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Find a part of yourself hidden in the twilight.


—Fennel Hudson





ACT




ONE





CHAPTER ONE





CATHERINE


My mother walks through our tiny living room, her eyes sweeping over our old blue couch and coffee table, before she briefly disappears into the galley kitchen.


“I just had them in my hand.” Her voice is tinged with something darker than frustration as she begins another lap.


I should jump up from the couch and help her look for her keys so she isn’t late for her shift at the diner.


But I don’t want her to notice I’ve begun to tremble.


“Check your purse again?” I suggest.


She frowns and reaches into her shoulder bag.


My mother is organized. Methodical. Detail oriented. Her purse isn’t a jumble of crumpled receipts and loose change. Sunglasses in a case, small bills facing the same way in her wallet, cherry ChapStick and hand lotion zipped into her makeup bag—it’s containers within a container.


She shakes her head and walks to the raincoat hanging on a hook by our front door, searching through its pockets.


Maybe her father is absentminded. Perhaps her cousins grew distracted when they approached middle age. It could be something our relatives tease each other about when they gather for holidays.


I don’t know. I’ve never met them.


When I had to create a family tree in the fourth grade, I was able to fill out only two names on a single branch. My mother’s and mine.


My stomach tightens as I watch her bend down and check around the mat by the front door where we put our shoes. She looks even thinner than usual in her uniform of black slacks and matching polo shirt with a red waitressing apron tied around her waist.


She hasn’t been able to eat for the past few days. At night I hear her restless movements through the thin wall that separates our bedrooms.


Tomorrow she has an appointment with a neurologist.


Everyone loses their keys, I tell myself. The neurologist will have a simple explanation for my mother’s strange new symptoms. He’ll prescribe medication and advise her to get more sleep and send us on our way.


But my pulse is accelerating.


I force myself to inhale slow, even breaths. The worst thing I can do is fall apart. My nursing classes taught me about the power the body wields over the mind, and vice versa. Right now I need a steady physiology to assert control.


It works. After a minute, I feel able to stand. I walk over to my mom, thinking hard, then dip my hand into the big pocket of her apron.


Relief crashes over her face as I pull out her keys.


“I’m losing my mi-”


“Could you grab another box if the diner has any?”


I don’t really need more moving boxes. I just couldn’t bear to hear her complete that sentence.


I already have a half-dozen cardboard boxes I pulled out of a recycling bin behind a liquor store. I don’t own many possessions and I pack quickly. I’ve had plenty of practice.


When families move out of houses in the suburbs, neighbors throw going-away parties and the moms get weepy after a few glasses of wine.


People like us, we move on to a new apartment and no one notices.


I’d planned to sort through my books and clothes this morning. But until we see the specialist, everything feels suspended in midair.


My mom rises to her tiptoes to kiss my cheek, then opens the door and is gone, her footsteps growing fainter.


I wait for silence. Then I reach for my phone and call up the list I’m secretly compiling.


Misplacing her keys might not be another piece of evidence. Still, I document it along with today’s date.


Then my eyes roam over the dozen other incidents I’ve recorded of all the things my mother has lost—a twenty-dollar bill, her train of thought, her way home from the drugstore that’s just a mile away.


All happened within the past month.





CHAPTER TWO



RUTH


I’m good at disappearing. We women do it all the time.


We vanish in the eyes of men when we hit our forties. We dive into roles like motherhood and our identities slip away. We disappear at the hands of predators. We’re conditioned to shrink, to drop weight, to take up less physical space in the world.


“Hi, I’m Ruth, and I’ll be your server.”


I spoke that line at least twenty times during my shift today. It’s a safe bet none of the customers I greeted could repeat my name five seconds later.


That’s a good thing. Being inconspicuous suits me.


No one takes notice of me as I walk down the path parallel to the Susquehanna River, watching its surface gently ripple as the current draws it beneath the South Street Bridge. The air feels swollen with moisture and clouds blot the brightness from the day, but I keep on my dark sunglasses.


My feet ache from fetching sunny-side-up platters and club sandwiches and bottomless coffee refills, but I push myself to move faster.


I didn’t tell Catherine I was running an errand on the way home. She may worry if I’m late, especially since I set my phone to airplane mode when I left work so she can’t see my destination.


I climb the curving, split staircase that leads to the library entrance. I push open the front door and follow my routine: I make sure no one I recognize is nearby, then choose the most secluded computer.


The old wooden chair creaks as I settle into it and use my library card to gain access to the internet.


It would be easier if I could borrow Catherine’s MacBook to do my checking—like I used to until I learned about search histories. Who knew computers keep tabs on you even after you shut them down? It’s creepy.


Now I don’t even use my iPhone to google anyone from my past since Catherine and I share a phone plan and I might unknowingly be leaving electronic bread crumbs.


Catherine thinks I don’t miss anyone I left behind. I encourage her to believe this because it means fewer questions. But I ache for my dad and brother. Even if they’ve washed their hands of me. Even if the thought of me conjures disgust in their minds.


After all these years, it’s still hard to breathe as I begin my search.


I look in on my little brother first, connecting with him in the only way I can. Timmy has a Facebook page, but it’s set to private so what I can see is limited. His profile picture shows his two-year-old twins. His daughter has a smile that looks like mischief brewing. His son is a near replica of Timmy when he was young, and I wonder if he’ll live for baseball and ice cream, too.


I stare at Tim—he must’ve shed his childhood nickname—wondering how he met his wife and what he tells her about me. If he mentions me at all.


I search for my father next. There’s nothing new, just a few grainy photos I’ve seen countless times, and in those it’s hard to make out his face clearly.


Still, I soak him in, trying to conjure the sound of his voice—husky yet tender—when he tucked me in at night, and the way he would rest his cool palm on my forehead when I had a fever as if he could pull the sickness out of me.


What I would give to feel his arms wrap around me one more time and inhale the warm, woodsy scent of the Old Spice he wore.


When I left my parents’ house as a teenager with nothing but a few changes of clothes, a little money, and a gold watch, I knew they would be relieved I was gone and would never try to find me.


One thing kept me from collapsing and giving up: the baby growing inside me.


I may no longer be a daughter or a sister, but I am—and will always be—a mother.


Catherine and I have each other. We’ve never needed anyone else.


The final person I check on is my old boyfriend, James Bates.


There’s nothing new on James either. He never married, which I have mixed feelings about.


There aren’t any recent photos of James, so I’ve constructed an age progression image in my mind: his sandy-colored hair is close-cropped now, graying at the temples. The lean frame he had at nineteen is thicker, and lines bracket his mouth. All this only adds to his appeal.


Late at night is when I think about James the most. When I can’t sleep, even though the time my shift will start is drawing closer. I try to imagine what James is doing at that exact same moment, nearly a hundred miles away.


I always come to the same conclusion: He’s lying in bed in the darkness, just like me.


I wonder if he’s thinking about me, too.


A heavy crack erupts beside me, the noise exploding through the air.


I leap to my feet, twisting toward the sound.


“Sorry.” The teenager who dropped a stack of hardback books onto the table next to me shrugs.


“You need to be more careful!” My voice is loud and harsh. Heads swivel in my direction.


I’m no longer invisible.


Which means I need to leave the library as fast as I can.





CHAPTER THREE



CATHERINE


The doctor rises from a chair behind his desk as we enter his office. I’m not sure what I expected, but it isn’t this: a small, sterile room with mud-dull carpet and a schoolhouse-style clock hung on the beige wall. But the diplomas displayed on his bookshelf are from good schools, and I’ve checked him out. He’s the best neurologist around.


He walks around his desk, not avoiding our eyes but not smiling either. I can’t read a verdict in his expression. He’s good at navigating this fraught moment, but then he must have a lot of practice.


“I’m Alan Chen,” he introduces himself.


“Nice to meet you,” my mother replies. “I’m Ruth Sterling, and this”—she touches my shoulder—“is my daughter, Catherine.”


I step forward to shake his hand as his eyes widen in surprise behind his glasses.


Now our roles have shifted and I’m the one who has had practice navigating this uncomfortable moment. Dr. Chen urges us to sit down and offers us water, but all the while I can see him doing the mental math.


My mother has a few silver strands glittering like tinsel in her chocolate-brown hair and slightly crimped skin around her big hazel eyes. She looks her age—forty-two. I look older than my twenty-four years, and I’m told I act it, too. That’s probably because smiling isn’t a reflex for me the way it’s expected to be for young women.


Dr. Chen recovers quicker than most. By the time he is back in his chair, opening the chart on his desk, his expression is inscrutable again.


He jumps right in: “Ruth, can you tell me about some of the symptoms you’re experiencing?”


I’m certain that information is already documented in his folder in the pages of paperwork my mother filled out, along with the results of the blood test from her primary physician that ruled out possibilities like a vitamin B12 deficiency and Lyme disease.


“At first it was little things.” The material of my mother’s slacks rustles as she crosses her legs. “Dumb stuff that happens to everyone. It just started happening more often to me. Like I couldn’t remember the word I wanted. Forgot to unplug the iron. That kind of thing.”


“And you noticed an increase in these sorts of events how long ago?” Dr. Chen prompts.


The silence stretches out. A red button on the doctor’s desk phone begins to flash, but he ignores it. A strange current is humming through the air. It feels electric.


I’m about to break in with the answer—a month ago—when my mom opens her mouth and beats me to it.


“Maybe four months ago.” Her voice is almost a whisper.


I suck in a quick breath and whip my head to the side to look at her. Her expression is calm, but her hands are restless. She’s toying with the delicate topaz ring she always wears, spinning it in circles around her finger.


Dr. Chen jots a note on one of the papers in his file. “And it’s getting worse?”


My mother nods.


I pull my iPhone out of my purse and call up my list.


5/07: Put sunglasses in kitchen drawer.


5/10: Called ice cubes “water squares.”


5/12: Forgot what month it was.


Dr. Chen asks my mom a few more questions, then closes his folder. “There are some tests we can run. …”


My throat is so tight I have to clear it before I can speak. “Cognitive tests, or do we go straight to brain imaging?”


My mother leans forward and even now—standing alone in the path of what must feel like a great onrushing cement wall—pride fills her voice. “Catherine’s going to be a nurse. She just graduated cum laude and she’s about to start work at Johns Hopkins Hospital. She’s moving to Baltimore in two weeks.”


“Congratulations,” Dr. Chen tells me. “Hopkins is an impressive place. What’s your specialty?”


“Geriatrics. I work part-time at a nursing home.” I watch as the irony hits him. He may be the expert in neurology, but when it comes to my mother’s presenting symptoms, I’m no novice.


I’m assigned to the Memory Wing, the section of our facility where people with dementia or Alzheimer’s or traumatic brain injuries reside. I see symptoms like the ones my mother is describing nearly every single day.


I refuse to assume the worst, though. I know my job could be shaping my fears, and there might be a simple reason for my mother’s confusion and memory lapses.


My mom is petite, but there’s nothing soft or weak about her.


She’s a fighter. Indestructible. She has to be.


We talk with Dr. Chen about various testing options, but my mom resists scheduling a CT scan. I assume it’s because of the expense. We’ve got a bare-bones health care plan, and after the cost of this appointment our savings account will be one car breakdown away from being demolished. Then something happens that makes me feel as if I’ve plunged into ice water.


My mom stands up and paces between her chair and the wall. My stomach coils tighter with every step. The longer her pacing, the worse the news. It’s as pure a formula as a mathematical proof.


My mom paced when I was in the tenth grade, shortly after I began dating my first boyfriend and was enjoying the best school year of my life—right before she announced she’d lost her job, we were being evicted, and we were moving from Lancaster to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.


She paced at Christmastime, when I was four, and then she told me Santa’s workshop had had a fire and I wouldn’t be getting any presents.


She paced just before she told me why her conservative, religious family had cut her off, why I’d never met any grandparents or aunts or cousins and never would: She got pregnant in high school, her boyfriend denied I was his, and they threw her away—every single one of them did. But she didn’t care because I was worth all of them put together.


The wall clock’s needle-thin red hand sweeps in relentless circles. It strikes me as unbearably cruel that, as they sit in his office, Dr. Chen’s patients are forced to confront the dwindling of the very thing they desire most.


My mother reaches the wall and turns for another lap.


The swelling pressure closes in on me, and my voice sounds as high and panicky as it did when I was a child and awoke from a nightmare: “Mom!”


She stops pacing. She meets my eyes for the first time since we entered the office.


The news she delivers isn’t bad.


It’s catastrophic.


“There’s one thing I didn’t put down on the forms. Maybe I just couldn’t deal with having to write the words. … My mother and I were estranged, but she passed away right before she turned fifty. An old friend tracked me down years ago to let me know.”


This is the first I’ve heard of any of this.


I’m still reeling as my mom continues, “She died from early-onset Alzheimer’s.”





CHAPTER FOUR



RUTH


It turns out there’s yet another way to disappear. Your mind can begin to erase itself.


Catherine is driving us home, one hand gripping the steering wheel, the other tucked in mine. I know the look on her face, the set of her jaw. She’s holding back tears.


I’m sorry, baby.


I don’t say the words because they will send her over the edge, and I’m just barely keeping it together myself.


So I reach for the radio with my free hand. “Thunder Road”—the best version, the haunting, acoustic one from Brisbane—comes on and I exhale, feeling some of the rigidity leave my body.


“What kind of monster doesn’t like Springsteen?” I ask.


Catherine doesn’t immediately recite her usual comeback and I hold my breath. Then: “A monster with taste.”


I leave it there, not replying with my usual: “I should’ve given you up for adoption.”


A thin line can separate laughter and tears, and I don’t want to push her in the wrong direction.


Catherine turns onto the highway, heading toward home, and I give her hand a squeeze, then let go. She needs both on the steering wheel. Catherine drives too fast. What’s more, she expects everyone on the road to be as quick and decisive as she is, and she isn’t grateful for my helpful tips, even though I’ve been driving a lot longer.


I’m not one of those mothers who deludes myself her kid is an angel—or who flutters around, gushing that I don’t know what I did to deserve a daughter like Catherine.


Of course I deserve her. I’ve devoted my life to raising her well.


Catherine is a competent cook—probably out of necessity—and she’s smarter than me, except for her taste in music.


She’s a hard worker. She got that from me.


She’s not a shouter. She didn’t get that from me.


My daughter is tall and fine-boned and graceful, with delicate features that bely her grit and determination. It’s like someone waved a magic wand when she was born, gifting her with her grandmother’s thick, wheat-colored hair with the slight widow’s peak, her grandfather’s golden skin, and her father’s blue eyes.


Sometimes when I look at my girl, I’m awed that I created something so beautiful.


And sometimes I wonder how different my life would be if I hadn’t.


I lower my window a few inches, closing my eyes as fresh, cool air sweeps across my face.


I expect the whole drive home to be silent because Catherine always gets quiet when she hears bad news. It’s her pattern. When I tell her something she doesn’t like, she slips away, hiding inside herself. You can be right there in the same car, close enough to smell the sweet traces of the shampoo she used this morning, and have absolutely no idea what’s going on in her mind. The worse the news, the longer her silence.


I’ve asked her to tell me, more than once: You’ve got plenty of words, can you use some of them?


I’m just thinking, Mom!


Funny how you can’t get your kid to be quiet sometimes, but when you actually want to hear what’s going on, they act like you’ve barged in on them while they’re in the bathroom.


The quiet between us isn’t so bad right now, though. It’s actually a relief.


This appointment was every bit as horrible as I expected—I don’t think I’ll ever get over watching Catherine’s eyes shatter—but now that it’s behind us, I know exactly what I want and don’t want.


I’m not going to get a CT scan, or a lumbar puncture, or any of the other tests Dr. Chen and Catherine talked about.


I’m not going to see another expert.


I’m going to keep waitressing at the diner and living in our apartment.


And maybe this seems selfish, or narcissistic, or whatever term is in fashion these days, but what I want more than anything is for Catherine to put off her dream of moving to Baltimore and working at Hopkins.


I need my daughter to stay close to me.





CHAPTER FIVE



CATHERINE


I see my mother every single day, which is to say I don’t truly see her at all.


She has always been a touch distracted, but I missed the demarcation line she crossed when she slipped past ordinary forgetfulness into something infinitely darker.


I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive myself, even though it isn’t like she has cancer. Early detection won’t make a difference in how this turns out.


The thought is a live wire. I yank my mind away, forcing myself to focus on easing our Bonneville into a tight corner spot in our apartment building’s lot.


After we exit our car and push through the heavy side door into the lobby, we discover the elevator is waiting, its arms thrown open to us. It’s a minor miracle. With five floors in our building and eight apartments per floor, I usually don’t even bother pressing the call button.


As we glide up to the fourth floor, I study my mom, taking her in anew. Trying to see how I could have missed the clues, especially since my job constantly exposes me to tangible evidence of what she will become.


She isn’t wearing mismatched shoes or blinking in bewilderment or exhibiting irrational anger, like some of the residents I care for.


If anything, she’s too calm. That could be shock.


I catalog the furrow between her brows, her full lips, and the slight sheen to her skin.


“You okay?”


Her question jolts me. I realize the elevator doors have yawned open.


“Sorry.” I step onto the diamond-patterned carpet and lead the way down the narrow hall to 406.


When I was a kid, I loved fitting the long nose of a key into a lock. That thrill passed, but our habit stuck. Mom still lets me handle the task.


I wiggle in the metal key and hear the tumblers click, thinking about how she’s the only person in the world who knows that bit of my history. She is the co-architect of our existence: I do most of the grocery shopping, she keeps our car filled with gas, and we split the cleaning. She sat beside me on the couch, watching The Office reruns and making sure I ate, when my first real love, Ethan, and I broke up last year. Once we slept in our Bonneville for three nights, her in the front seat and me in the back, when a leak from the shower a floor above soaked our apartment and our jerk of a landlord refused to pay for a hotel. Our favorite dinner is something she invented called lasagna pizza, which we make with dough instead of noodles.


How long until I’m the sole memory keeper of our life together?


A sob rises in my throat. It takes everything I have to fight it back.


I set my purse on the narrow hall table as my mother takes off her black flats and puts them on the mat next to her work sneakers.


“I’m going to change.” My mom disappears into her bedroom.


I stand there, staring at the empty space she left behind.


Our entire drive home from Dr. Chen’s office—it’s a sinkhole in my mind. I can’t say how many red lights we encountered, or whether any raindrops splattered on the windshield, or if we hit traffic.


How many sinkholes are already swallowing pieces of my mother’s brain?


Because I can’t think of what to do, I move into our living room and begin to straighten up, refolding the chenille blanket on the back of the couch and collecting my water bottle from the coffee table.


Sometimes our apartment feels cozy. We aren’t permitted to paint the walls or use nails to hang pictures, but my mother bought Command strips to affix bright prints—one by Matisse, the others created by me in high school art class. We’ve cultivated a trio of leafy green plants on the windowsill, and Mom brought in colorful throw pillows from a secondhand store and a big mirror with a whitewashed frame when she was on an HGTV kick.


Other times, this space feels claustrophobic.


More and more lately, I’ve felt the walls closing in on me.


It’s unnaturally quiet in here at 10:20 a.m. on a Tuesday. Most of our neighbors are at work or school, like my mother and I would typically be at this hour on an ordinary day.


I edge closer to her bedroom, listening hard.


I can’t hear anything.


If she’s crying, her face must be buried in a pillow. I lift my hand to knock, then let my arm drop by my side.


I can’t tell her it will be okay. There is no fixing this.


Her door flies open. I take a step back, startled.


My mother stands there in her uniform, her hair swept back in a headband.


“Where are you going?”


“To the bus stop. I still have half a shift left.”


Mom moves past me, toward the front door.


“Wait!”


She turns around, avoiding my eyes. “Where did I put my purse?”


A week ago, her words would have been innocuous. Now, they sear me.


“How can you just go to work? We’ve got to talk—we need to make a plan.”


“Honey, there’s plenty of time for talking.”


“No there isn’t! We don’t have time!” I gasp out the words.


My mother closes her eyes briefly.


“Look, Catherine, I know this is hard. But you need to understand—I have to keep moving. I can’t stop and think or I’m going to lose it, okay?”


She walks back into her bedroom and retrieves her purse. I follow, unable to stop the questions spilling from my mouth. “Why didn’t you tell me about your mother?”


“Because she didn’t care about us, and I stopped caring about her a long time ago.”


My mom moves to the front door. She leans over to slip on her right sneaker, pressing her palm against the wall for balance.


“You couldn’t even bring up the fact that she died?”


“Catherine, don’t push me.”


I can’t put on the brakes. “You’ve been hiding everything from me! You told Dr. Chen you’ve been noticing this for four months—why didn’t you say anything? We could have …”


My voice trails off.


My mom puts on her other shoe. “Exactly. What could we have done?”


“There are medicines. …”


She shakes her head. “They don’t work for everyone. Their effects wear off and they don’t stop the progression of the disease, only some of the symptoms. There is no cure.”


She’s reciting things I’ve told her through the years, facts I’ve gleaned from my textbooks and college lectures and evidence I’ve witnessed firsthand.


She gives me a quick, hard hug. Then she leaves.


I have no idea what to do. I’d expected our routine to shatter. I was planning to tell my supervisor I had a family emergency and needed a few days off.


How can my mother be going about her typical day?


My breaths are too quick and shallow, and I know my blood pressure has risen to a number that would alarm me if I was monitoring a patient.


I look around the apartment. It’s still as a tomb.


A vision of the future invades my imagination: Post-it notes stuck everywhere to remind my mother to make sure the stove is turned off and to flush the toilet. A dead bolt on the door with the lock constantly engaged. My mother splayed on the couch, her hair lank and dirty, refusing to shower.


Or worse. It could get so much worse.


It will get so much worse.


The walls of the apartment fly toward me.


I run to the front door and grab my purse. I burst into the hallway and head for the stairs, skimming my hand along the metal railing as I spin down four flights and push through the lobby door. Bright sunlight hits my eyes and I squint, searching my surroundings until I spot my mother halfway down the block.


“Wait!” I yell, running toward her.


My mother turns. As I draw closer, I think I see tears shimmering in her eyes, and it pulls me up short. My mother never cries.


I can’t leave her here at the bus stop, all alone. I want to be with her as much as I can, for as long as I can. Even if it’s just the two of us riding in our old Bonneville with the radio blaring, like we’ve done thousands of times before.


I know she doesn’t want any more questions. So I promise myself this will be the last one I’ll ask her right now: “Want a ride to work?”





CHAPTER SIX



RUTH


Tucked in the back of my locker at work is a green spiral notebook. It’s so old the once-crisp page edges have turned to velvet.


There’s a blank box on the cover for your name.


Instead of mine, I inscribed For Catherine Sterling.


I’ve made sure to put the notebook in a place someone will eventually discover should something happen to me.


The only problem is every page is blank.


I’ve been carrying it around ever since I left home, intending to write down my story for so long. But every time I try to begin, my pen refuses to move across the page.


Now I have no choice. I only hope I haven’t waited too long.


Sam’s is fairly quiet at the moment. The electric register beeps as the cashier rings up a man’s check, then the bell over the door sounds as he exits. In the kitchen, the cooks are slicing tomatoes and stacking individual leaves of lettuce like playing cards in silver bins, preparing for the next wave of customers.


My shift is over and I’ve closed out all my checks, but I’m not ready to leave yet.


Catherine is still at work. She told me she’s planning to let her supervisor know she isn’t going to move to Baltimore, after all. She’ll stay by my side. I didn’t even have to ask.


I sense eyes on me and look up to catch a guy perched on one of the counter stools staring. Then I feel dampness on my cheeks. I wipe away my tears and whisper, “Allergies.”


I turn and walk down the hallway adjacent to the kitchen, heading past the restrooms into the small employee room. The combination to my locker is Catherine’s birthday. I take out my notebook and sit down heavily on the lone chair in the room.


I’ve thought through what I need to tell my daughter countless times. I’ve replayed certain scenes from my past so often it feels as if I’ve imprinted them in the grooves of my mind. The details I need to share with Catherine are as familiar to me as if they unspooled just last week instead of nearly twenty-five years ago.


Once I unclip a pen from my apron pocket and finally begin to write, it’s as if I’ve stored the words in a memory cloud, and they’re now gently raining down on me. It makes the task I’ve dreaded for so long as simple as taking dictation.


I’ve been thinking about where to begin, and I guess I’ll start with the day I met your … See, I’m already getting tripped up. He isn’t your dad. A father changes your diapers and teaches you how to ride a bike and reads you stories. He never did any of that.


James. His name is James.


I met him on the hottest day of the year, in August, right at the start of my junior year of high school.


The main thing you need to know about my high school is that, socially, it was run by a Queen Bee named Brittany. Her mom was the ringleader of the school moms.


Apple from the tree and all that.


Brittany and I were friends up until the ninth grade, when I grew boobs first and got asked to the Homecoming dance before she did. Brittany didn’t authorize that turn of events, and next thing I knew, I was uninvited to a group sleepover at her house.


I didn’t mind all that much. Being Brittany’s friend was a lot of work. There were rules involved. You had to love Madonna but not Whitney Houston. You were required to sit at a certain table in the lunchroom. For some reason, wearing a sweatshirt inside out was a thing. Brittany did it one day, then the next day so did half the girls in our class.


Brittany might have been content to quietly exile me, but there was one other thing she didn’t authorize.


I was the best dancer on our school’s Poms squad.


You know how some people can hear a song once and play it back on the piano? It’s like that with me and dancing. I don’t even have to think about it—my body just mimics whatever moves I see and comes up with new ones all its own.


Did I mention Brittany was on the team, too? So were her wannabes. And of course, Brittany’s mom, Mrs. Davis, was the parent liaison for the team. Mrs. Davis organized the fundraiser that paid for our trip to the state competitions and sat in the bleachers with her gaggle of hangers-on at practices and games.


On that blistering hot mid-August afternoon, there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky, and sweat molded my T-shirt to my body. We had to try out every year, even if we were on the team the previous year. Because our coach was out on maternity leave, Mr. Franklin, who was our school’s music teacher, had been pressured by the principal to take over as interim coach. Mr. Franklin didn’t seem very happy about it.


Over the summer I’d taught myself to do an aerial—that’s a no-handed cartwheel—so I threw one into my performance. A few girls clapped when I did it, then stopped abruptly, like they’d suddenly remembered they weren’t supposed to.


When tryouts ended, I went to grab my water bottle from where I’d tossed it onto the edge of the bright-green AstroTurf. My mouth was so dry it hurt.


I uncapped the bottle and tilted my head back, desperate to gulp down some water.


Nothing came out.


I dropped my empty bottle and walked back to rejoin the others, a smile on my face.


I never gave Brittany the satisfaction of a reaction. I didn’t do it whenever I found the word slut written in lipstick across my locker, or got summoned to the principal’s office because he’d been told I was selling weed, or overheard Brittany stage-whispering to her lunch table that my mother was a drunk.


That one was true, by the way. My mom—your grandma—was usually half in the bag by the time she finished her lunchtime wine, which is why I got a used car for my sixteenth birthday. My dad didn’t want her driving me or my little brother Timmy when she was under the influence, so I was the one who took us to and from school.


More on that later, though.


I stood at the edge of the pack of girls who’d tried out, dizzy from dehydration in the blazing sun, listening as Coach read out the names of everyone who’d made the varsity team. It was just a formality. Five girls who’d been on the team last year had graduated, and the best five girls from JV were going to move up. There were twelve spots on the varsity squad in total.


Still, every time Coach called out a name, Brittany squealed and threw her arms around the girl like they’d both won the lottery.


Coach went through eight names alphabetically, then got to the spot where my name should have been.


He called someone else’s instead.


I took a half step forward, a protest rising in my throat.


Don’t react, my mind commanded.


It held me back a millisecond before I spoke up. I decided to wait, to let this play out. If Brittany and Mrs. Davis and Coach Franklin—who I was already convinced was half in love with Mrs. Davis, judging from the way he kept sneaking looks at her—were trying to have me cut from the team, I’d find a way to fight it. I couldn’t do it here, not when I was so outnumbered.


Coach called the tenth name. The girl next to me turned to stare. I couldn’t tell if she was innocent or in on it. She was one of the JV girls who was moving up, which meant Brittany probably hadn’t gotten her claws into her yet, but just to be safe, I avoided her eyes and kept my face expressionless.


We were nearing the end of the alphabet.


Coach announced the eleventh name. It wasn’t mine.


Brittany’s squeal seemed even louder this time.


My cheeks were burning in a way that had nothing to do with the sun. I could hear a few girls murmuring, but I wasn’t close enough to understand what they were saying.


Coach banged his clipboard against his leg and told us that anyone who didn’t make varsity would be considered for JV. He said if we were on the varsity squad we should stay put. Everyone else could leave.


The girls who didn’t make it gathered their things and began to climb the bleachers. Brittany tilted back her neck and sipped from her water bottle, watching me from beneath her eyelashes.


I wasn’t going to retreat. If Coach was trying to cut me from the team, he’d have to tell me to go.


One of the girls who was moving up from JV—a seemingly nice one who wore glasses and smiled a lot—spoke up, telling Coach he’d only called eleven names.


Coach tried to look surprised. He was a terrible actor.


He made a production out of checking his clipboard and running his finger down the list. Then he called the names of all twelve teammates—and this time my name was in its rightful spot.


For whatever the reason—maybe Brittany or Mrs. Davis had whispered lies about me to him—Coach was messing with me to let me know the score. He was my enemy, too.


Still, when I tell you my whole body unclenched, it was an understatement. I wasn’t a great student—my mild case of dyslexia can make reading a chore—and I couldn’t carry a tune or play an instrument or soar over track hurdles. Plus, I’m pretty sure being on Poms was the only thing that kept me from being swept to the bottom rung of the social ladder at school.


And it kept me out of the house every afternoon, which meant less time around my mother, who went from giddy to morose to mean in the hours between lunch and dinner.


Coach announced we were all going to Pizza Piazzo, where Brittany’s mom was going to generously treat us all to dinner. Mrs. Davis stood up and waved like she was Miss America when he said that. Then Coach said we’d be electing this year’s captain at dinner.


I wanted nothing more than to dash into school and greedily gulp from the water fountain, but I grabbed my backpack and headed to the parking lot along with everyone else. Brittany’s mom announced she had room for six girls in her giant SUV that I’m pretty sure fit eight and Coach said he could fit five in his pickup truck.


Magic number eleven again.


I’m sure Brittany thought she’d screwed me over, but I didn’t care that I was odd man out. Timmy was waiting for me, and I needed to drop him at home before I went to the restaurant.


I pulled the keys to my Dodge Dart out of the inside pocket of my backpack, then slid behind the steering wheel and drove the half mile to the middle school. Timmy was on the front steps, reading a comic book. When I tooted the horn, he looked up with a big smile.


Timmy never complained about anything. He may have looked more like our mom, but on the inside, he was our dad.


I asked how school was as he climbed into the back seat. Apparently, he’d gotten extra Tater Tots at lunch, which was all it took to make his day a win.


Then I told him I had to go out, but that Dad would be home soon. His smile disappeared. I quickly said he could just hang out in the backyard until Dad got home. He told me he would, and that he’d be really quiet.


I glanced at Timmy’s profile in the rearview mirror. In that moment, he seemed to be suspended between a kid who liked cartoons and someone much older.


By the time we got to the house, my dad’s car was in the driveway. I breathed out in relief and waved to Timmy as he slipped in through the kitchen door.


I wanted to skip going for pizza, especially since I’d arrive twenty minutes late, but I’d already learned the hard way that any sign of retreat only emboldened Brittany.


When I walked into Pizza Piazzo, the girls were seated around a long rectangular table, with Coach Franklin at the head and Mrs. Davis to his right. Brittany was reigning over it all from a spot in the middle. I heard her laugh spill out as I approached. Brittany had piled her backpack and purse on the lone unoccupied chair. I knew she wouldn’t move them until I’d asked at least twice.


I was hot and tired and still so thirsty. The last thing I wanted to do was sit there for the next hour, faking a smile and enduring whatever else Brittany and her mom had cooked up for me. I felt my tears rise and I quickly blinked them away.


Then I heard a low, soft voice asking if he could help me.


I turned and found myself looking at a guy who was a little older than me—maybe nineteen. He was a dead ringer for James Spader, who’d starred in this movie called Sex, Lies, and Videotape I’d seen a while back. Most of the girls in my class were obsessed with James Van Der Beek or Leonardo DiCaprio, but James Spader was my current crush.


My mouth was probably hanging open as I stared at him.


He moved closer, repeating himself a little more loudly as he asked again if he could help me.


And I swear, Catherine, he did.


That night, the waiter with kind eyes did more than help me. He saved me.





CHAPTER SEVEN



CATHERINE


Sunrise Senior Living is divided into three levels: Daily Assisted, Extended Care, and the Memory Wing.


When I began working here right after I graduated high school, I was assigned to the Daily Assisted tier. The people in Daily Assisted are mostly independent, though some use walkers or require help getting dressed. They read large-print books, FaceTime their grandkids, and invite each other over for cocktail hour. A few of them still drive. For those who didn’t, I often used the Sunrise van to take them to a nearby strip mall so they could shop or enjoy lunch.


As I gained experience and drew closer to earning my nursing degree, I moved to the next tier, Extended Care. These residents need help transferring in and out of bed and with medication oversight. Most have lost spouses and friends. Their worlds are inexorably shrinking. When I entered their rooms, their faces lit up, even if I was just coming to bring them a glass of Ensure or close their curtains.


I began working in the Memory Wing a year ago.


It’s a different universe.


After I drop my mother at Sam’s and arrive at Sunrise, I reach for the bag in the back seat that contains two pairs of socks, a set of stackable measuring cups with one missing, a baby doll dressed in a onesie, and—the treasure from my latest Goodwill run—piano compositions by Claude Debussy on an unscratched CD.


I walk through the lobby and greet the front-desk attendant as I flash my ID and use the computer to sign in, then head to the main floor employees’ locker room to slip on the extra scrubs I keep there. The locker room is empty, but in the attached kitchen there’s a loaf of banana bread on the countertop next to a card with the words Thank You written in blue shimmery script.


I’ve only had coffee today—my stomach was too twisted before my mother’s appointment to accept solid food—so even though I’m not hungry, I walk over and peel back the Saran Wrap and cut a slice. If I’m going to work today, I’ll need the energy.


The card is from the daughter of a resident, expressing her appreciation for our help in caring for her father.


I finish the banana bread without really tasting it and rewrap the loaf. As I’m trying to think of what to do next, my supervisor, Tin, comes through the door, holding an ice pack to her forehead.


“Oh my gosh, are you okay?”


“Just a little bump.” She removes the ice. “How does it look?”


I scan her smooth skin. “No swelling I can see. What happened?”


Tin walks to the cupboard and finds the bottle of Advil, then swallows two. “Mr. Baxter rushed the door and I got a knock in the head trying to block him. I’m fine, I just need to sit down for a few. I’m going to take my lunch break now.”


I pour Tin a glass of water as she settles into one of the chairs encircling the round table in the middle of the room. Part of the reason I came in early today was to see Tin, but I don’t want to rush her.


Before I can say anything, though, she frowns. “Aren’t you supposed to be in later?”


“Yeah … I was actually hoping to catch you.”


Tin must pick up something in my voice. Her face softens and she gestures for me to sit down.


“I know I gave notice … but I was hoping I could withdraw it. I need to keep working here a while longer.”


Tin knows all about my plan to move to Baltimore. When I began applying for jobs five months ago, I asked her for a reference. The offer came in quickly from Hopkins, and Tin was the second person I told, after my mother. Tin knows how excited I was to move to a fresh city and construct a whole new life, one that’s all my own.


Mercifully, Tin doesn’t bring any of that up. She tucks a stray lock of shiny black hair behind one ear. “How long would you want to stay?”


“A couple years. Now that I’m done with school, I was hoping to pick up a few extra shifts.”


My mother may not be ready to plan, but one of us needs to. I have to work as much as I can now, because as her memory recedes and her needs grow, I’ll have to scale my hours back. And without my mother’s waitress income, money will be tighter than ever.


I have no idea how long she’ll be able to continue at Sam’s. He’ll cut her some slack because she’s a dependable, hard worker, but he’s not going to be happy when she forgets to put in breakfast orders and undercharges customers for things she forgot to add to the bill.


We need to stockpile cash while we can.


“Catherine, are you okay? This is all so sudden. Aren’t you supposed to move in, like, ten days?”


I refocus on her. “Yeah. It’s my mom … she’s sick.”


“Oh, no. I’m so sorry.”


Tin seems to be waiting for me to continue, but I can’t.


She finally breaks the silence. “Stay on as long as you want. I can put you on a full-time schedule next month.”


I nod vigorously, hoping the gesture conveys my gratitude, then I stand up and busy myself wiping a few crumbs off the counter.


Tin is one of the people I admire most in the world. She’s only five years older than me, but she has two master’s degrees and oversees a staff of a dozen nurses, assistants, and volunteers. She has a lot of experience comforting distraught family members and works with some of the most challenging cases on the Memory Wing.


If I were going to talk to anyone about what my mother is facing, it would be Tin.


But I can’t, not yet.


Not just because the realization of what my mother will become is so overwhelming that I can only comprehend it in short bursts, as if the knowledge is a series of waves breaking over my head and temporarily snuffing out my ability to see, to hear, to breathe.


It’s also this: Tin will immediately recognize, as I have, that the incurable disease that has slithered through at least one generation of my family—from my grandmother to my mother—may be waiting to strike again.


It may come for me next.


Tin said I could start work early today, another gesture of kindness. I gather my bag of Goodwill odds and ends and head for the elevator.


The destination for most visitors and employees is floors one through four.


Mine is floor five.


The elevator will take anyone there, but once you step off, you can only walk a few feet before encountering a locked door with a keypad code. Above it, a camera’s unblinking red eye signifies it’s watching your every move.


From the outside, the entrance is clearly visible, with the door’s silver knob contrasting with its beige color.


On the inside, it’s a different story.


I input my code and wait for the lock to click. When it does, I push open the door a few inches, check to make sure no one is on the other side, then walk through and wait for it to shut behind me.


I’m in the Memory Wing.


The wall on this side of the door is painted blue and the door is the exact same hue, knob and hinges and all. No signs indicate this is the way out. There’s a keypad, but it’s also painted blue to blend in. The numbers on the pad are scrambled, with a few positioned upside down.


Unless you know exactly where the exit is and have the ability to decipher a confusing code, it’s virtually impossible to leave this floor. Which is the whole point.


As I move down the short hallway, I hear a woman calling, “Can someone please get me a bellboy?”


I round the corner and encounter Mrs. Dennison, who wears a gold-and-black brocade jacket over stretchy slacks. Her silver hair is in an elegant bob—Mrs. Dennison’s daughter takes her to the salon every two weeks—and her expression brightens when she sees me.


“Miss, can you help me? I’m looking for a bellboy to carry down our luggage.”


“Oh, checkout isn’t for another hour,” I tell her. “I’ll take you to our executive waiting room, where you can enjoy a complimentary beverage and some snacks.”


“That sounds lovely, dear. I just need to go tell my husband.”


Mrs. Dennison allows me to hold her elbow and guide her toward the community room.


“Frank and I had a lovely stay here. Absolutely lovely.”


“I’m glad to hear it.”


Mrs. Dennison twists her head around. “Where did Frank go?”


When she first arrived on the Memory Wing and asked for her husband, I watched Mrs. Dennison’s daughter explain Frank had died six months earlier. From the pained but weary expression on her daughter’s face, it was clearly a conversation they’d had many times before.


But Mrs. Dennison was essentially hearing it for the first time.


“Oh no!” Her face crumpled. “What happened to my Frank?”


She was completely distraught, moaning and shaking. Then her short-term memory wiped itself clean, and it began again: “Where is Frank?”


One of the finest moments of patient care I’ve witnessed came when Tin stepped in and told Mrs. Dennison’s daughter it would be a kindness to let her mother believe Frank was alive.


“But my mother abhors lying!” Mrs. Dennison’s daughter protested. “My whole life, she has always demanded I tell her the truth!”


Tin held her ground, and now, as far as Mrs. Dennison is concerned, her beloved Frank is always just a room away.


Mrs. Dennison passes the time waiting to be with her husband by taking art classes and enjoying supervised walks in the garden and listening to music. At night, when she is put to bed, she believes Frank is in the bathroom.


It feels like a bit of grace that her damaged brain permits this hologram of Frank to hover nearby. Alzheimer’s has stolen so much from Mrs. Dennison, and it isn’t finished pillaging yet. It’s a voracious, fiendish disease—so cunning that despite more than three billion dollars a year dedicated to research, no one can find a cure or even a way to slow its progression.


My nursing classes taught me how to trace its path of wreckage. It generally strikes the hippocampus first, the region of the mind that’s the Grand Central Station of memory. Its tentacles continue to stretch, wreaking havoc with the intricate, infinitesimally delicate areas governing emotions and movement and the ability to do simple tasks, like use a fork.


In autopsies, even Alzheimer’s brain tissue looks confused, like some monstrous hand reached in and swirled everything around.


I settle Mrs. Dennison into a soft chair by the window in the community room with a cup of warm tea by her side—all water taps on this floor are engineered to never go above 110 degrees—then walk over to Mr. Gray, who has a plastic basket on his lap. I take the socks from my bag, separate them, and add them to the dozen or so pairs in his basket.


“So much laundry to do,” he mutters.


When Mr. Gray grows agitated, which happens a few times a day, we bring out the sock basket. Matching pairs isn’t a tonic for every patient, but working on a concrete task helps center Mr. Gray.


Before he came here, Mr. Gray was an electrical engineer who specialized in the applications of radon. His son once told me that just about everything man sends into space has Mr. Gray’s fingerprints on it.


I watch him now, his tongue tucked in the corner of his mouth as he concentrates on trying to find a partner for the tube stock in his hand with pink-and-blue stripes. Then I distribute the rest of my finds, putting the measuring cups in the bin of odds and ends and setting the plastic doll in a toy crib in a far corner.


I’ll save the Debussy CD for when darkness falls.


That’s when sundowning begins.


I stand in the doorway for a moment, absorbing the scene before me with fresh eyes. The residents in this room are among our easiest. None are shouting expletives or trying to grope or hit me.


It’s difficult to predict how the disease will manifest in an individual. There’s no way to say which camp my mother will fall into.


My stomach heaves and I run for the nearest bathroom, barely making it to a stall and dropping to my knees before I throw up the banana bread.


I rise to my feet, legs shaking, and walk to the sink. I rinse my mouth with water and wash my hands, wondering how I’m going to make it through the rest of my shift now that every resident I encounter wears the face of my mother.


When Mom needs full-time care, I won’t be able to afford a place nearly as nice as Sunrise; it costs more than one hundred thousand dollars a year. I’ve heard stories about what can happen in some of the bare-bones facilities. Sometimes patients are hit, medicated into oblivion, or left to rot in their beds.


How can I relegate her to that when my mother has devoted her entire life to me? Until I began dating Ethan, my mom and I had never spent even a single night apart—she couldn’t afford to send me on any overnight school trips or let me go to the Jersey Shore after graduation, like a lot of the kids from my high school class. But I understood. It’s easy to keep perspective when new clothes for us always meant a trip to the thrift store and a bad stretch of tips meant our only food was what she could carry home from the diner. Until I started working full-time, we never had enough money for a landline telephone, let alone cell phones.


All that time together produced an uncommon bond between us.


My first word was Mama. She knows my every incantation, from the toddler who loved Barney and would eat anything as long as it was covered in ketchup to the moody ninth grader who wore thick black eyeliner and blasted punk rock music. We’re the only emergency contacts for each other on the forms we fill out.


I can’t lose her, but I’m no match for the disease that has already claimed my grandmother. I’m an ant in the path of an eighteen-wheeler.


I’m spiraling. Dizziness engulfs me, and the shaking in my legs radiates through my entire body.


I close my eyes and grab the cold, hard edge of the sink, fighting to pull my mind away from the abyss.


I can’t save my mother, so I have to find a way to keep her at home, where she’ll be more comfortable. I’ll eventually need someone to watch over her while I work. But the only people who volunteer for tasks like that are family, and we don’t have one.
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