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      Beatrice sat in the near empty coffeeshop across from the hospital, hands wrapped around the  paper cup of strong mint tea with honey. It warmed her hands but the rest of her felt cold and numb. The sound system played jazz which barely kept her awake and annoyed her with its dissonance, all at the same time.

      She should have ordered black tea, but her stomach couldn’t handle it. The awful burger she’d had at the hospital cafe last night still roiled around in her stomach.

      She smoothed her wrinkled jeans. She hadn’t been home to change since the ambulance came. This was the first time she’d left the hospital.

      Dad was dying. Beatrice had spent the last two years taking care of him, not out of duty, out of love. She’d taken a leave from her high paying tech job and moved back home into the house her family had lovingly tended since before her birth. Watching Dad’s slow decline in health, she took technical writing jobs and worked at home.

      She’d watched his gradual, painful descent into Alzheimers. For the last few months he’d had no idea who she was, and kept calling Beatrice by her older sisters’ names, Meredith and Hannah. She’d been able to mostly let that go, and not take it personally. She had chosen to take care of him, while her sisters lived in other cities far from Seattle, mostly ignoring her reports on his health.

      Until the accident two days ago.

      She’d been in the shower. He tried to go up to the second floor of the house and fell, hitting his head on the wood bannister.

      She’d stayed at the hospital, sleeping on a cot in his room. Feeling terribly guilty until the doctor said, “You do know, he’s been rapidly declining for the last six months. There was not much you could do, short of clone yourself. You might have been using the toilet and the same thing could have happened. At worst what you did was speed up his decline by a month or two. At best you shortened the amount of time he will spend in very severe decline, completely unable to relate to the world.”

      Finally, Beatrice had gotten hold of both her sisters.

      “You should come. The doctor says he’s not going to recover.”

      “How long does he have?” Meredith wanted to know.

      “A day, maybe two or three. She’s not sure.”

      So, this morning, Meredith and Hannah had descended on the hospital room and pushed her aside. She replayed the scene in her head, unable to get the antiseptic hospital smell out of her senses.

      “You need a break,” said Meredith, an attorney in San Francisco.

      “You look tired,” said Hannah, a fashion magazine editor in New York.

      Beatrice had stroked her short hair, trying to make it stay in place. It was sticking up in back, like always. She must look terrible, even though neither of them said that.

      So, she gave Dad a hug, not that he acknowledged it. He hadn’t been conscious since the fall. Hadn’t opened his eyes. The nurse said, he probably wouldn’t either.

      She had said her last words to him long before. Told him she loved him, loved being with him, talking about the history he’d lived.

      Beatrice felt a kind of peace that she’d taken the leave from work six months before. She didn’t regret any of the time spent caring for him, or the lack of a cushy paycheck.
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