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      For anyone who has had to put themselves back together again.

      

      And again.
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      Connecting with readers is the best part of being a writer. I do that by sending 1–2 newsletters a month with subscribers-only ebooks, writing updates, first looks, behind-the-scenes content—and, of course, photos of my very cute dog.

      If that sounds like something you’d enjoy, look for the special offer in the back of this book.

      Thank you for reading!

      

      
        
        Kory M. Shrum

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Preface

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “after everything, I’ll miss her”

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “My mother, my guru”

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “a waste of a life”

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “to the uncle who hit us”

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “cloud gate”

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “the theory of us”

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “Timberlane Street”

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “amends”

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “The Looking Glass”

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “spring melancholy”

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “despondent as Edna Pontellier”

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “robins at dawn”

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “departure”

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “1988”

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “lighten up”

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “boundaries”

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “we see what we want to”

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “mother”

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “houses”

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “woman playing the lute”

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        excerpt of the poem “conversations with landscape”

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        evolution

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Thank you!

      

      
        Get Your Freebies Today

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Kory M. Shrum

      

      
        Bibliography

      

      
        Notes

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a true story. Probably the most honest story I’ve ever told in my life. In case you know me from any of the novels I’ve published as Kory M. Shrum, or from any of the poetry I’ve published as K.B. Marie, I wanted to make it clear upfront that what you’re about to read is not a product of my imagination.

      This happened. All of it.

      That said, there are a few lies contained within. First and foremost, I told a couple of lies when it came to names. Some of the names were changed to protect people still living, or even if they were dead, their children. My uncle’s name isn’t Joe. My aunt isn’t Renee. Shay isn’t Shay. And no, my mom didn’t marry three men named David—though she really did marry three men with the same first name.

      However, my name, my wife’s name, my friends’ names, and even my dog’s name are real—which I used with permission. Fair enough, it’s questionable about whether the dog actually consented to having his name used. I asked, he gave me his paw, we shook. That counts, right?

      And I didn’t feel right changing my mother’s name, so hers is accurate, too.

      The other small lie pertains to dialogue. I did rely on actual text messages and recorded phone calls as much as possible, yet sometimes a sentence said aloud or texted just sounds stupid on the page.

      So in this regard, I do admit to taking a few liberties with dialogue here and there for the sake of flow. I corrected word choice and grammar or clarified when necessary. But that’s it. I never changed the meaning or intention of anything said.

      Apart from these lies, everything else, I’m afraid to say, is true.

      Very, very true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A moment of silence

        for the long-awaited death

        of an uneasy mind. And the belt I’ve worn

        all my life, ever tight across my chest,

        removed, put to bed.

      

        

      
        But then I will pick up the phone. I’ll dial

        her number and find no one is waiting.

      

      

      

      —excerpt of the poem “after everything, I’ll miss her” from the collection Then Came Love

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      When I wake, the first thing I do is grab my cell phone, like everyone else, and see I’ve missed a call.

      Mom New Cell, it says.

      I decide to listen to the voicemail first before returning her call. It’s important to prepare myself for conversations with my mother. They are, in their own way, treacherous battles fought over deep ravines. Sudden drops abound.

      The voicemail will give me a clear read on what I’m walking into. A glimpse of the emotional landscape I’m being asked to traverse.

      Will it be another plea for money? Or an emotional whirlwind where she tells me how stuck she feels, how trapped and scared about her future? Maybe it will be more complaints about the no-good heroin addict brother who steals her cash and sometimes beats her.

      Perhaps she just needs another good cry about her mother, my grandmother, who died just four months ago.

      Listening to her, being there for her in these ways, is all that I can do now.

      From the flat of my back, while dappled sunlight dances across the comforter, I play the message. But it isn’t my mother’s voice emitting through the speakers.

      The call that comes through at 8:58 on the morning of July 4th, 2020, is from her brother. In the nineteen-second message, in the slow, Tennessean drawl I’ve known all my life, he says:

      “Kory, this is your uncle Joe. I need you to call me right now. I need you to call me right now. If my voice is putting fear in you, that’s good. It’s about your momma.”

      Putting fear in me—that’s good?

      What the hell is he talking about?

      I sit up in bed and play the message again. With each second, my heart climbs higher, from my ribcage up into my throat, and knocks wildly against my vocal cords.

      My wife, who’d been reading on her phone beside me, turns and asks, “What’s wrong?”

      I can’t answer her. It’s impossible to speak.

      Now it’s 9:41 a.m.

      I call him back.

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Babe, what’s happening?” Kim asks again. Now she’s the one sitting up. And the little pug sleeping on my feet, Charley, lifts his head, wondering if we’re really getting up, or if this is a false start.

      Kim places a hand on my back. “Are you okay?”

      I’m shaking, and not from the chilly morning. In Michigan, mornings can be chilly even in July. No, I’m shaking because I’m afraid of what’s coming. Because I absolutely know what’s coming as my fist squeezes, relaxes, squeezes again, the phone in my hand.

      I try to call Joe again at 10:01. But he doesn’t answer for a second time.

      “He’s going to tell me she’s dead.” I refresh the home screen of my cell phone over and over and over as if this will conjure an answer.

      It rings at 10:06.

      I skip the polite greetings. “What’s going on?”

      “Your momma’s gone,” he says.

      And the world stops.

      The silence in the dark bedroom of my house stretches infinite.

      Finally, I whisper, “What?”

      “She’s gone. Your momma’s gone.”

      Here my mind divides itself. There is the Kory in bed wrapped in covers, listening to the words poured rapid fire from her uncle’s lips. Then there is the Kory who is outside of herself, watching it all, observing this moment as if from a great distance. This Kory is noting the apparent shock, the disbelief as if all of this is happening to someone else.

      I manage to ask, “How?”

      “I don’t know. I came into her room this morning and found her dead in her bed. Her face was blue. Dead blue.”

      “Where is she now?” I ask. And immediately think, As if she could move. What a stupid question.

      “In her room. I called the police and they’re on their way.”

      I’m unsure if he’s crying or if his voice is shaking with adrenaline. The three dogs, my mother’s two mutt terriers and my uncle’s chihuahua, are yapping in the background. From the sound of it, they’re running circles around his feet.

      My treacherous mind remembers dogs will eat a corpse. Didn’t I read that somewhere?

      I hope he’s closed her bedroom door.

      To tell you the truth, I’d expected myself to be more prepared for this moment.

      For most of my life, I’ve lived in fear of this very conversation. My mother had so many near misses over the years. So many moments when she absolutely should have died—but didn’t.

      There had been the drinking and driving, yes. But there was also the near-fatal assault. And once she was even shot.

      As I grew up, a pattern formed and I began to believe that it was only a matter of time before I got the call. And in it, someone would tell me my mother had died in some tragic, heartbreaking way. The only thing left to do was to imagine all the possibilities.

      These imaginings probably began when I was seven or eight and my mom disappeared for a few days. Her car was found in a ditch. She’d been drunk, had driven off the road, and left with the first man who’d found her. It wouldn’t be the last time this happened.

      Now it’s finally happened. The call.

      Yet, to my surprise, I can’t believe it.

      I just spoke to her yesterday. She was fine. In better spirits than she’d been in weeks.

      How could she possibly be dead just hours later?

      Then Joe asks, “Do you have an insurance policy on her?”

      Such a bizarre question jolts me out of my wandering thoughts. “How in the world could I have an insurance policy on her?”

      When my wife and I got our insurance policies, a woman with a medical kit came to our house. In our dining room, she’d drawn our blood, measured us, weighed us, had us complete detailed medical questionnaires with official-looking ink pens while we sat around the table.

      They made sure we weren’t secretly on death’s door. From this, I assumed all policies had the same vigilant requirements.

      My uncle is quick to inform me otherwise.

      “Oh no,” Joe assures me. “You can take up to fifty thousand out on a person without them even knowing.”

      My mind sticks on “without them even knowing.” And $50,000 is such a specific number.

      So I tell him that’s not what happened when Kim and I got our policies.

      “You must’ve gotten a big policy,” he says, with more than a little interest in his voice. “How much did you get yours for?”

      I don’t want to tell him. Somehow in my mind, equating my life with a dollar amount seems like a dangerous game, and one I’d never want to play with him.

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      He laughs, a tight, bitter sound. “Yes, you do. You’re lying. You sure are from this family, aren’t you?”

      I say nothing to this.

      “Never mind,” he quickly adds. “I’d hoped maybe you’d get a little something out of this, but it’s fine.”

      He sounds angry.

      “I’ll take care of everything. I’ve done it for Nana, and for everybody else. Don’t you worry about a damn thing.”

      Though he won’t, in fact, take care of everything. I’ll be the one that handles my mother’s cremation, but that’s a problem I don’t yet realize I have.

      I ask him again how she died.

      “I don’t know, I told you. I went in there and she was blue.”

      I can’t imagine people just walking into bedrooms and finding dead people. According to the Internet, only about twenty percent of people die at home.

      “Are they going to do an autopsy?” I ask, because I’m hoping someone, somewhere down the road, is going to have answers for me.

      At this, he laughs. “Of course they’re gonna do an autopsy. When someone as young as her dies, they’re gonna check it out.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      “She was so blue,” he says again, as if this is supposed to mean something to me. “I think she took something. I don’t know how, but I know what an overdose looks like, and she’s blue just like that. I need to check my safe. I need to make sure everything is there.”

      This startles me.

      Until this moment, I was under the impression my mother had died because her poor health had finally caught up to her.

      Bad health had plagued my mother for years, and we’re in the middle of a pandemic.

      But here Joe’s alluding to the possibility of an overdose. That somehow my mother got ahold of something, took something, and it killed her.

      My mother said she’d been clean for months, on absolutely nothing at all, not even the Celexa and Seroquel prescribed for her unstable mind because Joe supposedly had taken her pills and locked them up in his safe back in March.

      The safe he’s referring to is his drug safe. Where he keeps his heroin and anything else he buys from the street with hopes of reselling.

      My shock begins to morph into something harder. My hand fists the comforter stretching across my legs.

      “You said she hadn’t taken anything for a long time. You said you’d locked up even her pills. You both said she was completely clean.”

      “That’s true. I did lock them up!” he insists.

      “Then how could she have taken something?”

      “I don’t know! Maybe she broke into my safe.”

      My mother, five feet four and a hundred and thirty pounds, breaking into a safe like she’s in Ocean’s Eleven or something?

      It doesn’t help that my mother is—was—nearly blind in both eyes and had even lost her last pair of glasses months ago. I’ve been trying to get Joe to take her to the eye doctor, volunteering to pay for the exam and glasses, but he kept claiming the Wal-Mart Vision Center was always closed when they went.

      This idea that my mother would have the patience, attention span, or even the opportunity to crack a safe is ridiculous.

      “You think she took something?” I’m unable to hide my disbelief. I know he must hear it.

      His indignation burns bright. “All I know is I went in there and found her and she’s blue! The color of her face is dead blue.”

      He must mistake my silence for resignation and moves to end the call.

      He lowers his voice. “Look. I know I’m never going to hear from you after this. I know you don’t like me much.”

      He pauses, probably expecting me to do the obligatory “No, no, don’t say that. I don’t hate you.”

      I say nothing.

      He adds, “I know you haven’t forgiven me for what happened all those years ago. So, so long ago.”

      He’s right.

      Though I’m not sure it’s so much a matter of forgiveness as trust.

      I don’t trust him.

      Even as a child, even before he gave me a real reason to keep one eye open, to never turn my back, he’d felt dangerous.

      And I have the good sense—most of the time—to stay away from what’s dangerous.

      So he’s right. When this call ends, I’ll have no reason to speak to him ever again.

      I’ve only tolerated him this long because he was the official caregiver of my mother. Because speaking to her often meant going through him. Because he guarded the phone jealously, always waiting for someone to call him, probably about drugs and so his voice was the first I’d often hear.

      “Your mother didn’t love anyone,” he tells me. “But she loved you. If heaven is what you want it to be, she’s with you now.”

      Faced with the fact I never plan to speak to him again, I do what I think is best.

      “I forgive you,” I choke out. “I forgive you for everything.”

      Here the tears spill over at last.

      What an idiot I was, to believe forgiveness would be so easy.

      

      It’ll be four hours before I receive the second, more illuminating phone call.

      In the meantime, I have my cry in the bed, my wife rubbing my back, pouring apologies into my ears.

      The usual “I’m so sorry” and “It’s going to be okay”.

      Then I get up, let the dog out, and begin the normal Saturday morning clean. I don’t make it very far.

      In my office closet, I find a large folder of photographs that my mom sent me years ago.

      I comb through them, laying them out in rows on my wooden floor as a hoard of finches sing their hearts out through the open window.

      My grandmother dead. My grandfather dead. My aunt dead. My mom dead.

      Joe is the only one left.

      I had a feeling this was how it’d play out, he’d once said. That I’d outlive them all.

      As I stare at each glossy face, my mind keeps reviewing the last months of my mother’s life. I run the list of possible causes for her death, still believing that it must’ve been her body that killed her.

      There are many suspects in this scenario.

      There was her hepatitis C, which she’d had for almost thirty years.

      Back in the nineties she’d reconnected with her first husband, a “bad guy.”

      Fun fact: my mother married three times in her life, and all three men shared the same first name.

      When David #1 resurfaced, he introduced my mother to cocaine. But not the stylish kind that starlets snort in a bathroom at Hollywood parties before retouching their eyeliner. No, this cocaine was shot into the veins. And sharing dirty needles with the ex-husband you ran away with and married at sixteen isn’t typically a good idea.

      Fortunately, the ex nor the needles stuck around, but the hepatitis C she’d contracted did.

      Living with hep C had made her tired and nauseated often. It also made her need to quit drinking imperative.

      And she did quit drinking. I was proud of her for that.

      If it wasn’t hep C or its complications that ended her life, there was still COVID-19 to consider. By the time Joe calls me to say he’s found her corpse, we’re almost four months into the pandemic. The country has shut down. Everyone is scrambling to understand what the virus is and what it can do. The number of cases in Nashville is high. While it’s true that my mom never leaves the house, Joe certainly does. License or not, drugs don’t buy or sell themselves. Who knows what he brought home.

      As a longtime smoker with poor health, my mom would’ve been easy pickings for a respiratory virus. She already had a hacking cough on the best of days, often pulling away from the phone, squeezing out a “Just a minute, baby” until she could catch her breath.

      She’d been smoking since she was fourteen—reminding me as often as she could—that she’d quit only for the months that she’d been pregnant with me.

      “When the nurse asked me if I wanted to breastfeed, I said, ‘Hell no! Give me a cigarette!’ I couldn’t wait a minute longer. But look at you! You’re perfect,” she’d always add, beaming every time she told this story. Clearly, she believed her months of sacrifice had paid off.

      Could COVID-19 leave a corpse blue in the face?

      If not hepatitis C, COVID-19, or some other respiratory disease, there’s still her most recent symptom to consider.

      Her memory loss.

      It began in March. I’d called to check in, and during the course of our conversation, she’d casually said, “So you know Nana passed.”

      I hadn’t known that her mother, my grandmother, had died.

      In fact, I’d called on March 3rd to check on the family and see if they’d fared all right against the tornado that had blown through Nashville the night before. My uncle, who always answered the phone, had said, “We’re all right here,” and hung up on me.

      I thought this was rude, but not necessarily nefarious.

      My mother sometimes slept the day away. If she was asleep, he wouldn’t bother calling her to the phone. There was also the possibility that he was simply too high to care, knowing now that it was only his niece, and not someone looking to make a deal.

      But they were not, in fact, “all right.” My grandmother had been dead for two days and my mother had been in the hospital for nearly ten.

      “No one told you?” my mother said, as if there were legions of family members that could’ve stepped up and informed me of the situation, and not, in fact, one compulsive liar.

      “No. He didn’t tell me.”

      It had been the Internet that had told me Nana’s memorial had been on March 1st.

      My mother’s outrage on my behalf was touching. Until the next time I called.

      “So you know Nana died,” she said again.

      “Yeah, you told me.”

      “Oh.” Here she paused. Her dogs were yapping up a storm. “Did I?”

      “Don’t you remember?”

      “I’ve been having problems remembering things,” she said in a wistful voice.

      “What do you mean you’re having problems remembering things? What kind of things?”

      “I was in the hospital and now I don’t remember things.”

      This was the first time I heard about the hospital.

      At this point, I asked to speak to Joe, but she didn’t hand the phone over.

      I refused to let this go. “Why were you in the hospital? What the hell happened?”

      My mother asked Joe, and I could hear him through the phone as he said, “You had a nervous breakdown.”

      “I had a nervous breakdown,” she parroted.

      “What kind of breakdown? What caused it?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “What did the doctors say? What did they treat you for?”

      Finally Joe got on the phone.

      My interrogations got me nowhere. Joe didn’t clarify what landed my mother in the hospital, but instead spent five minutes assuring me that they—presumably the doctors—wanted to institutionalize her, but he—good brother that he was—saved her from that dark fate.

      “They were lockin’ everything down for the virus,” he said. “I got her out of there fast. I wasn’t gonna let them take my sister.”

      He took a drag on his cigarette.

      I asked, “What caused her breakdown?”

      “She took her pills wrong and went in.”

      Went in, I assumed, to the hospital.

      “But they wanted to institutionalize her, and I said, ‘Hell no,’ and I got her out of there.”

      “What about the pills?”

      “I’ve locked them up. They’re in my safe—she can’t get in there.”

      Then why the memory loss, I wondered.

      Was it some reaction to being taken cold turkey off her medication?

      My mother had needed medication for decades. She was diagnosed as manic depressive when I was a kid. Later, the industry would start calling it bipolar disorder. Then, in her late forties, they’d added schizoid affective disorder onto her diagnosis because sometimes she suffered from delusions and lost touch with reality. This was especially pronounced when she’d stop sleeping.

      For all of this, she was given prescriptions for Celexa and Seroquel, but her medications were tricky.

      She’d had bad reactions before. In these reactions, her psychosis would be so pronounced, often terrifying. She would wander off. Forget where she was or how to get home. She’d leave a cigarette burning on a sofa arm, or a faucet running until the sink overflowed, the floors flooded. Or she’d become inconsolably angry when you asked her simple questions, or tried to stop her doing something unsafe—like driving a car.

      This was back when she was still drinking. Alcohol and medication don’t mix. But she hadn’t had an episode like this since she’d quit drinking.

      What had happened this time?

      “She’s much better off of them,” Joe told me. “Much more steady.”

      “What about the memory loss?”

      “She’s getting better every day. Her mind just needs time to adjust being off ’em,” he said, taking another long draw of his cigarette.

      “Are you sure that’s safe?”

      “It’s a lot safer than the alternative.”

      I considered this. I wasn’t a doctor, and I also wasn’t there in the house with them. On no front was I qualified to know what care she needed.

      But the memory loss concerned me. Given her history of a traumatic brain injury, I was worried the memory loss pointed to a more serious brain issue, especially when Joe told me about the seizure.

      According to him, they were standing in the kitchen when it happened. My mother had been at the counter, making herself a sandwich. They’d been talking, and suddenly, my mother’s eyes had rolled up into her head and she’d dropped.

      Those were his words: “She dropped.”

      During the seizure, she turned blue. He did compressions, trying to get her to breathe, and was successful in resuscitating her.

      “Is that true?” I asked her, because there was something in Joe’s telling of it that rang false for me. A lie embedded that I couldn’t quite tease out.

      “I don’t remember,” was her reply.

      My mother had seizures when she was a child, the first of them when she was around eleven. This was supposedly where her mental health problems began, resulting in a suicide attempt at twelve. But as an adult, her seizures all but disappeared. Why would they come back now—if they’d come back?

      Were the memory loss and seizure a sign that she had a lesion or something? A clot ready to break off and stop her heart?

      “Why didn’t you take her to the hospital?” I asked Joe. “You could’ve called an ambulance or something.” I assumed prematurely that maybe it was impossible to carry a convulsing person. I’ve personally never tried.

      “If it happens again, I will,” he said. “I absolutely will.”

      All of these threads that I’m clinging to—that it could be her health that killed her, that my uncle simply didn’t want to take my mother to a hospital during a deadly pandemic, that his fears were natural rather than malicious—dissolve when my phone rings at 2:25 that afternoon.

      It’s been four hours now of me not cleaning my house. Me lying on the sofa with my pug, Charley, snoring on my chest, when the Nashville area number flashes on my phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Kory?” a man asks. “Leitha’s daughter?”

      Somewhere in the background someone speaks. The man says, “Yeah, I’m talking to her daughter now.”

      My heart takes off like a rabbit who’s heard a twig snap. “Yes. This is she.”

      I sit up on the sofa, and Charley slides off of me, much to his dismay.

      “I’m Detective Barnes with the Nashville Police Department. What can you tell me about your mom and her history with her brother.”

      “Oh…” My mind is dilating again. Making room for more impossibilities. “Oh, uh…”

      A detective. A detective is calling me.

      “Violent,” I spit out, as if this one word answers his question. “He’s assaulted her several times.”

      My breath is shaking but I’m quickly collecting myself.

      “He struck her with a glass ashtray in 2006. It caved in her head and she had emergency surgery to let the blood out. She almost died.”

      I’m trying not to relive that day, but the memory swells like a wave and overtakes me.

      Already I’m walking into the dark hospital room to find my mother, small and wrapped like a doll, in the bed. The layers of gauze make her head look swollen, enlarged like a bizarre, giant thumb. From her left side, a tube runs out, draining the blood that would otherwise drown her brain.

      Kill her.

      In the days that followed, she could smile at me but not say my name. She couldn’t walk without help. She had to relearn how to speak, how to move her body.

      And I had to watch.

      Me sitting in her rehabilitation room. Her asking me to shave the other half of her head so her hair, always so beautiful, would grow back evenly.

      Me with a razor, doing a terrible job of it, because I’m trying to be careful of the sixty-plus staples holding the left side of her scalp together. That angry, accusing hook shape of black teeth daring me to make a mistake.

      That’s been my role in this life, it seems.

      To bear witness to her suffering, and yet have no power to stop it.

      I shove the memories down, but I can’t escape the familiar feelings of helplessness. Fear.

      I wrestle with the old desperate need to save her.

      Protect her. My mother.

      The detective is still talking, his drawl deeper than my uncle’s. “The condition in which her body was found, the state of her room, her clothes. And he keeps changing his story.”

      The condition of her body.

      The state of her room.

      Her clothes⁠—

      I’m certain the detective is telling me my mother has been beaten to death. That Joe lied—like he’s lied so many times before—about how he found her.

      That her final moments must have been full of pain, and terror. That the ashtray had come down again, but this time there was no one to make the call, to alert the police, to get her to the hospital in time.

      I feel like someone has kicked me in the guts. I’m groping for air, for words. For two coherent thoughts I can string together.

      “What do you mean? A-about her body?” I ask.

      “She was on the bedroom floor. The room looked like it’d been tore up. Her clothes were askew. He said they had a fight about money.”

      Her room torn up. A fight about money.

      A fight about money?

      Was he telling me my mother was beaten to death by her brother over money?

      My fear transforms into rage.

      “The only money in that house was hers!” I tell him. “He didn’t even have a job. He stole money to buy his stupid drugs. How could she steal her own money?”

      The detective has no answer for this.

      I’m shaking now with the effort to collect myself.

      Then I ask, “You think he hurt her?”

      “His story keeps changing. First, he said he found her in the bedroom. Then we started asking questions, and he said he came home and found her on the floor and put her in the bedroom. He says he thinks she got into his heroin and took that.”

      “My mother has never done heroin in her life,” I grind out. “That was his drug.”

      She had vices. Absolutely. But my mother detested heroin.

      The detective sighs. “To be honest with you, I think he did something to her. I just don’t know that I can prove it.”

      I feel sick. I’m hoping I can get through the call before throwing up.

      “There’s still the outstanding warrant on him for the strangulation,” the detective tells me. “We’re going to book him for that. We’re taking him in now. I’ll call you once we get the autopsy results and let you know what we find.”

      The strangulation.

      I’d forgotten about that.

      When my mother called me from the bathroom and, whispering into the phone, said he’d strangled her, I’d called the police. I told them to go out there to the house and check on her.

      They’d noted the bruising. Had opened the warrant.

      But my uncle is very good at disappearing before the police show up. He’s pulled that magic trick more times than I can count.

      So they hadn’t taken him in February. Or any time since.

      Later, I would be on the phone with AT&T for over an hour, trying to find the exact time I’d called to report the strangulation. Turns out it had been 2:47 p.m., Saturday February 16th, 2019.

      February 2019.

      Just seventeen months before she died.

      “Once we do the preliminary examination,” the detective goes on, “I’ll give you a call.”

      “You’ll call me after the autopsy,” I repeat.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the detective says. “Should be tomorrow or Sunday.”

      The call ends, and as I sit on the couch, holding my phone in the heartbeats that follow, I cross some surreal line between reality and fiction.

      This can’t be happening.

      I didn’t just get a call from a detective. He didn’t just tell me my mother might have been murdered by my uncle. I’m not waiting on the results of an autopsy.

      I write crime fiction. I don’t live in it. I research, plan, and unfold investigations to entertain people. Murderers are supposed to be faceless mafiosi or perverts who bury their victims in the deep, dark woods.

      He’s not supposed to be my own flesh and blood.

      He’s not supposed to be a man my mother trusted. Relied on.

      “This can’t be happening,” I say to no one. “It can’t be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        After the nighttime calling,

        the lying, the using,

        the disappearing, the drinking⁠—

        if I can love her as I do

        then I can love anyone. Anything.

        Maybe even myself.

      

      

      

      —excerpt of the poem “My mother, my guru” from the collection Then Came Love

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      When the call with the detective ends, I’m not okay. The tears that follow make my good cry in bed this morning seem like a mild malaise. Those were stoic tears.

      Yet by some miracle, I manage to hold in the worst of it until Kim leaves, agreeing to do the weekend grocery trip that I’ve been, understandably, excused from.

      She probably wants a break from all this crying. I can’t blame her.

      The moment she closes the front door, I collapse. Sobs wrack my body until I can’t breathe.

      My knees hit the rug in our living room. Apologies pour from my mouth until I’m wheezing, choking on my own snot and spit.

      I cry for my mother, sure.

      I can’t imagine a death like the one the evidence alludes to.

      Such a death brings up all my old codependent feelings of helplessness, reminding me again how many times I’ve tried to get her out of bad situation after bad situation and how I always, always failed.

      The words I cry aloud on the floor of my living room, my arms wrapped around me, rocking myself back and forth into oblivion, don’t emerge from fear or even grief.

      I’m drowning in guilt.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I chose myself over you. I’m so sorry. Momma, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      Because I did choose myself.

      After my mother’s ex calls me to say she’s found my mother unconscious, after she describes the goose egg on her head and relays my grandmother’s weak “Oh, her and Joe just got into it again” excuses, after the emergency surgery, after the weeks of coming straight from my classes to the rehab center where my mother was staying, after shaving her head in the handicap bathroom with a disposable razor, after all of it—I chose myself.

      As she was healing, after she relearned how to talk but wasn’t yet walking well, she’d agreed to come live with me.

      It wasn’t ideal for me, but I was ready to do anything to keep her away from Joe.

      I was a busy college student, taking courses even in the summer so I could graduate with my degree in December. I’d spent money and time I didn’t have fixing up the spare room of my little two-bedroom duplex for her so she’d feel comfortable and welcome.

      I’d bought a bed, bedding. I’d fallen off a chair and bruised the hell out of my knee trying to hang curtains for her.

      A couple of weeks before she was scheduled to be released from the rehabilitation center, I received a call saying she’d left early against their wishes. Someone had snuck her out. It took me a minute to find out which traitorous friend it had been, and that they’d dropped her off back at my grandmother’s.

      Where my uncle, the man who’d almost killed her, still lived.

      I was afraid of her spending a minute more in that house with him, so I drove the hour between my university town and my grandmother’s house in Nashville.

      I had one condition for this arrangement. My mom could live with me as long as she liked, expense free in her own bedroom, and I’d cover us with the income I made from my two jobs: a campus job and another at the call center where I answered tech support calls for people with glitchy cell phones.

      The money wasn’t much. It’d be tight, but I was determined to make it work if it meant keeping all the bones in her skull intact. The rest of them, anyway.

      I had only one condition.

      All she had to do was not drink.

      She could smoke her customary two packs a day, even though I hated it.

      But not drink.

      She’d been a drinker since I was a kid, and had more than a handful of DUIs to her name.

      I was told the alcohol dependency cleared her system during her hospital stay following the ashtray incident. Considering this and the fact her drinking had already cost me so much of my peace and sanity, I didn’t think this one condition was too much to ask.

      I’d been wrong.

      When I arrived at my grandmother’s, I refused to go in because Joe was there. I told my mom to come out and meet me in the driveway, where I waited in my idling car.

      My personal issue with my uncle, if we overlook how many times he’s put his hands on my mother, is that he tried to wrap his hands around my throat at my grandfather’s funeral in 2001 while he was high on crack cocaine.

      I wasn’t interested in a repeat performance and had stayed out of arm’s reach since.

      By the time my mom brought her things out to the car, she was pissed that I hadn’t come in to help her.

      A bit spitefully, I told her that if she was well enough to sneak out of the rehab center, she was well enough to carry her trash bag full of clothes to the car.

      Minutes later, we stopped at the gas station, the stinging, pungent smell of gasoline seeping from the pumps. I needed gas. She asked for money to buy cigarettes. I handed it over without complaint.

      Only she didn’t come out with cigarettes.

      She came out with beer.

      What followed was one of the few times I’d ever really screamed at my mother.

      But there she was in my passenger seat with beer in her lap that she’d bought with my money, while all those staples in her hook-shaped scar stared back at me.

      It was made worse by the fact that she seemed completely unable to understand why I was so upset to see her twisting the cap off a beer.

      The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. “I can’t do this with you!”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. It’s just a beer.” She threw her head back and took a deep drink, the acrid smell of it blooming in the car around us.

      “It’s not just a beer. Look at your head. Look at your fucking head.”

      Of course, now I hated myself for yelling at her. For losing my temper while she sat there, looking so fragile and broken.

      In that moment, it was clear to me that only one of us had had enough.

      That nothing I did for her or offered her would pull her out of this world.

      I had a choice.

      I could either stay in this with her, give up on all my dreams, and go all in with my crusade to save her.

      Or I could bow out.

      Reinvest my energy into building the life I’d dreamed of and prayed for since I was a kid.

      But I couldn’t do both. My terrible grades and poor mental health told me as much. I was trying my damnedest to walk both paths at once.

      And I was failing completely.

      This was the moment, perhaps the first in my life, when I chose me.

      I chose to believe that I could have better. Do better. I chose to believe I’d tried everything I could to help my mom, but nothing had worked. My love alone, my willingness to sacrifice my spirit, my heart, and my mind on the rocky shore of her self-destruction, wasn’t enough.

      It would never be enough.

      So I drove my mom back to my grandmother’s and stopped at the end of the driveway.

      I told her to get out.

      And now, fourteen years later, I’ve built that life I’d dreamed of. A quiet home. A loving home. No one puts their hands on each other. No one disappears in the middle of the night. I’ve never had a cop show up on my doorstep.

      I have a caring, affectionate partner who hardly drinks so much as a glass of wine at New Year’s. I have friends who care about me, who want good things for me, who worry about me.

      I’m surrounded by people I trust, people who would never hurt me intentionally. I have people I can call if I ever get into trouble—though I’m too prideful and embarrassed to ever ask.

      I’ve completed graduate school twice. Taught writing to thousands of students. I’ve launched my own independent publishing company, Timberlane Press, and have published over twenty books.

      I’m finally a full-time author like I always wanted to be.

      I spend my days how I like, with a sweet dog close by. Breaks for tea and long walks to the marsh near my house where I can watch the swans, geese, and ducks swim. Sometimes even cranes come out in the dusk. On most nights, I sleep easy. Not all of them—but most.

      It was a hard road getting here.

      If I’m being honest, some days the sky presses down on me. The wind changes. Storms dark and menacing loom on the horizon. In those moments, I forget how far I’ve come. In those moments, I have to choose myself and this life, this happiness, all over again.

      But I do it. Every time.

      I choose me.

      And despite all I’ve done, my mother is dead.

      I still couldn’t save her.

      

      At three a.m. I wake, fitful, feeling sick. The guilt hasn’t abated. Cold sweat coats the back of my neck. I try to shake this fugue of nightmares, wishing they would dissolve like mist in the morning sunlight.

      I have that drop-kicked feeling one gets when they wake to a terrible reality slowly remembered.

      I run a hand down my face, trying to decide if I want to fight for more sleep or surrender to the insomnia.

      The bedroom curtain sits twisted on its rod, revealing part of the window normally hidden from view. Through it, the full moon watches my silent debate.

      My mom is never going to look at this moon again.

      Has she ever?

      Surely. In the course of her fifty-six years on this planet, she must’ve stared up at the night sky, likely with a cigarette burning down between her fingers, contemplating its bright, mysterious face.

      Maybe on a night when she was pregnant, me sleeping inside her, she stared at this same moon and wondered where we’d be in ten, twenty, thirty years.

      Could she have imagined an ending like this for herself?

      There’s no way I can sleep with thoughts like these.

      I untangle my legs from the pug snoring on them and slip from the bed, trying not to wake Kim.

      Downstairs, in my office, I turn on the lamp. Soft light filters through the paper lantern shade.

      I pull my thesis off the shelf and reread the story I wrote about the ashtray incident.

      Skimming the first page, I realize the ashtray incident also happened over a fourth of July weekend. What is it with Joe and the fourth of July?

      If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.

      I slam the thesis shut. I shuffle through the poems I wrote about her just two days before. One ominously titled:

      

      “after everything, I’ll miss her”

      

      A strange premonition.

      As the poem says, if I dial her number, no one will be waiting.

      My mother is gone.

      What is left of her but memories, stories, the threads that bind us?  Everything that bound her to a past she couldn’t escape.

      I pace my office. I feel cut through. The severance between my mother and me is so clean, I can still feel my phantom limb.

      It’s taken only one day—less than a day—for me to discover a terrible, overlooked truth.

      When someone you love dies—especially if your relationship wasn’t ideal—there is a second death you must accept.

      The death of the person.

      And the death of all the hopes you had for them.

      I thought I’d made peace with my mother years ago, accepted our flawed relationship and its limitations for what they were.

      I can see now, as an invisible fist inside me opens and closes, grasping for what’s no longer there, that I’ve been lying to myself.

      Until this very moment, I was still holding on to us, to the dream that one day we could make it better. We could have something good.

      How will I ever accept this? How will I make my peace with it?

      The same way I make peace with everything, I think, and pull a yellow legal pad from my desk drawer and fish a black ink pen from a case.

      For a long time I only look at the empty lines, the pen twisting between my fingers.

      I catch sight of the moon again, watching through my softly lit window.
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