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To anyone who was told,

“It’s just your imagination.”
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TRIGGER WARNING

Verbal and physical domestic abuse, predatory/creepy behavior by older (male) characters toward the younger (female) main character, description of drowning, graphic description of a murder victim






ONE

They say there are two ways to bring a family together: a wedding or a death. Well, whoever said that forgot about illness. Which was why Lore was stuck in a truck with her parents and everything they owned.

She pressed her forehead against the window and watched the thick line of pine trees pass by in a blur. The radio played some country singer she wasn’t a fan of. The whole genre sounded like the same songs recycled over and over again to her.

“Cheer up, Lorette. Hazel Borough will be good for us.” Her mom assured from the front seat with an optimistic drumroll on her thighs. As if that would make her words true.

“Mom, please. It’s Lore.” I don’t understand what’s so hard to grasp. Someone named Charlotte could prefer to go by Charlie, and no one would think twice. I wanna go by Lore and it’s such a big fucking deal.

Her mother said nothing, but Lore knew she was rolling her eyes.

Lore and her parents were moving to the quaint little town because her grandma took a nasty fall on some slick February ice back around Lore’s eighteenth birthday, and since then her recovery had been rocky. The doctors said she’d recover faster if she had an aide to help her. Instead, the Deodarán family was uprooting their whole life to be near her.

Lore’s father had applied for the first job opening he was qualified for. And less than a week later, he’d landed a new position.

She furrowed her brow as a sigh escaped her. She wouldn’t be walking with her graduating class next month. The faces of her friends floated in her mind. No matching graduation cap designs, no silly photos to look back on past years down the road. She wouldn’t get to hug her English teacher, excited that she had done it. She’d struggled through most of her classes, but it was thanks to the multiple after-school tutor sessions Mrs. Bellomy did on her own time that really helped Lore get her act together.

No. She would graduate from a school where she knew no one and wouldn’t have the time to make connections.

Her dad reminded her constantly it wasn’t a big deal. She just had to get through two weeks, then she’d walk across a stage and—in her parents’ words—finally learn what being an adult is like.

Lore’s forehead thudded against the window as her dad hit a pothole hard.

Her mom shrieked while her hands braced her against the dash and passenger door. “Christ’s sake, Andrew! It’s like you purposely hit those!”

Her dad bellowed a laugh. “Well, if you could pull a trailer, then maybe you could drive. But here we are.” The end of his words held a sugarcoated venom. He loved reminding his wife of the things she couldn’t do.

He had what most would call adulterous affairs, maybe even sinful acts, but Lore preferred to call them what they really were. A new flavor of the month to feed his narcissistic ego. She knew her mother knew, and yet there her mother sat. In the front seat of his pickup. Lore grew up hearing their arguments. She now thought that their hatred for each other outweighed any love they could hold for someone else.

The worn wooden sign was soon in sight.

WELCOME TO HAZEL BOROUGH!

SLOW DOWN AND SMELL THE DAFFODILS.

Well, most of the sign’s yellow text was legible. Some vowels were almost gone, faded from the years of sun and storms.

Lore could already smell the apple crisp her grandma would pull from the oven and hear sweet tea pouring over ice. Wouldn’t be much longer now.

The truck took the next left turn sharply, and Lore turned to peek out the window, expecting to see the trailer carrying everything from their old life unhitched and flipped in the road. Luckily, that wasn’t the case.

“Do you have to drive like such a maniac?” her mom hissed.

Unsurprisingly, her dad said nothing and just turned the radio up. They’d been in the truck for about two hours now and were cruising on eggshells. As the truck slowed down, they drove through a picturesque downtown that you’d see in some cheesy holiday movie. For a weekend, the area seemed pretty dead.

She fidgeted with the end of her braid that hung just over her stomach. They took a few more turns, and then her dad threw the truck into park. He didn’t wait for any small talk before jumping out. She felt the truck rock as he put the trailer gate down.

“Come on, I’m not moving all this shit myself!” he called.

Her mom finished sending a quick text and flipped the phone shut. Then, with a huff, she opened the door.

Lore lingered a moment longer, taking in the sight of what would be her new home. Hopefully, not for long. Her eyes scanned over the cracked windows and the mismatched siding. It was very faint, but Lore noticed the cream vinyl paneling butted up against the eggshell white paneling and it made her want to bite her nails with how god-awful it looked.

“Lorette!” her dad yelled. “Are you even paying attention? Come get your shit!”

Lore sighed deeply and slid from the backseat. She brushed past her dad’s infamous stink eye and looked among the piles and piles of boxes for the ones with her name written on them. She didn’t have much. Maybe a grand total of three boxes.

Nowhere near her mom, who seemed to have every article of clothing from her glory days, as she called them. Rebecca Deodarán was always going on about how one day she’d fit back into them, and it would miraculously fix her marriage.

I almost feel bad for her. Lore picked up the first box and headed to the porch. She looked at the paint peeling off the boards as she waited for her mom to unlock the door.

“Will probably need a fresh coat of paint, eh?” Lore asked as she balanced the box on her leg. The weight was getting to be a bit much. What did I put in here, anyway?

Her mom started cursing as she jerked on the house keys.

“Are they stuck?” Lore prodded.

“No, I don’t think these are the right ones.” Her mom jiggled the key and the door handle again. Her cheeks were flushed, and she was muttering to herself.

Lore sat the box down. “Here, mom, let me help.”

“No, I can do it.”

She crossed her arms and looked back to the truck and she saw her dad eyeing them as he carried boxes to the bottom porch step.

“Mom, just let me see.”

“No!” her mom shrieked as she jerked on the door more.

Lore finally pushed past her and rubbed her temples. It was clear her mom had put in the wrong key. She pulled, and she jiggled it some more. To no avail.

“See!” her mom shouted and pointed at the door. “I told you!”

Her dad’s heavy footsteps up onto the porch sent a chill down Lore’s spine. His tight grip on her shoulders forced an audible yelp from her lips.

He shoved her out of the way. “What’d you fuck up now, Becky?”

Lore looked at her mom, who was chewing her nails—where she’d undoubtedly gotten the trait from.

“I think she put the wrong key in,” her mother answered.

She felt her face turn white hot and her eyes grow. “Who put the wrong key in?”

“You were just getting impatient and put the wrong key in, ‘cause you couldn’t wait for me to do it.” Her mom sounded very relieved as she crafted the lie.

Before Lore could point out her mom’s bullshit, her dad turned, anger glinting in his eyes. “Give me your flannel,” he demanded.

Lore crossed her arms, “But I didn’t—”

Her father grabbed her arm and pulled off one sleeve. It didn’t matter to him if she did or didn’t do it.

Lore felt the uncomfortable eyes of onlookers on her. A woman working in her flowerbeds peering from behind the safety of a rosebush. A man lingering at his mailbox. A couple pushing a stroller on the other side of the road slowed down.

“Stop it!” she yelled.

If her father could literally fume, he would have been at this point. He grabbed the collar and gave it a tug that forced her onto the ground. The flannel finally slipped off. He wrapped it around his fist, punched through the glass of the door, and unlocked it from the other side. The door creaked open.

Lore shot her mom a disgusted glare as she quickly picked up her box and rushed past her dad so that her parents couldn’t see the tears welling up in her eyes.

As she darted up the staircase, she could hear her dad yell out to the neighbors.

“Nothing to see here!”

Once Lore got to the loft, she picked the nearest door and busted through it. She dropped the box on the floor. Then stormed over to the twin bed on the rusted powdered blue frame and collapsed on it. She screamed into the mattress until she couldn’t anymore. When that moment came, she brought her knees close to her chest and just lay there in the empty orange room. Her eyes felt heavy from all the tears. That’s when she heard a knock at the door. She shot up, swinging her legs over the bedside. Letting her feet dangle just above the scratched-up floorboards. Lore wiped her face using her black tank top.

“What?” she called.

Her mother opened the door and pushed the rest of Lore’s boxes inside with her foot. “I brought these for you.” When Lore said nothing, she continued. “And this, too.” Her mom held out the green plaid flannel—a peace offering.

Anger burned beneath Lore’s skin, and the fire was itching to spread. She pursed her lips, moved close enough to snatch the shirt back, and slid the flannel back on. She noticed a tear near a button. Her gaze fluttered back up to her mom, who was just about to see herself out. “What was that about?” she spat, her eyes still stinging from the bitter tears.

Her mom stopped in the doorway but didn’t turn around. “What do you mean?”

“Telling dad I put the wrong key in when you did it. I was just trying to help.” She chewed her lip, waiting for any sort of response.

Her mom waved a hand. “You’re just overreacting.”

The taste of copper seeped into Lore’s mouth. She had broken skin. “Mom.”

Rebecca Deodarán turned, only showing her profile, covered by her long bleached hair. “Well, you saw what he did to you. What do you think he would have done to me?”

Lore’s breathing grew ragged and uneven. Her heart felt like it was trying to escape the prison that was her ribcage. “So…” She shoved trembling hands into her pockets. “I’m just supposed to be your sacrificial lamb?” Her cracking voice undercut her anger, and all she could hear was the sad desperation of a child longing for her mother’s affection.

Her mother stood there for a moment longer, her back still to Lore. “You should decorate your room. It’ll make you feel better.”

Before Lore could muster any sort of retort or protest, her mother had closed the door behind her. Lore walked back to the bed and let her body thud against the flimsy mattress. She traced circles on the back of her hand and steadied her breathing.

Worst day ever.






TWO

Lore fiddled with the hole in her plaid flannel. The frayed green thread tickled the tip of her index finger. She lay on the feeble mattress and pulled the thin sheet over herself. There was a bottomless pit in her stomach that made her just want to crawl into the void.

She sighed and tried to focus on taking the rest of the slasher films and novels from the box. Lore held them in her hands, scanning the empty room for anywhere to put them. There was a nightstand that stood under the only window in the room. And on the opposite wall was a prefab dresser that the previous owners left behind. Good ‘nuff. She shrugged and placed the stack of movies and novels atop it—an assortment of true crime, mystery, and thriller.

Wonder what Maccon is up to. She wished he was here helping her unpack, at least if he were here it’d feel a bit more like home. Lore closed her eyes and remembered him carefully putting her belongings in the cardboard boxes.

“You really don’t have to be so dainty with my stuff.” She reassured as she tossed her wrinkled laundry into the box on the floor beside her.

He ran his hand through his unkempt raven hair. “These are your things. You should take better care of them.” His voice lacked the usual pep.

Lore rolled her eyes. “Exactly. They’re my things and I’ll take care of them how I please.” She paused, holding onto a tie-dye tee shirt they did together in fifth grade. She quickly folded it and placed it in the box at her feet, feeling his eyes on her.

“You still have that?” he teased.

She quickly threw a pair of jeans atop it. “Don’t know what you are talking about.”

His warm laughter filled the room as he walked behind her.

She turned to give him a playful jab in his shoulder, but held her tongue when she saw his gentle gaze.

Her friend said nothing as he slid off his flannel and tied it ‘round her waist.

Lore’s brow raised. “Uh, the fuck you doin’?”

Maccon laughed. “Giving you something that you’ll take care of, Fire Flower.”

Back in the present, her eyelids fluttered, fighting back tears. Lore’s finger traced around the hole in her green flannel while begrudgingly looking at the boxes she still had to unpack. The only thing she had of her childhood best friend, and now it was ruined.

She could practically hear him telling her it wasn’t anything she couldn’t fix with a thimble, needle, and thread.

If this were some cheesy movie he liked to watch, there’d also be sunlight peering in through the window. Representing hope or something cliché. Lore looked out the window to her left. No sunlight, just the beige siding of her new neighbor’s house.

She felt her stomach surge with nausea as a loud grumble filled the somber orange room. Today was Saturday, which meant her mom would find some excuse to go spend money, and her dad was probably drinking the family into more debt. Shoving her feelings into a bottle, she put on the best face she could muster and opened the bedroom door. No one was around. A chilly hush filled the house.

Lore silently tiptoed down the steps. When her foot stepped on the old wood floor, a loud creeeaaak gave way. To her right, she heard a glass bottle hit the ground, and her heart raced. She stood there for maybe a moment, but the anxiety buzzing in her stomach would have her believe twenty minutes had passed. Her eyes locked on the door. She was only a few steps away. She could make it. Lore could hear the blood flow in her ears as she hastily shuffled to freedom. Just as her hand touched the doorknob, she leaned to the right a bit and saw her dad passed out on a plastic moving tote. Glass bottles littered the floor around him. Her eyes followed along the wall where it seemed he had hung up old pictures. Her parents’ wedding photo.

A family portrait, too. She shuddered, recalling the day that photo was taken. That had to be one of the worst days of her life. Just the sight of the pink frilled dress her mother forced her in made her skin itch. Rebecca Deodarán had a smile that would strike the fear of any bedtime monster in the hearts of children everywhere, but Lore and her father shared the same grimace. She hated she had anything in common with him.

Her eyes continued to trace the pictures. She saw one of her grandma smiling at her. Even though it was just a picture, it made her tingling stomach ease.

Suddenly, the door shoved open.

“Oh, afternoon, sweetheart. How did you sleep?” Her mom asked as she pushed past, her arms full of shopping bags.

“Good, I guess.”

She watched her set the bags down at the foot of the stairwell. “What d’ya get?” Lore waved a hand at what she was certain was money wasted.

Her mom peeked around the arched entry to the living room and looked back at Lore with a grin. “Well,” she began as she went back to her precious bags, “just a few things to make this place feel more homey.” Her eyes faintly sparkled.

“What about the things we brought with us?”

“Those things were from our old life.” Her mom waved a hand at her. “Too bland for our family.”

Lore rocked on her heels, her feet itching to step out the door and leave this conversation where it lay.

Rebecca pulled out some bright yellow curtains and folded them over in her arm. “You know, Lorette, I saw just the cutest little bakery down the road. They are having walk-in interviews.”

“Ok… and?”

“You should apply! That way, when you aren’t helping your grandma, you can stay busy.”

Lore sucked on the inside of her cheek.

“You know what they say,” her mom began.

Lore grumbled and turned away.

“Idle hands are the devil’s playground.”

She leaned on the doorframe. “Okay, yeah, I’ll look into it. I’m gonna go now.”

Her mom rubbed the fabric of the curtains. “Just remember we are going to your grandma’s this evening to let her know we’re ready to help her.”

“Sure.” Lore rolled her eyes and had a foot out the door. You mean that you both are ready for me to help her. Her dad was a hit or miss, but Lore knew for a fact her mother never cared for visiting Mamó. Let alone care for her.

She didn’t hear another word from her mom, just the sound of distant humming.

She closed the door behind her with a gentle hand. Should have slammed it shut and woken dad up so he could see the shopping bags that sat at the bottom of the staircase like presents under a Christmas tree. Lore wrestled with the what-ifs as she headed down the narrow sidewalk that would take her to Hazel Borough’s downtown.

The afternoon sun kissed Lore’s cheeks, and the locals were flooding the streets.

“Good gods, is there a festival happening or something?” she muttered.

“It’s the last weekend of May,” a voice tickled the back of Lore’s neck, making her arm hairs stand up.

She whirled around to see an older man. His hair reminded Lore of white walls in a smoker’s house.

“Ok, thanks for that.” She squinted and walked away from the friendly stranger dressed in an elaborate purple suit, who gave a warm wave with a jewelry-clad hand as she put distance between them. The sound of clanging bracelets carried in the air as Lore pushed past fond faces.

All that weirdo was missing was a staff and some horns, and he’d be some sort of discount store villain who curses animated princesses.

Her eyes followed along the brick buildings. A large window with a painting of a blonde in a poodle skirt holding up a tray of donuts caught her attention. Yeah, mom would find that dated skirt cute. PRICILLA’S PLACE arched over the woman in big, bold block lettering. Her hand hovered above the doorknob for a moment as she read the recruitment sign.

HELP WANTED

MUST BE WILLING TO WORK WEEKENDS, HAVE A CAN-DO ATTITUDE, AND BE A TEAM PLAYER!

WALK-IN INTERVIEWS — TODAY ONLY.

Lore shoved any snide thoughts deep, deep down. At least if she got a job, with the money her parents didn’t siphon away, she could save up to leave. The bell that the door hit was barely audible over the full lobby of sweet-loving shoppers. Their food must have been really great—or the only bakery in town.

She drifted to the corner with a pop machine and waited. She watched as the three women behind the counter glided around each other to get the pastries, coffee, or bread they were after—the way they smiled at every customer, no matter how ridiculous the request was.

Lore chewed the inside of her cheek and crossed her arms. She wasn’t all that graceful. Or, at least, that’s what she was always told. She also wasn’t sure how well her customer service smile would hide her true feelings, either. Maybe this was a bad idea. Her nails dug into her arms, and she gently rocked on her heels. But the money. Her cheeks flushed.

She heard a clear voice cut through the air and her anxious thoughts. “Can I help you, honey?”

Lore looked up and saw that she was now the only one lingering in the lobby “Oh, uh—me?”

The tattooed woman smiled, her eyes like warm, welcoming pots of honey. “What can I get ya?”

Lore walked up to the glass case lined with sweets. “I was here for the walk-in interview.”

“Oh, well, just take a seat right over there.”

She followed her gesture and saw a bistro table that was hidden from the crowd earlier.

“I’ll be with ya in just a second.”

The woman turned, revealing a long purple ponytail protruding from the back of her baseball cap.

Lore turned on her heels and felt her cheeks warm as she thought the other two women were staring at her. Why must I be so god-forsakenly awkward? She pulled out the bright blue metal chair, and it scraped against the tile, making the sound echo in the small shop. It’s like I’m cursed or something. She quickly sat down and wished she would have just opted to go to her grandma’s early. At least then, she would have been able to actually relax. She rested her head on her hand and looked at the intricate design on the tabletop. Lore traced a finger along the swirling blue sprayed metal. Her leg began to shake.

A clipboard slid onto the table. Lore looked up, and the tattooed woman sat across from her.

“Nice to meet you. I am Mavi, the manager. Thanks for taking an interest in our part-time position.” Her eyes dipped to her clipboard, then back to Lore. “So, tell me a bit about yourself.”

“Well, there’s not really much to tell. My name is Lore. I just moved to the area.”

“You got a last name, Lore?” Her voice was soft but clear.

“Deoradán.”

“That’s a mouthful.” The purple-haired woman laughed. “Do you have any experience in customer service?”

Lore could feel her face getting warmer. “Not really.”

“Any work experience?”

I babysat my cousins there briefly—but is it even babysitting since we’re so close in age? That probably didn’t count.

She scratched the base of her neck. “No.”

The manager pursed her lips and scribbled down on her paper. “Do you consider yourself a team player?”

“Yeah.” She tried her best to be convincing. No. I hate being around people. “I work better in a group.” Why did I say that? Ugh, now I’m even more of a liar.

“Well, you said you just moved here so we can skip this next question,” the woman mused.

“Okay, great.” Lore’s eyes drifted to her tattooed covered arms. Vivid flowers, fruits, and little sayings decorated her skin. A specific one caught Lore’s eye. HE WHO TR snaked around the manager’s tricep, but the shoulder-length sleeve of Mavi’s perky pink tee hid the rest of the phrase.

“What’s that from?” Lore gestured to the cursive writing on Mavi’s arm.

The woman pushed up the fabric, revealing the rest of the letters. “He who travels has stories to tell.” She smiled at Lore’s star-filled eyes. “It’s an Irish proverb.”

“I like it.” She directed her gaze back to the woman’s warm brown eyes.

“Alright. Last question. It’s not something official the owner has on the application to ask, but I think it says a lot about a person.”

Lore nodded.

Mavi laid the clipboard down on the table flat and leveled an intense and magnetic gaze that danced in the light like a freshly tumbled tiger’s eye gemstone. Her lips curled into a playful smile as she pointed her pen at Lore. “What do you wanna be when you grow up?”

Lore gulped. She’d never really given much thought to it before.

She remembered teachers would ask generic questions like that in all her classes on the first day of school. Some of her classmates knew exactly what they wanted to be, and their answers never changed throughout the years. Others bounced back and forth between careers. She didn’t have an answer then, and she didn’t have one now. Would she ever?

Lore let an anxious laugh slip. “I—uh—I don’t know.” She looked down at the hole in Maccon’s flannel and began fidgeting with it.

“Everyone wants to be something. Or has a dream to aspire to.” Mavi’s voice was gentle and reassuring.

The echos of screaming matches began in the basement of her mind and traveled up bringing with them the flood of a disappointing childhood. It swirled around her like rushing water, eager to pull her under. Lore decided what she wanted. She could hear her mother’s voice tell her that her answer was stupid before it left her mouth, but didn’t let that stop her.

“Happy,” she said, the words almost a whisper.

Mavi leaned back in her seat and nodded. “I think a lot more people should aspire for that.” She scribbled in the corner a few times, trying to produce ink from the pen. “So, what’s a good cell number to reach you on?”

“I don’t have a flip phone.”

“Oh sorry, that’s right. You kids have all the latest tech. What’s the newest one called? The one that kicks to the side?”

Lore drummed her fingers on the metal table. “No, like, I don’t have a cell phone.”

“Oh.”

“My parents thought it would be a waste of money.”

“Well, I can put down your parents’ cell number if you know it?” Mavi suggested.

Lore laughed and leaned the chair back on its hind legs. “I’d rather not. Can I just come back here tomorrow or something to check?”

The manager sat there for a minute, tapping her pen against the paper. “I don’t think I can do that.” Then she shot up and walked behind the counter. Lore’s gut twisted together, making a knot so big it dwarfed the rat’s nest made of the many mistakes in her parents’ marriage. She felt like she swallowed a cactus as she gingerly got up. Unsure if her not having a cell phone was a deal breaker or not.

Lore opened the door, signaling her exit.

“Hold on.” Mavi quickly walked back around the counter and tossed a shirt and hat at her.

She barely caught them.

“You can come in tomorrow morning for your first shift.”






THREE

Lore stood on the front porch of the new-to-her house. She looked down at the bright pink tee shirt with the same poodle skirt-wearing blonde on roller skates holding up a platter of donuts that was plastered in vinyl on PRICILLA’S PLACE’S front window. The baseball cap had identical bold and blocky lettering as the display window. I should be excited to tell them about my first job. Her stomach started doing flips. But they’re just gonna ask about how much it pays—when I’ll get paid, and how many days I’m working. Stuff that I still don’t know yet.

“What are you doing?” Her dad’s voice came from behind her.

She turned, thinking her father had already seen her new work uniform in hand. “What are you doing?” she asked, returning his question to avoid answering.

He raised a brow and a grocery bag. “Your mom was so busy buying every material item possible, she forgot something for dinner.” His voice was flat.

Lore said nothing, just nodded along, and let him shoulder past her into the house.

He kicked off his boots in the doorway. “Are you comin’, or you just gonna stand out there with a stupid look on your face?”

Lore let out a sigh. Maybe he didn’t notice. She followed behind him and slid out of her off-brand flats.

Her father’s back was facing her as he began taking food out of the bag. He was busy setting them on the dining table.

He probably won’t notice. She took the first quiet step to go up the stairs. Truth was she didn’t feel hungry. But the first step let out a groan. Lore froze like a deer in headlights. Damn house is creakier than an old church.

“Where ya goin’, Lorette?”

“My room.”

“No, ya ain’t. We’re gonna have dinner together before we go see your grandma.” He crossed his hairy forearms.

Her eyes looked at the carton of eggs, loaf of bread, and pack of hot dogs on the dining room table.

“Yeah, it’s just fuckin’ eggs and toast, but we’re gonna start eating together.” He grumbled as if he could read her mind.

Lore bit her lip, placed the tee shirt and ball cap on the first step of the staircase, and went to the dining room to pick her seat. She sat with her back to a window with an open view of the front door and kitchen and waited for dinner.

Her mom came out and took the carton of eggs off the table that had seen so many of their family fights.

Lore traced her finger over a marker drawing of an alligator she’d done as a seven-year-old. She thought about the question the store manager had asked, “What do you wanna be when you grow up?” At one point, she thought she’d be an artist. But they hadn’t encouraged it. She remembered her mom screaming at her until her face was as red as a tomato. Her father kept promising he was going to sand it off and stain the whole thing new, but he’d been saying that for years now.

He plopped in the seat across from her. He said nothing, just sat there tapping his fingers on the wood. Eventually, he asked, “So, what do ya think?”

She could smell the alcohol on his breath. “The house is nice,” she said, not meeting his gaze. Instead, she opted to run her hand over a few indentations on the table.

He nodded. “Well, Monday, your mom calls the school to finalize everything there.”

Lore bobbed her head along, acting interested. She liked to think she’d become an excellent actress over the years.

“That therapy place we are sending you to is open on the weekends, though, so tomorrow will be your first appointment.”

Lore’s fingers stopped along a deep gash on the table, her eyes wide. Therapy places were never open on the weekends. “What time?”

“Do you have something going on tomorrow?” her mother asked with a laugh as she came in with their meals. First, she put a paper plate in front of her dad and slid him a beer bottle. Then she placed Lore’s eggs and toast down in front of her.

Lore sat there with both her parents’ eyes boring into her. “Well, I—uh.” She looked down at the alligator doodle she had done as a child. “I got a job and start first thing tomorrow morning.”

Her dad popped the cap off his beer. “I’ll drink to that! Good job, Lorette. Now you’ll know what being an adult is all about.”

Her eyes shot open wide, her jaw went slack, and she sat up a little straighter. I don’t even care that he got my name wrong. She could never recall a time he said he was proud of her.

Her mom sat beside her, her back facing the small black and white kitchen that looked straight out of the fifties. “Your appointment is at two.”

Her dad waved his fork in the air as he got ready to dig in. “Nah, our daughter is a working lady now. The therapy place can wait.”

Her mom sipped some lemon water. When she sat the glass back down, she folded her hands together on the table and smiled as sweetly as she could. “Andrew, honey, remember she has to be in therapy as long as she is still under our roof.”

“She’s eighteen now.”

Lore’s eyes darted back to her mom.

“She still lives with us.”

He took a swig of beer. “Eh, she’s close enough to bein’ out on her own.”

Her mother’s tongue clicked. “Andrew.” Her eyes were stern yet pleading he hold her stare. “It’s court-ordered, so unless you want one of us to end up with fines or in jail, she needs to go.”

Her dad stayed silent, drinking deeply before swallowing. “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth, slamming the bottle down on the table.

Lore didn’t flinch.

Her mother was quiet and started dipping her toast into her egg yolk. “So, how much are they paying you?”

There it was.

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Do you know when they’ll be paying you?” her mom pressed.

“No.” Lore’s eyes fell to her paper plate.

Her mom kicked her father under the table.

His head shot up. “Didn’t we teach you better? You should have known to ask these things during the interview,” he said in between bites, as if they really had taught her anything during her eighteen years aside from how to avoid conflict.

Lore pushed her egg around with her fork. She hated sunny side up. Yet that’s what her mom has always given her. Because she liked it, so obviously her daughter must, too.

“You didn’t really teach me how to do anything, Dad,” she muttered, the words slipping out before she could catch them.

“Nonsense,” he bellowed.

She didn’t say anything else. Even with the argument about her schedule, this was the least problematic dinner they’d had together in a long time. I don’t want to ruin it.

Time passed rather quickly, and it never took anyone long to eat eggs and toast. Soon they were pushing in their seats and piling up in the powdered blue truck that has seen its fair share of rust.

Lore would be lying if she said she wasn’t excited. It seemed like the only time her parents behaved was when her grandma was around. A few quick turns, over a rushing gray river, and through a meadow of daffodils that sat on the edge of a pine forest. The brick-built town of Hazel Borough faded behind them as they went to her grandmother’s.

The cabin sat at the other end of the flowers. She remembered as a child saying her grandma lived in the sunshine fields. A smile spread across her face.

Once the truck parked, Lore didn’t wait for her parents as she practically leaped out. She ran up onto the porch, the wind chimes singing to her in the gentle evening breeze. She burst through the door. “Mamó?” she called.

Her mom’s voice was soft as she walked around Lore. “She’s most likely laying in her room. Now, be quiet. She’s sick.”

Lore’s bottom lip pouted.

A raspy voice chuckled from the hall. “Sick! Who’s sick?”

Lore’s head wiped to her left, and she saw her grandma bent over a walker fitted with tennis balls coming from the bathroom.

Lore hurriedly shuffled around her to shut off the bathroom light. “Mamó! How are you feeling?”

“Oh, leave it on, Moon Drop,” her grandmother said gently as she continued to the living room.

“We are all moved in,” Lore’s mom chimed in.

Mamó sat on her floral couch and sighed. “That’s nice, dear.” Her drooping gray eyes drifted to the window to watch her son—Lore’s father—on the porch, sitting on the swing.

“I can go get him.” Rebecca’s voice held a sense of urgency. She was already heading out the door when she stopped.

Lore’s grandma waved. “It’s fine, dear.” Then Mamó’s eyebrows then shot up. “You know what would be really helpful? There’s a nightgown I’ve been wanting to wear for the past few nights.”

Her mom nodded and set her purse down on the kitchen counter.

“You know,” Mamó hummed, “I was about your age when I started getting the photoflashes. Even in the crisp spring nights, I get so warm in here.”

Lore watched her mother wince at the comment regarding her age, and then Mamó continued. “Anyway, it’s in the very back of my closet on one of the upper shelves and I just can’t reach it. Would you mind going and finding it for me? It’s a light green with yellow and pink flowers sprinkled across it.”

“Not a problem!” Lore’s mom disappeared to Mamó’s room on the other side of the open kitchen.

Lore smiled, and her grandma patted the spot beside her.

“How have you been?” Lore asked, sitting down and looking at her grandma’s hip.

“Oh, been better, but as good as I can.” Her gaze drifted back to Lore’s dad, sitting just on the other side of the window.

“You know, if you want that sleeping shirt, I can actually go find it. Mom is terrible at finding things.”

Her grandma laughed, then whispered, “She’ll be back there awhile. Antsy hands need something to do. I don’t think I even have a nightgown that’s green with yellow and pink flowers.”

Lore grinned ear to ear. Leave it to her grandma to get her mom out of their way. “Do you need a drink or anything?”

Mamó pursed her lips and shook her head. Her pale, moonlike hair fell bit by bit from the bun she had sitting atop her head. “Tell me,” her gray eyes fixed on Lore and held a sparkle, “what’s been new with you?”

“I got my first job.” She leaned closer to her grandma. “At that little bakery downtown.”

Her grandma’s eyes lit up. “Oh, so you can bring some of those teeny tiny chocolate chip cookies when you come to see me.” She playfully patted Lore’s leg.

“Whatever you want, Mamó.”

Her mom came out into the kitchen dumbfounded. “I can’t find the nightshirt you were talking about, but I found this purple one with cats on it.” Her voice cracked as if she were afraid of a reprimand for failing. She certainly would have gotten one from Lore’s dad.

But Mamó wasn’t like her son and just nodded. “That one is fine. Just lay it out on the bed.” Then she waved her off. Once her daughter-in-law was gone, she leaned closer. “I’m gonna have to come up with a long list of nonsense to keep her busy.”

Lore snorted with laughter. “It’s gonna have to be as long as those receipts you get from the pharmacy.”

Then the screen door creaked open.

“Ah, Andrew. Finally decide to join us?” her grandma mused.

Her dad silently sat in the matching floral rocker next to the couch. His eyes were stone cold and focused on the coffee table. “The doctors called me today, Mom.”

“Oh?” Mamó’s stark white eyebrows pulled tight. “And what did those loons have to say for themselves?” She stomped the walker on the carpet. Her thin, boney arms quivered as she did so.

Her father didn’t reply. Just interlocked his hands and fidgeted with his wedding band.

Lore’s mom was hovering silently back in the kitchen. “Anyone want water?” she asked.

Mamó got up with a huff and shuffled to the kitchen. “Get the kettle. I’m going to make some tea.”

Her dad shot up. “Mom, you really should sit down.” His voice was different from normal. Lore couldn’t quite place it.

Her grandma stopped and turned, shaking a wrinkled finger at him. “I didn’t spend years wiping your ass and cleaning your messes for you to tell me what to do.”

The air thickened with tension like a warm stew perfect to go over mashed potatoes. Her grandma hobbled around her dad’s tall figure and called out, “Moon Drop?”

Lore’s ears pricked up. Her Mamó has been calling her that as long as she could remember.

“Can you go out to my herb garden and grab some lemon balm and peppermint?”

She jumped to put on her shoes. “Sure thing.”

Her grandma’s white bun moved with her nodding head. “Good, good. I’m afraid your mom would bring back the wrong herbs.” She tried to laugh between coughs.

Lore didn’t think too much about it. Mom probably would have brought back lavender, or maybe even a dandelion. Lore walked around the cabin where a round garden bed spiraled upward. A distant memory floated to the forefront of her mind.

It was summer, Lore was eight, and it was prime early nineties. She cringed, remembering the vivid red overalls she wore. Her grandma’s forehead glistened in the July sun as they moved dirt to the bed. Lore was in charge of puzzle-piecing together the river rocks as a wall to keep the dirt in one place.

“Remember, Moon Drop, as I pile in the dirt, we will have to build a little mound in the center. And the stones will spiral up it.”

“Okay Mamó,” she’d called with a toothy smile.

Remembering the sound of her innocent child’s voice was like hearing a ghost. Lore ignored the shivers it gave her and knelt down to the herbs that looked like they were just planted yesterday. She picked a few of the largest, best-looking leaves.

Beyond the garden bed was the blue brick well they used to water the garden. Lore walked over with a handful of peppermint and lemon balm. She ran her free hand along the painted concrete slabs. The deep blue color was chipping off. Maybe I should paint it for her this summer.

A breeze whipped her braid. She picked up a flat stone and tossed it in. When she heard the water splash, she closed her eyes tightly.

“I wish for something new, something good to happen.” As she said the words, her mind drifted to the inked words on Mavi’s tricep: He who travels has stories to tell. What did I want my story to be? What stories do I want to share when I’m old and gray?

The sound of a breaking branch made her open her eyes. Along the tree line, maybe a few hundred feet from her, she saw a large animal moving through the thicket. It appeared to be carrying a small forest of its own atop its head as a crown. Probably a moose or something. Lore slowly walked backward, her eyes following the colossal figure as it pushed past more low-hanging branches. When the rose bushes planted just at the start of her grandma’s porch kissed her hand, she turned to dart up the steps.

The screen door snapped shut behind her, drawing her attention back to the house. Her eyes landed on her grandma, who was sitting back on the couch. A handful of pill bottles sat on the coffee table.

Puzzlement crossed Lore’s face, but she didn’t comment on them. “Here’s the peppermint and lemon balm.” She gestured with the hand holding the herbs.

“I’ll take them,” her mom called from the kitchen, the kettle screaming in the background.

Lore hesitated but walked through the living room to the kitchen, and laid the leaves on the counter.

“Lore, you do it,” her grandma spoke up. “Your mom always botches it.”

Lore said nothing and blindly reached into the cabinet for Mamó’s snowflake mug. Her hands brushed against unfamiliar plastic. Her eyes looked up and narrowed at more pill bottles. She pushed them aside to get the mug.

Next, she poured in the hot water. She then stripped the leaves from the stems and put them in the metal mesh ball. She placed it in the steaming water and carefully stirred in some honey.

Her mom quickly took the cup and sat it on the coffee table.

The sinking sun cast an amber glow in the living room.

“Mom, you have to take your meds.” Her dad’s voice was low. “You aren’t going to get better if you refuse the medicine.”

Mamó crossed her arms. “I’m telling ya, those ain’t gonna do a damn thing.”

Her dad knelt on the floor beside the couch. “Mom, please.”

Lore held her breath, watching the unfamiliar softness in her father play out.

Her grandma looked up, and they locked eyes.

Was that confusion or fear on her face? Maybe her grandma didn’t feel like fighting with her son, but she ended up taking medicine from the handful of pill bottles.

She stood at the counter, gripping the countertop, and watched as her parents helped Mamó back to her bedroom. Then they left the cabin in a blur. Lore’s dad never liked to linger. The night air nipped at the apples of Lore’s cheeks as they loaded up in the truck. The drive back felt brief as Lore kept replaying when she pushed aside the pill bottles in the cabinet.

Her mind was racing about how quickly she could get over to her grandma’s house in case of an emergency. As Lore slid her shoes off at the door, her parents dispersed. Her dad got a beer from the kitchen and her mom raced up the stairwell, surely going to take a shower and use up all the available hot water.

Her work uniform stared back at her from the first step. Well, fuck. That puts a wrench in my plans. She picked up the clothes and bounced up the stairs. When she opened the door to her room, she wanted to rip her hair out. And there was therapy after work!

She found herself drawn to the window. She opened it and climbed out onto the angled roof. It had random patches missing in its shingling. She brought her knees to her chest and looked up at the clear night sky. Admiring the stars was one of the many things she and Maccon had done together. The year his mom got him a telescope was the best summer ever. She recalled all the comets they saw and the constellations they renamed. Their makeshift star log in a long-forgotten sketchbook sat on the back of Maccon’s mom’s bookshelf.

Then a quiet purr accompanied by a fluffy furred body pressed against her arm took Lore’s attention from the distant stars above her.

“Oh, hello.” She said, petting the calico cat. The stray mewed as if she understood her, and it brought a smile to her face. “Do you wanna star gaze with me?”

The cat slowly blinked as it stared at her with grass-green eyes.

Lore shrugged. “Kinda in the market for friends right now.”

The cat then curled up next to her, warming her side. “Do you ‘ave a name?” she whispered. The cat gave no response and Lore grinned. “I think I’ll call you Dinadrometa.”

The cat gave a judgmental, disapproving stare.

“Fine. Dina it is.” Lore mused, running her fingers through the cat’s colorful coat.
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