruised beneath the thin strap of my tank top.
For a second I genuinely could not breathe.
I stared at myself in complete disbelief, trying to force memory into the empty spaces in my mind. I searched desperately for something logical to hold onto. A flash of a face. A sound. A clear image. Anything.
Nothing came.
Only panic.
I backed away from the mirror so quickly I nearly slipped. Every instinct in my body screamed at me to get out of that room immediately. I ran for the door without looking back and slammed it shut behind me hard enough to shake the walls. By the time I stumbled into the front yard, my lungs were burning and my entire body shook uncontrollably.
Then I screamed.
Not politely. Not fearfully.
I screamed like somebody trying to force terror out through their throat before it consumed them completely.
The sound cracked halfway through, raw enough to hurt my own ears. I spun toward the house gasping for air, staring at those dark windows glaring back at me through the morning light.
“There’s something wrong with you!” I shouted at it hysterically. “You hear me? Something evil is in that house!”
My voice sounded small against the property.
The house sat there quietly.
Still.
Watching.
I do not know why I believed it could hear me. Maybe because after what happened inside, it no longer felt like a building. It felt aware.
I ran back inside only long enough to grab my suitcase and purse. My hands moved frantically through the rooms while every shadow made me flinch. I snatched James’ letter off the kitchen counter and shoved it into my bag before practically throwing myself into my car.
The tires kicked dirt high into the air as I tore down the road fast enough to lose control on the curves.
The entire drive back to my apartment felt unreal. My mind kept trying to rearrange the night into something rational. Maybe I relapsed. Maybe I drank so heavily I blacked out and injured myself stumbling through the house. God knew I had woken up before with missing memories after drinking too much. But deep down I knew immediately this was different. Those mornings usually came with shame. Confusion. Fragments of bad decisions. This felt violating in a way I could not explain aloud without sounding insane.
I considered driving straight to the emergency room.
Then I imagined trying to explain the bruises.
What would I even say?
That I woke up battered inside a dead preacher’s study with no memory of who touched me? That something invisible pinned me down while whispering in my ear?
They would drug me before they believed me.
By the time I reached my apartment building, my hands were shaking so badly I struggled getting the key into the lock downstairs. I kept looking over my shoulder while climbing the stairs convinced something had followed me from Santa Rosa. Every shadow near the stairwell made my stomach tighten. Every sound from neighboring apartments startled me.
When I finally made it inside my apartment, I locked both deadbolts immediately and stood there breathing hard against the door.
The silence inside felt different from the house.
Normal.
But I no longer trusted my own understanding of normal.
I walked straight to the bathroom mirror needing to look at myself again even though part of me was terrified to. The bruises looked worse beneath brighter light. Angry fingerprints darkened across my skin like evidence somebody wanted left behind intentionally.
Then I noticed my eyes.
Something in them looked unfamiliar.
Not possessed. Not supernatural exactly.
Changed.
Like fear had reached someplace inside me that could not fully close again.
I turned the faucet on and splashed cold water against my face over and over until my skin burned from it. I wanted desperately to wash the feeling off me. To erase whatever happened in that room. But every time I looked up, the same terrified woman stared back at me.
I decided a bath might help calm me down enough to think clearly.
I turned the water almost painfully hot and poured half a bag of Epsom salt beneath the stream. Steam quickly filled the bathroom while I lit candles with unsteady hands. Digging through the cabinet beneath the sink, I found an old bundle of sage wrapped in twine from years ago when I flirted briefly with spirituality and energy cleansing and all the things Dennis used to tease me about.
Normally I would have laughed at myself for reaching for it.
Not now.
If a house could bruise my body while I slept, then suddenly sage did not seem unreasonable at all.
I lit it carefully and watched smoke curl through the bathroom while the tub filled. I kept every light in the apartment on. This was not one of those soft self-care baths women posted online with wine glasses and dim lighting. I climbed into the water like somebody trying to disinfect themselves after surviving an attack.
The hot water burned against the bruises immediately.
Still, I stayed there.
I scrubbed my skin until it turned pink beneath my hands. Washed my hair twice. Sat submerged nearly an hour hoping eventually my heartbeat would slow down enough for my thoughts to untangle themselves. But the longer I sat there, the more frightened I became.
Because what if it followed me?
That thought lodged itself inside my chest and refused to move.
I stared at the bathroom doorway half expecting someone to appear there at any second.
Finally I realized there was only one person who might understand what happened to me.
James.
Anger surged through me suddenly so hard it almost steadied my fear. Why hadn’t he warned me? Why leave me alone in that house knowing something was wrong there? What kind of family keeps quiet about a place like that?
I climbed out of the bath dripping water across the floor and dug the letter from my purse. My hands still trembled dialing his number.
He answered almost immediately.
“Hello?”
For a second I could not even speak.
Then before I managed a single word, he said quietly:
“You felt it too, didn’t you?”
The calm certainty in his voice terrified me more than if he had called me crazy.
“Felt it?” I snapped. “Something attacked me last night.”
The words rushed out of me uncontrollably after that. I told him about waking up bruised on the floor. About the fingerprints. About the study. About not remembering what happened. I spoke so fast I could barely breathe between sentences, terrified he would dismiss me halfway through.
He never interrupted.
He just listened silently.
That silence told me everything.
By the time I finished talking, I was crying without realizing it.
Finally he exhaled heavily on the other end of the line.
“Can you come over?” he asked quietly. “There are some things I need to tell you about that house. About our family.”
I wiped my face hard with the sleeve of my sweatshirt and nodded before remembering he could not see me.
“Yes,” I whispered immediately. “I’m coming now.”
I grabbed my purse and keys off the counter. Then, after hesitating only a second, I stuffed the sage bundle back inside my bag too.
A week ago I would have laughed at myself for doing that.
Now I would have carried holy water, garlic, a crucifix, and a damn exorcist if someone handed them to me.
Because once something impossible touches you physically, the world never fits together the same way again
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James lived in Pensacola, in a quiet beach town flat enough for the sky to feel enormous overhead. The closer I got to his neighborhood, the more the landscape changed from bright commercial strips and crowded intersections into long sleepy roads lined with old trees and low houses tucked behind dense patches of greenery. The Florida sun bounced harshly off the pale sand and sidewalks until the entire drive shimmered white around me. Even wearing sunglasses, my eyes ached from the brightness. Every now and then I caught myself gripping the steering wheel too tightly whenever I passed a dark stretch of woods or an isolated dirt road, irrationally afraid I might somehow see the house again waiting for me at the end of it.
As I drove farther inland, the light slowly softened beneath enormous live oaks draped with Spanish moss. The roads narrowed. Shade swallowed pieces of the afternoon. Wind stirred softly through the hanging moss overhead until it looked almost like gray water moving underwater. The farther I traveled beneath those trees, the more my body began unclenching inch by inch. I had not realized how terrified I still was until the distance between myself and the house started growing.
James’ home sat at the end of a curved street lined with carefully maintained properties and trimmed hedges. His house stood apart from the others immediately. White siding. Deep red brickwork. Tall narrow windows. Wide front porch supported by thick columns. It did not resemble the old Love house at all. There was no softness to it. No overgrown mystery. No attempt at romance or nostalgia. The place looked solid in the way churches and courthouses looked solid. Intentional. Structured. Built by somebody who needed the world around him to stay predictable.
Even the lawn looked disciplined.
Perfectly edged grass stretched across the yard without a single weed breaking through. Shrubs trimmed into neat rounded shapes lined the walkway leading toward the porch. The concrete driveway had been pressure washed recently enough to still look damp in places. Something about the orderliness comforted me immediately. After the chaos of the last twenty-four hours, the house felt less like somebody’s home and more like shelter.
I parked carefully along the curb and sat there for a moment staring at the front door while my hands tightened around the steering wheel. My body still hurt. The bruises hidden beneath my clothing pulsed faintly every time I moved wrong. I kept expecting to feel that pressure against my chest again. Those invisible hands pinning me down. Every time I blinked too slowly, I saw flashes of the study floor.
I almost drove away twice before finally getting out of the car.
The heat outside wrapped around me immediately, thick and damp against my skin, but even then I felt cold underneath it. I made a point not to step across the lawn while walking toward the porch. Something about James struck me as the kind of man who took his grass personally. The thought almost made me laugh despite everything. Almost.
By the time I reached the front steps, my breathing had become shallow again.
I realized then that I was afraid to be alone.
Not in the ordinary sense.
Afraid in the deep animal way people must feel after narrowly escaping something they cannot fully understand. James’ house felt safe to me not because I trusted him completely yet, but because I needed to believe there was still somewhere that thing could not follow.
I stood in front of the door longer than necessary trying to steady myself before ringing the bell once. My finger hovered over it afterward, tempted to press it repeatedly just to hurry somebody to the door faster. Instead I forced myself to wait.
When the door finally opened, relief hit me so suddenly it almost embarrassed me.
James stood there beside his wife, and together they looked warm in a way that immediately softened something in my chest. They had matching round cheeks and deep-set eyes that crinkled naturally when they smiled. Not performative smiles either. Not the brittle politeness I remembered from foster homes where strangers shook my hand while mentally calculating how long they could tolerate another child inside their house. Their warmth felt practiced. Earned.
James stepped toward me first and wrapped me into a hug before I could prepare myself for it.
The man was enormous up close. Tall, broad through the shoulders, solid enough that when he pulled me against him the air nearly left my lungs. But the hug itself was careful. Protective almost. Like he understood instinctively that I was barely holding myself together.
“You alright?” he asked quietly against the top of my head.
That simple question nearly made me burst into tears.
I nodded anyway.
“Come on inside,” he said gently.
His voice carried the same richness I remembered from the phone call. Deep and steady enough that it slowed my panic slightly just listening to it.
His wife guided me through the front hallway while resting her hand lightly against my shoulder blade. The inside of the house smelled faintly like cedarwood, coffee, and clean laundry. Family photographs lined the walls. Graduation pictures. Church portraits. Holiday gatherings. Everywhere I looked, there was evidence of permanence. Stability. The kind of rooted family life I spent most of my childhood imagining other people had naturally.
She led me into a den area with two large couches facing each other and a small wooden table near the windows. Soft afternoon light spilled across the room through cream-colored curtains. Everything felt calm there. Intentionally calm.
“You sit right here, sweetheart,” she said softly while pulling out one of the chairs for me.
I lowered myself carefully into it, trying not to wince from the soreness in my body.
She squeezed my shoulder once before disappearing quietly toward the kitchen, leaving James and me alone.
He sat down across from me slowly, elbows resting against his knees while studying my face with an expression somewhere between guilt and concern.
For a few moments neither of us spoke.
Then James inhaled deeply and said, “I know you probably got more questions than answers right now.”
I stared down at my hands folded tightly in my lap.
“I can only imagine what these last few weeks been like for you,” he continued. “Not just with the house. Your whole life.”
Something about the sincerity in his voice made it difficult to look at him directly.
“I need you to know something first before we talk about any of the rest of it. I didn’t know you existed. If I had known Myra had a child out there somewhere alone…” His voice tightened slightly. “I would’ve looked for you myself.”
I swallowed hard but said nothing.
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “For all of it. For what happened to your mama. For what happened to you in that house. For not warning you sooner.”
My jaw tightened immediately at that.
“You should have,” I muttered.
“I know.”
The honesty caught me off guard enough that I finally looked up at him fully.
“When I saw you with the realtor that first day,” he continued, “I wanted to tell you everything right then. But I knew how crazy it would sound coming from a stranger.”
I crossed my arms tightly against myself.
“So instead you let me sleep there.”
Regret flashed visibly across his face.
“I hoped maybe I was wrong,” he admitted quietly. “I prayed I was wrong.”
The room fell silent again.
Finally he leaned back slightly in his chair and looked toward the floor before speaking.
“There’s something evil in that house, Elle.”
The way he said it made my stomach tighten immediately. No hesitation. No embarrassment. No attempt to soften the words.
“And I believe it started with my mother’s second husband.”
I blinked slowly.
“Second husband?”
James nodded once.
“My father was Earle Love. He built that house with his own hands before he died in the war. Back then the house was different. We were different. Mama was different too.” His eyes drifted toward the window as he spoke, like he was watching memories unfold somewhere outside. “We were happy for a while. Truly happy. But after Earle died… something shifted in her. Grief changed her. Loneliness changed her worse.”
I listened quietly while his voice lowered further.
“Mama started getting into things back then. Little rituals. Little workings. She called it everyday magic. Said women had been surviving that way forever.” He rubbed one hand slowly across his jaw. “At first it seemed harmless. Candles. Oils. Recipes. Little things she swore helped with luck or money or protection. But after a while…” He paused carefully. “I think she started believing she could fix grief itself.”
A chill crept slowly across my skin.
“She wanted companionship again,” he continued. “Wanted help carrying everything after Earle died. And then Marcell appeared.”
The way he said appeared unsettled me deeply.
“Not met,” I whispered. “Appeared.”
James looked at me sharply then.
“Exactly.”
Neither of us spoke for a second.
“He came into our lives almost too perfectly,” James continued. “Raised me. Took us to church. Gave Mama stability again. At first we thought he saved us.”
His expression darkened slightly.
“But the church fed something in him. Or maybe loosened something already there. Over time he became colder. More controlling. More angry. Especially with your mother.”
The room suddenly felt too warm.
James stopped speaking for a moment and studied me carefully like he was deciding whether to continue.
“There’s no easy way to say this next part.”
My heartbeat slowed heavily.
“I think Marcell may have been your father.”
The words landed so hard I genuinely thought I might faint.
For several seconds I could not process what he meant.
Then understanding crawled slowly through me piece by piece.
My grandfather.
My step-grandfather.
My father.
Nausea hit so violently I doubled forward in the chair covering my mouth. The bruises along my ribs screamed immediately from the movement. My vision blurred around the edges while heat flooded my face.
“I think I’m gonna be sick,” I whispered.
Every horrible feeling I had ever carried about myself suddenly rearranged into something uglier.
No wonder my mother ran.
No wonder she disappeared.
No wonder she could never keep me.
I pressed both hands hard against my stomach trying not to panic while tears burned behind my eyes. Shame moved through me so intensely it felt physical. Ancient. Inherited.
I was not supposed to exist.
That thought hollowed me out instantly.
And somehow, for the first time in my life, I understood my mother completely.
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The drive to church always felt longer than it truly was. We didn’t attend one of those neat little churches planted conveniently inside town beside grocery stores and gas stations. Our church sat far out past the city limits where the roads narrowed into cracked pavement and dirt shoulders swallowed your tires if you drifted too far to either side. To get there, we drove through cotton fields that stretched so wide beneath the morning sun they looked silver instead of green, then through patches of glades thick with insects and strange bird calls that sounded almost human from a distance.
Every Sunday morning, I watched the world change the farther we traveled down that road.
The air grew heavier somehow. The trees thicker. Moss hung lower from the branches like old gray fabric drying in the heat. Even the rain behaved differently out there. It could be storming hard enough in town to flood the streets, but once we crossed into that stretch of back road near the church, the skies often turned clear again as though the land operated under its own set of rules. Mama used to say nature had dominion everywhere, but I wasn’t entirely convinced God and nature were always working together.
The church itself was an old white building sitting alone against all that open land like somebody dropped it there accidentally decades ago and forgot to move it. Inside were long matte-red pews polished smooth from generations of bodies sliding across them every Sunday. Fans rested inside metal holders attached to the backs of the seats, each one stamped with a pale-skinned blue-eyed Jesus that looked more like a politician than a savior. His soft hair curled neatly around his shoulders while he stared down at us looking exhausted but gentle.
I hated those fans.
Everybody else snapped them open dramatically the second service started, fanning sweat from their necks while the paper clacked loudly against itself. But something about waving around the face of a white Jesus while Black folks sweated through sermons about suffering and obedience always irritated me deeply. Instead, I rocked my head side to side slowly trying to catch small pockets of moving air against my face without ruining my freshly pressed hair. Mama would’ve been furious if my curls puffed up before service even ended.
Sometimes the older women mistook my restless movements for spirituality.
“She touched,” they used to whisper when I was little enough for adults to romanticize everything I did.
Back then all I needed was dimples and a quick smile for people to decide I was special. Folks in the church loved telling Mama I had “a calling” on my life. They said I carried something anointed inside me. Said I reminded them of my father, Earle, who everybody spoke about like he had died halfway between sainthood and manhood. Since I was born right at the end of his life, people acted like God took him and sent me back in exchange, as though grief worked like trade.
I tried believing them for a while.
But eventually you grow old enough to notice when people are more attached to who they need you to be than who you actually are.
By then I was nearly twelve and still stuck attending the older children’s Sunday school class in the back rooms of the church. I hated that room almost as much as I hated the heat. The younger children could barely pronounce names from scripture properly yet somehow the teachers still expected us all to sit quietly absorbing lessons without questioning anything.
Ms. Tessa ran the class with the kind of cheerful strictness church women perfected over time. When I was younger, she called me intelligent. Once I got older, she started calling me difficult instead. I learned early that churches liked smart girls only until those girls started asking questions that complicated things.
I tried not to attract attention unnecessarily. Mama had already endured enough gossip after marrying Marcell. The church tolerated their marriage publicly because everybody respected my father’s memory too much to criticize her openly, but whispers still traveled through the congregation constantly. Some women called Mama a root worker behind her back. Others claimed Marcell arrived in town running from scandal elsewhere. There were rumors about James too, cruel little comments passed quietly enough for adults to pretend children could not hear them.
Nobody ever said things loudly in church.
That was the art of Southern cruelty.
People smiled while they buried you alive.
The Sunday school room was packed and humid by the time I slipped inside that morning. Sweat already dampened the back of my dress before class even started. I made my way immediately toward Jamie, who sat near the middle of the room flipping absentmindedly through his bible. Jamie always defended me whenever class discussions turned tense. If I asked a question that irritated Ms. Tessa, he usually jumped in quickly trying to soften the blow before things escalated.
“Good question, Myra,” he’d say, even when everybody else looked horrified I’d opened my mouth at all.
That morning Ms. Tessa was teaching about Eve.
Again.
Women in church were always somehow circling back to Eve. Every sermon about obedience eventually found its way to her.
“Adam was formed first, then Eve,” Ms. Tessa read aloud carefully, “and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.”
She launched into another long explanation about temptation and womanhood and suffering while I stared out the tiny church window wondering how anybody could blame Eve so thoroughly for eating fruit.
Apples were delicious.
Crisp. Sweet. Tart near the skin.
Truthfully, if I were Eve, I probably would’ve eaten the apple too.
The difference was I might’ve kept my mouth shut afterward.
Eve sharing the fruit with Adam seemed less like evil to me and more like generosity mixed with bad judgment.
My hand lifted before I fully decided to speak.
“Yes, Myra?” Ms. Tessa sighed immediately.
“I just don’t think it’s fair,” I said plainly. “Eve gets cursed for eating the fruit, but Adam ate it too.”
Several kids groaned quietly already sensing where the conversation was headed.
“If me and James got in trouble for the same thing, both of us would get punished. If James was Adam, he’d still be guilty for being a big dummy.”
A few children laughed loudly before covering their mouths.
Even Jamie smiled.
Ms. Tessa pressed her lips together trying not to lose control of the room.
“Ms. Clarke,” she started tightly.
“Love,” I corrected immediately.
Silence flickered briefly across the room.
“My last name is Love.”
Mama might’ve become Mrs. Clarke after marrying Marcell, but I refused to surrender the last piece of my father I still possessed. Everybody in that church praised Earle constantly while simultaneously acting comfortable watching his children renamed under another man.
Ms. Tessa inhaled slowly.
“Ms. Love,” she corrected, “there are many things in life that don’t feel fair. Sometimes people experience hardships or suffering we don’t understand, but it is not our place to question God.”
“Why not?”
The question left my mouth immediately.
“Because God’s wisdom is beyond ours.”
“But how can anybody truly believe something they’re not allowed to question?” I pressed. “Wouldn’t a real God be able to handle questions?”
Jamie shifted nervously beside me.
I ignored him.
The room had grown completely still now.
“What if obedience without questioning just makes people easier to control?” I continued. “Didn’t scripture say test everything and hold fast to what is good?”
Ms. Tessa stared at me for several seconds before reaching for her bible.
“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the Lord,” she read carefully from Isaiah. Then she closed the bible softly. “Myra, faith means trusting even when you do not fully understand.”
That answer irritated me more than if she’d simply admitted she didn’t know.
By the time Sunday school ended, I could already tell Ms. Tessa planned on reporting the entire conversation to Marcell.
Sure enough, the second we stepped back into the sanctuary, I spotted her drifting toward him after service with that particular smile church women used right before spreading information they pretended was concern.
Marcell stood near the pulpit still glowing from preaching. He always seemed larger after sermons. More charismatic. More dangerous too somehow. His eyes moved toward Ms. Tessa’s mouth while she spoke, then drifted lower briefly before returning upward again.
I noticed things like that more often as I got older.
Women noticed too.
The church tolerated it because he was handsome and convincing and good at making everybody feel spiritually seen while never allowing anybody to see him too clearly in return.
Mama walked toward him smiling warmly the moment service ended.
“Wonderful sermon today, honey,” she said while slipping her hand into his.
They always became more affectionate immediately after church. Laughing louder. Touching more openly. Acting softer toward each other while congregation members watched. Then by midweek, once the performance of holiness faded, tension settled back into the house again like humidity.
We walked together across the gravel parking lot looking every bit like a happy family from the outside.
The illusion disappeared the second the car doors shut.
Nobody fought.
Nobody needed to.
Silence did the work for us.
Marcell drove without turning on the radio while heat pressed heavily through the windows. He claimed silence helped him organize his thoughts before preparing the next sermon. Personally, I think he simply preferred environments where only his inner voice existed.
By the time we pulled into our long driveway, the rose bushes near the porch had started blooming again. I always looked for them first. Mama said Earle planted those roses himself while building the house. Every spring they returned no matter how harsh the previous season had been, and some stubborn part of me needed that consistency.
Inside, Mama immediately began finishing Sunday dinner while the house filled with smells of onions, butter, smoked meat, and fresh bread warming through the oven again. Mama cooked like someone who understood scarcity intimately. Women who learned how to feed families through hard years always made the best food because they knew how to stretch flavor farther than ingredients should logically allow.
I escaped to my room before dinner fully started and drifted half asleep imagining Jamie’s face while afternoon sunlight moved slowly across my ceiling.
Then I heard Mama and Marcell arguing quietly in the hallway outside their bedroom.
Of course it was about me.
“She’s almost twelve now,” Marcell said firmly. “It’s time she starts taking scripture seriously.”
“She is serious,” Mama replied. “She’s curious.”
“She’s defiant.”
“She’s intelligent.”
“She’s becoming a young woman, Venus.”
Young woman.
The phrase irritated me immediately.
I had not even started my period yet and already adults spoke about me like my childhood had expired.
“She deserves time to be a girl,” Mama argued quietly. “Not trapped inside church every waking moment.”
“Life don’t wait for children to grow up slowly,” Marcell snapped. “You know that better than anybody.”
Mama fell silent after that because unfortunately he was right.
Dinner that night felt tense before anybody even sat down. I walked carefully into the dining room already bracing myself for whatever lecture waited. Marcell watched me lower myself into my chair like he was studying my posture for flaws.
Finally he cleared his throat.
“Ms. Tessa told me about your discussion in Sunday school.”
I stared quietly at my plate.
“You wanna tell me what happened?”
I hated when he asked questions pretending my answers mattered.
Every conversation with Marcell eventually circled back to his authority somehow.
“You are a reflection of this family,” he continued. “And this family represents God’s work in this community.”
There it was.
Always him.
His reputation. His ministry. His image.
Meanwhile rumors about his wandering hands and eyes traveled through church constantly among the older teenagers. Everybody knew things they pretended not to know openly.
“I think you need deeper study,” he continued finally. “Ms. Tessa agreed to mentor you privately this summer. Prepare you for baptism.”
My fork froze halfway to my plate.
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“I’m not ready to get baptized.”
“Yes you are.”
“No I’m not.”
Mama finally spoke softly from across the table.
“Myra… you’re getting older.”
Older.
Everybody kept saying that like it explained everything.
“You need your own relationship with the Lord,” she continued gently. “Not just ours.”
James looked up immediately eager to help smooth things over.
“I was around your age when Father baptized me,” he offered. “Best day of my life.”
Of course it was.
James could question scripture and adults called him thoughtful. I questioned scripture and suddenly my soul required supervision.
Still, despite my anger, something strange happened during those summer bible studies with Ms. Tessa.
Somewhere between endless scripture readings and theological debates, I began feeling something inside the text itself. Not religion exactly. Power.
The bible stopped reading like history and started feeling alive.
By the end of summer, I secretly believed scripture operated more like magic than anybody in church was willing to admit aloud. Prayer sounded like incantation to me. Repetition. Belief. Intention. Ritual. The church called it faith because “magic” frightened people, but underneath both lived the same hunger: the desire to influence unseen forces larger than yourself.
That realization changed everything for me.
By the time baptism day finally arrived, I was no longer afraid.
Curious.
But not afraid.
The lake water felt surprisingly cool against my skin as Marcell guided me deeper into it. My white gown floated softly around my legs while sunlight burned hot against the back of my neck. People gathered along the shore clapping and shouting encouragement like I was crossing into another life entirely.
Maybe I was.
Marcell’s hand settled firmly against the middle of my back while I moved my braids aside for him.
He prayed over me loudly enough for everybody on shore to hear.
Then suddenly I was falling backward into darkness and cold.
Water swallowed every sound instantly.
Blue surrounded me first.
Then black.
Then white sunlight exploded through the surface when he pulled me back upward again.
People shouted and praised God from the shoreline while water streamed down my face and soaked through my gown completely.
Everybody celebrated like I had been transformed.
But standing there waist deep in lake water blinking sunlight from my eyes, I realized I had not surrendered myself to God at all.
I had opened a door instead.
And whatever waited on the other side of it had already started opening itself back toward me.
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I used to ask my mother about my father so often that eventually she would smile before I even finished the question. The moment his name entered the room, something in her softened. Her eyes would drift toward the garden outside the kitchen window or settle somewhere far away while she answered, and for those few moments she looked less like my mother and more like a woman remembering another version of herself. I wanted every detail she was willing to give me. What he looked like the first time she saw him. What kind of voice he had. Whether he danced. Whether he laughed loudly. Whether he ever got jealous. I wanted to understand what love looked like before disappointment touched it.
That afternoon she stood at the stove cooking black-eyed peas and cabbage for New Year’s Day while the kitchen filled with the smell of onions, butter, vinegar, and smoked turkey necks. Every year she made the same meal because she believed certain foods carried blessings into a new season. Black-eyed peas for prosperity. Greens for wealth. Cornbread for good fortune. Mama believed in intention. Not loudly the way church people believed in things. Quietly. Personally. The kind of belief you folded into recipes and prayers and little routines nobody else thought twice about. I planned to eat enough for an entire congregation because our household needed all the help it could get.
“This year gon’ be better,” Mama murmured while tasting broth from the wooden spoon.
I hoped she was right.
I was turning sixteen that year, which felt important enough to carry around in my chest constantly. Sixteen sounded grown. Not fully grown, but close enough to touch it. Old enough for boys to look at you differently. Old enough for adults to start speaking around you instead of over you. I wanted this year to feel like the beginning of something.
Meanwhile, the house itself felt tense nearly every day.
Marcell had recently lost his job at the peanut plant where James still worked. He blamed his age, the economy, racism, church politics, and sometimes Satan himself depending on what mood he was in that day. The church was shrinking too. Families had quietly started leaving over the last couple years, and although nobody confronted him directly, everybody noticed. His sermons had grown harsher. The drinking had gotten worse. Then there was the woman who appeared claiming Marcell fathered her child years ago. Once she moved nearby, gossip spread through church fast enough that even children heard pieces of it whispered during choir rehearsal and fellowship dinners.
Mama never addressed any of it directly.
That frustrated me more than the rumors themselves.
If Marcell disappeared for hours unexpectedly, she called it church business. If he came home smelling like whiskey, she blamed stress. If he snapped at James or picked arguments with me at supper, she reminded us that everybody struggled differently. Mama believed people deserved patience while they sorted through their troubles. She gave grace to everyone equally. Sometimes I admired that about her. Other times I thought it exhausted her completely.
“Your father paid attention,” she said suddenly while stirring the peas again. “That’s what made him special.”
I rested my chin in my hand listening carefully.
“He remembered things. Small things.” A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “One time I mentioned liking strawberries. Didn’t even matter to me after that conversation. Week later he walked near three miles carrying fresh strawberries wrapped up in newspaper because he heard somebody selling them outside town.”
I laughed softly.
“That’s romantic.”
“That’s thoughtful,” Mama corrected gently. “Real love usually is.”
The screen door slammed somewhere in the house before I could ask another question. Heavy footsteps followed.
Marcell entered the kitchen looking tired and irritated before he even spoke. His tie hung loosened around his neck, and his face carried that restless expression he wore more often lately. He grabbed a glass from the cabinet and filled it with water while Mama watched him quietly.
“Plant called again,” he muttered. “Still cutting shifts.”
“You eat yet?” Mama asked softly.
“I ain’t hungry.”
Which usually meant yes.
He paced briefly near the table before glancing toward the counter.
“Lily Ann still coming tonight?”
“She picking up the caramel cake after choir rehearsal.”
He nodded once and drank the rest of his water in silence.
I noticed the way he looked at Mama sometimes now. Like he wanted reassurance from her constantly but did not know how to ask for it without sounding weak. Mama reached out gently and touched his wrist.
“You’ll find something else,” she said.
Marcell laughed quietly under his breath.
“Ain’t too many people hiring broke pastors pushing fifty.”
Mama did not answer immediately.
“People still respect you.”
“Some do,” he muttered.
James walked in shortly afterward smelling like outside air and machine grease from work. The second he entered the room, tension shifted slightly. James and Marcell had grown more strained with each other over the years. They argued often now. Sometimes openly. Sometimes through silence.
I finished eating quickly before supper could turn into another lecture. Once Marcell started drinking at night, almost anything could become an argument. Scripture. Politics. The way I answered questions. James’ tone. The church. The house. I swallowed the last of my sweet tea and pushed away from the table.
“Can I go bathe?”
Mama nodded immediately.
“Don’t stay up all night reading.”
“Yes ma’am.”
Truthfully, I planned on doing exactly that.
That night I climbed into bed with my damp curls wrapped beneath a scarf and prayed quietly into the darkness the way other girls wrote secrets into journals. Ever since my baptism, prayer no longer felt symbolic to me. Too many strange things happened afterward for me to dismiss it completely. Thoughts became events too often. Desires surfaced into reality in ways that unsettled me if I thought too hard about them.
That night I prayed for Jamie.
I prayed he would notice me differently. I prayed he would think I was pretty. I prayed maybe he would finally stop acting nervous every time I spoke to him.
“Lord,” I whispered quietly into the pillow, “just let him see me.”
The next morning I decided to walk to school instead of riding with James. The road stretched long beside patches of trees and scattered houses while early heat already shimmered off the pavement. I carried my books tightly against my chest trying not to think too hard about whether Jamie might be outside when I passed his house.
Then I saw him stepping off his porch.
My stomach flipped so suddenly it startled me.
Jamie looked up at almost the exact same moment and smiled immediately once he noticed me walking down the road.
“Well look who decided to walk today,” he called out.
I shrugged casually despite spending twenty minutes deciding what dress to wear that morning.
“Thought I’d get some fresh air.”
“It’s already hot as hell outside.”
“You saying I look sweaty already?”
He laughed loudly.
“No. I’m saying you crazy.”
He fell into step beside me naturally after that, close enough that our arms brushed every now and then when the road narrowed.
“You still giving Ms. Tessa a hard time?” he asked.
“I ask reasonable questions.”
“You called Adam stupid again.”
“Because he was.”
Jamie shook his head laughing.
“You gon’ get kicked out that church one day.”
“They’d miss me too much.”
“You really think highly of yourself.”
“I think accurately of myself.”
He laughed again and looked down at the road smiling to himself.
We spent the rest of the walk talking about school, scripture, church gossip, and whether heaven sounded boring if all people did there was sing worship songs forever. By the time we reached the schoolhouse, my cheeks hurt from smiling.
For the first time in a long while, I forgot completely about the heaviness waiting back at home.
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Jamie and I spent most of our school days passing notes back and forth beneath desks while teachers droned on about arithmetic and grammar over our heads. The notes themselves rarely said much. Half-finished jokes. Plans neither of us knew how to make real. Questions we could have easily asked out loud if we were braver. 
One afternoon during arithmetic, Meredith, one of the Black Cherokee girls who sat two rows ahead of me, turned around grinning so hard she could barely contain herself. She pressed her lips together dramatically before whispering, “Jamie got a note he wants me to give you.”
She slid the folded paper from beneath her workbook to mine so casually you would’ve thought she was passing salt at supper. I snatched it too quickly, nearly scraping the desk loud enough for Miss Tessa to turn around. My heart started beating so hard I could feel it in my throat while I unfolded the paper beneath the edge of my textbook.
His handwriting slanted hard to the right like he was always writing too fast for his own thoughts.
I WANT TO SEE YOU.
That was all it said.
Still, heat rushed into my face immediately because I knew exactly what he meant even though part of me pretended not to.
There was only one place boys like Jamie, and apparently girls like me now too, could disappear together outside of school and church without half the county hearing about it before supper. Most evenings after dark, teenagers drifted toward the old baptism lake tucked behind the orange groves past County Road 4. During the day it belonged to fishermen, church revivals, dragonflies skimming the surface of the water, and mosquitoes thick enough to drive you mad. But after sunset the lake belonged to young people carrying too much feeling and nowhere safe to place it.
That was where we agreed to meet.
I told Mama I needed to stop by the store before it closed because we were low on baking supplies again. Jamie came up with some excuse of his own. Neither of us said much about the plan out loud at school afterward. We barely even looked at each other by the final bell because wanting something too openly in a small town could ruin it before it ever had the chance to begin.
By the time I reached the lake, dusk had settled low across the trees. The orange groves smelled sweet in the cooling air, and the water reflected streaks of fading pink light beneath the evening sky. Cicadas screamed from somewhere deep in the brush while frogs croaked steadily near the shoreline. Jamie sat waiting near the old dock with his sleeves rolled halfway up his forearms, tossing pebbles absentmindedly into the water.
The second he saw me walking toward him, his whole face changed.
That alone nearly made me lose my nerve.
“You came,” he said softly once I reached him.
“You asked me to.”
We sat beside each other close enough that our shoulders brushed every now and then while we talked. At first the conversation stayed harmless. School. Church gossip. Plans after graduation neither of us fully believed would happen. But the longer we sat there listening to the water move quietly against the shore, the more everything around us seemed to narrow until it felt like only the two of us existed beneath that darkening sky.
Jamie told me about wanting to leave town someday. About how his father expected him to work at the plant forever. About books he hid beneath his mattress because his daddy thought reading fiction made boys soft. I listened to every word like it mattered deeply because coming from him, somehow it did.
The air between us changed gradually.
Not suddenly.
Not dramatically.
Just slowly enough that by the time his hand rested carefully against my leg, it already felt inevitable.
Every warning I had ever heard about girls and temptation drifted through my mind at once. I could almost hear Marcell preaching about virtue and obedience from the pulpit. But his voice sounded far away there beside the lake. Smaller than Jamie’s breathing beside me. Smaller than the warmth spreading through my body beneath his hand.
Jamie looked at me carefully before moving any closer.
“You alright?” he asked quietly.
I nodded even though my stomach felt unsteady.
He kissed me gently at first like he was giving me time to change my mind. The second his mouth touched mine, something inside me opened so suddenly it frightened me. I had spent so much of my life being watched. Corrected. Guided. Judged. But sitting there beside Jamie beneath the dark Florida sky, I felt wanted in a way that had nothing to do with who I was expected to become.
He treated me carefully, almost nervously, which somehow made me trust him more. The grass beneath us smelled damp from the lake water creeping into the soil overnight, and the air clung warm against my skin while tree branches shifted softly overhead. Time loosened around us. I stopped thinking about church. About curfew. About consequences. I only thought about how close he was and how badly I wanted to stay inside that closeness a little longer.
I surrendered myself to him thoughtlessly. He entered me, and somehow his flesh was the closest I’ve ever felt to a person in my life. We, in that moment, weren’t anything other than humans, with needs and desires we couldn’t quite understand. We seesawed in rhythm until those needs were met, and collapsed into each other’s arms. 
When he held me against him afterward, neither of us spoke for several minutes.
The night had grown deeper while we lost track of time together. The stores were long closed by then, and somewhere far off an owl called through the trees. Mosquitoes gradually returned around us in whining clouds now that we were no longer too distracted to notice them.
Jamie laughed quietly while brushing one away from my shoulder.
“We probably should go.”
“Probably,” I agreed, though neither of us moved immediately.
Eventually he stood first and offered me his hand. I took it without hesitation. We dressed quietly beneath the moonlight while crickets screamed from the tall grass around the lake.
“You want me to walk you home?” he asked once we started toward the gravel road.
I looked over at him smiling despite the nervousness already beginning to creep back into my chest.
“I’d be delighted,” I said.
And for a little while longer, walking beside him beneath that pale moonlight, I forgot completely that home was waiting for me at the end of the road.
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By ten o’clock, Mama had already checked the front windows so many times you could practically see the outline of her face pressed into the blinds. Every few minutes she would part them with two nervous fingers and stare out toward the road like Myra might suddenly appear walking up the driveway if she looked hard enough. The whole house sat heavy with silence, including Marcell, though every now and then the ice cubes knocking around inside his whiskey glass broke through the quiet sharp enough to make me flinch. He kept pouring drink after drink without seeming drunk exactly. If anything, the liquor made him calmer. Meaner too somehow. The grandfather clock in the hallway swung steadily toward midnight while Mama stood at the kitchen counter folding and unfolding the same dish towel over and over until the edges had gone limp in her hands.
“I think we ought to call the police,” she said finally, her voice thinner than usual.
“No need,” Marcell answered immediately from the living room. “That girl out there doing something she ain’t got no damn business doing.”
He paced slowly beneath the dim yellow light, whiskey glass hanging loose from his fingers while he kept glancing toward the clock. The leather bottoms of his house shoes dragged softly against the floorboards every time he turned around. He already knew. That was the thing that made my stomach hurt worst. He knew exactly why Myra was late.
Outside, the porch light washed the yard pale yellow while insects battered themselves endlessly against the screen door trying to get inside. Every set of headlights drifting past the house made Mama straighten up hopefully before slumping again once the cars continued down the road.
“Might be good if somebody drove around looking for her,” Mama tried again quietly.
Marcell did not even bother turning toward her this time.
“She knows what time she was supposed to be home.”
“She still a child,” Mama replied softly.
“No,” he said, finally lifting his eyes toward her. “That’s the problem.”
The room went still after that.
Mama lowered her head immediately toward the towel in her hands. I hated when she did that. Hated watching her shrink herself down whenever his voice hardened a certain way. She used to challenge him more when they first got married. I remembered that much. But over the years, little pieces of her seemed to disappear every time conflict entered the room. By then, she had become too practiced at smoothing situations over before they exploded.
Marcell leaned back into his chair slowly and took another sip.
“You let girls get beside themselves too early,” he continued calmly. “Next thing you know they think they grown. Start carrying themselves loose. Smiling in boys faces. Embarrassing they family.”
I sat near the hallway with my bible spread open across my lap pretending to read scripture, though I had been staring at the same verse for nearly twenty minutes without absorbing a single word. My stomach had started hurting hours ago because deep down I already knew where Myra had been. Not specifically. But enough.
Young people only disappeared that long for one reason.
And Marcell knew it too.
The screen door rattled softly then.
All three of us looked up immediately.
Footsteps crossed the porch outside.
Light footsteps.
Quick.
Carefree.
For one terrible second before the front door opened, I realized Myra still had no idea her life was about to split clean in half.
She stepped inside flushed from the night air, curls slightly damp around her temples, cheeks carrying the kind of softness that only comes from being young and happy. I noticed it immediately. Whatever evening she had just lived through still clung to her face. Then she saw us sitting there waiting.
The happiness disappeared almost instantly.
Before Mama could even ask where she had been, Marcell crossed the room and grabbed her arm so hard the screen door slammed shut behind her from the force of it.
“Where you been?” he demanded.
“Marcell,” Mama said quickly, startled by how fast he moved. “Wait a minute. Let her explain first.”
But he was already dragging Myra down the hallway.
“Where are you taking her?” Mama shouted, hurrying after them. “Marcell, stop pulling that girl like that!”
I got up immediately and followed behind them while Myra twisted desperately trying to pull herself free from his grip.
“Get off me!” she yelled. “You hurting me!”
“I ain’t hurting you enough,” he snapped.
“I didn’t do nothing!” she cried. “I just went to the store and ran into a friend!”
“A friend?” Marcell laughed bitterly. “You think I’m stupid?”
“Mama!” Myra screamed. “Tell him let me go!”
“She was with a friend, Marcell,” Mama insisted breathlessly while trying to catch up with them. “Now stop dragging her and let her explain herself.”
“I don’t wanna hear no lies coming out her mouth,” he growled. “She may fool you, but she don’t fool me. Running around here smiling up in some boy face acting fast.”
Then he grabbed her by her curls.
Not her arm.
Not her shoulder.
Her hair.
The force of it snapped her head backward so violently she cried out loud enough to echo through the hallway.
Mama froze completely.
So did I for half a second.
That was the first time either of us saw him touch her like that.
Something inside me finally surged forward then, and I reached for his shoulder trying to pull him off her.
“Leave her alone!” I shouted.
Marcell turned and hit me across the face with a closed fist so hard my vision flashed white instantly. The side of my head rang violently while heat spread across my cheek. I stumbled backward against the wall too stunned to react.
He had never hit me before.
Not once.
I stood there holding my face while he dragged Myra the rest of the way down the hallway and shoved her into the study hard enough that she crashed into the desk inside. The door slammed shut behind them so violently the walls shook.
Then the lock clicked.
Mama threw herself against the door immediately.
“Marcell!” she screamed. “Open this door right now!”
Inside the room, Myra was crying hard now.
“You gone learn tonight,” Marcell’s voice thundered through the wood. “You think you grown enough to spread your legs, then you grown enough to take punishment.”
“Mama!” Myra screamed. “Mama please!”
My whole body locked up.
I could hear everything.
Mama banged against the door over and over while sobbing hard enough her voice cracked. “Please don’t do this! Please leave her alone!”
“Move away from this damn door, Venus.”
Then came the sound of leather sliding sharply through belt loops.
I will never forget that sound as long as I live.
Not because it was loud.
Because it was deliberate.
Myra started crying harder inside the room.
“No! Please! Please don’t!”
“You gone take these licks,” Marcell barked, “or I’ll give you more.”
I heard furniture scrape roughly against the floor. Heard Myra sobbing uncontrollably. Heard Marcell ordering her to undress herself like humiliation was part of the punishment. Mama collapsed against the door crying into both hands while still begging him to stop.
And me?
I stood there.
Frozen.
Every scream coming through that door made my stomach twist harder. Every crack of that belt against her skin landed like something splitting open inside the house itself. Myra cried so hard at one point she could barely breathe between sobs. I heard her begging for him to stop. Heard her trying to crawl away from him across the floor while he kept striking her anyway.
Mama kept pounding weakly against the door with both fists.
“Please, Marcell… please…”
But she never truly stopped him.
And I never did either.
That truth followed me longer than anything else.
Eventually I covered my ears and backed away down the hallway because I could not stand hearing my little sister cry like that anymore. I hated myself even while I was doing it. Hated how cowardly fear could make a man. I sat on the edge of my bed shaking while the sounds carried faintly through the walls anyway.
The beating finally stopped nearly an hour later.
When the study door opened, Mama rushed forward immediately.
Myra lay curled on the floor beside the desk trembling violently, completely naked except for the bruises and raised welts striping across her thighs, backside, and lower back. Her curls stuck damply to her tear-soaked face while she tried covering herself with both arms. She looked less like a person and more like something dragged half-dead from an animal trap.
Mama fell to her knees beside her crying.
But even then, part of her attention remained fixed on Marcell.
He stood above them breathing hard, belt still hanging loose from one hand while reaching for his whiskey bottle with the other.
“Where are you going?” Mama asked shakily, grabbing weakly at his arm.
He jerked away from her instantly.
“To my other woman's house,” he slurred bitterly. “I’m tired of trying to get you to raise these damn kids right while you sit around spoiling them.”
“Marcell—”
“You spare the rod, you spoil the child,” he snapped while fumbling drunkenly with his suspenders. “One day you gone end up raising them alone if you don’t learn how to listen.”
Then he stumbled out the front door without another glance toward Myra.
We did not see him again until the following night.
The next morning, Myra barely spoke at all.
Mama woke up early making her favorite breakfast like food could somehow repair what happened in that study. Biscuits. Eggs. Fried apples. Bacon. The whole kitchen smelled warm and buttery while Myra sat silently at the table staring out the window toward the rose bushes.
She could barely sit down properly.
Every small movement made pain flash across her face before she forced it away again.
Mama kept hovering around her nervously touching her shoulder, smoothing her hair, asking if she wanted juice or coffee or more toast.
Myra ignored almost all of it.
She spent most of the day pretending to read while staring blankly toward the garden instead. And for the first time in my life, the house no longer felt like home to me either.
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Some women leave home physically. Others leave themselves first. By the time I wrapped my trembling hands around that steering wheel with my daughter sleeping in the backseat, part of me had already disappeared long before the crash ever happened. Dennis thought it started with the drinking. Men always think destruction announces itself loudly. They think it arrives slurring words and stumbling into furniture and forgetting appointments. But by the time a woman starts drinking alone in her kitchen while her husband washes dishes without speaking to her, something inside her has already been dying quietly for years. The alcohol was only the evidence left behind.
Rain tapped softly against the windshield while I drove farther down the highway than I intended to. Ava slept curled beneath her pink blanket in the backseat with her little mouth hanging open slightly the way it always did when she was exhausted. Every few minutes the headlights from passing cars swept across her face in pale flashes before disappearing again into the dark. She trusted me completely back there. That was the unbearable part. Children do not know when their mothers are unraveling. They still ask for snacks and cartoons and kisses on the forehead while the woman raising them quietly collapses inside herself.
I rolled the window down slightly hoping the cold air would sober me up faster. Wet Georgia air rushed inside smelling like rainwater, pavement, and pine trees. Somewhere in the distance lightning flickered behind thick clouds, illuminating stretches of woods just long enough to reveal how isolated the road had become. Dennis had called me six times already. The phone buzzed against the passenger seat again before going still. I didn’t need to look at the screen to know it was him.
He thought I was crazy.
Maybe I was.
The thing about becoming the unstable woman in a marriage is that nobody remembers what made you unstable in the first place. They only remember the version of you that finally cracked beneath the pressure. Nobody asks how many nights you swallowed your anger just to keep the peace. Nobody asks how lonely motherhood can become when you are drowning right beside your child and still expected to smile gently while cutting apples into little slices. Nobody asks what happens to women who never learned how to feel safe anywhere, women who grew up believing love was temporary and homes were places you eventually had to flee from.
I think part of me was always running.
Even as a little girl bouncing between foster homes with trash bags full of clothes that never truly belonged to me, I knew not to get too comfortable. Every woman who took me in taught me some new version of disappointment. Some ignored me. Some overworked me. Some loved me the best they could until their own lives swallowed them whole again. I used to stare at mothers in grocery stores holding their children’s hands and wonder what kind of magic made a child trust someone completely. Then I had Ava, and the first time she wrapped her tiny fingers around mine in the hospital, I cried so hard the nurse thought something was wrong.
Nothing was wrong.
Something was finally right.
At least for a while.
The phone buzzed again.
This time I answered.
“What?” I snapped immediately.
Dennis exhaled sharply on the other end. “Where are you?”
“Driving.”
“I know you’re driving, Elle. Where are you taking my daughter?”
My daughter.
Not ours.
“She’s fine,” I muttered.
“You've been drinking.”
“I had wine with dinner.”
“You can barely talk straight.”
I laughed bitterly at that. “You always do this.”
“Do what?”
“Act like every emotion I have is some sign I’m unfit.”
“Because you scared me tonight.”
The softness in his voice irritated me more than yelling would have.
“You think I’m a bad mother.”
“I think you need help.”
There it was again. That calm voice. That measured concern. Men learned quickly that sounding reasonable made women look hysterical automatically. I gripped the wheel tighter.
“You know what your problem is, Dennis?” I whispered. “You only know how to love people when they behave correctly.”
“That ain’t fair.”
“No, what ain’t fair is me spending my whole damn life trying to convince people I deserve to stay.”
Silence filled the line briefly except for rain and tires humming against wet pavement.
Then softly, almost tired now, he said, “Come home, Elle.”
I looked into the rearview mirror at Ava sleeping peacefully beneath her blanket.
Home.
The word twisted strangely inside me.
Because what if home had never felt safe to begin with? What if some people were born wandering emotionally no matter how still they tried to stand?
“I can’t,” I whispered before hanging up.
Tears blurred my vision almost immediately afterward. I wiped them angrily with the sleeve of my sweatshirt and kept driving. Somewhere ahead the highway curved sharply through dense trees. Yellow warning signs flashed past, illuminated by my headlights. I should have slowed down. I know that now. But grief makes your body reckless sometimes. Shame too. It convinces you that consequences are already coming no matter what you do.
Ava stirred softly behind me.
“Mommy?”
“I’m here baby.”
“Where are we going?”
Her voice sounded thick with sleep.
“I don’t know yet.”
“Can we go home now?”
The question hit me so hard my chest physically hurt.
I almost turned the car around right then.
Almost.
Instead I kept driving while rain thickened harder against the windshield. The road had become slick enough that the tires occasionally drifted slightly before correcting themselves. My heartbeat felt strange. Too fast. My thoughts floated oddly in my head, loosened by alcohol and exhaustion and emotion.
I realized then I was heading toward Florida.
I had not consciously decided to go there. My body simply knew where wounded women in our family eventually ended up. Back at the place where all the damage started.
Lightning flashed violently across the sky then, illuminating the entire road ahead in white light. For half a second I saw everything with terrifying clarity. Wet pavement. Pine trees bending in the wind. My own pale hands gripping the steering wheel too tightly.
Then Ava screamed.
I looked up too late.
Bright headlights flooded directly toward us from the opposite lane. My tires slipped the second I jerked the wheel. The car spun sideways violently across the slick highway while metal shrieked around us loud enough to split the world open. Glass exploded inward. Something crushed against my chest. Ava cried out again somewhere behind me while the entire car rolled once before slamming brutally still.
Then silence.
Not real silence.
The stunned hollow silence after the catastrophe.
Rain hissed against twisted metal.
Smoke curled faintly from somewhere near the hood.
My ears rang violently while blood slid warm down the side of my face.
“Ava,” I gasped immediately.
My entire body screamed in pain when I turned around.
She was crying.
Thank God.
“Mommy!”
“I’m here baby. I’m here.”
Her little face looked terrified beneath shattered glass glittering across the backseat like ice.
The air smelled burnt. Chemical. Wet.
I tried reaching for her but the seatbelt trapped me awkwardly against the crushed driver’s seat. Panic surged through me instantly. Outside, distant voices shouted through rain while headlights approached the wreck.
And suddenly all I could think was this:
My mother left me.
And now I almost destroyed my daughter trying not to lose her.
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“What’s a honey jar?”
The question slipped out of me before I could decide whether I truly wanted the answer. Ms. Lily sat across from me in the sunroom with her ankles crossed neatly beneath a long floral skirt, steam curling softly from the tea balanced in her lap. Afternoon light poured through the windows behind her, warming the room gold and illuminating the dust drifting lazily through the air. Outside, the rose bushes bent gently beneath a passing breeze while cicadas screamed somewhere deeper in the yard. The whole house carried that strange late-afternoon stillness it always seemed to settle into right before evening, as though it were pausing to listen.
I had met Ms. Lily only two days earlier at the grocery store. She recognized me immediately before I had the chance to recognize her. Older Black women in small Southern towns had a way of doing that. They collected family resemblance the same way they collected recipes and church gossip. She stared at me so hard near the produce section I finally asked whether I knew her from somewhere.
“You Venus’ granddaughter, ain’t you?” she asked softly.
The question chilled me instantly.
By then I had already learned enough about my family to understand that everybody in town carried some piece of them. A memory. A rumor. A warning.
Ms. Lily introduced herself carefully afterward, telling me she and Venus had been close for years. Not church-close either. Real close. The kind of close women became after surviving things together they could never fully explain to anybody else. I invited her over for tea mostly because I was desperate. Every person who knew Venus seemed to hold another fragment of the story, and I had become obsessed with gathering them all together before they disappeared too.
Now she sat flipping through one of the old photo albums I had found buried inside the cedar chest upstairs. Her fingers moved slowly across the brittle black pages while she smiled faintly at certain photographs.
“Lord,” she murmured softly. “Your grandmother was beautiful.”
She stopped on a picture of Venus standing in front of the house wearing a fitted cream dress with her hair wrapped neatly beneath a scarf. Even frozen inside the photograph, Venus carried herself with startling confidence. Her posture alone seemed to dare life to try breaking her.
“I liked Venus because she ain’t never just sat around letting life happen to her,” Ms. Lily continued. “Some women get dealt hard cards and fold right there at the table. Not her. Your grandmother survived by any means necessary.”
Something in the way she said it unsettled me slightly.
“By any means?” I repeated.
Ms. Lily glanced toward me over the rim of her glasses.
“You really wanna know about your people?”
I nodded immediately.
She closed the photo album carefully in her lap before answering.
“A honey jar,” she began slowly, “is something women use when they trying to sweeten somebody toward them. Honey sticky. Honey cling to things. Folks believed if you worked certain roots and prayed certain prayers over it, you could tie somebody’s affection to you stronger. Make them stay. Make them soften. Make them think about you constantly.”
I leaned back quietly absorbing her words while the old house creaked softly around us.
“Your grandmother wasn’t the first woman doing roots in Florida,” Ms. Lily continued. “And she sure wasn’t the last. Back then plenty women still practiced old workings, but they kept it hidden. Church folks loved pretending they above all that while secretly visiting root workers whenever life cornered them bad enough.”
Her laugh came low and knowing.
“Women trying to keep husbands. Men trying to hold onto money. Mothers praying over sick children. Everybody wanted magic long as nobody called it magic.”
I thought about the study upstairs. About Marcell preaching righteousness every Sunday while Venus apparently hid spell jars in the attic above his head.
“What exactly did Venus do?” I asked quietly.
Ms. Lily settled deeper into her chair before answering.
“After Earle died, she struggled hard. Harder than most folks knew. Raising two children alone back then could bury a woman quick if she ain’t careful. Venus was proud though. Too proud sometimes. She didn’t like begging nobody for help. Then one day she told me she met a man.”
“Marcell.”
Ms. Lily nodded slowly.
“She said he came by the house for cake one afternoon after hearing about her baking from somebody at church. Handsome man. Charismatic. Knew scripture backward and forward.” She paused briefly. “But she also heard things about him.”
“What kind of things?”
“There was another woman across town already tied to him. Younger girl too. Supposedly pregnant.”
A strange heaviness settled into my chest.
“Venus cared anyway?”
“Oh baby,” Ms. Lily sighed softly, “lonely women care all the time.”
Rain clouds drifted slowly across the sunlight outside while she continued speaking.
“She told me she started fixing honey jars after that. Candles too. Psalms. Hair workings. Little things to keep him coming back.” Ms. Lily shook her head faintly. “That man came over for cake so often he practically wore a path into the yard.”
I tried imagining Venus younger. Beautiful. Widowed. Desperate enough to start praying over jars of honey hoping love could somehow be built through force instead of freedom.
“One day,” Ms. Lily continued, “she managed to pull a strand of his hair off his coat while he sat in the kitchen eating strawberry cake. Wrapped it up inside the jar with honey and herbs and his name written on paper.”
The room suddenly felt warmer.
“She believed she could bind him emotionally,” Ms. Lily said quietly. “Sweeten him toward her stronger than the other woman.”
“Did it work?”
Ms. Lily gave me a long look before answering.
“What you think?”
I glanced around the house slowly.
Marcell stayed.
Even while cheating.
Even while drinking.
Even while becoming cruel.
He stayed.
“She hid all her roots in the attic,” Ms. Lily continued. “Folks thought they was stopping by buying cake, but half the women in town came here for other things too. Oils. Powders. Jar workings. Protection spells. Fertility prayers.” A small smile crossed her face. “I bought my fair share myself over the years.”
I almost laughed hearing her admit it so casually.
Then her expression darkened.
“One night Marcell found them.”
The air shifted immediately inside the room.
“All of it?” I asked.
Ms. Lily nodded slowly.
“He realized he might’ve been the target of some of them workings himself. That changed something in him after.” She rubbed thoughtfully at the rim of her teacup. “Part of him already felt guilty for leaving that other woman behind. Then suddenly he started wondering whether any of his feelings toward Venus belonged to him naturally at all.”
I thought about James describing Marcell as a man growing colder year by year inside that house.
“He became bitter,” Ms. Lily continued softly. “Real bitter. Imagine loving somebody while also believing they trapped you there against your will. That kind of thinking rot a man from the inside.”
“And Venus?”
“She loved him too much by then.” Ms. Lily sighed heavily. “That’s the danger with women like your grandmother. Once she decided somebody belonged to her emotionally, she fought like hell to keep them there.”
Outside thunder rolled softly in the distance.
“He still kept seeing the other woman?” I asked.
“Oh yes.” Ms. Lily’s mouth tightened slightly. “Half his time stayed split between this house, the church, and whatever life he still had across town. Venus knew too. But instead of letting him go, she just worked harder trying to hold everything together.”
The sadness in that thought settled over me heavily.
I looked toward the staircase instinctively, toward the attic where those spell jars once sat hidden above the ceilings.
“When did she finally try to leave him?” I asked quietly.
Ms. Lily went still.
For several seconds the only sound in the room came from cicadas outside and rain beginning softly against the windows.
“Not until your mother,” she answered finally.
A knot tightened low in my stomach immediately.
“He started putting his hands on Myra young,” she said carefully. “Not openly at first. Little things. Too much touching. Too much watching. Your grandmother ignored more than she should have because by then she spent years trying to convince herself she had fixed loneliness by bringing that man into the house.”
Shame moved visibly across Ms. Lily’s face even speaking about it now.
“The night he died,” she continued softly, “Venus caught him in your mama’s bedroom drunk trying to climb on top of her.”
My chest turned cold.
For a second I genuinely could not breathe.
“She pulled him off Myra herself,” Ms. Lily whispered. “Started screaming that she brought a demon into her home thinking he was a blessing.”
Rain hit harder against the windows now.
I sat frozen while the old house creaked softly around us.
“At his funeral,” Ms. Lily continued, “‘Your grandmother stood right beside that casket and told me something I ain’t never forgot.” Her voice lowered almost reverently. “‘You can’t manipulate God’s will. Anything outside divine order eventually turns rotten.’”
The room fell silent afterward.
Somewhere upstairs, floorboards shifted softly.
Not loudly.
Just enough to make both of us look toward the ceiling at the exact same moment.
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I wanted to believe we were good for each other. Not in the way love stories promised, where passion arrived like lightning and transformed everything it touched into something golden, but in the quieter way damaged people sometimes fit together because they mistake familiarity for safety. Marcell entered my life after grief had already hollowed me out. By the time he came along, exhaustion had settled deep into my bones from raising children alone, stretching money too far, pretending strength in front of church folk who praised widows publicly while privately watching to see how long before they broke. Marcell made survival feel less heavy in the beginning. He filled spaces Earle left behind so naturally that sometimes I hated myself for how relieved I felt simply hearing another adult body moving through the house at night.
At first, he was good to us.
That was the cruelest part.
He taught James how to shave standing shoulder to shoulder beside the bathroom mirror. He taught him how to knot a tie properly before church and how to grip a man’s hand firm enough not to look weak. Sometimes I watched the two of them outside repairing loose fence boards together beneath the heat while James laughed harder than he had since Earle died. Myra liked him too when she was younger. He helped her sound out scripture when she stumbled over longer passages, his deep voice moving patiently beside hers while she traced the verses with one finger. On evenings when I baked, he sat at the kitchen table eating warm cake straight from the pan while telling stories loud enough to fill the whole house with laughter again. For a little while, we resembled a family healed by grace instead of stitched together by loneliness and desperation.
Maybe that was why I ignored the things that should have frightened me sooner.
The drinking.
The temper.
The way his eyes lingered too long on women.
The resentment that surfaced whenever he felt powerless.
I spent years convincing myself that wounded men simply needed enough love to soften them. Women from my generation were taught endurance like it was holiness. We called suffering commitment. We called silence wisdom. We called surviving marriage success.
The day he died began ordinary enough to fool me into believing ordinary things still existed.
James had gone out earlier that morning to help somebody from church repair roofing before the rain came in. Myra cleaned upstairs while humming softly to herself between chores. The windows were cracked open throughout the house because the heat had become unbearable by noon, and the smell of rain sat thick in the air waiting to break loose from the clouds. I stood in the kitchen rolling pie crust while cherries simmered slowly on the stove with butter, cinnamon, and sugar. Marcell remained shut inside the study preparing Sunday’s sermon. Every now and then I heard him clearing his throat or turning pages while ice knocked softly against the sides of his whiskey glass.
That house knew how to disguise evil beneath domestic routine.
Sometimes I think that was its greatest talent.
I remember wiping flour from my hands and reaching for the casserole dish just as thunder rolled faintly somewhere in the distance. Upstairs, Myra dragged furniture across the floor while cleaning her room. The grandfather clock ticked steadily in the hallway. Nothing about the afternoon warned me my life was minutes away from splitting apart forever.
Then the dish flew from my hands.
Not slipped.
Not dropped.
Flew.
Even now I can still feel the violent jerk against my wrists, like something invisible snatched the glass downward before I fully understood what was happening. The casserole dish exploded across the kitchen floor hard enough to send cherries and syrup splattering against the cabinets, walls, and even the hem of my dress. The sound startled Myra upstairs badly enough that she screamed.
I stood frozen staring downward.
The syrup spread slowly across the linoleum in thick winding streams the color of blood. For several seconds I could not breathe because the shapes looked deliberate somehow. Not random. The red liquid crept into branching lines that resembled letters or veins stretching outward across the floor.
Go.
The word formed so clearly my stomach turned cold.
Behind me, Marcell slammed his hand against the desk inside the study hard enough to shake the hallway walls. “What the hell going on out there?” he barked.
His footsteps thundered toward the kitchen.
The second he entered the doorway, the room changed.
He stopped completely still staring at the mess across the floor. Me. Myra halfway down the staircase. Red syrup glistening everywhere beneath the dim kitchen light.
Nobody spoke at first.
Then something shifted across his face.
Not confusion.
Recognition.
The kind that arrives when a private fear suddenly stands directly in front of you.
Marcell rubbed one hand slowly across his mouth before laughing once beneath his breath, though there was nothing amused in the sound.
“I knew it,” he muttered.
“Marcell,” I whispered carefully, “it just fell.”
“That ain’t what happened.”
The storm outside darkened suddenly enough that shadows stretched longer across the kitchen walls. Rain began tapping softly against the windows.
He stepped toward me slowly.
“I don’t know what kind of roots you still working in this house,” he said, his voice low now, “but you need to stop.”
Fear climbed slowly up my spine.
“Marcell…”
“You hear me?” he snapped.
Before I could answer, he grabbed my face hard enough to force my head backward against the wall. Pain burst instantly through my skull. His whiskey breath hit me hot and sour while his fingers dug sharply into my cheeks.
“I said stop,” he hissed. “You think I don’t know what you did?”
“You hurting me,” I gasped.
“You think I ain’t notice?” His voice shook now beneath the anger. “You think I ain’t wonder why I couldn’t leave this damn house?”
The rain intensified harder outside.
I stared into his eyes and realized something terrifying then. For years, some part of him had truly believed I trapped him here unnaturally. Every affair. Every failed attempt to leave. Every restless night. Somewhere inside himself he blamed me for all of it.
Not because he was innocent.
Because blaming me protected him from confronting what lived inside himself naturally.
“I loved you,” I whispered desperately.
“You bewitched me.”
The hatred in his voice made my chest tighten.
Then suddenly Myra shouted from the staircase.
“Get your damn hands off her.”
Everything stopped.
Marcell turned toward her slowly without releasing me immediately. Myra stood near the bottom of the stairs with both fists clenched tightly at her sides. She was nearly grown by then. Beautiful in a way that frightened me because beauty made girls vulnerable in this world. Especially around men like Marcell. Her eyes looked darker somehow standing there in the storm light filtering through the windows.
“You need to stay out grown folks business,” he warned quietly.
“She said you hurting her.”
“She always got something to say,” he muttered bitterly.
Then he released me suddenly and crossed toward Myra so fast my body barely reacted in time. He slammed her backward against the wall beside the staircase hard enough to shake framed pictures loose.
“You want another whipping?” he whispered close against her face.
Myra shoved him.
Hard.
The force startled all three of us.
Marcell stumbled backward several steps before catching himself against the hallway table. Shock spread visibly across his face because nobody had ever physically resisted him before.
“You won’t be doing that anymore,” Myra said.
The room went still.
Thunder cracked loudly overhead.
Marcell stared at her breathing harder now. “What did you say?”
Myra stepped toward him again.
“You won’t be doing that anymore.”
Something happened to the air then.
I know how impossible that sounds.
But the room physically changed.
Pressure built inside my ears. The lights dimmed faintly overhead. My skin prickled violently along both arms while the house groaned somewhere deep within its walls. Myra’s voice sounded strange suddenly. Too steady. Too layered. Like another voice moved beneath hers.
Then before I consciously understood what I was doing, I heard myself repeating the words too.
“You won’t be doing that anymore.”
The second the sentence left my mouth, fear surged through me because it did not feel entirely voluntary.
Marcell backed away slowly now.
“What the fuck y’all doing?” he barked.
Neither of us answered immediately.
We just kept moving toward him.
Not aggressively.
Calmly.
“You won’t be doing that anymore,” Myra repeated again.
And again my mouth echoed hers.
The rhythm deepened.
The words slowed.
“You… won’t… be doing that anymore.”
The grandfather clock in the hallway began swinging wildly.
Kitchen cabinets rattled softly.
Wind slammed against the house hard enough to shake the windows.
Marcell looked genuinely afraid now.
“I’ll kill both you crazy bitches,” he shouted suddenly. “You hear me?”
Then Myra smiled.
Not happily.
Not angrily either.
Coldly.
“We’d love to see you do it.”
I should have stopped.
I should have grabbed her and run from that house.
Instead I heard myself answering her again.
“We’d love to see you do it.”
Marcell stormed toward the study.
The gun.
I knew immediately what he was reaching for.
This time panic cut through whatever strange trance had settled over the room.
“Marcell stop!” I screamed finally, my own voice sounding fully mine again.
But he was already yanking open the desk drawer violently enough to scatter papers everywhere. His hands shook while loading bullets into the revolver. Sweat rolled visibly down the sides of his face now. He looked less angry than cornered.
That was when I saw it.
Not evil.
Not possession.
Terror.
Real terror.
For the first time since knowing him, Marcell looked like a man realizing he had lost control of something larger than himself.
“You did this to me,” he said hoarsely while lifting the gun. “You ruined my damn life.”
His voice cracked.
Rain hammered violently against the windows now while the lights flickered harder overhead.
“I tried to leave,” he shouted toward me. “You think I ain’t tried?”
Myra kept moving toward him slowly.
“Do it,” she whispered.
The room darkened unnaturally around us.
Not metaphorically.
Actually darkened.
The corners of the study thickened with shadow while the grandfather clock swung harder and harder down the hallway.
“Do it,” Myra repeated.
My mouth joined hers again before I could stop it.
“Do it.”
Marcell raised the gun toward us.
Or tried to.
Halfway upward his arm jerked violently sideways.
His expression changed instantly.
Confusion first.
Then fear.
Then outright horror.
“What the hell…”
The revolver trembled wildly in his grip while his wrist twisted inward unnaturally. Veins bulged thick along his neck. Tears sprang suddenly into his eyes.
“No,” he gasped. “No no no…”
Myra kept chanting.
“Do it.”
And against every instinct inside myself, so did I.
“Do it.”
The walls groaned loudly around us.
Somewhere upstairs a door slammed.
Marcell screamed suddenly.
Not angrily.
Desperately.
“I hate this house!” he sobbed. “I hate all y’all! I should’ve left years ago!”
For one heartbreaking second, I saw the man beneath everything else. Weak. Addicted. Corrupted. Lonely. A man who spent years fighting himself and losing.
Then the gun pressed hard against the side of his own head.
His eyes widened toward me.
Terrified.
Asking for help.
And I did nothing.
Neither did Myra.
“Do it,” she whispered one final time.
The gun fired.




