









Praise for Parting Gifts



“Katrina Willis can take a painful experience and offer enlightenment. She can take a hardship and reveal opportunity. She can describe deep despair and make you feel hopeful. How? Through her extraordinary gift of detail and language . . . through her brave willingness to go where others dare not go . . . through her heart that feels deeply and fully. Unlike any author I’ve ever read, Willis transports me into a moment so I can see, hear, taste, and feel it as if I am there. And when I am lost in one of her stories, I don’t want to come back. Because through her stories, I am healed. I am understood. I am fully alive.”


—Rachel Macy Stafford
New York Times best-selling author of Hands Free Mama


“Parting Gifts is a rare treasure, the sort of book that leaves the reader attached to the characters long after finishing the final page. Katrina Anne Willis has painted a family portrait, intricate, and real, capturing what it means to be family, what it means to struggle with both our need to belong, and our need to be set free. Parting Gifts cracked my heart open, and reminded me of what it means to be human. I loved this book.”


—Karen Lynch
author of Good Cop, Bad Daughter: Memoirs of an Unlikely Police Officer


“In Parting Gifts, Willis paints the portrait of three sisters with careful and exacting strokes. All three women are seeking to overcome their own personal and shared tragedies, and you will become attached to each one of them as they make their way back home to each other.”


—T. Greenwood author of Two Rivers, Bodies of Water, and The Forever Bridge
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To Chris, who makes everything possible.
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before


“A happy family is but an earlier heaven.”
—George Bernard Shaw


“We are all so much together, but we are all dying of loneliness.”
—Albert Schweitzer





1 Catherine



Catherine didn’t fear the chemo as much as the molasses hours she spent in the infusion room. It took far too long to wait for the Cytoxan cocktail to drip into her veins and search for its target. Time to think about how she’d failed to create the idyllic family she’d so desperately craved as a child, how the poison that was supposed to save her was all but killing her in its noble quest, how very much she’d squandered the forty years she’d been given. Time to wonder whether forty was all she’d ever see.


Her feet were cold. Her feet had always been cold. On the day of her tenth birthday, in a cake and ice cream frenzy, she’d slipped and fallen while running through the kitchen, showing off for her friends, ignoring her parents’ vodka-laced indifference, her little sulking sister, Anne. The four layers of socks she’d managed to pull over her feet were thick ice skates on the chilled linoleum; the corner cabinet, unforgiving. Catherine’s fingers traced the line of the scar that remained on her forehead.


“Dr. Mathers, can I get you some more water?”


Catherine looked into the eyes of her favorite nurse, Jenna. Young Jenna with the full lips and the fuller boobs. Jenna, who had her entire life ahead of her, stuck in this dreary room with too much sickness and too little hair. Jenna, who respectfully called her “Dr. Mathers” even though Catherine’s academic credentials were earned by studying Faulkner and Hemingway while those with her life in their hands were MDs, cutting out chunks of cancer and sewing human bodies back together.


As she commonly did with people she didn’t know well, Catherine wondered where Jenna went when she left the confines of this room. What constituted her life outside these walls that smelled of disinfectant and antibacterial soap? Did she work out? Read? Did she have a boyfriend? Someone she slept with on a regular basis? Did she go to church on Sunday? Or did she prefer to sit at home and drink coffee alone on her patio while she listened to John Mayer sing about broken relationships?


All these questions, yet Catherine had never bothered to ask during the past four months.


“Water would be nice.”


Outside, a fragile autumn had begun. Yellows here and there, a burst of red, a hint of orange, a promise of cabled sweaters and chai tea. But today the air was hot and thick, Indian summer temperatures with a little extra sizzle. Weather was like that in Indiana. One day you could be sweating in your tank top and shorts; the next, reaching for your favorite IU sweatshirt. Indiana weather was fickle, volatile, equally beautiful and exasperating in its unpredictability.


Catherine glanced at her legs, her pink fuzzy socks. She’d purchased the socks for herself after her first chemo, when she began to grasp the kind of physical havoc the medicine would wreak on her body. She wished someone else had bought her the fuzzy socks. This would have been a warm embrace from a friend, a thoughtful gesture from a lover. “Here,” the giver would have said kindly, so as not to jar her cancer-addled body. “They’re to keep you warm, to let you know I’m thinking about you. And they’re pink—you know, for breast cancer awareness.”


But she had bought the socks by herself and for herself at Target. Into the cart went a box of Oreos, two bottles of Cabernet, some frozen Lean Cuisines, a package of Lysol wipes, the latest Julia Glass novel, and the socks. She had placed everything on the conveyor belt—working diligently to avoid the milk condensation left by the young mother in front of her—as the toddler in the cart ahead screamed for a candy bar.


“Not now, Honey. It’s almost time for dinner,” the mother had said sweetly.


“Now! I want it now!” the child had answered, not so sweetly.


“If you’re a good boy, we’ll get one and save it for later.”


Catherine had wanted to slap them both, to stuff the fuzzy pink socks into the toddler’s screaming mouth to silence him... just for a moment. The chemo, it seemed, was rendering her a little less patient, a tad uncharitable.


As Jenna walked away, Catherine’s iPhone vibrated in her hand.


Michelle. Her oldest friend, her confidant, her one true-blue.


“Thank God you called,” she said, fumbling with the phone. “I need a little Michelle sunshine right this very instant.”


“I’m sorry I couldn’t be there today, Cat,” Michelle said. “If Jake didn’t have a basketball game an hour away, you know I’d be with you, right? But there’s dinner, and the twins’ homework, and...”


“I know, Michelle,” Catherine said, “I know. You’d be here if you could. And you’d have brought some damn good Malbec, too, right?”


“Do you have to ask?”


“Then, my friend, all is forgiven. It’s the thought that counts. Unless, of course, you’re looking for the buzz. Then it’s the wine that counts.”


Catherine smiled through her infusion haze. Michelle had accompanied her to the majority of her chemo treatments. If Michelle wasn’t already committed to driving one of her kids somewhere else, she was there. Catherine would have been embarrassed to have anyone else watch her turn twenty shades of green while she drooled all over herself in a dreamless sleep, but she was always grateful for her friend’s presence. Long ago, Catherine had held Michelle’s hair while she vomited one too many upside-down margaritas into the Sigma Chi toilet, had stood beside her on her wedding day with a white Calla lily bouquet in a dress she’d never wear again, had attended the births of Michelle’s four children. In turn, Michelle had wiped away Catherine’s tears as yet another romantic relationship with the seemingly perfect boy imploded, had shared gallons of paint and bottles of wine when Catherine bought her first home, had stood proudly beside her on the day she was awarded the letters Ph.D. Theirs was the one relationship Catherine had somehow managed to sustain, Michelle’s picture-perfect family the one Catherine simultaneously feared and coveted. Michelle was Catherine’s one and only pink fuzzy sock friend—even if Michelle hadn’t thought to buy the pink fuzzy socks. Whether it was through her own clumsy efforts or by the sheer grace of a God Catherine didn’t really place much faith in, Michelle was Catherine’s one steady.


“I’ll bring you a banana shake tomorrow after I’m done volunteering in Molly’s class,” Michelle promised. “And I’m doing your laundry, so don’t argue with me.”


Catherine didn’t argue. There was nothing more decadent than having someone else wash, fold, and put away your dirty clothes. Not worth the cancer diagnosis, of course, but a welcome consolation prize.


All around Catherine, people in various stages of healing or death—however you chose to envision it—were mired in the sleep of the acutely tired while toxins were pumped into their bloodstreams. Devoted parents, children, friends, and spouses sat beside their loved ones. A baby rested in her car carrier next to her father while her bald mother tucked a blanket around her own ears and chin. They were surviving individually while they struggled to survive together. Some visitors brought books, some watched TV, all looked nearly as broken as the patients they accompanied. Except for that sweet, pink-cheeked baby, smiling in her sleep. Some patients sat alone. It was easier to look at the ones who closed their eyes throughout their treatments. The ones who stared without focus—like the new patient with the white hair who always shared the same corner as Catherine—made her uncomfortable.


But it was the walls that bothered Catherine the most. Why the St. Mark’s Oncology Care designers hadn’t thought of chair rails was beyond reason. With twenty cheap recliners bumping continually into the beige walls in their deliberate dance, scuffs and chips were inevitable. The resultant state of the walls, however, was unkempt and depressing, a canvas of disregard that left Catherine and her cancer colleagues with a distinct sense of abandonment.


How important were those red exclamation point emails now? How critical was that deadline at work? What they all wouldn’t have given for another chance to bend under the weight of an unanswered voice mail. What a luxury to have those things be the worries that filled an eight-hour day.


When Catherine had turned forty, five short months before, she did what every responsible woman her age did. She scheduled her first mammogram and winced as the nurse twisted and flattened her breasts into unfamiliar and increasingly uncomfortable positions. She stared with fake interest at the picture hanging to her left, the purples and blues of the abstract floral painting transforming into a bruise before her eyes. After the second mammogram was ordered, followed immediately by an ultrasound, and then a biopsy, Catherine knew something was wrong. But when Dr. Bingham took her hand and said, with the sad resolve of a man who’d grown too accustomed to delivering bad news, “Catherine, it’s Stage II,” her heart still skipped a beat. One, then another.


Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!


During those first moments, when she understood her existence would never be the same—that, perhaps, her existence might even be cut short—she noticed the family pictures lining Dr. Bingham’s bookshelves. His wife was a lovely wisp of a woman, his daughters smiled from their frames. The girls were both blonde, and they wrapped their arms around each other with convincing ease. Love emanated from those photos. Love and belonging. Catherine thought about her own family pictures. She was certain there were shots of Big Jim and Eva lined up side by side, Catherine, Anne, and little Jessica standing dutifully in front of them. But for a moment, she couldn’t remember any pictures. Not one.


As a five-year-old, Catherine would proclaim to everyone within earshot that she wanted to be a horse when she grew up. Her parents’ friends giggled into their vodka tonics when her innocent announcement was encouraged at dinner parties, but to Catherine, there was nothing funny about aspiring to be a horse. Horses had strong legs that carried them with purpose and intent. They were exotic, fast, mysterious, and powerful with their muscular torsos and dark eyes. Catherine knew, even at her tender age, that there was more to life than being a good, white, well-educated Catholic girl who someday would grow up to be a good, white, well-educated Catholic suburbanite. But living the charmed suburban TV life she’d never had was still what Catherine wanted most... even now. Never in her childhood aspirations, though, did Catherine say, “I want to have cancer. I want to go through chemotherapy. I want a handsome doctor to lop off one of my boobs before he returns home to his perfectly coiffed wife, his adoring children, and a well-balanced meal awaiting him in his gourmet kitchen.”


Later, when she could escape from the circles of her own mind, Catherine found that Stage II (because breast cancer liked to present every patient with a unique bag of tricks) meant the tumor was nearly three centimeters in diameter and had not yet spread to her lymph nodes. A lucky diagnosis, as breast cancer diagnoses go. So Catherine underwent a lumpectomy to remove the evidence and eventually was able to look at the scar left in the wake of the surgeon’s scalpel.


Almost unconsciously, Catherine’s hand went to her left breast—the damaged mess that landed her in this purgatory of sickness. She glanced down at the port that had been sewn into her chest to make infusion easier.


As if any of this could possibly be easy.


“Here you go, Dr. Mathers,” Jenna said as she set a cup of water on the table. Everything here is beaten down, Catherine sighed. Even the cheap-ass furniture.


“Thank you, Jenna,” Catherine replied as a wave of fatigue threatened to pull her into semi-consciousness.


“Get some rest,” Jenna whispered. “I’ll wake you when you’re done.” Yes, Catherine thought, allowing her eyes to close. Yes. Just let me sleep until this is all over.





2 anne



“Get those shoes on now or there will be no ice cream after lunch!” Anne yelled, even though the mothers in her Willton Tot Moms group swore that yelling was the worst kind of parenting and didn’t work, anyway. Anne wasn’t worried about yelling. She knew her way around the confessional, was intimately familiar with its dark corners and the shrouded screen that separated her from the priest. She would be absolved.


In a breathless frenzy, Anne raced around the first floor of her three-story home. She opened her walnut cabinets, scanned her Corian countertops. Behind a couch cushion, she found Max’s pacifier, a necessity for her eleven-month-old son. From underneath the leather armchair peeked Lila’s pink blankie. The car ride would have been intolerable without either one of those traveling necessities.


The early morning sunlight streamed through the family room windows and illuminated the fine layer of dust on all the Jackleys’ possessions. Their wedding picture, the one where a fifty-pound-lighter Anne beamed with joy and anticipation, was dotted with sticky fingerprints. On a better day, those innocent reminders of her children might have made her smile. Anne took a brief moment to stare at the youthful face of her husband. His arm was wrapped protectively around her small middle, his eyes were bright and worry-free. She blew on the framed photo, watched the dust settle on the mahogany end table, and sighed deeply. Her focus then returned to the task at hand.


“Absolutely none! And I’m not kidding!” It made Anne feel better to yell. Made her feel heard, noticed. Even when three-year-old Lila continued to ignore her and Max was reduced to tears by the angry tenor of his mother’s voice—even then it felt good. And Anne had a hard time believing that all of her fellow Tot Moms never raised their voices. With more than twenty collective children among them, she was convinced that a great deal of yelling occurred behind closed doors. Yelling and probably a vast array of other secrets, too. Anne understood family secrets.


“Momma,” Lila chirped, “I don’t think I want ice cream today. I think I want yogurt.” It took every ounce of Anne’s maternal strength not to mimic her daughter’s thick “S’s” out of an immature and completely unreasonable spite. Especially when every button had already been pushed this morning, and then pushed again. From shirt selection to hair bow placement to oatmeal consistency, nothing Anne had done for her daughter in the hour and a half she’d been out of bed had been right. Only 8:00 in the morning, and already Anne was ready for a nap. Or a magnum of wine.


She glanced at Max as he patiently picked up individual Cheerios and popped them one by one into his mouth. Lila had never been such a content baby. When she was finished with her Cheerios, she’d sweep them off her tray onto the floor. If she didn’t want Cheerios but had a taste for Goldfish instead, she’d scream a high-pitched protest that could bring Anne to her knees.


“It doesn’t really matter what you want,” Anne snapped, “if you don’t Get. Your. Shoes. On. NOW. Because we are not leaving this house until you do!”


With an exasperated sigh, Lila stepped into her pink Uggs and smoothed her shirt. She then slung her princess backpack onto her shoulders and proclaimed herself ready for preschool. Thank God for small miracles, Anne thought as she nudged a smiling Max out the door.


The drive to preschool was always made more palatable with a little Guns N’ Roses in the background. While Axl sang “Sweet Child of Mine,” Anne navigated the Suburban through her neighborhood streets. She kept her windows rolled up and her air-conditioning on so the neighbors wouldn’t hear her musical selection pounding through the speakers. There was Bob and Kathy Mansfield’s house. Their nine-year-old triplets terrorized the neighborhood on their electric Razor scooters. There was Bill and Lynn Mattison’s house. They had two teenage girls who took turns driving a used BMW to high school. Shelby Mattison sometimes babysat for Lila and Max. She was a sweet girl who apparently had no idea how to load a dishwasher, or even to realize that washing dishes was a chore that didn’t complete itself. The house that guarded the neighborhood’s entrance belonged to Don and Nancy Blackwell. They were both retired and kept their lawn meticulously manicured. Like sentinels guarding their domain, they were menacing in their stoic judgment of everyone else’s horticultural missteps. Anne was certain the Jackleys’ own dandelion-infested lawn was the bane of the Blackwells’ existence. But at least those pesky little bursts of yellow gave Lila great pleasure.


“I love Candy Lions,” Lila would say. “They leave yellow marks on my fingers. Max, do you want a Candy Lion?” She’d rub the tip of his tiny nose with the flower, leaving it a jaundiced shade of yellow. Max would grab the dandelion from her fingers and stuff it into his mouth, smiling the whole time.


A familiar pang of guilt gripped Anne briefly as she turned her SUV into the Jackson United Methodist Church parking lot to drop Lila at preschool before attending her own Monday morning Tot Moms meeting. As a staunch and devoted Catholic, Anne worried every day about commingling with those who believed that the Eucharistic host was nothing more than a mere representation of Jesus’s body. But St. Andrew’s Catholic Church didn’t have a preschool or a Tot Moms program, and Anne desperately craved the break and the camaraderie provided by her peer group, albeit her religiously inferior peer group. What Anne was after was respite, relief, and a few good movie recommendations. She was already wholly versed in the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. She’d solidified that relationship as a young girl, ever eager to genuflect as expected, kneel when asked, confess when necessary (and even, sometimes, when it wasn’t). Pious Anne. Obedient Anne.


“Good morning, Mrs. Daniels!” she said with fake cheer as Lila’s preschool teacher opened the car door to greet and escort her young charge into the building.


“So good to see you, Mrs. Jackley!” Mrs. Daniels bellowed, reaching for Lila’s hand. “How’s our sweet Max today?”


The baby giggled in his car seat at the sound of his name.


“He’s perfect as usual,” Anne said with a touch of ennui in her voice. Sometimes all the mindless morning chatter wore her down. By the time she dropped Lila off at preschool, she often felt like she’d run a marathon (even though she had absolutely no firsthand experience of what running a marathon might actually feel like). She rarely had anything left to give in the way of chit-chat.


“Have a good morning, Lila,” Anne said as she accelerated away with more speed than the preschool staff probably condoned. At least I didn’t squeal the tires, she thought. She drove to the back of the church where the Tot Moms meeting was held and unstrapped Max from his seat. Propping his weight on her right hip, Anne felt a wave of sadness rush over her.


This is what I’ve become, she thought. I’m Mom Jeans and milk stains and piles of dirty laundry. I’m spaghetti with sauce out of the jar and cookie crumbs ground into the carpet. She reminisced about singing Madonna at the top of her lungs into her curling iron microphone. Now the only songs she knew were from the Disney channel. And Disney didn’t play Papa, Don’t Preach.


Anne thought briefly about her carefree college days at Indiana University, when she smoked too much pot and had too much sex. (Surely there was some kind of sin involved with thinking about sex in a church parking lot.) But the pot was good and the sex was even better. After twelve years of Catholic school acquiescence, it had been liberating to try everything she’d formerly believed would send her straight into the depths of hell. For once in her life, she’d decided to dance with the sinners instead of the saints. And it was there that she’d met her husband, Dale. Sexy, smart Dale with the vibrator under his futon—the one he’d purchased and used exclusively for her pleasure. They both waited tables at Nick’s and fell madly in love.


“Do you think the dude at table twelve is gay or straight?” he’d whispered as she picked up a tray of wings and breadsticks.


Anne had cast him a sideways glance. Was he talking to her?


“I’ll have to look,” she said. “My gaydar is never wrong, though, so I’ll let you know whether you’re getting lucky tonight or not.”


Dale had guffawed.


“Well, your gaydar is obviously off right now because I’m not interested in him for myself. I’m checking him out for my roommate.”


Anne eyed him suspiciously.


“Seriously, you’re much more my type.”


Then he’d winked and sauntered away.


Now, fifteen years later, she had Dale, Lila, and Max. And God. She’d begged His Almighty for forgiveness shortly before her first child was born. Anne knew that after her wild-child college days, she was unworthy of being a mother, unfit to shape the course of another human being’s life. So she entered the confessional (which in recent weeks felt more like a second home to her), spewed forth all her shame and failure, and begged for God—via the staunch Father Daniel who nodded in agreement as she listed each of her intimate secrets—to forgive her and once again take up residence in her flawed heart.


But somehow, she still felt lonely. Catholicism couldn’t fill the ever-expanding void, and the vibrator had been thrown discreetly in the trash a long time ago, wrapped tightly in plastic Meijer bags and tucked underneath rotten banana peels and damp coffee grounds. And then there was Dale. Sexy, smart Dale had developed a bit of a paunch and traveled far too much for her liking. His software sales job kept him on the road at least four days a week. Four long, lonely days and nights with no one to talk to but her sassy daughter and her barely-verbal son. And just to drive the knife deeper, Anne was fairly certain those four days and nights weren’t so lonely for Dale. Because of the precedent her philandering father had set, Anne had a nagging suspicion that Dale’s vibrator days might not be over—just over with her. And the thought of him with another woman—or numerous women—made her bite her manicured nails down to the quick. These suspicions, of course, were completely unfounded. As far as she knew, Dale had always been true-blue, steady-Eddie. But Anne was always acutely aware—on a nearly molecular level—that things aren’t always what they seem. Dale was not her father. Her father was not Dale. But still.


“Good morning, Anna Banana!” her friend Jill called from the parking lot. “Wait for us!”


Jill and her husband, Jim, who’d relocated to Indiana from Seattle just a year before, were strong advocates of attachment parenting. Jill carried her infant son, Jackson, in a new age, granola baby sling. It had become a permanent accessory to her wardrobe. Jackson was, indeed, attached to one of them at all times—on their chests, in their bed, on Jill’s nipple. As much as Anne liked Jill and enjoyed her company, the idea of having a baby continually tethered to you seemed exhausting. Did she nurse on the toilet?


“Did you hear about our speaker today?” Jill asked as she sidled up beside Anne, barely out of breath. Jill’s slender legs carried her gracefully through life.


“No. Who is it?” Anne could feel droplets of sweat rolling down her back and into the waistband of her underwear. She was irritated by the unseasonal heat of the day. She wanted to remind God that it was supposed to be cooling down, but she had other priorities at the top of her prayer list—like her sick mother, her negative bank account, and the heavy sadness she carried around like an extra child.


“Dr. Jones,” Jill said. Dr. Jones was Willton’s—and the Jackleys’—most celebrated pediatrician. “He’s here to talk about non-violent discipline and behavioral re-direction.”


Fabulous, thought Anne. She carried Max into the toddler room where her childcare volunteer saviors awaited his arrival.


If I have to listen to what a failure I am this morning, Anne thought, there had better at least be some good black coffee and a shitload of chocolate chip cookies.


She bent down to give Max a perfunctory peck on the cheek and headed to the Tot Moms gathering room, where she would listen to the numerous ways she could transform herself into Mother of the Year.





3 jessica



For Jessica, this mystery remained: what made a man choose to sit in a dark, windowless black hole in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon while his colleagues picked up the slack at work? As she glanced out into her audience, she noticed designer ties—some loosened and askew, some as perfectly knotted as the moment their wearers donned them this morning. So many of these men had money, families, homes, wives, kids. The parking lot almost always had minivans and luxury sedans parked next to pick-up trucks. She could easily spot the family men. They looked the most ill at ease and the most damaged. The regulars were comfortable in their own skin, content with the choices they had made in life. They didn’t bother shaving every day, didn’t tuck their shirts in, didn’t wash the dirt out from under their fingernails. They came, they sat, they drank, they ogled, they tipped, they left.


They kept coming back because of the boobs, Jessica thought. Boobs were the ultimate Achilles Heel. She slid seductively around the pole, strong arms holding her upside down, shapely legs pointing toward the smoky ceiling as she displayed the works of art God had bestowed upon her twenty-seven-year-old body. There were only two girls at the Carousel Lounge who hadn’t been altered, lifted, or surgically enhanced. Jessica was proud to be one of them.


“You’re so lucky,” Desiree had said on Jessica’s first night. “Those things won’t start hanging until you’re at least thirty-five.” She’d grabbed her own breasts and hoisted them up a little higher. “I had to get mine lifted when I was twenty-five because they were so damn big. My back hurts all the time. But they pay the bills, right?” And she’d laughed as she’d danced her way onstage, her stilettos clicking their way across the battered stage floor.


Lucky, Jessica thought, was a strange word for Desiree to have chosen. She would not describe herself as lucky. She wasn’t sure how she would describe herself—alone, unwanted—resilient, perhaps—but definitely not lucky. She was independent, for certain, but that was by necessity rather than choice. She’d like to consider herself loved, protected, and safe. But those were adjectives that still eluded her.


“Hey, baby,” a faceless voice spoke. “Want to come home with me?”


Jessica smiled at him. Smiling was good for business. She imagined what his home might look like—the dirty dishes, the stained carpet, the mangy dog. The grease in his voice told her everything she needed to know about him.


Intuitive. That was another word that described Jessica.


The afternoon crowd was always a bit smaller and more subdued than the evening crowd. The drinks went down more slowly, the catcalls weren’t quite as loud, the groping was fairly non-existent. But the afternoon patrons’ eyes were also different. Sadder, somehow. Emptier.


Jessica noticed these things. She noticed many things. Ever since the day nearly twenty years ago that she’d walked in on her father with his khaki chinos around his ankles, thrusting against the naked backside of her mother’s best friend, Ellen, Jessica began noticing. She was aware of the deceit in Big Jim’s every action. She saw the disinterest and disengagement in her older sisters’ faces, noticed how Catherine and Anne artfully began removing themselves from the Mathers’ day-to-day routine. She never knew, though, whether Eva was aware of Jim’s multiple infidelities. And Jessica could not quite decide what was worse—to know and to look the other way, or to live obliviously in the belief that the promises you once made were being honored.


“That’s it, that’s it...” Jessica could still hear Ellen’s voice in the recesses of her mind. She could still see her father’s bare, hairy ass, could still recall the strange throaty noises that escaped him. Some things remain. It would be an amputation of sorts to cut this memory from her existence. Who would she be if, at the tender age of eight, she hadn’t witnessed her father fucking her mother’s best friend?


It was a question Jessica liked to ask. Who would she be? Who could she have been? She’d had so much more than others—a roof over her head, food in the refrigerator, a private education. From an outsider’s perspective, she’d had it all. But there are secrets that reside behind locked doors and gauzy curtains. A house might contain all the right accouterments—the pleather armchairs, the chintz pillows, the Corelle “Wildflower” place settings for twelve—but it could still be missing a beating heart.


There were no true connections in a place like the Carousel Lounge. Whatever was spoken had no meaning, and whatever was felt was fleeting and thin. It was comforting for Jessica to recognize this essential truth. She had chosen a livelihood that left her untethered and unattached. It matched her life perfectly. No relationships, no commitment. No commitment, no pain. She was aware that outside the dark confines of these walls, people were in love, were laughing with friends, were cuddling children, were doing more than just screwing their spouses. But in here, it was much safer, more predictable. It might have been darker, seedier, but there were no real risks inside this building. Despite the calloused hands and greasy smiles of the men who professed their drunken devotion to her, and regardless of the amount of times she’d been approached in the parking lot, this life still felt more comfortable than a life of emotional risk-taking. Blackened eyes and bruised limbs? She’d choose those any day over the threat of a broken soul.


Within these walls, it was so much easier to hide. Invisibility was always easier in the dark. She’d learned that with her childhood friends during their late-night games of flashlight tag. Jessica had always been good at hiding, had always been the last to be found.


“Olly olly oxen free!” the neighborhood kids would call when they grew tired of searching. And Jessica would wait just a moment longer, until she could hear the exasperation in their voices. Only then would she emerge from the shadows with a smile on her dirty, nine-year-old face. A smile that conveyed her satisfaction at being the victor again.


“So baby, what’s it gonna be? Yes or no?” He was all bad Meatloaf lyrics, this one.


Jessica swung around the pole, stilettos digging into the pocked and dirty hardwood floor. The greasy voice was insistent, but did not pose a threat. Jessica wielded the power here. She was the one in control. It was heady, this knowledge. And when it was her turn to rest backstage with the other dancers, she could disappear once more.





4 Catherine



“Today, Scholars, I want you to explore your reactions to Dexter Green’s idealistic dreams.”


Catherine always called her Indiana University students “Scholars.” It empowered them, kept their minds on the academic tasks at hand, fulfilled her own need for approval and recognition. After all, if her students were scholars, surely that made her so much more. An academic goddess, perhaps. It felt good to hold such a lofty title, even if it was only in her mind.


She glanced at her students, reveled in their rapt attention. Backpacks were tossed carelessly in aisles and under seats. Baseball caps and ponytails disguised bedheads. A few students slept face down on desks—too many beers at the night before?—but most watched her with anticipation.


Today her literature class was examining Ernest Hemingway. Catherine loved Hemingway. She loved his work, loved the romanticized idea of his existence, his multiple wives and his disintegrating mind, imagined oral sex with him at the top of a mountain—most likely, Kilimanjaro. His lips, his tongue, his literary genius. The oxygen deprivation and climatic impossibilities didn’t quell her fantasies.


Her feet ached more than usual today. She removed her baseball cap—still always a bit of a shock to her students, despite the number of times they’d seen her bald head—and sat down behind the mammoth desk at the front of the room. Normally, she liked to be with the class, moving among them. But today, she needed to sit, to lean, to try not to fall asleep with “The Short Happy Life of Frances Macomber” trapped in a puddle of drool.


Before her students could engage in some literary banter, Catherine’s iPhone vibrated on the corner of her desk, Anne’s picture popping up on the screen. Damn it, she thought. Anne knew her schedule, knew she was teaching right now if she bothered to think. Catherine also knew Anne wouldn’t call unless something was happening with their mother. And lately, it seemed, something was always happening with Eva.


“Go ahead and start discussing,” she instructed as she grabbed her phone and willed her aching limbs toward the door. “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”


Her students smiled back at her outdated vernacular. They loved her quirkiness, her quick wit, and her sailor’s mouth. She often caught them off guard with an unexpected “fuck” or a passionate “goddamn.” She was good to them, respectful of their minds and opinions, and in return, they admired and took care of her. She chose to believe they liked her because she was a fine instructor, not because she had breast cancer and a set of irreparably damaged tits. But either way, she wore their smiles like a protective cloak as she walked to the hallway to take her younger sister’s call.


“It’s Mom,” Anne sighed with the weight of the world on her shoulders.


“Well, hello Anne!” Catherine said, her voice filled with false cheer and sarcasm. “It’s so good to hear from you! What’s happening in your life? How are the kids? The hubby?”


“Seriously, Catherine,” Anne said, “I’m not in the mood for small talk. We need to discuss Mom.”


“I assumed as much,” Catherine replied. “What’s going on?”


“It was the night nurse again. Another incident” Anne said. Catherine imagined Anne’s pointer fingers creating mock quotation marks around the word “incident.” Anne liked to deliver any news regarding their mother as dramatically as possible. “She got combative, threw her dinner tray, and broke the nurse’s glasses. It’s becoming a real problem, Cat.”


Catherine looked at the clock hanging on the wall in front of her. She could hear the tick of the hands as they trudged their way into the next minute, the next hour. She rubbed her head. It was chilly in the hallway. She should have brought her cap.


“She has Alzheimer’s, Anne,” Catherine said. “Combativeness can be part of it. You know that. They know what to expect at the home. They deal with this every day.”


“But it shouldn’t be this way,” Anne said. “She’s our gentle, doormat mother. How in God’s name did she become combative?”


Catherine thought about their docile mother and reveled in the knowledge that Eva was finally showing a bit of spunk. Throughout their young lives, Catherine had wanted Eva to stand up for herself, to scream, to yell, to make a scene, to kick Big Jim in his philandering balls. But Eva, instead, had chosen to remain quiet, crying alone in her room and locking the rest of the world out in the chill she left behind. Catherine spent many evenings curled up on the couch, wrapped in an afghan made by her grandmother. She’d poke her fingers through the holes, weaving them in and out. She’d pull the blanket up to her cold nose, attempting to warm herself with her own breath. Their childhood home was always cold. It was their mother’s home, after all.


“She just is,” Catherine said. “It’s who she’s become. No matter who she was before, she’s different now. You’re doing the best you can, Anne.”


Catherine liked to throw her younger sister a bone now and then. After all, Anne still lived in their childhood hometown and assumed most of the burden of caring for their ailing mother—tending to the nursing home bills, the physician consults, the obligatory visits. Catherine was pleased that the ninety-minute drive from Indiana University to Willton shielded her from most of the daily shit work involved with taking care of an aging parent. For a while, Anne had even made a valiant effort to take Eva out for lunch, to bring her home for dinner, to get her hair done at her favorite salon. It was a great deal of work and effort that had become a Herculean task. Now Eva spent all her time in the nursing home, and Anne licked her own wounds, festered in woe-is-me. The drive protected Catherine from all of that dysfunction—the self-flagellation, the tedium of the day-to-day, the drama. And that hour-and-a-half travel buffer also allowed her to keep her bald-headed and lopsided-tit secret to herself. She wasn’t sure her family (and, of course, she used that word loosely) needed to know about the cancer. Not now. Not yet. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to know about it herself.


“I’d really like for you to come stay with us and see Mom,” Anne said. “It’s been a long time, and soon she’s not going to recognize you.”


She’s not going to recognize me now, Catherine thought.


Anne remained silent.


Catherine couldn’t stand the discomfort of a void. Inevitably, she’d fill it with thoughts of death, unpaid bills, men she’d slept with on the first date, and all the other perceived burdens and failures of her life. As different from each other as they liked to believe they were, Catherine and Anne shared this common trait. They were good at keeping secrets, but not so good at keeping their mouths shut in general.


“I’ll come after class today,” Catherine said. It was Friday, and this was her final class before the weekend. “May I stay with you tonight?”


“We’ve got plenty of room,” Anne said. “Stay as long as you’d like.”


Catherine imagined a hint of loneliness in Anne’s invitation, but she didn’t have the strength to either comfort or engage her sister. Cancer ruled her every action now. Fucking cancer with its bitter blend of fatigue and regret.


“See you soon, Annie.”


Catherine addressed her class as soon as she returned.


“Scholars, we’re going to wrap today’s lesson up early. I have a little family business to tend. Don’t forget to read next week’s assignment. I’ll be keeping my usual office hours if you need to talk to me.”
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