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You’ll Be Fine

 

Jen Michalski




“We’ll come back some other weekend,” their mother said. They sat in the parking lot of Kings Dominion, all four windows of their yellow 1981 Chevy Chevette rolled down. Their mother didn’t use air conditioning because she was a true believer, before it was even hip and environmentally friendly, in getting the best gas mileage. The park was scheduled to open in ten minutes, and Alex’s denim cut-offs were already soggy from riding for three and a half hours in her own sweat.

“We’re turning around?” Alex looked at her in disbelief.

“I’m not paying full price for tickets when we have perfectly good ones at home.” Her mother tapped out a Winston and lit it. The whole trip—her mother’s chain smoking, the crushed gold and red cigarette packs sliding back and forth across the dashboard, having to listen to the entire Frank Zappa discography on crackly cassette tapes, Alex’s legs sliding on the hot vinyl seat as she sat up in front, map spread across her lap in case they got lost while Owen played a hand-held Asteroids game in the back, oblivious to everything but the blip-blip-blip of the machine—had stretched Alex to the breaking point.

“You can use my money.” Alex thought of the crumpled ones and fives and the one nice twenty she’d gotten in an early birthday card from Aunt Johanna in Seattle, whom she’d never met. “I won’t get any souvenirs.”

“It’s the principle of the thing.” Her mother exhaled a mushroom cloud of smoke between them. Her short dark hair was hidden under a Panama hat, and she wore a Plimsouls T-shirt Alex would steal when she was a teenager. “It’s a waste of money, money we don’t have. You have no idea of the value of money, Al-ex-an-dra. You got twenty dollars from Aunt Johanna for doing absolutely nothing.”

“But we’re going to waste gas money going home and coming back here.” She pointed out. “So, won’t it be a wash?”

Alex glanced back at Owen, hoping he would pipe up. If they were both whiny enough, maybe their mother would take one of her “headache pills” and give in. But instead he frowned in concentration at his video game.

“Maybe if you asked me if I had the tickets before we left, instead of caring about what freaking toy was in the cereal box or wanting to wear your new sandals.” Her mother spiked the cigarette in the overflowing ashtray and glared at her. “Maybe if you were more responsible, we would have the tickets, now wouldn’t we? You’re almost twelve years old, Alexandra Maas. You need to be more responsible.”

“I wish I could live with Dad,” she mumbled. She hadn’t really meant it; for all she knew, their dad was Satan. It was something to say, the same way she might have called Owen diarrhea breath.

The slaps were fast and furious. Her mother’s peridot ring, one size too large and always sliding around her finger, cut Alex’s cheek as Alex threw her hands up to her face.

“You want to live with your father?” Her mother leaned across her and opened her door. “You think he’s such a saint? Then go right ahead. I’ll leave you here, with your thirty dollars, and you can call directory assistance in Seattle and ask for Jeffrey Maas, okay? And when you do find him and find out what he’s really like and beg me to come back home, I’m not taking you back. Now go—get out!”

Alex grabbed her pink heart-shaped purse, the size of a pancake, and her floppy hat she’d remembered to pack this time because she’d gotten a blistering sunburn when they went to Frontier Town last summer. She didn’t want to get out, but she was afraid of getting hit again. There was no way to make things better—this was how things would be until her mother decided they weren’t.

Alex set each new-sandaled foot on the asphalt and closed the door so limply the latch didn’t catch. Then, meeting Owen’s eyes as he stared at her in terror from the backseat, she watched the Chevette screech away, passenger door flapping like a wounded bird.


Chapter One

Even though Owen never calls her, especially at 7:30 on a weekday evening, when Alex sees her brother’s name in the caller ID, she drops her phone back into her purse and waits for her metro stop. She figures he’ll just leave her a message about his cat. It’s been almost the entirety of their relationship the past five years. The week before, he’d texted her a picture of Tortoise, his Himalayan. She was wearing a suit of herbs with terra cotta-colored felt legs. She looked like a chia pet.

I am my own catnip receptacle, Owen had texted underneath Tortoise’s picture.

The chia pet text had come after midnight, a time when Alex (like most people) was asleep and susceptible to tragedy, like a call from the hospital, from the roadside after a car accident, or, for Alex specifically, a call from her mother when her mother was completely wasted, one glass of wine away from falling down the steps or worse, keeping Alex on the phone for hours about years-old, completely fabricated grievances.

She hadn’t responded to Owen that night, either, mad he’d woken her up about his stupid cat. That he didn’t understand she got up at five in the morning for her job as a features writer at the Capitol Metropolitan or that her apartment in Adams Morgan was expensive as hell or that the amount of her grad school loans equaled a house mortgage. That she had a life, didn’t still live at home with their mother, and didn’t have a cat for a best friend.

As she gets up to make her way to the doors of the metro, her phone vibrates again.

“Owen, I just got off work—can I call you back?” She presses the phone to her cheek as she follows the other commuters up the stairs of the station.

“No, Alex—listen.”

“You know—I was just thinking about Tortoise—I was worried maybe it meant she had died or something,” Alex jokes, cutting him off, even as her hands begin to sweat. She wonders what their mother has done this time to warrant a call from Owen.

“Alex.” Owen is silent for a minute. “It’s Mom. Mom’s dead.”

“Dammit, Owen, you shouldn’t joke.” But she knows he isn’t joking. She stops in the middle of the sidewalk. People brush against her, clipping her leg with their totes, her shoulder with their purses and messenger bags, as she tries to remember what day it is again, when she talked to her mother last. What she wishes she could take back.

“You should come home.” Owen’s words have awkward pauses between them, as if he’s too choked up to speak. “Can you come home tonight?”

“I can’t.” What the hell is she saying? Still, she hears herself go on. “I really can’t. I mean—”

“What do you mean, you can’t?” She imagines Owen’s face on the other end of the line, scrunched like a balled-up tissue. “Mom’s dead. What’s wrong with you?”

“You’re right—all right, okay,” she hears herself agree, her voice far away and warbled, like she’s in a dream.

As she wanders from the Woodley Park metro station toward the general direction of her apartment, she feels suddenly like an alien life form. I am experiencing a tragic event, she wants to tell the dog walker with five French bulldogs who passes her or the woman jogger who pauses at the intersection, drinking from a clear pink plastic water bottle. She wants to grab on to someone, anyone, like a body snatcher, and switch places, away from the kettle ball in her chest, away her knotted intestines and her numb appendages.

Alex has never really done death before. She’s thirty-six and never met her grandparents; their father left when she was four. And although their mother had turned sixty a few years back, it was more like Madonna sixty than Medicare sixty. Were Alex and Owen supposed to call Aunt Johanna, other forgotten, faraway relatives in Wisconsin and Arizona, their father, wherever he was? Was some kind of funeral needed for a mother who had flitted between atheism, Wiccan, new age-y crap, and pharmaceuticals like she was at a metaphysics salad bar?

And beyond the details, which Alex is good at, what about the other, more feely things? Like the way her mother had made her feel? (Incidentally, like a neon sign, a composition of gasses and other toxic compounds compressed into a fragile glass tube that she has managed to bend into the words Alex Maas, Successful Person Who Does Not Give a Fuck.)

Except now she has to give one.

“Crap,” she says under breath as she waits for the elevator in the lobby of her building. She brings up her ex Kate’s number in her phone doesn’t press call, not only because she can’t talk to Kate anymore, but because she realizes she can’t talk to anybody. If she opens her mouth and voices the words my mom is dead, she knows any adrenaline humming through her from the shock will dissolve, adrenaline she needs to get into her apartment, throw a few days’ worth of clothes together, call Rowan at the magazine, and get to the Greyhound terminal at Union Station to catch a bus home early the next morning.

Did Owen even mention how she died? In her apartment vestibule, Alex digs her phone out again. She can’t remember how they ended the conversation, anything he had said after the words dead and come home.

“I’m so sorry.” Rowan, her boss, sounds like he’s outside. “Are you all right? Is there anything I can do?”

“No—but thanks,” Alex says as she walks in a circle in her bedroom, staring at her opened suitcase. “I just don’t know…I don’t know how much time I’ll need. A few days? I don’t know what’s supposed to happen—she always talked about being cremated. But it’s not like she wrote a will—she didn’t even believe in grocery lists.”

“But if you need anything, you’ll call, right?” he prods, as if they’re friends. Maybe, in some way, because she spends most of her time with him, most of her time at the office in general, he’s her friend. It’s not like she has many, anyway. Her fingers shake as she opens her underwear drawer.

“Yes, of course. I’m going to get off the phone, though, before I cry.”

“Sure, sure. Although you can cry on the phone—it’s okay.”

“Oh—I might need more time on the ballet company story. Can you give it to me?”

“Don’t worry about the story, Alex—we’ll find something else to run.”

She hears one of Rowan’s kids—his little girl—talking excitedly in the background. Then she thinks about the other person she had wanted to call after she got off the phone with Owen. The only person she’s ever been able to tell anything.

“Hey,” Alex says casually, as if she’s just thought of it. “What about Juliette Sprigg—didn’t you want someone to interview her?”

“You mean the profile about her restaurant? I thought someone else would cover that.”

“Yeah, but…” Alex moves into the bathroom, just in case she might throw up. “Sprigg Restaurant’s, like, five minutes from my mom’s house. I went to high school with Juliette.”

“Don’t worry about that. You’re going home to take care of what you need to take care of—not work on another story.”

“No, it’s okay—I can take it. I want to do it.” She knows Rowan will give in—he has before—four magazine awards for her stories will do that. “Can you e-mail me her contact information?”

“No,” he sighs. “I’m not. You’re taking time off. You work too much as it is.”

“Jesus, Rowan—are you really saying no?” Her voice rises, like helium, up an octave. “After all I’ve done for the magazine?”

“Alex,” he sounds defeated, like he’s speaking to his now-crying little girl. “Your mother just died.”

“Fine—I quit then.” She hangs up on him and turns on the faucet in the bathroom. As she splashes her face with water, her phone beeps. She hits the speaker with her wet hand as she reaches for the towel. “What?”

“You’re not quitting, and I’m not assigning you the story.”

She takes a breath and holds it a second before exhaling. “I’m doing the story, or I quit.”

“Hi, honey, what sweetie? Will you stop screaming? Daddy can’t understand what you want if you’re screaming.”

Suddenly there’s silence, and Alex wonders if Rowan has hung up on her this time.

“Rowan, are you there?” she whispers, her neck so tight her head pop off.

“Sorry, Alex, I’m just having some, uh—you know what? Fine, do the story. Only because I have to get off the phone. I’ll e-mail you the info of the editor at the newspaper down there—really nice woman. She paired us up with a local photographer when we did that feature on that horse whisperer guy.”

“Great.” Alex exhales and dabs tears out of her eyes as she sits on the toilet lid.

“—But I really don’t want you to do it at all.”

“I’ll be fine—it’s how I get through things.” It’s been how she’s been getting over Kate all these months. And now she’s offered, at the supposedly worst time of her life, to interview Juliette freaking Sprigg too.

As she hangs up, her stomach pushes up into her esophagus like peasants storming the Bastille. She sets her phone on the edge of the tub and wraps her arms under her knees, head on her lap, like people in the airplane safety cards do, and focuses on her breathing. Remain calm. Remain seated. Brace for impact.


Chapter Two

Alex doesn’t have many mementos of her family—when she left for college, she took one thin, carefully curated packet of photos in case she developed amnesia or died and needed the authorities to identify and contact her next of kin. As she waits in the Greyhound Terminal at Union Station for her bus, she flips through them, sipping her coffee. In one, she’s a baby, and her mother holds her in some undetermined seventies-style living room. Her dark, overgrown pageboy falls choppy over her ears and eyebrows, and she’s wearing a paint-splattered, faded denim shirt. She looks wide-eyed at the camera, eyes bleary, her smile a mixture of surprise and exasperation. What have we done? She seems to plead to Alex’s father, who’s taking the picture.

She glances quickly at her senior photo, her slightly gapped front teeth peeking out underneath her lip gloss, her traumatized nineties curly big hair, then Owen’s, his ill-advised mullet and delicate, soft lips. The second-to-last photo was taken by a park photographer at Kings Dominion. In it, Alex and Owen stand at the base of the replicated Eiffel Tower just inside the entrance. They had a good time that day, Alex thinks; their childhood wasn’t all that bad. As she brings the photo closer, though, she’s surprised to discover a cut on her cheek. Then she remembers the argument, her mother’s peridot ring, being abandoned in the parking lot for half an hour.

Alex frowns and holds her breath for the last picture. Thankfully, it’s only of her father’s sister, Johanna Maas, the giver of birthday twenties and assorted letters, cards, and trinkets over the years. Alex had included this photo in the unlikely event she, Owen, and their mother met their demise together and someone needed to get in touch with their father. In it, Aunt Johanna sits on their deck, holding a champagne flute. She’s wearing large dark sunglasses and a white silk scarf tied over her head, like a movie star. Alex remembers taking the picture when she was twelve.

Say hello to your Auntie Androgyne, Johanna had said on her only visit from Seattle. She was tall, with long hair the color of caramel, cloaked hazel eyes, and wore chiffon scarves of various shades. Although Alex hadn’t known what androgyne meant at the time, she’d understood years later Johanna had transitioned from a man to a woman.

Have you told Aunt Johanna yet? Alex texts Owen, hoping he doesn’t respond with a picture of Tortoise.

Her bus pulls up, and Alex jostles into line. But she has to pee, and the last thing she wants to do is pee on the bus. She hurries to the restroom at the terminal, which is marginally better than that which she imagines on board. As she crouches over the seat, holding the stall of the broken door closed with one hand, Owen texts her back:

No, I thought you would tell her.

She balances her phone on her knees, reaching for the toilet paper, thinking about what else Owen hasn’t done. Called the funeral home? A probate lawyer? Social Security?

She closes her eyes. Don’t go, she thinks. You don’t have to go. Just walk out of the station.

She hears the final call for her bus over the restroom intercom and stands up like she’s been shot out of a canon. Her phone slips off her knees, and with an extraordinary feat of reflexes she hits it with her hand in mid-air, keeping it from falling to the floor, keeping it from breaking. Redirecting it, somehow, through her spread legs into the toilet. In the toilet water, before the screen pixelates out, a second message from Owen pops up. It’s a photo of Tortoise sleeping on Alex’s old bed. The caption underneath reads BTW, THIS IS MINE NOW.


Chapter Three

The Greyhound takes three hours from DC. Alex has managed to retrieve her cell phone and shove it, wrapped in a million sheets of toilet paper, into her purse, and grab the last seat on the bus, right across from, ironically, the toilet. As the district recedes and federal buildings, metro stations, and Lululemon stores on every block fall away and are replaced by soybean and corn fields, Alex feels her mother’s presence roll over her like a storm cloud. She bites her lip and crouches in her seat, which looks like someone has taken an alligator-sized bite out of the middle of the cushion, and glances at the screenshots on her laptop of Sprigg Restaurant.

But now she’s thinking about Juliette, which isn’t much better. It’s not too late, she thinks as she scrolls through the pictures of Maryland rockfish, Chesapeake oysters, crab cakes, and other Eastern Shore cuisine, to abort this particular mission. Although it’s unavoidable seeing her mom (in some incarnation) and Owen, torturing herself by writing about what Juliette Sprigg has done with her life is completely within her control.

Her life is manageable right now. She glances at the farmland outside the window. She has a good job at the Capitol Metropolitan, a DC lifestyle magazine. It’s pap, she knows, a vehicle for tony Washington advertisers, but she also knows it’s a perfect fit for her. She has a flair for words, a breezy, conversational but also personal tone. She regularly participates in the comments section of her own articles. She’s on Twitter and Instagram and has developed a respectable following. Although she’s not a quite a celebrity on sight, at least like Kate, people know her name.

The most important thing is her life isn’t like her mother’s. More specifically, it’s completely detached from her mother’s, as if they were Siamese twins the first eighteen years of her life and Alex had hacked and sawed and chewed herself free. Her mother had had a way of taking credit for her successes while diminishing them at the same time. Of course, you got a scholarship to Swarthmore. Her mother rolled her eyes at Alex’s college acceptance letter half her life ago. Who do you think you got your brains from?

Alex had discovered from a very early age, when at nine she wrote the winning essay for Sugarman’s Pharmacy on what makes a healthy body (something about apples, sleep, and love), that scholastic achievement was her ticket to success. Although the ribbons and plaques and twenty-dollar gift certificates you could use to buy a My Little Pony weren’t the same as hugs and kisses from her mother, they counted for something. The world of prize-winning essays, honor roll, Girl Scout badges, and advanced placement also got her noticed by other adults, adults who fawned over her and wished their girls were a little more like Alex. Alex, for her part, would have gladly switched places.

But now she has no mother, and she doesn’t know if that’s better or worse.

As the bus pulls up to the gas station parking lot outside city limits, everyone stares out the windows as if they’ve arrived at perdition. Alex scans the parking lot for their mother’s ancient Subaru, hoping Owen isn’t picking her up in his car. When she spots the lime green Miata with eyes and a blue headband painted on the hood, she closes her own eyes and wills it to disappear.

When she opens them again, it’s still there. Owen won the promotional Teenage Mutant Ninja car years ago from the local comic store. Inside, the bucket seats look like turtle shells and the stick shift a sword handle. Owen had named Tortoise after it. It was the kind of car that, left unlocked overnight in DC, wouldn’t be stolen, not only because it was conspicuous, but because it was hideous.

“Where’s Mom’s car?” she asks as soon as she steps off the bus. Owen’s gained weight. Not terribly so, but enough to make his stubbled chin round, his stomach bulbous and resting above his jeans. Like a man who is dating mediocrity. His light, layered hair is long over his ears. He looks a lot like their father, actually, at least what she’s seen of him in one or two pictures. She, with her curly dark hair, round face, and slightly gapped front teeth, looks like no one in her family, and secretly it has given her hope over the years she was adopted.

“It died—the head gasket cracked,” he answers. Before she can react, he’s hovering over her, his arms spread as if to bear-hug her. She shoves her laptop bag into his arms and wanders toward the cargo area of the bus, where the driver unloads passenger bags, and watches for her suitcase.

She’s not ready to be touched. All morning, her emotions have been shifting inside her like the futures in a magic eight ball, and she isn’t sure which one will reveal itself when she opens her mouth. She drinks the rest of her coffee and watches Owen retrieve her suitcase and gym bag and stuff them into the trunk of the Ninja Turtle car. She hopes she doesn’t run into anyone she knows while she’s home, at least while she’s in this car. Why did she not renew her license? She supposes she can Uber if she really has to.

It probably doesn’t matter, anyway—Is there anyone here she even knows now, aside from Juliette?

Lewis, maybe. She hopes to God she doesn’t run into Lewis.

“Is Lewis still in town?” she asks as Owen gets in. She looks casually out the window, feeling an artery pulse in her throat.

“Lewis?” Owen repeats. “I don’t know. Why? You want to tell him?’

“No.” She glares at him, slapping his forearm. “Why would we tell the man who almost got Mom sent to prison that she’s dead?”

“I don’t know,” he blurts out, his eyebrows furrowed as he starts the car. “You’re the one who brought him up.”

“Just forget it.” She waves him off. “So how did she die?”

“She was asleep. I got home late, and she wasn’t up. When I went to her room to check in, to tell her she was missing Antiques Roadshow, she didn’t wake up, so I went to bed. She didn’t get up the next day, though either.”

“Did she overdose?”

“I dunno,” Owen answers. “They found some benzodiazepines in her system, and alcohol. So they called it accidental.”

Alex picks at the plastic tab on her coffee cup. She can’t imagine her mother would do this on purpose. She’d just spoken to her last week. Her mother wanted to come up and go to the Elsa Schiaparelli retrospective at the Corcoran and stay overnight at Alex’s place. Alex had agreed but had not committed to a date, hoping her mother would forget. Often when her mother was sober, she’d forget conservations they’d had while she was drunk, and vice versa.

“Did they find a lot of pills?” she asks finally. “Was she acting funny?”

“No more than usual. I mean, she took her nap after dinner. She usually gets up around eleven and does stuff until about three or four in the morning and goes back to sleep. But she wasn’t up when I came home, and she hadn’t moved when I woke up the next morning. The paramedics came, took her to the hospital, and they pronounced her there.”

“Why didn’t you call me at work?” Her nostrils flare, like a pit bull. “Did you ask for an autopsy?”

“No.” Owen’s silent, the way he used to be when he felt like she was going to explode on him. “Should I?”

“Do you think she committed suicide?”

“I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean you don’t think so?” The coffee cup bends under her grip. “You lived with her, didn’t you?”

“What—do you think you could have done better? You never even visit.” He pulls into Rhubarb Village, the aptly named aging development of townhomes filled mostly now with retirees, and the sight of the rose bush and azaleas that span the length of her mother’s brick townhouse make her feel as if someone has shoved a softball down her throat. She counts to ten, waiting for it to dissolve, for her anger to diffuse.

“Owen, I’m sorry,” she says finally. “I just… want to know what happened.”

Tortoise, a seal point Himalayan, waits for them in the hallway. Their mother had bought Tortoise after she broke up with Lewis. Which would make one think Alex would like Tortoise more, but she doesn’t. Mostly because Owen treats Tortoise like she’s human.

“Hi honey.” To prove her point, Owen scoops Tortoise up and kisses her forehead as Alex drags her suitcase and laptop bag into the house behind him. “I know—mommy’s gone; can you believe it?”

Alex expects their mother, in defiance, to burst from the kitchen in a paint-covered T-shirt, in the middle of painting some abstract monstrosity, or with a kitchen knife in her hand. I’m making super-spicy burn-out your colon guacamole, she would bark conspiratorially and laugh, sounding like a Scooby Doo villain. You won’t need a cleanse after you eat it.

But she won’t. She wouldn’t, ever. This realization intermittently sent rumbling earthquakes through her chest on the bus trip here, ones she’d suppressed by concentrating on the grown woman across the aisle who sucked her thumb without the slightest hint of shame while she played Candy Crush on her phone.

Now that she’s at ground zero, the fissures inside Alex feel like the San Andreas fault. Oddly, the house doesn’t seem to realize their mother’s gone. Everything’s just as Alex remembers—the hulking spider plant in the kitchen with a thousand spider babies, the antique Bakelite clock on the hall table her mother had bought at an estate sale, the slightly dusty smell of the Oriental rug—except her mother isn’t here. The house, in fact, still seems way too confident of her return, humming with an almost-radioactive sheen, brimming with the bric-a-brac of her mother’s short attention span—art projects and empty yogurt containers and filled ashtrays abandoned on tables and in corners like tricycles in a driveway. Its unholy optimism feels like a rib spreader in her chest.

She takes another deep breath, one of hundreds since the night before. The meditation app on her phone reminds her to breathe so much she probably sounds like a hospital respirator.

“Did you eat?” Owen follows her down the hallway toward the stairs. “I’m starving.”

“Well, if you could put down the cat and help me, we could actually make plans.” She drops her suitcase back on the floor, sending Tortoise out of Owen’s grasp and up the steps.

“Jesus, what did you pack?” Owen frowns as he lifts it.

“I don’t know how long I’m staying,” she answers. Although, judging by the lump her throat, the heaviness in her chest, her irritation at Owen, she could leave right now and not ever come back. “I have a story I need to do for the magazine while I’m here. On Juliette Sprigg.”

“Juliette Sprigg?” He looks at her as if she’s out of her freaking mind. “Are you kidding? Does your boss hate you? I thought you said you’d rather eat your own eyeballs than see her again.”

“Did I say that?” Probably. She stares into space, wondering what other invectives she has shared with Owen about Juliette. “It doesn’t matter. I’m a professional.”

“Well, you always put your work first.” He frowns. “No reason for Mom dying to get in the way.”

“Owen.” She sighs and put her hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“About your job?” He turns slightly. “It’s not my…”

“I mean about Mom. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when it happened.”

He’s silent for a minute. His eyebrows, as thick and dark as the smudges football players smear across their cheeks, dip toward his noise, like he is an animal in a zoo deciding whether to trust a banana offered from his captor.

“It’s okay,” he says finally.

She grasps him awkwardly by the midsection. They’d been close once, kind of, before all that stuff with Lewis, but affection now seems so hard, like crossing hot sand barefoot.

“You want to sleep in mom’s room?” he asks at the top of the stairs. She’s suddenly light-headed, teary, from the telltale creak of certain steps, the smell of the runner (which Owen did not seem to vacuum ever), the cracks of plaster on the wall, patterns she remembers with the same certainty as the veins that forked and vined up her inner arms.

“Why? Is something wrong with mine?” She stares straight ahead, and not into her mother’s open doorway. She notes the deadbolt on her door remains, although it’d been years since she remembered where she’d hidden the key.

“No.” He shrugs. “Hers has a king, that’s all.”

The last time she’d come home, maybe eight months before (and only because she’d been on her way to the beach), her mother had been in bed. Which was not unusual for her—she was a night owl and, if anything, now she’d retired, had completely succumbed to her erratic schedule and artistic impulses. But something had been different last time. Not enough to make Alex think death was imminent, but enough to make her think about her mother’s mortality in a general way. A way that poked at her at odds moments after she’d returned home, like when she was getting coffee before work or Kate was stroking her back in bed. That her mother would not be around forever, and that Alex would have to make peace with her, find some connection that was pure and confirmed in some way her mother’s maternity.

 

“Honey, make me some coffee, okay?” Her mother lay half in and half out of the sheets, her body angular and thin, like a praying mantis. She still wore clothes from presumably the night before: a pair of dark Capri pants and oversized white V-neck T-shirt (her mother patterned her style after a late 50s tomboy version of Audrey Hepburn). “I just fell asleep, like literally two minutes ago. I thought you weren’t getting here until eleven.”

“It’s noon.” Alex stood in the doorway. Honey was the first clue. It was a term her mother used loosely with other women of various ages, from toddlers to grandmothers, but never Alex. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she answered, but did not move. “I think I pulled my back out.”

“How did you do that?” There were a million ways her mother could have done it, but they were a million ways that were different than most people’s.

“I found this great wardrobe at the Salvation Army—it just needs a little staining and one of the legs repaired. It’s over there.” At this point her mother lifted her arm, half mast, in the general direction of the southeast corner of the room, where a hulking, late-sixties knockoff of a French country wardrobe cabinet, three-legged, tilted against the corner of the wall. “I had a hell of a time getting it up here. Do you like it? I think it would look great in your apartment.”

“Why didn’t you get Owen to help you with it?” Alex thought it looked exactly like something her mother would get for her and not what she’d actually want.

“It was the day he gets his new comics at the comic store—a couple weeks ago, I don’t know.”

“You’ve been having back pain like this for weeks?”

“Not every day. Just sometimes if I make a certain move or something. It’s fine.”

“Are you faking it?” Alex crossed her arms. It was an easy way, she had figured, for her mom to get prescriptions she didn’t need.

“I pulled my frigging back.” She looked wild-eyed at Alex. With her short dark hair and small features, she looked like a demented Christmas elf. “Can you just give me some coffee, Al-ex-an-dra, and not the third degree?”

 

With the introduction of her four-syllable name, her usual moniker, Alex had gone downstairs and dug out a somewhat-stale bag of Gevalia out of the cabinet and made her mother coffee. But she had been worried her mother hadn’t moved a muscle, except those in her eyes. Debilitating pain or not, her mother was a tumbleweed. But she was getting older, Alex had reasoned; she would have to slow down sometime. Her next thought had been giving Owen hell about letting their mother go down to the Salvation Army and lug that monstrosity home that she would never get around to refurbishing while he hung out at the comic book store talking to adultescents about Batman and Robin issue number four thousand fifty and which incarnation of Robin were they on now? Had Robin come back to life? Become a villain? Become an alien?

“What the fuck is Robin now?” Alex blurts out as Owen heaves her suitcase onto her bed.

“The fuck what?” He looks up.

“Nothing.” She waves him off, looking around and blinking. Her room is still a shrine to her high school years, although not by choice. She had taken down the Replacements and REM posters, shoved her stuffed animals in the closet, and tossed her books—Judy Blume’s Forever, Go Ask Alice, The Outsiders, in the trash, but when she’d returned home from college (the first and only time) after first semester for break, everything had been restored, like a time machine, by her mother. It’s too weird, you not being here, her mother had explained. Now I can pretend you still are.

“So, do you need like, a minute?” Owen hovers in the doorway.

“Just let me freshen up,” she answers, sitting down on her bed. Although freshen up could be interpreted in any number of ways. Take a shower. Reapply her lipstick. Get her shit together. Fall apart. Why are they talking so casually about lunch when their mother had just died, when she was over at the funeral home in a body bag? How could she look at her mother lying there without completely falling into a depth of grief and anger she was not sure she could ever crawl out of?

“You ready?” Owen pops his head back in the door. How long has she been sitting catatonic like this, holding her nonfunctioning phone, praying it will dry out so she’ll have the option to call Kate, even though she she’ll probably just stare at Kate’s contact information like a zombie?

“Yep.” She stands, wiping tears from her eyes. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Four

The funeral home is clean but outdated. Or maybe it isn’t outdated, just something else. Everything is white or ivory: the walls, the chair rails that connect to faux Grecian columns flanking corners, the fireplace in the lobby. The only splash of color rests in the framed prints of vaguely timeless pastoral themes that envisioned Heaven as a Thomas Kinkade painting.

“Gary Coons.” The man who meets them at the door holds out his hand. He looks like the kind of man who was born to manage a funeral home. “I’m so sorry to hear about your mother, Adeline.”

“Thanks,” Alex answers. “I don’t know if my brother told you, but my mother wanted to be cremated.”

“Of course.” He nods, hands clasped in front of his crotch. “We can help you with that.”

“Can we see her?” Owen pipes up. He’s wearing a Dr. Who T-shirt and cargo shorts. Alex wishes she had noticed before and had asked him to put something nicer on before they left.

Gary Coons nods again and leads them to a viewing parlor. Toward the front of the room, covered only by a white sheet, lies what is left of Adeline Maas.

“When you’re ready, I’ll be just down the hall—third room on the left.” Gary Coons closes the door behind them.

Alex takes one step, then another, as Owen remains by the door. Suddenly she isn’t in a rush. Maybe if she doesn’t see her mother there, dead, her mother could still be at home, or at the art supply store, or at the junior axillary board cafeteria at the hospital, which she insisted had the best coffee in town and spent mornings sometimes chatting up relatives visiting loved ones and doctors she hoped were single (or at least open to having a mistress).

But she’s here, in front of her. Alex can see the cow lick on her mother’s crown she’d insisted her entire life was just bedhead. It hovers above the table a little, and Alex is mad for a second Gary Cooks or whatever his name is didn’t even give her a pillow, letting her head rest on the hard steel instead. Although, she guesses, in his defense, her mother doesn’t need it now.

She closes her eyes and smooths her mother’s hair, feeling the cool, solidness of her head. She waits for a moment for her mother to roll her eyes and snort. But she doesn’t. She looks almost peaceful. Almost loveable.

“Mom,” Alex murmurs under her breath. Her mother died alone, in her sleep, not ravaged by cancer, or mangled in a car accident, blown up by a terrorist, or drowned at sea. But she was still her mother, and she shouldn’t have died at all. Not, at least, until she had a chance to say goodbye. Or before you apologized to me, she thinks in the next breath. The more years that went by, though, the more times Alex picked up the phone and listened to her mother’s chatter, her plans for mother-daughter trips to South Beach, or San Francisco, the more her mother seemed to feel absolved, forgiven. Brazen.

She shouldn’t be feeling this way now. But what should she be feeling? Unfortunately, she’s learned there’s no binary emotional scale for important life events. You can feel devastated and relieved at the same time. Or both sad and angry. Or shocked but not surprised. Or, as Alex does right now, all these things at once.

She picks up her mother’s hand and squeezes it, over and over. It feels unnatural, stiff and heavy, like hardened clay. Not like a person at all. Her mother is really dead; Alex is really alone. Her mother had not been her best friend, but she knew Alex best, which is its own comfort, she guesses. Someone who always knows who you are and will tell you, whether you want to hear it or not. If that person was gone, who will be there to show you the ugly truths of yourself?

“What are your options on taxidermy?” Owen asks Gary Coons when they’re seated in his office.

“Absolutely not.” Alex waves Owen off, shoving a catalog across the table toward him. “I’m fine with any of the urns on page 5—pick one.”

“But we got Penny stuffed,” he argues, shoving the urn catalog back across the table toward her. “I think Mom would like it.”

Alex ignores him, turning to smile at Gary Coons. She points to a sterling silver urn in the catalog with two doves flying eternally in a circle around the body of the urn. Just like her and Owen.

“We’ll take two of these,” she says. She doesn’t know what she’ll do with her own urn, exactly, but she doesn’t want to visit a spot in the ground and she certainly doesn’t want to encounter her mother’s freeze-dried corpse next to their old cat, Penny, on the floor by the rocker in the living room if she comes back to visit Owen.

Still, when they leave the funeral home, Alex feels like they’re making a mistake, although she’s not sure what it is. Maybe she should have spent more time with her mother’s body. After all, she’ll never see it again. Maybe Owen’s taxidermy idea isn’t so kooky after all.

“Where are you going?” she asks when she notices him heading away from the house.

“I always get Taco Bell on Thursdays,” he answers, taking a hard left into the drive-thru. He leans his head out the window to get a better look at the menu.

“Seriously, you’re hungry right now?”

“I’m always hungry—do you not know me?” He arches an eyebrow. “What do you want?”

“Just a Diet Pepsi.” If she eats anything, she might throw up. She roots in her purse for the bottle of the valium she’d snatched off her mother’s bedside table before they left. A few years back, Alex had taken some maximum-strength ibuprofen from the medicine cabinet when she’d been home visiting for the weekend. Although the fuel of her mother’s life had been disorganization, apparently, she knew down to the pill what she had in the house. The next day, when she went to take more, the cabinet was bare.

“Don’t even try to look for them,” her mother practically challenged her. “You’ll never find them. You have a job; buy your own damn pills.”

But when she’d come home the last time, when her mother was sidelined with what they thought was a back sprain, every bottle of pain medication in the house had migrated into one tight bunch on her bedtable. Some were even prescription meds, albeit harmless ones—valium, klonopin.

“Owen.” She’s studying the bottle as they wait at the drive-thru. She hadn’t read the label before she grabbed it, recognizing the shape of the pills through the amber cylinder instead. “This prescription is made out to you—I didn’t know you were taking valium.”

“My doctor prescribed it once for anxiety, but I never took it.” He turns away from her and leans out the window. “Two chicken gorditas, one soft taco, one bean burrito—are you sure you don’t want anything?”

“Diet Coke,” she repeats, gripping the prescription bottle tighter. A familiar sinking feeling settles into her stomach. “Did you give these to Mom?”

“Did you get all that?” Owen repeats to the order box.

“You got this valium for anxiety?” she asks when he’s back in the car.

“Yeah.” He shrugs. “I have trouble sleeping. Mom probably thought they were hers. She had some of her own too—legally.”

He emphasizes the last word. When he turns and reaches for the bags from the drive-thru attendant, she taps one out and pops it in her mouth. She’s not a prescription abuser, like her mother, so it’s okay. Allowed even, under the circumstances. It dissolves, chalky and bitter on her tongue.

Owen drops the two bags, greasy and warm, in her lap, onto the folders from the funeral home.

“Jeez, Owen—careful.” She pulls out the folders from under the bags and tucks them between her seat and the door. She supposes he could have gotten a prescription for insomnia. Hell, her doctor had written Alex a script after she’d told her about Kate.
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