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      “She’s out of her fucking mind, Janice—a real mess.” He only said it once, his eyes on the empty coffee pot he’d just put back on the burner, but once was all it took to shut me down. Some days, the mere sound of his breath grates on my eardrums and sends sharp needles prickling up and down my spine.

      Even if what he said is true.

      She’s sitting across from me in the living room, in her old wooden rocker that doesn’t match the expensive modern furnishings, smiling in that dreamy way that tells me she’s not all the way here. It’s the eyes that give it away, I think, just a touch vacant, even though her lips, painted pink like always, are doing what you’d expect of someone who hasn’t lost control of their faculties.

      She nods now, and her long silver curls bob. “Have you seen the robin sitting out there, Janice? It’s just adorable, those little feet. Too cold for him in the snow, but he’s there all the same.”

      “Maybe we can feed him later,” I tell her. She still smells like Mom—jasmine. Her voice still sounds the same, too, higher than mine, and always a little breathy.

      “That’d be nice.”

      My mother came to live with us almost a year ago, on April twenty-ninth. I remember the date because that same morning I had to put our old tabby cat, Lester, down. Nineteen years Lester made it—three years too long, if you ask John. And after Mom got here…well, I think as far as John was concerned, I was trading one mess for another.

      But I didn’t see it that way. A mess? How could the woman who showed me how to ride a bike be a mess? Who held my hand when my prom date never showed, who cried with me when my period came again and again and again in the years after John and I got married, who went with me to the OBGYN the day they told me my uterus was in good working order—at least my parts were fine. Mom said being healthy was a silver lining, but her physical health is fine, too, yet she’s still staring at that robin like she’s never seen a bird before.

      No, Mom isn’t the mess—life is. Life is messy.

      “I talked to Leslye earlier,” I say, waiting for her to nod impassively, to tell me “That’s nice,” but her eyes light up and I see her for a moment, my mom, hand holder, listening ear…keeper of my secrets.

      “Oh, how are the kids? Wasn’t Harry trying out for football?”

      “Yeah.” I cock my head, and her clear-eyed stare makes me sit up straighter—she’s back. “Yeah, he made the team.”

      She purses her lips. “If you talk to her again soon, tell her to pass on my congratulations to dear Harry. But just between us…” She leans forward, one eyebrow raised conspiratorially. “I sure hope he doesn’t stick with a sport where a bunch of Neanderthals try to bash his sweet head in. Did you know that the rate for chronic traumatic encephalopathy in football players is almost ninety percent?”

      My mom, the nurse practitioner. I’m grinning, and I know I look like a fool, but she won’t mind—my mom used to say “If you can keep a positive attitude, there’s nothing you can’t accomplish.” But the last time she said it, she was trying to convince me that eating nothing but macaroni and cheese was perfectly acceptable. That was before she burned half her house down trying to boil the water. She’s lucky to be alive, even if John disagrees. He said he’d rather die than live like that, weak and useless—a burden.

      If it ever comes down to it, I’ll let him.

      “No, I didn’t know about the encephalopathy, Mom. I’ll tell Leslye.”

      She nods and turns her gaze to the glass again, where wet snow spatters the windowpanes. But the sun will shine dazzlingly bright by the afternoon, melting the frosty bluster from the eaves, easing winter’s bitchy adieu. I know, language, language, but my mother didn’t name me after Janice Joplin for nothing—I think she knew from the get-go I’d be a little testy.

      “I wish it would stop snowing,” I say instead. “Just warm up already instead of teasing us.”

      My mother keeps her eyes on the window, squinting through the glass. “Have you seen the robin sitting out there, Janice? It’s adorable, those little feet.”

      And just like that, she’s gone. One moment, that’s all it takes. She used to tell me that time catches up with all of us, but I never expected it to translate so literally.

      She’s toeing the ground now, pushing the rocker the way she used to when I was little and fell asleep sitting in her lap, my hair falling in tangled curls around her collarbone. I can almost feel her heartbeat against my cheek. Life’s messy, that’s the fact of it, whether it be my old tabby cat puking on the bed, or the teaching job that chewed me up and spit me out, or my mother… My mother.

      Life’s messy, but the mess can’t stop you or you might as well dig your own grave—it’s her voice in my ears, and I wish she’d look away from that window and say it for real. Alzheimer’s is a beast that takes everything you love before it finally takes you, and I’ll be damned if I’m letting her go out that way. I’ll remember the good stuff for her, even when it hurts.
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        * * *

      

      “Goddammit, Mara!” John mutters the words, but the way he’s speaking, that aggravation bubbling beneath the surface like he might explode… It’s scarier than if he was actually screaming. It makes the hairs on my neck stand up.

      I drop my toothbrush in the sink and tear out of the bathroom—socked feet sliding on the cold, impersonal marble that John had to have—then on through the bedroom and down the hall, past the spare bathroom, past John’s office.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” John’s voice has risen. I’m suddenly afraid he will hurt her. He’s never hit me, but there was that time he threw a bottle when I was in the next room, the bright clang of the shattering glass scaring me as much as if he’d slapped me. And once he broke my mother’s serving platter in the sink because I told him I wanted to use a sperm donor—I wanted to have a child that wasn’t his, he said.

      “Goddammit,” he says again now. My mother stays quiet. She’s always had something nice to say about everyone, but John’s a vortex of negative energy, or at least I think she feels that way—she’s never said it and never would, even if she were able. Maybe there is still time for me to start over. Maybe he’ll get into a car accident—one moment, that’s all it would take for him to end up dead in a ditch.

      I turn the corner into the bedroom.

      The pink duvet I salvaged from Mom’s basement looks okay, rumpled but clean along the bottom half of the twin bed I bought when I thought we’d have a houseful of kids one day. Now we have three spare rooms, one with another twin bed and one with a crib that John wants to throw away, but I only have one mother to fill all those rooms with. And no matter which room I set up for her, she never stays in it for long. Alzheimer’s makes you wander.

      “What a fucking mess,” he mumbles, backing toward the door.

      And this time he’s right. Not that my mother is a mess, but the room… I stifle a gag.

      The walls are pale pink, the furniture antique white, but now everything is marred with deep brown and black streaks and the air is thick with the musty-sulfuric odor of shit. My mother sits in the polished rocking chair in the corner—the one I once assumed I’d rock children to sleep in—her hands in her lap, brown, slimy, shining in the light of the early morning sun. At least she stayed in here this time and didn’t go wandering around the whole house. Silver linings. That’s what she would say, if she were able to pay attention. But if she could do that, there wouldn’t be shit everywhere in the first place.

      “Mom?”

      Her eyes are locked on a place to my left. I blink at a brown stain on her shirt right above her breast; it almost looks like a heart.

      “She needs to get the fuck out,” John says behind me.

      I don’t look at him and neither does she, and when he realizes he’s being ignored, he snorts. “Your fucking problem.”

      A slick-looking puddle of brown seeps into the carpet near my mother’s right sock. Her other foot is bare. When—if—this happens to me, will he kick me out too? Of course he will. I hear his feet stomp from the room and into the hall and down the stairs, the slapping of his loafers like the thwack of a hand on flesh. The front door slams.

      Your fucking problem. That’s what he would have said if we’d had kids, surely. Probably better we didn’t.

      I cross to the window, stepping carefully over the stains on the beige carpet, and crank it open. Outside is a good thirty degrees colder than I’d like it, yet my mother doesn’t notice the sudden chill. She rocks. I step in front of her and kneel, careful to avoid the puddle of shit on the floor, but when the wind blows, the stench sneaks into my nose and I retch. And recover.

      What kind of mother would I have been? I can’t even keep it together around a little poop.

      “Mom,” I say again, willing her to look at me, but her gray eyes are cloudy like the sky on the verge of storming. If I can’t make her mind return from wherever it creeps off to, I’ll have a harder time cleaning her up.

      But just as I’m getting ready to stand, she turns to me and her eyes clear. “It was just a distraction. It worked.” And she smiles.

      A distraction? She was…bored? I follow her gaze to the other side of the room, where the stains are worse—brown smeared over the moldings around the bi-fold closet doors, trailing down the front like she’d been finger-painting for shits and giggles, haha. Or like she’d been trying to hold the doors closed.

      My heart launches into my throat, blocking my airway. When I was a child, I used to sit in bed, pulse racing, sweat dribbling into my ass crack, imagining a tall, thin, horror-story of a figure creeping from my closet in the dark. I knew what it wanted. It was going to take my mother away from me, drag her kicking and screaming into the blackness, and then, after I’d suffered enough to satisfy the creature, it would come back and steal my soul.

      I force a breath through clenched teeth and straighten. Even this closet, so far from the one that used to terrify me as a child—just being near the door makes the gooseflesh prickle between my shoulders. Sometimes I swear I can see inky black eyes inside it, staring out. But I can’t worry about some boogeyman, can’t afford to lose my mind, not now…not yet. Not when there are carpets to clean, and the scariest thing in here is shit. I sigh, even though I know she can hear me. I can’t help it—this business is nasty.

      She doesn’t respond to the sighing. Her hands sit prim and proper in her lap, though she’s never been a prim, proper kind of lady. She loved Chris Rock and thought the only reason to “keep up with the Joneses” was if you were all trying to escape a tiger. In that case, she’d say, “You don’t have to outrun the tiger—just outrun Mr. Jones.” All you needed to do was buy time.

      “I’ll be right back, Mom.”

      The oak banister is warm and rough, as if John’s agitation seeped into the wood and is trying to shoot a splinter into my palm for inconveniencing him. Because my mother is my problem. All my problem, because I chose to take her in. Even John’s mother shook her head when we told her about my mom staying with us—as if she’d be happy to live in a nursing home until the day she died. But she’d just hire live-in help. She has money from her stockbroker husband, the same reason John has money—maybe if John had a job, he’d have less time to bitch about my mom.

      Downstairs, the grandfather clock tick, tick, ticks in time to my footsteps, one, two, three, and chimes, though it’s far past three o’clock now. The kitchen gleams, the black marble countertop shining so brightly in the early sun that I have to squint until I duck to rummage in the cabinets for carpet cleaner and vinegar. The cleaning towels are gone—he’s thrown them away. Again. Rage burbles in my chest, but I tamp it down and stalk to the dirty clothes hamper and grab a pile of his shirts instead.

      The hike back upstairs seems to take less time—it’s always quicker in the bottom of the ninth—but when I reach the top, I pause, and the world around me stills. The stench is stronger here, but that isn’t why my back has tensed. Shitty footprints lead out of her bedroom—one socked, one bare foot. Heading toward the master bedroom.

      I peek inside Mom’s room, just in case I’m somehow wrong—hoping I am. The rocking chair is empty. Of course it is.

      I drop the vinegar and the shirts and the carpet cleaner and run for the door, following the prints which get lighter with every step and by the time they enter the bedroom they peter out to just the occasional heel or toe. Over the carpet John picked out, past the bed—thank god she didn’t sit there—and into the bathroom. She’s facing the mirror. The back of my mother’s nightgown is remarkably clean, yellow daisies unmarred by the mess. But brown drips trail down the backs of her legs, and the tops of her feet are stained—right socked, left bare. My stomach turns. I suddenly wish she had on both socks. She stares into the mirror over the sink, and the mirror reflects back her furrowed brows, one shit-stained finger tapping on her cheek, where the skin is pale and wrinkled and thin as paper. I can smell her jasmine perfume underneath the stink.

      “I thought I could get away,” Mom says softly, and there is something in her voice, a keening that tells me she’s not speaking about the smell or even the mess. That tightness, that voice…it’s fear. She’s terrified.

      Bile rises again, hot and acidic in my esophagus. “Get away from what?”

      She turns her gaze to me in the mirror and her gray eyes are clear—not a hint of confusion. “Time.”
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        * * *

      

      “Shit!” John’s in his closet off the master bathroom, rifling and cursing, looking for his shirts, but I tossed them in the trash along with the hand towels I used to clean Mom up the other day. Cleaned the closet doors with the bath towels, too, Turkish cotton towels so soft you could sleep on them—stockbroker towels. But who gives a fuck? You can’t take it with you. Mom would agree, I know she would.

      John swears again, and I yearn for silence, delicious quiet, can imagine how much calmer the house might feel without him. I push the thought aside and clench the phone tighter in my hand, trying to focus on Leslye’s update about her children. She’s agreed to pass along Mom’s congratulations to her oldest, though her tone was more humoring than anything else. She isn’t going to tell him—she doesn’t think our mother is capable of rational thought. But all of us are irrational sometimes.

      I hear the plastic-on-drywall smack of something hitting the wall—John’s tossing hangers around like an animal. As irrational as Mom at her worst. I leave the master bedroom and head for the hall. Mom’s downstairs in the living room, napping in the La-Z-Boy.

      “How’s she doing?” Leslye asks. Her voice is high and tense, like she’s waiting for me to tell her Mom is on her way out. Maybe she’s hoping for that.

      “As well as can be expected. She cut herself the other night while she was trimming her toenails. Can’t seem to leave the scab alone.”

      “Humph,” Leslye says, and I hear something crunch—she’s chewing. She didn’t even bother to stop eating before she called. Which is fine, who cares, what’s a little chewing among siblings, but goddammit, Les.

      “How about John? I’m sure he’s just thrilled to have Mom there.” Crunch, crunch. She probably just finished one of her runs. She always gets hungry after running.

      I want to punch her in the mouth. “He’s fine.”

      “She can go into a home, Jan. There’s plenty of money from the insurance⁠—”

      “We talked about this. I’ve got it.” The fire insurance might cover one of the cheaper homes, but even if it paid for a first-class resort, I’m not putting my mother into a facility to be cared for by strangers. What if she has something to say before she dies? Something she needs to share with me? And no one can take better care of her than I can—especially when she sleeps poorly, wakes up crying and cursing and flailing. Anywhere else, they’d just drug her into oblivion, and that wouldn’t help her brain any.

      “Humph,” Leslye says again, and in her tone, I hear John’s voice, that same accusation: This is your bed—you have to lie in it, and don’t expect any help from me. It’s infuriating, even though I know Leslye’s just scared. She doesn’t want to spend her final years like our mom—doesn’t want to think about it. Doesn’t want to see where she could end up.

      Crunch, crunch, crunch.

      “I have to go,” I tell her. Not everyone has time to be a runner.

      “You seen my shirts?” John’s muffled voice filters down the hall from our bedroom.

      “Nope,” I call. Good luck finding your clothes, asshole.

      Throwing away my cleaning towels was his damn bed to lie in.
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        * * *

      

      A sound rouses me from sleep. It’s coming from the other side of the bed, so faint I’m surprised it woke me. I reach up and remove my earplugs—a necessity since John snores like a hog in heat, only louder—but this isn’t snoring. John’s sitting, doubled over, gasping, wheezing. Apnea? Is he choking?

      I touch his arm, and his skin is clammy. Oh god, he really is dying—I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for him to actually die when I fantasized about a car wreck. I was just angry at him. I was just stressed.

      He jerks his arm away from me. “Your fucking mother…” he begins, voice low, and I freeze as his breathing evens. My muscles scream with tension. “She tried to kill me.”

      What? “She didn’t try to kill you. Are you insane?”

      “I woke up with a fucking pillow over my face, Janice, and someone was pressing down, trying to suffocate me.” He turns to me, so suddenly that I jump. “Unless it was you.”

      “You’re an idiot.” I shake my head. Mom wanders at night as well as in the daytime, but she never comes in here, and she has yet to figure out the deadbolt on the front door, which keeps her safe enough. She usually just goes downstairs and passes out in the La-Z-Boy. I once asked her if she hated her room, but she just shook her head, vacant gaze locked on mine, and said it was safer downstairs…whatever that meant.

      “Go find your mother and ask her,” he says. “Not that she’ll give you a coherent answer about anything. She’s batshit crazy! I think she stole my shirts, God knows what⁠—”

      “Oh, shut up,” I say, my feet already on the floor. I leave him muttering and still breathing too fast. Agitated. Angry. I wish he’d just scream and attack me. Then I’d have a reason to hate him—a reason to leave him.

      The hallway feels thirty degrees colder, and when I get to my mom’s room I see why: the window is open, the gauzy curtain flipping in the icy breeze. “Mom?”

      I flick the light switch, but nothing happens—only the jaundiced streetlight outside illuminates the pink duvet, turning it to a sickly orange pile at the foot of the bed. No stains, shit or otherwise, that I can see, thank god. The drawers to the bureau are closed. The rocking chair is empty. But the closet is open.

      Relax, it’s fine. From the way the doors are cracked, I can tell it’s empty, yet a chill slithers up my spine, like the kiss of a feisty corpse’s tongue. I shudder and make myself step forward. The closet doors creak as I open them the rest of the way… I squint. Mom’s clothes are no longer hanging—every article she owns is heaped on the floor as if someone tore them from the rack. In the middle of the pile is her lamp, its base glittering dully in the light from outside—the bulb smashed.

      And unlike the rest of the room, in here there are stains covering the ground—dark, though I can’t identify them. I don’t smell shit or anything else besides the icy bite of snow. But whatever it is, it’s smeared all over the clothes on the floor, and when I follow the stains past the clothing to the carpet, I see it. A footprint, smack dab in the center of the closet. It looks too big to have come from my mother’s socked foot, but her sock was probably half off by the time she finished trashing the place, leaving a shit-soaked piece of wool flapping beyond her toes—has to be shit. It always is. As I turn to the bedroom door, I see one more print I did not notice on entering, this one barefoot. She must have lost the sock somewhere, but I don’t see it on the floor. Is she hurt? Or just…messy? Where is she?

      The hallway is black, too dark to see whether there are prints on the pale carpet, but I don’t bother with the light; I’d have seen her if she was anywhere on the master bedroom side of the house. Instead of heading back that way, I take the stairs down two at a time, my heart in my throat, sniffing the air for smoke, for food, for shit, for something that might tip me off as to what I’m walking into, but I can’t smell anything but the piercing, stinging cold.

      At the foot of the stairs, I hook a right past the foyer and into the living room. “Mom?” The light here works; the L-shaped couch is empty, the La-Z-Boy abandoned. Did she leave the house? I run to the front door, but the deadbolt is intact. The lock on the knob is disengaged, though—did she try to leave? Did she actually try to hurt John? I wouldn’t blame her. John refused to order vegan meals for our wedding even though my mom had been off animal products since her twenties. Not that a little chicken and fish was a reason to kill him, but I could see how it might make her consider it, especially if she woke up thinking it was my wedding day, which she did three weeks ago. So many congratulations. I pretended she was congratulating me for making it through another day and another dinner. I do make a damn fine lentil stew.

      I hear something and I whip around before I recognize the sound, but there it is again, the scraping of wood on wood—the drawers in the kitchen. Thank god.

      The room is steeped in a thick, inky blackness. I cross the threshold and flick the switch, and I half expect it to stay dark the way it did upstairs, but it doesn’t. Mom blinks at me from where she stands by the kitchen sink, the white glare harsh on her papery cheeks.

      “Didn’t you used to have rag towels in here, Janice?” Her hand is in the drawer beside the sink. “Now it’s all koozies. Who needs this many koozies?”

      John tossed the rags—that’s why I cleaned up your shit with his clothes. And those are his stupid koozies. “Yeah I did, I—” There are more dark stains in here, footprints, a puddle. And then I see her leg—it’s not shit, it’s blood. It has soaked through her pajama bottoms below the calf, and one of her fuzzy socks, brilliant yellow on top of her big toe, is stained crimson. As I watch, the yellow toe goes red too.

      I run to her, but seeing the blood on her toe makes the scar on my own toe throb—three even gouges over that same toe on my foot, inflicted so long ago I can barely remember doing it. “Mom? What the hell happened?”

      “It’s here.” Her eyes are so clear, so sure. “I’m not ready, but oh, I wasn’t about to stay in there and let it take me.”

      “Mom, what’s here?”

      “I already told you, Janice.”

      “Told me⁠—”

      “You don’t believe me. You always did have a stubborn streak. Remember when I warned you about that boy in high school, the one who cheated on you with your best friend?”

      “I…” Yes, I remember. That was John, and I should have known better back then, too. I grab the paper towels off the marble countertop and pull her pajama hem up to her knee, above the gash that snakes over her shin. The blood soaks through the paper towel and wets my hand. Warm. “We have to get you to the emergency room, Mom.” From the living room, the clock chimes, the one John got from his grandfather, the one he hates because it’s old-fashioned; or just old. One, two, three.

      “It’s coming for us, you know—for all of us. It will come for you too once I’m gone.”

      “You’re not making any…look, just sit, okay?” I gesture to the stools.

      “It followed me here. I thought it wouldn’t, I thought I’d outsmarted it, but⁠—”

      “Mom, what are you talking about?”

      “The closet.” But she lowers herself onto the stool.

      I grab more paper towels and press them harder against her leg, the blood seeping through and sticking to my fingers. And suddenly I see myself at seven years old, my bedsheets soaked through, not with blood, but with sweat. I’m trembling, staring at my closet doors, and one of them creaks just a little. In the daytime, I know the doors sometimes wiggle because of the breeze, or maybe from the air pushing up through the heating ducts, but at night they surely move for a different reason—he is moving them. Waiting. The tall, thin, long-fingered creature just on the other side of those doors, watching me through the crack. I used to call for my mother, or tried to anyway, but he took my voice, so all I could do was sit there with silent tears trickling down my cheeks. He always took my voice first, before he showed himself—so I couldn’t scream.

      “This has to stop, Janice.”

      I jump. John is standing behind me in the entryway to the kitchen, his arms crossed over his chest, resting on the rounded beginnings of a potbelly.

      I pull a clean dishtowel from another drawer and wrap Mom’s leg. The rag turns a brilliant scarlet. I remember the robin from the other morning, the pure red of his cheerful little bird breast: Have you seen the robin sitting out there, Janice? Mom’s gaze has clouded again. Tears well in my eyes.

      The dishtowel is almost saturated already, my hands warm and slick with my mother’s blood. I tie the corners of the towel as tightly as I can—she’ll need stitches. “Stay here, Mom, okay? Don’t move.” I head for the hall, my sticky hands in the air to avoid touching anything, though one drip slides down my wrist toward my elbow. I wipe at it, smearing the blood over my skin before it can drop to the floor. John sniffs; he doesn’t move.

      Shoes. Keys. But I can’t remember where I put the keys. Are they in my purse? Maybe the table upstairs. It’s starting for me already: the forgetting. I don’t bother asking John if he’ll drive us. This is my mother, my problem, my bed to lie in—I took on this responsibility and he’ll be damned if he’s helping. I can practically read the words in the dark glitter of his irises.

      He’s still leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed lazily over his gut. His body is blocking the way to the foyer and the front door and it might as well be a metaphor for our lives—him standing in my way. “She has to leave. I’m putting my foot down, this is⁠—”

      “I don’t care what you do with your feet. This is my house.”

      “She’d be better off dead.”

      And now I’m not sorry about wishing him dead earlier—about hoping for a car wreck. I want to grab a kitchen knife and stab him in the neck myself, see the blade vanish into his throat, watch his eyes glaze, hear the death rattle in his chest. I wish my mother had suffocated him. I wish the blood on my hands was his.

      From the room behind me, my mother says, “Have you seen the robin out there, Janice?”

      Beyond the window in the front door, the landscape is black as coal. Dark. Like everything beyond the frame has been swallowed up. And from somewhere in that blackness, the grandfather clock tick, tick, ticks like a heartbeat, one, two, three.
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        * * *

      

      Why do the lights in emergency rooms make you feel like you’re in a different world? The chairs seem a more putrid shade of green than anywhere else, and the linoleum gleams as if with some otherworldly fire, but it’s the energy here that’s most bizarre. Despite the man with his head hanging off the side of the chair, puking into the garbage can, and the woman pacing in the corner, shoulders tight with helpless agitation, the nurses smile behind the counter—optimistic. Calm. Somewhere down the hall, a woman laughs. The nurses don’t like the blood, though, frown at the little footprints my mother leaves on their gleaming floor, so they don’t make us sit with the puking man or the woman with a little boy, maybe seven. She’s holding his arm—maybe he broke it playing football. But he has a bruise on his collarbone, too, and it’s the wee hours of the morning. Poor kid. Who hurt you, buddy?

      A nurse in flowered scrubs with a child’s orange barrette in her hair leads us to a little section off the main waiting room, where blue sheets cover beds one step from gurneys. A gold sun pendant glitters from a chain around the woman’s neck. She nods at me and draws the curtains on either side of the bed, no doubt to block the injured people from looking at one another—even here, they know panic is contagious. A janitor comes along behind us with his mop and some strong cleaning solution that makes my eyes water. But when he leaves, the blood is gone from the tiles and the floor is shiny again.

      Mom shifts her weight, trying to get comfortable on the gurney-bed. “I’m sorry about this, Janice.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about, Mom.”

      “I’m supposed to be the one taking care of you. This…” She gestures to her leg. “Of all the things you plan for…”

      “I know, Mom. But you’ve taken care of me my whole life, so it’s the least I can do.”

      She leans toward me, the scent of jasmine wafting into my nose, and the towel around her calf slips, revealing the deep slash in her flesh—it’s worse than I thought. It looks like someone stabbed her with a butcher knife. But there was no bloody knife in the kitchen, was there? And I saw nothing in the bedroom, which is clearly where it first happened if the footprints and scattered clothes are to be believed. Maybe a piece of glass from the lamp? Had she stabbed herself on purpose? No, it had to be an accident. I narrow my eyes at the wound and try to imagine a scenario that would make sense, where she could have tripped and fallen on something that large and sharp. I can’t think of a thing.

      “Janice, look at me.” Mom’s eyes are cool and calm and serious—lucid. “You make plans before you get old as me, okay? Don’t leave John in charge if you get…forgetful.”

      We both turn at a squeaking sound behind me: a green-scrubbed doctor with the baby face of a teenager and dark hollows beneath his eyes like a raccoon.

      “What have we…” He stops, his gaze on her leg, and when I follow his eyes, I realize her blood has soaked the gurney’s sheets. “I see.” He rolls a small metal table from the back wall and rummages through the cart by the head of the bed. Out come cleaning products, iodine. Cotton. Gauze. The stitching needle is teeny, a little hook, but as he pulls it from the drawer it appears to glow and lengthen—the world goes fuzzy at the edges. I take a deep breath through my nose and keep my eyes on my mother, away from the treacherous needle.

      “How did this happen?” he asks.

      Yes, how did it? I watch my mother, but she’s looking at the doctor, and though her gaze is still alert, focused, she purses her lips—defiant. She shrugs.

      The doctor glances at me.

      “I found her like this. I didn’t see what she cut herself on.” He nods and goes back to his cart, moving more equipment to the rolling metal tray.

      “Why don’t you go call John,” my mother says. The doctor leans closer, scissors in hand and pinches the hem of her pajama pants between his thumb and forefinger. The hooked needle on the tray table shines in the overheads.

      “You sure?” I say, but my stomach is already turning. Blood doesn’t bother me, but needles? Forget it. I don’t like knives either, not even tweezers, though I’ve learned to mostly keep it together around them. When she nods, I back through the little curtained partition and draw it fully closed. Murmurs come from the other curtained rooms up and down the hall, quiet words of comfort because that’s what people do when they care about each other. But no one is here to comfort me. Jealousy heats my chest, anger bubbling deep in my gut, but I tamp it down. Call John? No.

      I text Leslye instead:

      
        
        “Mom’s in the hospital for a cut on her leg. Will update you later.”

      

      

      I stare at the phone, thinking she’ll respond right away. I would if I heard something happened to Mom. But the phone stays silent. Behind me, I hear Mom talking to the doctor, laughing. How can she laugh right now? But it shouldn’t shock me. She laughed at Daddy’s funeral, too, even made a whispered joke about him taking his last breath right in the middle of sex. How she’d been too much for him. The coroner said his heart had given out, but he had bruising around his mouth at the funeral, even with the makeup they’d slathered on. Not that I thought Mom hurt him.

      If something ever did happen to John, would they look at his potbelly and assume he’d had a heart attack? Maybe they wouldn’t ask questions.

      I peer around the curtain and my mother waves. Bile rises in my throat. The doctor has her leg partially covered with a cloth, with only that ghastly wound visible, dark and glittering—wet. Blood seeps through his stitches as he irrigates the cut with some kind of clear solution from a plastic squeeze bottle. My phone buzzes. I gratefully back up behind the partition again and draw the curtain closed.

      
        
        “She bleeding bad?”

      

      

      Mom has always had bleeding issues. I used to think it was the aspirin her doctors told her to take for her heart, but I haven’t given her any lately, and I keep the medicine cabinet locked.

      
        
        “Yeah. Hopefully, the stitches will stop it.”

      

      

      But they didn’t last time. My gut tightens.

      
        
        “You should have made sure there was nothing sharp in there and just locked her in the room. God knows what she got into.”

      

      

      I frown at the receiver. I did check the room for sharp objects, was almost certain there was nothing that could hurt her, but I know why Leslye blames me. I forget things too sometimes. Once I brought cookies to her house, forgetting her kids were allergic to milk. Whoops. Maybe I’m a few years away from forgetting my own name, which is why Leslye’s text cuts so deep. But lock Mom in?

      
        
        “She isn’t an animal.”

      

      

      Not an animal and not an idiot. And neither am I. I stare at the phone.

      
        
        “Why’d you text?”

        

        “I thought you’d want to know she’s okay.”

        

        “Doesn’t sound okay. Sounds like there’s nothing to keep it from happening again.”

      

      

      Molten fury boils in my abdomen—a lake full of it. My hand aches from clutching the phone. Leslye sounds just like John. So are they right, then? Am I doing it all wrong? I just want to help my mother, for fuck’s sake. How can my sister act like such an ungrateful cunt? I text:

      
        
        “She’ll be fine. I’ll figure it out.”

        

        “Just admit her somewhere. A nursing home would be better for everyone.”

      

      

      I stare at that last message until my eyes go blurry. Then I turn the phone off.
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        * * *

      

      The sun is shining hard and white by the time we get home. I grabbed breakfast on the way back, but all either of us could do was pick at our hash browns, adorned, as usual, with ketchup the color of the soaked dishtowel in the ER. I settle Mom in the La-Z-Boy and go to shower—I still have her blood under my fingernails—and by the time I return, she’s asleep, her head lolling to one side. A thin line of drool trails down her chin.

      I collapse on the couch and shove a throw pillow under my head, listening to the steady hiss of her breathing. I used to do that when I was a child and couldn’t sleep—camp out in front of her room and just listen to her breathe, back when things were simpler, though I didn’t know it yet. I used to think things got easier once you grew older.

      I don’t think that anymore.

      So I pretend I’m a little kid in a sleeping bag, lying on the carpet in front of my mom’s closed bedroom door, hiding from Leslye’s aggravated hitch-y snores in our shared bedroom. And once again the shushing of my mother’s breath lulls me to sleep.

      I wake up to her screaming.

      “You’re such a little shit!”

      I bolt upright, the room wavering around me, nothing as it should be, as if my life has suddenly morphed into something I don’t recognize—where is the bedside table? And then I remember I’m in the living room, but the sky outside has dimmed to a furious pink. The La-Z-Boy is empty. I’m already out of the living room and in the foyer before I hear John talking in that quiet, measured way of his. The kitchen.

      “You know it’d be better for you to be with people your age.”

      In the kitchen my mother sits on the same stool I made her sit on last night. Dried blood streaks the floor—John hasn’t even bothered to wipe it. He’s been tiptoeing around it, leaving it for me to fix.

      “Age is just a number, John,” my mother says, more quietly now. “When your time’s up, it’s up, whether you’re eighty or thirty-two.”

      John leans closer. “I’m thirty-two. You’re talking about me, right? I know you don’t like me, but you didn’t have to try to kill me.”

      She glowers at him.

      Oh god. He accused her of trying to smother him last night. I’d almost forgotten about that. At least the daggers she’s shooting his direction means she understands his accusation. Silver linings—Mom always knew how to find them. And then I see the bottle on the counter: navy with a white label, purple writing. Sleep Fast.

      Mom crosses her arms and clamps her lips shut. John turns in my direction. From the other room, the clock tick, tick, ticks—one, two, three. But what time is it? My mind is fuzzy. And then I remember what I was looking at—the medicine.

      “What’s this?” I hold up the bottle.

      His jaw hardens. “I figure she’ll feel better if she takes something at night. Might be safer for all of us.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I snap. Mom has enough problems, I’m not about to drug her with something that might add side effects to the mix.

      His fists ball up, and I think, Dear god, he’ll hit me, he’s finally going to hit me. But then I see the glint of silver and the half circle of metal protruding above his thumb: a beast of a padlock. “What the fuck is that for?” I snarl, and it’s all I can do not to spit at him.

      “You know what it is and what it’s for, and for everyone’s⁠—”

      “Bullshit.”

      His nostrils flare. “We will lock her in that room, or she will leave.” He tosses the padlock into the drawer where my rag towels should be and storms out.

      I stare after him, my heart in my throat. Fuck him, fuck him, fuck him.

      “Do you want me to go, Janice?” My mother’s voice is so small it breaks my heart. I turn to the counter and put my hand on hers. She’s spent a lifetime taking care of me, spent a lifetime anticipating what I needed before I knew it myself—buying maxi pads the week before my first period, stocking up with ice cream the day before my first boyfriend broke my heart. But here…no. I don’t need her to leave. I need John to leave. I want to start over, have a baby, find love—find happiness. That’s the one secret I’ve kept from her so she won’t worry. And it’s heavy.

      “Of course I don’t want you to leave, Mom.”

      “I can’t bear the thought of causing trouble for you, and I know all this”—she gestures to her leg—“is troublesome.”

      “You’re no trouble. Seriously, it’s fine.” But she’s alert now, and she knows early morning trips to the emergency room are, at the very least, inconvenient. Messy. But life is messy.

      “Okay. But for the record, you only have one life, only so much time to enjoy here. John shouldn’t be such a dick about everything.” A wan smile touches her lips, and I can’t help but return it.

      “You have a point there, Mom,” I say, and head for the fridge. “Did you eat?”

      She shakes her head. “Perhaps better I don’t.”

      “Feeling sick?” Maybe the anesthesia from the stitches has gotten to her, or the blood loss. She’s always been sensitive…to everything.

      “Like I told John, you can’t put off the inevitable.”

      “The inevitable? What⁠—”

      “Oh!” She’s turned away from me, to the window. “Do you see that little robin? He’s a scalawag, that one.”

      I peer past her at the lawn. There are two of them now, red breasts gleaming. I can’t tell which one she means.
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        * * *

      

      Mom keeps picking at her scabbed leg and making it bleed onto her sheets, but if I wrap it well and sit with her until she falls asleep, I can usually get her to leave it be. Most nights I end up lying across the bottom of her bed to make sure she doesn’t pick, but I can’t rest in there—when I close my eyes, I swear I hear the low whooshing cackle of the demon I sobbed to my mother about as a child, coming to take me away with his long, thin hands and…blades for fingers. I’d almost forgotten that part. So silly. Insane, even. I sound like my mother: It followed me here. I thought it wouldn’t, I thought I’d outsmarted it… That’s probably where she got the idea, actually—her brain latched on to my childhood nightmares. Strange, the things you remember when the rest of your brain goes haywire.

      Does that mean the disease is eating my brain too? The thought doesn’t help my insomnia.

      But there is an upside: Mom’s wound is weeping less. A few more days of watching her overnight, and the scab has hardened, thick and black like a worm plastered to her shin. The following Wednesday, John takes the train to stay with his brother, something about them going to the casino, but I don’t care what he’s doing so long as he’s gone for the week. Maybe he’ll find himself a nice girlfriend and finally divorce me. The prenup says him cheating is the only way I’ll get alimony—I’d deal with it.

      Mom and I spend afternoons walking in the park by the river, watching the ice crack and melt before our eyes. Already, a few lone birds paddle on the inky surface, those…water birds. Ducks. And by the end of that week, Mom’s wound has healed over nicely. Silver linings.

      By the following Monday, things have settled enough for me to call Leslye with the good news that Mom is feeling better, that she’s healing—but my sister doesn’t answer. And then it’s Tuesday. And he’s home.

      My shoulders tighten the moment I hear the front door, but I can’t very well tell him to get the fuck out—we live here on his inheritance, not mine. Can I take care of Mom without him? Probably not. Maybe I’ll leave after she’s gone, but that seems horribly unfair since John’s the one who insisted I not work in the first place. I don’t want to give up the house he told me would always be mine if I would just quit my job and let him take care of me. Take care of me…yeah right.

      John’s footsteps approach from the foyer, through the kitchen, toward the dining room. Five bean stew and a salad sit on the table already, along with two place settings of good china. Mom and I have taken to eating off the nice dishes. “There’s no time like now,” she said, and I agreed and extracted them from the old glass hutch. John looks at the table full of our wedding china, nods, and puts his arm around my waist.

      “Can I help?”

      I almost drop the dish I’m carrying. “Uh…yeah, sure. Want to get the drinks?”

      Mom is already sitting at the head of the table, in the spot John considers his, but when he returns with glasses of water, he sets one in front of her and sits across from me without a word about the seating. Or the fact that there’s no meat.

      I serve, casting an occasional anxious glance his way, waiting for aggression or one of his “I’m so reasonable and measured” lectures, but he doesn’t say anything as I set a plate in front of him. Doesn’t even blink when my mother says, “Looks like time’s been good to you, John,” and smiles. From the corner of my eye, I catch the dark glitter in her gaze, but by the time I turn to her, it’s vanished.

      He stabs a tomato in his salad dish a little extra hard, the fork squeaking against the china, but he doesn’t reply.

      I’ve outdone myself tonight. The soup is salty and aromatic, seasoned with the rosemary my mother helped me harvest from the bush out front. But as the bread disappears, as the salad plates are cleaned, as the ice cubes melt and the glasses empty, I feel the weight of the last few weeks—or years—pulling on my eyelids and sitting heavy on my shoulders.

      “Are you okay?” John asks.

      “Sure, I’m fine.” I blink hard, trying to focus my brain. “Just tired is all.”

      He stands. “I’ll clear the table.”

      All alone. I’ve been trying to do this all alone. And now John is here, like he used to be before this great wedge arose between us, back when he’d make dinner sometimes when I had to work late at the school. Back when I used to work at all. I push myself to standing, and my body seems to weigh a thousand pounds. “Thanks. I think I’ll go to bed.”

      I wait for him to tell me that he’s not helping my mother upstairs, that no way will he do that. He nods instead. “No problem.”

      I should have thought that was strange. But I didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      A rustling in the bed wakes me, but I can’t seem to pull myself all the way alert. I fumble for my earplugs; the room remains fuzzy, all the sounds muted. My head feels like it’s packed with cotton. Something is wrong.

      John’s kicking me, his toenails gouging my thigh, and I roll away, try to stand, but the room lists one way and then the other. I stumble and fall to my knees on the floor beside the bed.

      “It was you. You fucking did this.” He keeps saying it, over and over, “You fucking did this,” but each time it’s a little slower, like he’s losing steam. I put my hands on top of the mattress and try to pull myself back up on the bed, a bed I’m sure must be moving. My fingers are numb. I can’t get a grip on the comforter.

      Why can’t I stand? Something is wrong. My stomach turns, and I gag, but when I inhale deeply I smell it: the metallic tang of iron, cloying in the back of my throat. I still can’t see more than a vague silhouette in the gloom on John’s side of the bed.

      “Janice…goddammit.”

      If he’s angry at me, really angry, will he come for me when I’m down? Maybe his visit with his brother made him more agitated than I realized. Maybe he’s come back to kill me the way I’ve wanted to kill him, and instead of me starting over I’ll end up buried beneath the porch.
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