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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            The Quiet Years

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day — November 2025

      Walderbridge
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        I’m telling my story from a year later, but it all began in November 2025.

        I’ve gone back and forth on where to start—truth is, the only right place is the beginning, with who I was then.

        Alright… let’s start with me.

      

      

      My name is Nioclás Hicks Hamdsome, but most people have always just called me by my middle name—Hicks. It’s simpler that way. The first name, Nioclás, always trips people up—they pause, squint at the spelling, and ask, usually more than once, how to pronounce the accent over the á. I’ve gotten tired of explaining it. My short, straight answer is that my roots run closer to palm trees than shamrocks, and the nearest I get to St. Patrick’s Day is a pint of green beer.

      As for Hamdsome, my last name—well, that’s been misheard more times than I can count, too. People tend to hear Handsome because it rhymes perfectly, and suddenly I’m Mr. Handsome. It’s all meant in good fun, I know, but I’ve never felt like I live up to any of those titles. It embarrasses me more than it flatters me.

      I was sixty-eight when the past finally caught up with me. Most mornings were quiet. I lived alone, the way I had for most of my life. The apartment wasn’t big, but it was enough—a small kitchen with a light that blinked when it rained, and two chairs by the window. One for me, the other for no one. I kept it there anyway—out of habit, I guess.

      I wasn’t a complicated man. Going by Hicks said as much—short, plain, nothing fancy. It fit me. I never had much to say unless I needed to. Most of my life, I kept to myself—partly by nature, partly by necessity.

      I woke up early, made tea, and read whatever newspaper I could get my hands on. Sometimes twice. I didn’t sleep much—hadn’t for years. Some men got restless in retirement, but I didn’t. I just slowed down, like a clock losing its rhythm.

      For thirty-five years, I worked at Walderbridge University—a stone-built campus tucked into the hills at the far edge of town, in what later became Walderbridge City. Grand old buildings. History in every corner. It was one of the most respected universities in the state—the kind of place where barely one in a hundred applicants ever got accepted.

      But I wasn’t an academic, so I didn’t pay much attention to any of that. My work wasn’t in lecture halls or libraries. I spent my days behind the scenes with pipes, wires, and drains—the rust nobody saw, the mess nobody wanted to think about. Somebody had to hold it all together. That somebody was me.

      Students came and went. Professors shifted from one department to another. But I stayed—fixing leaky faucets, rewiring light panels, oiling door hinges that squeaked in winter.

      Most people didn’t know my name. Some didn’t even realize I was part of the university’s maintenance crew—the man under the floorboards, behind the boiler, above the ceiling tiles—forgotten unless something broke. I liked it that way. It wasn’t shyness, just the sense that the world never quite made room for people like me. I was more useful in the background—staying out of sight.

      The campus had been my life, in its own quiet way—endless stairwells, clanging radiators, cracked windows, ceilings that groaned when the rain came down hard. I knew every corner of that place. I knew where the lights flickered, which floors creaked, which doors stuck in the summer heat. And I fixed them all, one by one, over the years—quietly, without asking for much in return.

      There was only one person who really saw me in that job: Dale—my best friend, my partner in rust and grime. We worked side by side for almost twenty years—laughed more than we talked, swore at the same tools, split the same sandwiches when the days ran long. He was four years younger than me—sharp, funny, and talked enough for both of us. He was the only one who called me Nico when nobody else would, said I sounded too serious otherwise.

      He’d passed away five years earlier. Fifty-nine. Heart failure, they said. Just a year shy of retirement—and right before COVID-19 hit the world. I went to his funeral. Didn’t say a word. Stood in the back, then went home and didn’t speak to anyone for a week. I had missed him every day since—and even now, I still do. If it had happened even a little later, the lockdowns might have kept me from being there at all.

      Sometimes, on cold evenings, I still hear Dale’s voice in my head—teasing me, laughing, telling me I’m too old-fashioned for the modern world. He used to call the new university management clipboard cowboys—all spreadsheets and no soul. When they started replacing paper logs with digital systems, he joked we’d end up fixing talking toilets that thanked you for flushing or scolded you if you left the seat up.

      He’d made the days easier. And when he died—sudden, no warning—it was like somebody drained the color out of everything. Just one more year and we’d have retired together. Maybe even opened that repair shop we always joked about.

      Before Dale, there was Tim—my older brother. He’d died long before his time, too. That changed everything. He’d left behind his son, Peter James—PJ, as we always called him. Seven years old then, wide-eyed and restless. I took him in and raised him the best I could. I wasn’t a father, never claimed to be, but I gave the boy a home. A clean shirt. A school bag. Some days, that felt like enough.

      Time moved on, and so did he. PJ had grown—working, living in another town, Norhollow, a two-hour flight from where I lived. Happily married, with one child. He called sometimes, visited when he could. He’d turned out all right—better than all right. And I tried not to get in the way. He’d been covering my rent for a while. I never asked him to, but he insisted.

      Watching PJ build his own life made me think about where I stood myself. At sixty-eight, people used to say I looked good for my age—and to this day, they still do. I thought what they really meant was that I still looked strong. Six feet tall, broad shoulders, blue eyes that had kept their color through the years. My skin was lighter then—and it still is—not like it had been when I spent long days under the sun. Years of maintenance work had given me a permanent tan, but retirement had faded that, too.

      Even now, my arms are still muscular—thanks to decades of lifting, fixing, and carrying things that never got lighter. The belly? Still flat. I’ve been lucky there. Most men have been building a spare tire for years by this age. Maybe I’ve dodged the andropause curve—or maybe it just hasn’t caught up with me yet. Either way, I’m not complaining. Not every man my age gets to say that.

      The world keeps moving, but I stay mostly the same. I’m not getting any younger, of course—just aging slower, maybe. The hair’s still here, only finer now, streaked with gray. PJ keeps telling me to dye it, says it would take ten years off. But it doesn’t matter to me. I’ve earned every strand. The beard? Always clean-shaven. I’ve never liked the roughness on my face, never seen the point of letting it grow when it only makes me look older than I feel.

      All of it—the arms, the belly, the streaked gray hair, and the quiet mornings—came after decades of work. When I retired at sixty, they gave me a plaque, a handshake, and a lukewarm slice of cake. I said thank you, packed my toolbox, and walked out without much fuss. No speeches, no farewell party—just a few polite nods from people who barely knew my name. I wasn’t faculty, after all. Still, as I closed the door behind me for the last time, I paused for a moment—not to look back, but to make sure I’d left everything in working order.

      Since then, the days had passed with a kind of gentle repetition. I’d still stop by the university now and then—not for any real reason, maybe just to remind myself that I’d once belonged somewhere. Sometimes I caught myself standing outside the old maintenance wing, hands in my pockets, staring up at the windows. Listening. Remembering. There was a corner of the west building where the wall had always carried a hairline crack. I checked it every visit. Still there. Still holding.

      In those years right after Tim’s death, with PJ still under my care—even in that steady rhythm—there was a heaviness I couldn’t shake. There were times when I didn’t think I’d make it to sixty-eight. Not because of illness or anything dramatic, but because of the quiet exhaustion that built after years of surviving instead of living. I’d lie awake at night, not from dreams but from the weight of bills stacked on the counter. Some were Tim’s—old hospital fees, defaulted loans, debts I hadn’t made but still ended up carrying. The rest were mine—the basics that kept you going when the days all ran together.

      Back then, I couldn’t afford to get sick or slow down. PJ needed shoes. Needed breakfast. Needed a future. So I worked—harder than I ever let on. Some weekends I’d pick up repair jobs around the neighborhood just to make ends meet. Dale helped sometimes. We fixed Mrs. Halpern’s back fence, unclogged drains for the Jacksons, patched the roof of the old bookstore on East Row. Some folks paid cash; some just offered coffee. But we did it. Quietly. No fuss.

      We didn’t have a car—not for years. I’d walk PJ to school, then head straight to the university afterward. Everything was within walking distance—not exactly close, but far enough to feel it in your legs. Still, I told myself it was good exercise. He’d wave at me from the school gate with a grin that made the day easier to face. I remembered carrying a torn backpack on one shoulder and a lunch wrapped in wax paper stuffed in my coat pocket.

      I never told PJ when we were broke—he was just a kid. But he must’ve known. Kids always do. Still, the boy never once complained—not about hand-me-downs, not about the small room he had to share with shelves of tools and leaking pipes. He grew up fast, in ways I wished he hadn’t. But he stayed kind.

      I tried to teach him what mattered. Not money. Not appearances. Just decency. Quiet strength. He’d watch me work, sometimes helped me clean tools. And when he got older, he worked weekends at the corner grocery to earn his own keep. I never asked that of him. He just did it.

      Tim—my brother—hadn’t been a bad man. Just unlucky. He had his demons, sure, but I never thought I’d outlive him. After the divorce, he lost himself for a while. Then the illness came, and before I could even process it, he was gone. I remember standing outside the hospital, holding PJ’s hand, wondering how the hell I was supposed to be two people at once—uncle and father. But I did what I could.

      Looking back, I don’t regret it. Not for a second. Raising PJ gave me something to hold on to when everything else felt like it was coming apart. He needed me—and maybe I needed him, too. The apartment was never quiet with him around, and for a while, that noise kept the loneliness out.

      But life kept moving. PJ grew up, found his own way. And eventually, the silence crept back in. A quiet apartment. A dusty plaque. The sound of pigeons on the window ledge every morning. But I was still there—still breathing, still listening to the wind rattle the loose vent in the hallway, thinking maybe—just maybe—something wasn’t finished yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            When He Said He Was Coming

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day — Thursday, November 27, 2025

      Walderbridge

      It started the way it usually did—a WhatsApp message with a photo attached. PJ was standing in front of a tall glass building somewhere in Europe. He wore a gray coat, one hand in his pocket, the usual confident smile on his face. Next to him stood another man—maybe late twenties, sharp-looking, arms crossed, polite smile. Behind them was some kind of corporate banner, though the logo was too small to make out.

      The caption said only:

      
        
        “Europe business trip… Back in a few days…”

      

      

      That was PJ for you. Always on the move. Always checking in, even from across the world. He’d done that for years—ever since he first started flying overseas. Sending little glimpses of his life through photos, short texts, the occasional voice note. Just enough to let me know he hadn’t forgotten. Just enough to remind me I mattered.

      A few days later, another message came through:

      
        
          
            
              
        PJ

      

      
        Uncle Hicks. I’m coming down this Sunday. Got a short break…

      

      

      

      

      

      I replied with a thumbs-up:

      
        
          
            
              
        [image: thumbs up]

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You know the door’s always open…

      

      

      

      

      

      He didn’t say more, and I didn’t ask. But something about the timing felt different. It had been more than a year since his last visit—sometime the summer before last, if I remembered right. A full cycle of seasons had passed without him walking through that door.

      It was still a few days before his visit, but I already caught myself thinking more than usual. PJ had turned thirty-seven, living in another part of the state—far enough to need planning, close enough to drop by once in a while. He had a corner office at some multinational—I still couldn’t pronounce the name right. His job took him across continents, into meetings full of suits, charts, and words I’d never use in a sentence.

      But he never let the distance grow between us. Even when he was buried in work, he’d send photos—sunrise over some city skyline, a strange dessert he didn’t know how to eat, once even a video of him slipping on ice outside a subway station. We laughed about that one for weeks.

      I’d watched him grow from a quiet, withdrawn boy into a man who moved through the world like he belonged in every room. I like to think I had a small hand in that—not by teaching him how to succeed, but by simply staying. Showing up.

      He studied at Walderbridge University—the same place I worked. That made things easier in some ways. I could keep an eye on him from a distance without crowding him. I’d catch glimpses of him on campus during those years—walking to class with his earphones in, laughing with friends under the trees near the library. He never once asked for special treatment. Never once acted like he had someone on the inside. He made his own way—the hard way.

      But I still remembered the seven-year-old version of him more clearly than anything else. He was so small back then. Eyes too big for his face. Hair that stuck up on one side no matter how much water I smoothed over it in the mornings.

      He didn’t talk much after Tim died—not for a long time. Just followed me around like a shadow. Drew pictures he never explained. Slept with the hallway light on for two years straight.

      And when he finally started talking again, it wasn’t about Tim. It was about dinosaurs and clouds and why ants never took the same path twice. He asked questions like they were lifelines, and I answered every one. Sometimes, when I caught myself talking to the walls in that apartment, I realized I missed that the most—being needed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Present Day — Sunday, November 30, 2025 — Evening

      Home, Walderbridge

      By early Sunday evening, the sky had turned the color of wet ash. I heard a car pull into the lot just below the building—not loud, just steady. Probably the Uber from the airport. Engine off, door shut, the soft thud of shoes on old pavement. Then a knock. Not rushed. Not hesitant. I opened the door. And there he was. PJ.

      Older than I remembered, with a week’s worth of travel in his eyes and something unspoken in the way he smiled.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Come in,” I replied, stepping aside.

      And just like that, the visit began. He stepped inside like he’d never left. PJ set his overnight bag just inside the door, the same way he used to drop his school backpack decades ago—with a slight lean, like he was afraid it might tip over and break something.

      “It’s been what—over a year?” I said, giving him a once-over. “You’ve filled out a bit.”

      He grinned. “Must be all the airport lounge food. You look exactly the same. Still skipping barbers, I see.”

      I chuckled. “Still refusing to dye it, if that’s what you mean.”

      He reached into his bag and pulled out a small paper sack. “Aidan picked this for you. Said it reminded him of the cartoons you used to watch with him.”

      I took it—a novelty mug with an old cartoon plane printed on the side.

      I smiled. “He remembers that?”

      “Of course he does. You made him toast in the shape of wings.”

      I ran my thumb along the mug’s rim, touched in a way I didn’t show. “How’s he doing?”

      “Good. Lost another tooth last week. Already told the whole class about the tooth fairy scam.”

      I laughed. “Smart kid.”

      PJ smiled again, then looked around. He scanned the living room—not hurriedly but with a quiet kind of familiarity, like taking inventory of a memory.

      “It hasn’t changed much,” he said, half-smiling.

      “No reason for it to,” I replied.

      The room was the same as it had always been—mismatched cushions on the old corduroy couch, a bookshelf sagging in the middle, a low table stained with rings from mugs that had seen a hundred quiet evenings.

      PJ let out a soft sigh as he sank onto the couch. I noticed the heaviness in his shoulders.

      “Long flight?”

      “And a delayed connection,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Didn’t sleep much on the plane.”

      “How long are you staying this time?” I asked. “You didn’t say in your message.”

      “Until Tuesday night,” he said. “Last flight out.”

      I nodded. “That gives us a few days, at least.”

      “Yeah,” he said, settling in.

      “Then we’re staying in tonight,” I added, heading to the kitchen. “Pizza okay?”

      “Perfect.”

      “I’ll order the same as before. Still hate olives?”

      “Always.”

      I smiled and picked up the phone.

      PJ moved across the room, his fingertips brushing the edge of the photo frame on the mantel—a picture of him as a boy, maybe ten, holding a sparkler in one hand and a half-eaten cookie in the other. His grin was wild and unguarded. He looked at it a second longer than necessary, then set it back in the same spot. He didn’t say anything about it. Neither did I.

      I motioned toward the kitchen. “Kettle’s on. Tea or coffee?”

      “Tea,” he said. Then, after a beat: “Something warm sounds good.”

      While I fixed the drinks, he wandered—not far, just around the edges of the room. He picked up the small ceramic turtle that sat on the windowsill—a gift from a market stall when he was nine. Said he’d found it in the bargain box and it looked lonely. He used to line it up with his toy soldiers during battles. Said it was invincible. He turned it over in his hand, quietly. No smile. Just remembering.

      I handed him a mug, and he took it with both hands, giving a silent thanks with a small smile. We sat in the living room, dusk pressing softly against the windows. No lights on yet. Just the ambient glow of early evening and the scent of tea rising in steam.

      The silence between us wasn’t awkward, but it was full—like a held breath. We’d always been this way. Conversations took time. Not because we didn’t have things to say, but because the space between the words mattered too.

      “You’ve been gone a while this time,” I said gently.

      He gave a small shrug. “Nearly three weeks. Europe stretch. Just got back two nights ago.”

      “Long haul?”

      He didn’t answer right away. Then: “Yeah. Tiring.”

      I didn’t push.

      He took a sip of tea, then leaned back slightly, his shoulders sinking into the old chair like he’d finally let the weight of the world peel off.

      “You still fix things yourself?” he asked, tipping his chin toward the side table—its drawer handle had been missing for years.

      “Mostly,” I said. “Except my knees. Those I gave up on.”

      He chuckled. The sound was low, genuine. Then silence again.

      I studied him for a while. There was a crease in his brow he didn’t used to have. His jaw was tighter now. Still the same PJ—still mine in some silent, unspoken way—but older, sharper at the edges. Like life had worn him down a little.

      Whatever brought him here today wasn’t just rest or routine. But I knew better than to press before he was ready. So I waited.

      He stood again and walked to the bookshelf. Picked up a photo album, the old kind with peeling edges and sticky plastic pages. He carried it over and sat beside me on the couch, flipping through.

      “You kept all these,” he murmured.

      “Of course.”

      There were pictures of his birthdays, photos of him showing off his school projects, and a camping trip that ended in the car because of rain. Shots of him building a cardboard spaceship in the kitchen. One of him in his Walderbridge University sweatshirt, just before graduation.

      “That was a good day,” he said, tapping the photo. “You came early. Waited outside with a sandwich in your coat pocket.”

      “Didn’t want to miss it.”

      PJ paused.

      “Wait,” he said, sliding his fingers behind one of the photos.

      There, tucked neatly and almost hidden, was a smaller, slightly faded picture. He pulled it out slowly and stared at it.

      It was the three of us—me, PJ, and a young woman in her twenties who had once been the heart of our little world, knowing us in ways no one else ever would. Taken on a lakeside afternoon. We were sitting by the tent, a small fire crackling in the background. PJ had a marshmallow stick in his hand, half-burnt and dangling, and I had an arm around both of them. She was laughing, head tilted back, hair caught in the wind, eyes squinting against the sun.

      PJ didn’t say a word. He just looked at it. His expression shifted—soft, reverent. His fingers held the photo like it was the most fragile thing in the room.

      Then, without a word, he lowered himself to the carpet and sat cross-legged, the way he used to as a boy. He held the photo in his lap, brushing his thumb across it gently. His eyes didn’t move. His breathing slowed.

      He pressed the photo briefly to his chest—just for a second. Eyes closed. I felt the heaviness in him—not loud, not sudden. Just deep. Unspoken. Something buried in time. I moved beside him and sat down slowly. We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to. The silence between us said more than anything either of us could have put into words.

      After a long moment, PJ finally spoke.

      “She was beautiful,” he said softly. “Wasn’t she?”

      I let my eyes fall shut, my voice caught somewhere behind memory.

      He looked down again, then said, “You loved her so much… didn’t you?”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t need to.

      PJ let out a slow breath, his voice barely above a whisper. “If the two of you had married… your kids would be grown by now.”

      The words landed gently, but they settled like stones. Then he looked at me—not with questions, but with quiet understanding.

      “I’m sorry, Uncle Hicks,” he said. “For bringing it all back like this. I just… I guess I never got to say any of it before.”

      His voice lingered for a beat before fading into the stillness. I gave a small nod, the kind that said I heard him—and forgave him—without needing to reply.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket—a soft vibration nudging its way into the stillness. I pulled it out and glanced at the screen.

      
        
        “Your delivery has arrived”

      

      

      The pizza guy was downstairs.

      PJ looked at the photo one last time, then slid it back into the album. Not behind the other pictures where it had been hidden, but right at the front—giving it the place of honor it had always deserved. Then he turned and wrapped his arms around me in a sudden, quiet hug. Strong, firm, filled with more than words could carry. I held him back, neither of us saying anything. Just breathing. Just being there.

      A few moments later, the doorbell rang. I stood, cleared my throat, and walked over to answer it. A young man in a red jacket stood outside, holding two stacked boxes and a receipt. Couldn’t have been more than nineteen. He looked up at me, a little winded from the stairs.

      “Large chicken supreme and one beef pepperoni?” he asked.

      “Right on time,” I said, taking the boxes from him. I pulled a few bills from my wallet and handed them over.

      “Thanks, sir,” he said, his eyes lighting up when he noticed the extra. “Appreciate the tip!”

      I tilted the boxes slightly in a mock toast. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

      He laughed. “Have a good night!”

      “You too, kid.”

      I closed the door and carried the boxes to the coffee table. PJ had already set out a couple of plates and some napkins. We ate mostly in silence, the steam from the pizza rising into the dim air, curling into the quiet like a reminder that life went on—even when it didn’t feel like it.

      The food tasted fine. Maybe even good. But the moment from earlier still hung between us, soft and heavy—the kind of quiet that came after something honest. Somehow, the lightness we thought this visit would bring had turned into something else. Not quite sorrow, but a kind of stillness that didn’t need a name.

      We finished slowly. PJ leaned back on the couch and looked at the ceiling for a moment before rubbing his eyes.

      “I’m going to turn in,” he said, pulling back just slightly. “I want to video call Aidan first, then get some sleep. We’ve got a long day tomorrow.”

      I murmured a soft “Yeah” and watched as he stood, stretched, and made his way down the hall. The guest room door—once his own room—clicked softly shut behind him, leaving me in the quiet hum of the living room. The photo album was still open, the trace of decades resting gently in my hands.

      But somehow, I knew this wasn’t the end of the conversation.

      It was only the beginning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Present Day — Monday, December 1, 2025 — Early Morning

      Walderbridge

      PJ and I were both up earlier than usual. I woke to the sound of soft footsteps and the creak of the bedroom floorboards. By the time I stepped out, PJ was already dressed, standing by the window, staring out at the street. The morning light hadn’t fully settled yet. The pavement outside was damp with dew, casting a faint sheen that shimmered under the dull glow of a streetlamp.

      He didn’t say anything at first. Just stood there, arms loosely crossed, his silhouette framed against the glass like a still image caught in time. When he finally turned around, he lifted a hand in a lazy half-wave.

      “Fancy a walk?” he asked, his voice low.

      “Always,” I said.

      The car sat parked at the curb—a used Toyota Corolla, a little dented on one side but still running smooth. I’d bought it after retirement, using what was left of my payout. Not much, but enough for something reliable. After decades of buses and borrowing Dale’s old van, I figured I’d earned the right to drive myself—even if just to the grocery store and back. Nothing fancy. Just mine.

      But we didn’t take it. We just pulled on our jackets and stepped out into the brisk air—the kind that wakes you slowly but thoroughly. The kind of morning that doesn’t rush you. It lets you think between footsteps.

      The neighborhood was quiet—too early for school runs, too late for the first wave of workers. A dog barked faintly in the distance. Somewhere nearby, the smell of burning firewood hung in the air. We walked the same route PJ used to take to school—the one I followed him on during those early years when I was still figuring out how to raise a boy who wasn’t mine. Past the same narrow brick houses—some repainted, most not. PJ paused at a corner where the hedge had grown wild since the last time we were here.

      “That old man with the wooden cane used to yell at us for biking too fast past his gate,” PJ said with a faint smile.

      “Mr. Harrell,” I recalled. “Used to polish that cane like it was a sword.”

      We both chuckled. Some memories come back like echoes—distant but familiar enough to warm the bones.

      We passed the community field where PJ once flew his first kite—tangled it, cried, and then tried again. The swings were still there, though rust had crept into the chains. The bench by the basketball court, where I’d once waited in the rain for his after-school game, was still crooked. Time hadn’t fixed much. But it hadn’t taken it all away either.

      We turned the corner, and there it was—The Old Coffee Shop. That was its real name, believe it or not. Even when it first opened decades ago, back when the paint was fresh and the tables didn’t wobble, it was already called The Old Coffee Shop. A joke, maybe. Or just someone trying to get ahead of the years.

      The sign above the door was faded now, missing a few letters but still readable if you squinted. Inside, it looked exactly the same—laminated menus curling at the edges, a ceiling fan spinning overhead making more noise than breeze, and that familiar smell: condensed milk, margarine toast, and over-brewed tea.

      We took our usual spot by the window, a small two-seater near the back where you could see both the counter and the street. A young waitress came over wearing a name tag that read Nina. She was maybe twenty, with the kind of polite smile that’s part of the job. She didn’t recognize us, of course. Why would she? A lifetime had passed since we were regulars here.

      PJ ordered without asking me.

      “Two sets, same as before,” he said.

      “You remembered,” I said, impressed.

      “Hard to forget what I lived on half my teenage years.” He smiled, but it was more muscle than emotion.

      I could see he was thinking—the kind of thinking that takes up too much space in your chest.

      When the food came, it was exactly as expected: slices of toast nearly burnt, a heavy smear of butter pooling at the edges, two soft-boiled eggs in a chipped saucer, and hot tea with too much sugar. Nostalgia in edible form.

      We ate in silence for a while. Outside, the street was starting to wake. A mother pushed a stroller past, followed by a schoolboy trailing behind with a half-eaten bun in one hand and a crumpled worksheet in the other.

      That made PJ pause. He stirred his tea absentmindedly, eyes fixed on the table. Something about his quietness this morning felt heavier than usual—not the peaceful kind, but the kind that comes before something is said.

      He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his phone. Placed it gently on the table, face up, like it held something that needed handling with care. His thumb hovered over the screen, then began to scroll slowly. He wasn’t showing me anything. Just looking—lost in it.

      I waited.

      Then, without looking up, he spoke.

      “I went to a wedding last month,” he said, his voice low but clear.

      I looked at him, but he didn’t meet my eyes.

      “Colleague of mine. Regional manager from one of our branches overseas. We’ve worked together a few years now, mostly on inter-branch campaigns. Got close during that merger we handled last year.”

      His voice was steady, but there was something stretched thin underneath it—like he was talking around what he really meant.

      “They got married in a small coastal town overseas—out east, near the branch where he’s based. Quiet ceremony. Not many guests. But… something about it stuck with me.”

      He paused and tapped his finger against the rim of his cup.

      “I don’t know. It was the way they looked at each other. Like it wasn’t just a wedding—like it was the end of a long road they’d been walking for years. That kind of love… it changes people.”

      Another pause. He scrolled again, then locked the phone and set it aside.

      “I stayed longer than I planned. Helped with the cleanup. Got to know his family a little better. They’re good people. Warm. Grounded.” He gave a faint laugh, but it didn’t last long.

      I listened quietly, letting the words drift across the space between us. And I kept wondering what this was really about—why PJ had been digging into pieces of my past since last night, only to shift now into talk of a wedding and a colleague I’d never met. It didn’t add up. It felt like he was circling something he wasn’t ready to name—leading me there slowly, piece by piece.

      But I didn’t say any of it. Instead, I stirred my tea and waited.

      PJ looked down for a moment, then exhaled softly.

      “Sorry about last night,” he said. “About the photo. About… all of it.”

      I glanced at him.

      “I didn’t mean to pull you into something painful. I just⁠—”

      He stopped, collecting himself. “You mean the world to me, Uncle Hicks. Always have. And I guess I just… I want the best for you. That’s all.”

      His voice softened even more. “Even if it’s late. Even if it doesn’t make sense.”

      I said nothing. Just rubbed my palms together once, letting his words land without pushing them away.

      A moment passed.

      Then he said, “I was thinking of heading to the old university later today. Just wanted to walk around. Maybe see if anything’s changed.”

      I looked at him, narrowing my eyes just a little.

      “Why?” I asked—not accusing, but cautious.

      He shrugged. “Just… curious, I guess.”

      It wasn’t just curiosity I heard in his voice. And he knew I knew it.

      I shook my head gently. “You go ahead. I don’t think I’m up for that kind of walk.”

      PJ leaned forward, elbows on the table.

      “Actually, I was hoping you’d come with me,” he said. “I might have trouble getting in without someone who looks like they belong. They check IDs at the gate now, and honestly… I don’t even remember my way around anymore.”

      He gave a sheepish smile. “Been what—fifteen years? I’d probably get lost before I even found the admin building.”

      I sighed. “You’re really pulling the I-need-a-tour-guide card?”

      He grinned. “Absolutely.”

      I took a sip of my now-lukewarm tea and looked out the window. The sunlight was cutting clean lines across the pavement. The day had started to stretch itself open.

      “Fine,” I said at last. “But don’t expect me to climb any stairs.”

      “Deal,” he replied, standing slowly.

      I didn’t say anything else. Not yet. The café had grown louder. A group of teenagers wandered in, laughing too loud for the hour. The air outside was warming, but I felt cold. Not from the weather. From the weight of something that hadn’t quite arrived yet—something waiting in the wings.

      We walked in silence, side by side, our footsteps falling into an old rhythm. The streets were starting to wake—a few car engines, the rattle of a trash bin down the lane, the distant bark of a dog. But in my head, everything stayed quiet. PJ didn’t speak, and I didn’t push.

      Whatever this was—this unexpected visit, the photos, the slow conversations over toast and tea—it wasn’t just a catch-up. I felt it in his pauses. In his searching eyes. Something was pulling at him. And for some reason, it led him here. To me. Back into old streets. Back into memories I hadn’t walked through in years.

      And then there was last night—when, in the middle of it all, he mentioned her. Just once. Not a name. He hadn’t spoken her name in years—not even in passing. And I couldn’t make sense of it. Why now? Why reach back to that chapter of my life after all this time?

      The wedding? A good man, from what I could tell. But still a stranger. None of it added up. Not yet.
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            The Letter

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day — Monday, December 1, 2025 — Late Morning

      Walderbridge University Campus

      The Old Coffee Shop wasn’t far from the university, but the walk felt longer than I remembered. Age does that—stretches distances and shortens breath. PJ didn’t seem to mind, walking a few steps ahead with his hands tucked into his jacket pockets, taking it all in like it was his first time back.

      I didn’t usually come with company. Most times I visited alone, mid-morning—just when the sun began spilling through the east windows of the admin building, casting pale light across the stone tiles. I usually walked the perimeter first, acknowledging with a brief glance the few familiar faces still around. Most had retired. Some were gone.

      A couple of the old security guards still recognized me and gave a wave. One or two of the maintenance crew would usually call out a quick Mr. Hicks as they passed with their tool carts. But mostly, I walked alone. Quiet steps. Just taking it in.

      It had been over a month since my last visit. Bringing PJ along today didn’t feel strange. If anything, it felt right.

      We walked slowly at first, our steps soft against the stone. Past the student center. Past the east wing. Past the spot where the cafeteria used to flood whenever it rained too hard. Students moved around us like echoes of another lifetime—laughing, focused, unaware.

      At the crosswalk near the central lawn, PJ stopped and turned to me.

      “I think I’ll head over to the faculty building,” he said. “Just want to check something.”

      “Go ahead,” I said with a flick of my hand.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m not climbing any stairs,” I said with a smirk. “But I’ll be fine. I thought I’d visit the old workshop.”

      We went our separate ways. I headed toward the old workshop, still standing—tucked behind the engineering block, same as always. The walls had a fresh coat of paint. The signage was updated. New safety posters, new machines, new names on the lockers.

      But the smell? That hadn’t changed. Oil, dust, old wood, and the faint trace of soldering fumes—a scent that somehow still carried the echo of laughter. Dale’s laughter, mostly.

      It had been five years since he passed, but in this place, he felt closer. I could still hear him griping about how the torque wrench was always damn missing, even though it was usually sitting right behind his mug. Still see him with his sleeves rolled up, black coffee in hand, pretending to be grouchier than he really was.

      He had a running joke with the students—told every new class that the bench vise was older than the dean and twice as useful. They laughed every time, even when they didn’t really get it.

      We worked side by side for almost two decades. Rarely needed to say much. We’d just hand each other tools mid-repair and let the silence fill with music from that old radio he swore only played classic rock and dumb luck.

      And when the place cleared out at the end of the day, he’d hang around, wiping down his station even when it didn’t need it. Said he couldn’t stand going back home to an empty house.

      I stood there a long while, just letting it sink in. Remembering. Eventually, I found myself leaning against the gate by the loading dock—the same spot where Dale used to sneak an extra cup of coffee when no one was looking.

      That’s when I heard a voice behind me.

      “Mr. Hicks?”

      I turned. The young man approaching wore navy coveralls with the university crest stitched on the chest—fresh fabric, no oil stains. I recognized him only faintly. A junior maintenance worker. I’d trained him briefly during my last year.

      “Toby,” I said, the name coming back to me.

      He smiled. “Didn’t think I’d catch you here. Been hoping to, actually.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a padded envelope—weathered, with international postage, the kind marked with red and blue stripes along the edges. My name was written in neat, looping script. No return address. Only the university’s maintenance department listed on the second line.

      “This came last week,” Toby said. “Addressed to you, but it was sent to the office. Must’ve figured you still worked here.”

      I took it from him, the paper surprisingly heavy in my hand. The air went still for a moment. I turned it over once, then again. Nothing else written on it—just Nioclás Hicks Hamdsome, and the old department name underneath.

      “Didn’t think to forward it?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Didn’t have your address. But I remembered you’d stop by now and then. Figured I’d hang on to it just in case.”

      I lifted the letter a little, like a quiet salute. “Thanks.”

      “You look good,” Toby added, making small talk.

      “You’re kind,” I said.

      Toby gave a polite nod and started to leave. He’d only gone a few steps when PJ came around the corner, hands in his pockets, his face a little flushed from walking.

      “There you are,” he said, catching his breath. “I was looking for you.”

      Toby paused, glancing between us. PJ met his eyes for a moment, then looked at me.

      “What’s that?” he asked, motioning toward the envelope still in my hand.

      I looked down at it—the faded stripes, the handwritten name, the weight of something old.

      There’s something about mail that comes from far away. You feel it differently. Like the paper’s soaked up the scent of its trip—airport air, foreign hands, long silences. Even before you open it, something in you shifts. Because mail that travels that far rarely carries something small.

      “Just some old mail,” I said, slipping it into my jacket pocket. “Probably nothing important.”

      PJ raised an eyebrow but didn’t press. He trusted me—maybe too much—and I wasn’t sure if this mattered yet. Maybe it never would.

      Toby gave a quick wave and left us there, his boots thudding lightly on the path. We stood in silence a moment longer. The workshop at my back. The touch of the letter against my side.

      “Ready to head back?” PJ asked.

      I took a half step toward the path. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
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      Present Day — Wednesday, December 3, 2025 — Morning

      Home, Walderbridge

      PJ had left last night, catching the last flight out. An Uber picked him up just after dinner—a quiet goodbye at the curb, headlights throwing long shadows across the drive. I didn’t go with him. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I don’t drive well at night anymore. My eyes blur. My reflexes lag.

      I waved from the steps instead, one hand tucked in my jacket pocket. Before he left, I handed him a small box—neatly wrapped, no ribbon.

      “For Aidan,” I said.

      PJ took it and gave it a light shake. “What is it?”

      “A wooden plane,” I told him. “Carved it last week. Painted it in the old colors, like the ones we saw in that museum when he was five.”

      PJ smiled. “He’s going to love it.”

      The door closed. The Uber pulled away. And the apartment went back to its quiet state—familiar, still, heavy in all the places that used to feel light.

      This morning, I sat on the edge of my creaky old armchair—the one that groaned louder than my knees when I stood up too fast. The kettle hissed on the stove behind me—long forgotten. In my hand was the envelope. I hadn’t opened it since Monday. Something in me hadn’t wanted to—not in front of PJ. And not while the house still held a trace of warmth.

      I turned it over again. Light, thin, but carrying that quiet pull—the kind that made your fingers hesitate. It didn’t feel like a document. Not thick enough. A letter, maybe. But who even sends letters anymore?

      The envelope felt strange in my hands—too clean, too stiff, like it had skipped the usual wear of time and travel. The paper was crisp, the ink still sharp, untouched by smudges or sun-fade. It didn’t look like something forgotten in a drawer or buried under old boxes. It looked deliberate. Recent. As if it had been waiting… but not for long.

      The name was mine—Nioclás Hicks Hamdsome—but the handwriting didn’t mean anything to me. Not familiar. Not wrong. Just… unknown. Whoever wrote it had steady hands, careful strokes. But it wasn’t anyone I recognized.

      I picked up the butter knife beside my plate and slid it under the seal. Inside was a single sheet of paper. The texture felt aged. The scent—faint jasmine, or maybe just dust and time pretending to be something softer. But I knew that scent. Someone with gentle hands had rubbed it into my rough hands, many times, once upon another life.

      The difference was clear right away. This had been written a long time ago. The paper was soft, yellowed at the edges, worn thin where the folds met. Crease lines cut across it in every direction—deep, pressed-in, like it had been folded and unfolded more times than it should’ve survived. Read and reread. The ink had faded slightly—not smudged, just… aged. And there was no date.

      I held it in my hands for a long moment before unfolding it completely. The handwriting inside was different from the one on the envelope—smaller, more fluid, with hesitations in the strokes. At first, I didn’t recognize it.

      Then my breath caught—not sharp, but a slow tightening in my chest. I read the lines once, not taking them in, only seeing the shape of the words.

      Then again.

      And slowly… I did.

      The strokes were a little shakier, but beneath them—unmistakable. Not just a name. Not just a memory. Something deeper than either. I knew this handwriting. And my hands began to tremble.

      I unfolded the page fully—not ready, but unable to stop.

      The words stared back at me:
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      That was it. No date. No address. No explanation. No plea. Just a few lines—careful, deliberate, unfinished in all the ways that mattered most.

      I read the letter three times.

      Once to hear the words.

      Twice to believe them.

      And a third time… to feel them.

      Each reading struck differently—carving open space where silence had been and breaking into places I thought were sealed shut.

      Why now? Why this? Why after all these years?

      The way she wrote my mistake—not I’m sorry, not I was wrong—just my mistake. Like an offering too late, or a door left open too long.

      Was this really from her?

      Where had the letter been?

      Why had someone else sent it—someone who clearly wasn’t her?

      And that handwriting—quiet, deliberate strokes. Was it written in regret? Or in hope? Or in something I hadn’t earned the right to name?

      I didn’t know what to feel. But something shifted inside me—like an old wall settling, like a door unlocking in a room I’d boarded up long ago.

      Thirty years is a long time to carry silence. And she had broken it—with paper and ink.

      I reached for the envelope again, running my fingers along its edges. As I turned the letter to fold it back, something caught my eye. There, on the back of the page, was a phone number. Small. Precise. The ink still fresh. Not aged like the letter itself.

      The handwriting was different from the front—sharper, more recent—but unmistakably familiar. It matched the writing on the envelope. Whoever had addressed it was the same person who had written this number. Not Kate. Someone else.

      One thing was certain: this letter was truly hers. The handwriting was Kate’s—undeniable. Not a mistake. And the jasmine… it was the same scent that used to linger on my hands every time we touched.

      And that changed everything. Because if this letter had really been written decades ago—as the paper, the tone, and the worn folds suggested—then the number couldn’t have come from the same time. Someone had kept this letter. For years. Someone had chosen to send it now.

      I stared at the digits. Long. International. A country code I didn’t recognize.

      Was it her number? Could it be? Or was it someone else’s entirely? A friend? A relative? A stranger who’d found the letter and felt compelled to act? I had no answers. Only a gut-deep sense that something had shifted.

      I leaned back in the chair, the letter resting in my lap, the number still facing up like a quiet dare. The walls around me—familiar, worn—no longer felt like protection. They felt like questions.

      The silence, once comfortable, now pressed in around me. Not restful. Expectant. As if something waited—just beyond the edge of the moment.

      The kettle shrieked suddenly, breaking the stillness like a protest. Like the universe reminding me: You’re still here. This is real. I turned it off without thinking, steam curling upward with the faint scent of tea leaves.

      But today, for the first time in years, it wasn’t enough. Because it had all started with a single sentence—fragile, unfinished, and far too late. And a number that had traveled far to find me.

      I wasn’t ready to call.

      Not yet.

      But soon.
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            The First Glance

          

        

      

    

    
      Flashback — Early Spring, 1995

      Back then, I was thirty-eight, and the world barely looked at men like me once—let alone twice.

      The hallways of Walderbridge University were just as gray in 1995 as they are today. Same cracked tiles. Same creaking stairwells. Same hiss from the radiators when spring hadn’t fully arrived. I knew every inch of those buildings. I worked them with my hands—tightened bolts, oiled doors, cleared gutters, patched more plaster than I could count. I moved through the university like a shadow. Seen sometimes. Mostly ignored.

      But that day, she looked.

      I remember the first time she spoke to me. It was raining—a fine, misty drizzle that turned the old stone steps of the university silver. I was fixing a loose railing outside the east wing—the Philosophy block, if I recall. My toolbox sat beside me, half open, filled with worn spanners and screwdrivers older than some of the students who passed me by.

      She stood there holding a small navy umbrella that barely covered her shoulders, though she didn’t seem to mind the rain. Her books were pressed against her chest. Her dress—slim-fitting and blue, with a hem that stopped just above the knee—moved lightly in the breeze, brushing against her legs. It shaped her figure with effortless grace. Not flashy. Just… elegant.

      Her hair was long, dark brown, and softly curled, falling over her shoulders like it had been styled by the wind itself. And her eyes—light brown, wide, expressive—were what struck me first. Not the color, but the way they moved. Always curious. Always searching. She had the kind of presence that never had to ask for attention. It followed her naturally.

      She stopped just a few steps away from me.

      “Excuse me,” she said.

      Her accent was soft—not British, but not quite local either. Somewhere in between.

      “Do you know where Lecture Hall D is?”

      I blinked. It took me a moment to realize she was speaking to me.

      “Uh… yeah,” I said, wiping my hands on a cloth.

      “Go straight down that path. Take a left after the statue of the man holding the book. It’s tucked behind the library.”

      “Thanks,” she said, then smiled—not wide, but soft and genuine.

      The kind of smile that didn’t ask for anything in return. No heavy lipstick, just a touch of gloss that caught the light as she tilted her head. It wasn’t meant to impress—just simple, unforced. A smile that made you forget what you were doing for a moment. It lingered longer than it should have.

      I expected her to turn and go—that’s what most of them did. But she didn’t.

      “You work here?” she asked, stepping closer, out of the rain and under the awning.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Maintenance.”

      Her eyes dropped briefly to the railing I’d just finished tightening. “You fixed that quickly.”

      I shrugged. “It was loose for weeks. No one reported it. Could’ve been dangerous.”

      A thoughtful look crossed her face as she brushed a damp strand of dark brown hair behind her ear.

      “Well,” she said, her voice light but sincere, “I’m glad someone cares.”

      That made me pause. Students didn’t usually say things like that—especially not the women. Not to someone in a blue uniform. Not with that kind of warmth.

      I looked up at her then—really looked—and for the first time in years, the world around me softened. I forgot about the grease on my hands and the dull ache in my back. I forgot about Tim’s debts and the overdue electric bill waiting at home. There was a lightness in her voice I hadn’t heard in what felt like decades.

      There was something in her—not just her voice, but the way she stood there like I wasn’t invisible.

      “Thanks,” I muttered, not even sure what I was thanking her for.

      She smiled again, and this time it reached her eyes. Soft. Honest. Brighter than the gray skies above.

      “I’m Kate, by the way.”

      “Hicks.”

      She let a small pause hang between us, as if letting the name rest on her tongue a moment longer than necessary.

      “Well, Hicks,” she said with a small grin, “I hope I see you around.”

      And then she walked away—blue dress swaying just above the knee, navy umbrella tilted against the mist, leaving behind a trace of something I hadn’t felt in years.

      She was twenty-two—a postgraduate student in literature, finishing her final year through a competitive twinning program between her university back home and ours. She was brilliant—sponsored for her academic excellence, already published before she turned twenty-one. The kind of student who met Walderbridge’s benchmark without blinking—the kind they made room for when they rarely did.

      She lived on campus and earned a modest paycheck as a Graduate Teaching Assistant while completing her studies. She taught tutorial sessions for first-year students, ran writing labs, and helped grade essays.

      She worked. She studied. She never wasted time.

      And I… I started noticing things I hadn’t in years. I found excuses to linger by the library steps. I fixed a flickering light near her faculty office even though nobody had reported it yet. And when she walked by, she always nodded. Smiled. Said my name like it meant something.

      It wasn’t love. Not yet. But it was the start of a feeling—strange and real, carrying a quiet spark.

      Funny, the things your memory holds on to. I’ve forgotten birthdays. Misplaced my keys more times than I can count. But that day—that ordinary, rainy day in the spring of 1995—I remember like it just happened.

      She probably didn’t. To her, maybe it was just a question—a kind stranger giving directions to a lost student. But to me, it was the first time someone looked at me like I wasn’t part of the wallpaper.

      Kate…

      Even now, saying her name in my mind feels like trespassing on something sacred.

      For months after that day, I saw her in flashes—crossing the campus with headphones on, or sitting beneath the big sycamore tree by the library, a book always open on her lap. Always alone. Always with that faraway look, like she was listening to music even when there wasn’t any.

      She never wore pants—not once. Always dresses, just above the knee, like the first day she spoke to me. Different colors. Different cuts. But blue appeared often—her favorite. Mine too. Sometimes sleeveless, sometimes with a slit that traced the length of her thigh. I noticed the way the fabric shaped her—the gentle curve of her waist, the soft slope of her hips, the silhouette of someone who carried grace without needing to perform it.

      Sometimes she’d wave. Once or twice, she’d stop to talk. Nothing big. Just questions about campus shortcuts, broken vending machines, or the rain. But I waited for those moments like a fool. Every time the wind picked up and the clouds rolled in, I found an excuse to be outside—to fix something that didn’t need fixing. Just in case she passed by again.

      Looking back, I realize I was starved for warmth. Not the kind from a fireplace or a hot drink—but the kind that comes when someone sees you… really sees you. And she did.

      For reasons I’ll never fully understand, she saw past the oil stains on my uniform and the calluses on my hands. And for a while, I let myself believe that maybe, just maybe, I was allowed to feel something like love again.

      But life doesn’t give without taking. And back then, I had nothing to offer but a tired body, a mountain of debts, and a little boy who had just lost his father. That’s the life Kate would’ve walked into. Not a clean slate, but a story already written in pencil, frayed around the edges.

      Maybe that’s why I never told her the truth. Maybe that’s why she left. Or maybe… she never knew how much she meant.
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      Flashback — Mid Spring, 1995

      It was a Friday. Campus was unusually quiet—the kind of stillness that only comes when deadlines were looming and everyone had either gone home or barricaded themselves in the library. You could hear the wind shifting the old windowpanes and the distant echo of shoes on linoleum from across the courtyard.

      I’d been assigned to clear out the old storage behind the science block. No one wanted the job. It reeked of neglect—dust like a second skin, cracked lab stools stacked like bones, and the sharp bite of vinegar from God knows what had spilled years ago. I didn’t mind. Solitude had become a kind of comfort. At least things made sense when they were broken—you could fix them, piece by piece.

      I was halfway through wrestling a rusted shelf when I heard footsteps behind me, and for a split second I thought I was alone in the whole building.

      Then her voice.

      “Peace offering,” she said.

      I turned, surprised.

      She stood in the doorway like a painting come to life, holding two takeaway coffee cups, steam rising in delicate swirls like silk unraveling in the air. That morning she wore a white dress—loose, knee-length, light enough to catch the faint breeze from the open window behind her.

      It swayed softly against her frame, catching the light in a way that made her seem almost untouchable. White as an angel—that’s how she looked. And for a moment, I forgot the wrench in my hand, the dust on my shirt, and everything else that came before.

      “I passed you by three times this week,” she said, stepping in, “and forgot to say hello. Thought I’d make up for it.”

      I blinked, caught off guard. “You didn’t have to.”

      “I know,” she cut in, smiling gently. “But I wanted to.”

      She brushed off the top of a wobbly stool, then carefully swept aside a few tools, making sure they wouldn’t stain her white dress. Then she sat without hesitation, like it was the most natural thing in the world. She crossed her legs, and as she did, the hem of her dress lifted just enough to reveal the smooth line of her lower thigh.

      I looked away instinctively—or at least pretended to—focusing instead on the coffee cup in her hand. No fuss, no complaints about the grime or the flickering light above us. She just… belonged there, somehow.

      She set a small brown paper bag on the table beside the thermos.

      “These are still warm. I baked them this morning. You look like someone who skips breakfast.”

      She handed me the cup first. It was warm. Real coffee. Not the powdered stuff I’d grown immune to—this was different. It had weight. Intention.

      “What’s in here?” I asked, still hesitant.

      She smirked. “Caffeine and kindness. Maybe a little magic if I stirred it right.”

      That pulled a laugh out of me—a quiet, surprised sound that felt foreign in my throat. I hadn’t laughed in weeks. Maybe longer.

      Then she opened the paper bag and nudged it closer. “Try one.”

      I hesitated. “My hands are dirty.”

      She said nothing at first. I wiped my hands against my pants and reached carefully into the bag. The cookie was soft in the center, crisp at the edge—and the scent was unreal. I took a bite.

      She was watching me. But not in the usual way. Her eyes had softened. I noticed her gaze drop to my hands. The skin was rough, cracked in places, with old bruises from tools, ladders, and years of hard work.

      Her voice lowered.

      “You’re working too hard,” she said, almost under her breath.

      I didn’t answer. I rarely
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      Flashback — Late Spring, 1995
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