
[image: Maid for It, by Jamie Sumner. Author of Roll with it. Laundromat.]




[image: Maid for It, by Jamie Sumner. Atheneum Books for Young Readers. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






FOR K. S.

YOU ARE MISSED

[image: ]






1 EVERYTHING’S FINE


THE CALL COMES OVER the loudspeaker twenty-three minutes into math class. Not at the end. That’s how I know it’s bad. Teachers protect class time like it’s an endangered species. So when Mrs. Pack squawks over the intercom, “Franny Bishop to the principal’s office. Immediately,” I know it’s emergency-level terrible. I know because I’ve been here before.

Bending under the table to grab my bag is my first mistake. My defenses are down, or more like they’re pointed somewhere else, and Sloan senses it, like any predator in the wilds of middle school. She kicks my old JanSport all the way to the other side of the table, out of reach. I scoot like a crab and grab it. She laughs, but I shake it off. Because I have to. Because whatever’s waiting for me in the office has to be way worse than Sloan. Mistake number two would be letting her get to me when there is so much more badness ahead.

Mr. Jamison, my math teacher, gives me a little salute on the way out. With my table down from three to two, his probability activity isn’t going to work. I realize it before he does, which is a gold star no one but me will ever see. I get an itch of guilt because I’ve ruined the next twenty-two minutes of class for him by leaving, but I keep my feet shuffling forward and out the door because that’s all I can do. Sloan shoots me a mock salute behind Mr. Jamison’s back and a cheery fake smile just before the door shuts.

My shoes squeak too loud on the tile floor. I freeze in the middle of the hallway.

It’s been three years, our longest stretch yet. I thought we were really in the clear, in the clean camp for good. No more pills. We were supposed to be done. She promised.

I had my first walk like this in kindergarten in a different school in a different state. The secretary called me halfway through circle time. I skipped down the yellow halls like I was on my way to recess. I didn’t know to expect anything bad. I should have. Things had been off for a while, but when you’re five, there is no normal other than the one you’ve always known. How was I supposed to know most moms don’t fall asleep in their car in the driveway or space out midsentence over dinner? “Hitting rock bottom” is a stupid saying. There’s always farther to fall.

My stomach pinches, so I crouch down next to the water fountain and dig my planner out of my bag. I flip to today to trace the agenda with my fingertip. The list calms me.


TUESDAY, MARCH 4


	Leave bologna sandwich in fridge for Mom w/apple

	Lunch—Return Meet Me at Harry’s to library and print English paper

	1:45 p.m.—English paper due

	4:00 p.m.—Help Mimi sort change

	4:30 p.m.–6:00 p.m.—homework until Mom gets home

	Dinner—Leftovers?





I cross out bologna sandwich with my teal-ink pen. Mom tasks always get teal. I look over the rest and gulp some air until it doesn’t hurt in my chest. Maybe this call to the office isn’t a big deal. Maybe it’s just Mom telling me she picked up another house to clean or another Uber shift and won’t be home until late. Except she usually just tells Mimi or leaves a Post-it on our door with a smiley face and a coupon for pizza. I zip the planner back into my bag and tuck my hair behind my ears—it’s too long. I make a mental note to write a real note to remind Mom to cut it later. Then I stand and order my heart to slow down. It’ll be fine. I’m fine. We’re fine.

But in the office, Mrs. Pack’s face has the crumbly look of wet sand. “Oh, honey,” she says, and something inside me collapses.



I sit by the baseball field as far away from the school and as close to the main road as I can get so Mimi doesn’t have to waste time pulling all the way up to the entrance. It’s almost spring, but the wind doesn’t care. I shiver in my purple coat.

Mimi drives up to the curb in her old blue pickup truck fifteen minutes later. Fourteen minutes and fifty-five seconds of that I filled with a mental slideshow of worst-case scenarios. Mrs. Pack didn’t have much information for me. Only that Mom was in the hospital and Mimi was on her way. Mrs. Pack tucked a Werther’s caramel into my pocket and waved like she’d never see me again. For all I know, she won’t.

Before Mimi can come to a full stop, I swing open the door. She says “Heyya, girlie” as I jump in and we roll onward. Her face is grim, but her hands aren’t shaking on the wheel. I focus on that. Her knuckles are knobby with arthritis, but the big bony hills of them look steady.

We make a left, away from the school and toward the small center of downtown Cedarville. I’ve been here for a while now, and it’s still strange to see the dark windows of the antiques store and the old hardware store butting up against Starbucks and Whole Foods. Mimi hates it. She never comes this way if she can help it. Whenever I ride with her to the bank, she’ll point out a new chain store and mutter “gentrification” like it’s a dirty word. I thought gentrifying meant making something old better again, but Mimi sees it as an invasion of her territory. I don’t know what she expects. Cedarville might be small, but it’s one exit from a truck stop and two from the airport. The world was going to find it eventually.

“What’d that Pack lady tell you?” Mimi asks without taking her eyes off the road.

“Not enough. Car accident. Mom’s in the hospital.” I shove my hands in my pockets. It’s not like I needed all the details, but she didn’t even say the most important thing: Mom’s going to be okay.

Mimi nods. Her short hair, more salt than pepper now, is standing up all over her head. She seems calm, but her hair tells a different story.

“Some idiot turned left on a red. Your mama was on her way to the Ellsworth house for an early start.”

“It wasn’t her fault?” I ask.

Mimi shoots me a sideways look. “No, love. And the doc said she was wearing her seat belt. Good thing.”

Shame smacks me right in the face. I assumed it was Mom’s fault. She’s always asking me to have a little faith in her. I twist the Werther’s candy in my pocket like a worry stone until the wrapper comes off and it sticks to my fingers.

As we pull into visitor parking, I get a good look at the hospital and my heart sinks. It’s red brick and only four or five stories. Anything less than ten floors and you lose all credibility. They might as well have taken her to the vet.

Right before we walk out from under the big gray sky and into the lobby, I shoot a prayer like an arrow. If she’s all right, I say to the higher power Mom is always talking about, I’ll never assume anything’s her fault ever again.






2 ROOMS FOR WAITING


THE EMERGENCY WAITING ROOM SMELLS like disinfectant and vomit and french fries. A handful of people are sprinkled across the rows of nailed-down seats. They keep their distance from one another. In the far corner, a lady holds a trash bag full of ice to her head. Near the front desk, a guy with tissues shoved up his nose leans his head against a woman’s shoulder. Before I can look away, he gags and spits into a small paper cup. To my left, someone groans so loud, it has to be fake. We hurry past them all to the check-in desk, where a nurse sits, looking too tired for eleven a.m. on a Tuesday.

“Julia Bishop,” Mimi says without any small talk.

The nurse taps on her computer. Tap-ta-tap-tap. Little keystrokes that are a map to my mother. I try to breathe deep, but the vomity smell sneaks in and clings to me. Behind us, the faker ends his groan and starts another one.

“She’s in surgery,” the nurse says after a few more taps. “Second floor. You’ll have to go back out these doors and in through the regular entrance. Take the first set of elevators.” She points to the exit and we walk back out. I gulp cold air like I’m coming up after a long dive.



This part of the hospital smells like floor cleaner and stale air. Mimi pauses in the lobby and turns in a circle, her beat-up blue suede purse dangling from her fingers. I step in front and lead us to the first set of elevators. When they open, I push the button for the second floor. For better or worse, I can follow directions.

The waiting area for surgery is practically empty, which doesn’t seem fair. While other people coast through their regularly planned days, we’ve been spit out into this room with copies of People and Southern Living on the tables, and with windows that overlook Walgreens and Sonny’s Diner. We take a seat by the wall of windows. Mimi taps her finger on the glass.

“Best milkshakes in town,” she says, pointing at Sonny’s.

I nod without looking. Mom and I don’t go out to eat much. It’s too expensive. Usually I cook something from a box or we splurge and order whatever we have a coupon for. An image of Mom’s bologna sandwich flopped open in the middle of the road skitters across my brain before I can unthink it. I shudder and curl into myself.

Mimi puts a hand on my back, but neither of us is touchy-feely, so after a second, she removes it and unzips her windbreaker. Underneath, she wears what she calls her uniform—overalls and a sweater. She says no one cares what the old lady at the laundromat wears.

The nurse up here said it would be at least a couple of hours before Mom is out of surgery. High up in one corner of the room a TV mounted on the wall plays some Law & Order show on low volume. I tuck my knees under my chin and stare at the splotchy pattern on the carpet—mauve and tan.

“She’s stable, Franny,” Mimi says after a while. “That’s what we’re going to hang on to. This wait is both the hardest and easiest part. So you’ve got to rest your mind and body as best you can before the next bit.”

Well, that’s as clear as mud. I don’t lift my head. I’m used to this kind of stuff from Mimi. As a long-standing member of Alcoholics and Narcotics Anonymous, she’s got a whole pile of sayings that could mean everything or nothing, depending on your mood. She pulls a crossword from her purse.

“Want to work a puzzle with me?”

I shake my head. I’m remembering the last hospital stay, three years ago in Memphis. Mimi wasn’t there for that one. It wasn’t a car accident. It wasn’t someone else’s fault. And Mom wasn’t stable. They didn’t let me visit her there. I didn’t see her again until the rehab center.

I fish my planner out of my bag. It’s lunchtime at school. I planned to spend it in the library so I wouldn’t have to sit in the cafeteria alone. I don’t mind sitting alone, but nobody ever believes that. When the school counselor, Ms. Taylor, spotted me at lunch a few months back, she called me into her office. I didn’t even get to finish my peanut butter and banana sandwich.

“Are you lonely, Franny?” she said, steepling her fingers and resting them on her chin like she’d watched too many of those crime dramas.

“No, ma’am.”

She tilted her head at me in that way adults do when they think you’re lying. “Then why do you sit by yourself in the cafeteria?”

I looked at her for a beat.

“Why do you eat lunch in your office by yourself?” I’d seen her in here with her pasta salad, scrolling on her phone and looking much happier than she did when she had a student across from her.

She blinked but didn’t answer, so I picked up my backpack and stood. “Sometimes it’s just nice to have a little space.”

She hasn’t called me back in since.



Four Law & Orders later, I remember that waiting room time isn’t like regular time. It passes slow and gloopy, like cheap pancake syrup. By now I have missed science and English. This day is beyond saving. I tear the page out of my planner, shred it, and then roll the pieces into little balls and line them up on the windowsill. Organized chaos. It helps pass the time, but it doesn’t ease the tightness in my chest. Is Mom breathing on her own? The thought makes my throat close up.

I’m reaching for my bottle of water when the doors that lead to the operating rooms swing open and a woman in bright blue scrubs walks toward us. Mimi puts her hand on my back and leaves it there. I get that sensation of falling, like if I look down I’ll topple over.

“Naomi Rutherford?”

I look around for someone else.

“That’s me,” Mimi says. For a second I forgot her real name is Naomi.

The doctor looks at Mom’s chart. “You’re the emergency contact, but you’re not family, is that correct?”

Mimi nods. I also forgot she’s not family. Our “family” is back in Memphis, but we don’t count them anymore.

“And you’re Frances, Julia’s daughter?” the doctor asks. When she smiles at me, I see laugh lines.

“It’s Franny,” I whisper, and my heart stops. Here’s the moment I find out if this is the same world I woke up in or not.

“Franny,” she says, “I’m Dr. Lipman. Your mom did great. We repaired her femoral shaft fracture”—she taps above her knee—“her thigh bone, using a technique called intramedullary nailing.”

I wince at the word “nailing.”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds. We inserted a metal rod into the canal of the femur. It will keep the bone stable so it can heal. She’s lucky it was a clean break. We expect a full recovery in three to four months’ time if she follows the prescribed physical therapy.” She smiles again, and the laugh lines deepen. “But for tonight, she needs rest. We’re keeping her sedated, but you can come see her during visiting hours tomorrow, okay?”

I nod, and all the breaths I’d been holding whoosh out of me. Mimi stands. “Thank you,” she says, and her voice cracks. I thought Mimi was uncrackable. I watch her bony hand grip the doctor’s, and send an arrow of thanks into the sky. Mom’s going to be all right.






3 CLOSED FOR BUSINESS


“THAT’S MORE MILK THAN SHAKE.” Mimi points to the puddle in my cup that I’m stirring with a straw.

We picked up Sonny’s milkshakes and burgers on the way home. This might be the best strawberry milkshake I’ve ever had, but I can’t taste it. All the relief from finding out Mom’s okay evaporated on the ride home. In its place is a boatload of new questions. Tomorrow, I will see Mom. Tomorrow, we will make a plan and get back on track. But which track is it? The one where I make both our lunches and go to school while she cleans houses and drives people around until dinnertime in our little apartment over Mimi’s laundromat? How’s she going to clean when she can’t walk? How’s she going to Uber without something to drive?

Mimi scoots back from the green card table that serves as her kitchen/dining/living room table. Her space is no bigger than one of the classrooms at school—it’s one room with a kitchenette, a couch, and a twin bed, plus a closet-sized bathroom. That’s it. The rest of the first floor is the laundromat. She says she prefers “monklike living,” but I bet she misses the space she lost when we showed up on her doorstep a few years back with a bag of dirty laundry and not much else. I fold a pickle into my burger wrapper and scoot away from the table.

“Honey, I know you’re fine on your own, but do you want to stay down here tonight?” she asks, gathering our trash and dumping it in the garbage under the sink. She’s going to be smelling pickles all night.

Most adults ask questions that aren’t really questions. They are declarative sentences in disguise. But not Mimi. When she asks, she really wants to hear your answer. I know she’d let me go up and sleep in my own space if I wanted to.

I wipe crumbs off the table and nod. I don’t want to be alone.

We venture out into the laundromat to see if anyone’s midcycle. This late it’s usually truckers in the middle of a long haul or third-shift workers from the dog food plant down the road. But tonight the place is empty, so she flips the OPEN sign to CLOSED, double-locks the door, and switches off the fluorescent lights. We are blanketed in darkness, and I feel it heavy on me. She never closes early except on Wednesdays, and that was going on long before we moved here. Tonight, though, is another debt we can’t pay.

Back in her apartment I help her make up the couch with yellow-flowered sheets that are thin and soft from years of washing.

“Good night, Franny, love,” Mimi says when she comes out of the bathroom in an old T-shirt and men’s pajama pants. She stops to smooth a corner of the sheet that has come loose by my foot. It’s not quite tucking me in, but it’s enough to make my throat close up. I turn my head toward the back of the couch.

“Night, Mimi.”

I hear her bed creak as she gets comfortable. The blue light from the neon sign for MIMI’S LAUNDROMAT sneaks in from the window and stretches across the floor.

When Mimi’s breathing evens out in sleep, I let the tears come. It feels good and bad at the same time—like ripping the day in my planner to shreds.

After one minute or a million, Mimi whispers, “I’ll tell you what I tell your mother: with the new day comes new strength and new thoughts.”

So, not asleep, then.

I sniff. “Is that from AA?”

“No, honey, that’s Eleanor Roosevelt,” Mimi says, and rolls over. “Now get some rest.”



I dream of candy—piles of green and yellow SweeTARTS and blue M&M’S and orange Skittles and the long bright pink Good & Plentys that look like they’d be full of goodness but actually taste like licorice-flavored dirt. I’m four, and I’ve made neat piles of it all on my bedroom floor back in Memphis—tiny hills of treats, like a mini Willy Wonka village. I tuck my feet underneath my Moana nightgown so I don’t accidentally knock into them.

One by one I begin to transfer the candies into one of Mom’s thread boxes. It’s a big plastic rectangle divided into thirty-two smaller squares—perfect for storing tiny treasures. Each candy gets its own square. I smile to myself. Mom’s going to be so excited. It won’t all be a big jumble in the Ziploc bag under the sink anymore. Now when she gets up in the middle of the night, it will be easier for her to find what she wants.

Someone reaches over my shoulder and smacks my hand.

“Franny, no!”

My knee knocks into the box. It tips over, and everything goes rolling under the bed and across the floor. A few SweeTARTS land in the yellow glow of my night-light.

Mom grabs me by the shoulders too hard. It hurts. Her nails dig into my skin. My hand is blotchy and stings where she hit it.

“These are not toys!” she cries, her face stretched like when you pull your ponytail too tight. “Never, ever touch these!”

I burst into tears.



I jerk awake and curl into myself. Dumb, dumb, dumb. How dumb was I to ever think pills were candy? What candy ever made you act like that?






4 VISITING HOURS



WEDNESDAY, MARCH 5


	Leftover Hamburger Helper in fridge for Mom

	Math—ask Mr. Jamison for extra-credit work

	Lunch—ask Mr. Jamison if I can do extra-credit work in his room instead of cafeteria

	After school—help Mom clean @ Mrs. Ivey’s

	Dinner—tomato soup






“WHAT’S ON THE AGENDA?”

I am awake before the sun, but not before Mimi. She catches me hunched over my planner on the couch. I’ve already folded the sheets and straightened the cushions. It’s like I was never here.

“Nothing,” I say, and it’s true. Everything I wrote for today was before the accident, back when life had a plan. Now math extra credit doesn’t matter. The Hamburger Helper can turn to fuzzy mush and it doesn’t matter. Mrs. Ivey’s house is not getting cleaned today, and it doesn’t matter one bit. None of it matters. Because instead of all of that, I am going to the hospital to see Mom.

Mimi eyes me over a cup of coffee so strong, it clears my sinuses from across the room. Her hair is sticking up in all directions, like she’s a friendly troll. She checks the clock on the wall, and my insides flip like a pancake. It’s 5:50 a.m. Visiting hours don’t start until eight. There is so much time to fill and nothing to fill it with.

“How about I get cleaned up and you can help me open the laundromat since school’s off the table today?”

I nod. When she disappears into the bathroom, I look down at my planner again. It is purple and sparkly and came with an attached clicky pen you can switch from pink to blue to teal to black ink. Mom and I found it at Dollar General this summer when we were buying a kiddy pool to put on the roof. With a sigh, I draw a big X over the entire day and underneath write HOSPITAL.

Opening the laundromat is easy. I’ve done it so many times, the routine is automatic, like blinking.


Step 1: Check all washers and dryers for leftover clothes and add to the lost and found basket by the front door.

Step 2: Clean all the lint traps in the dryers, twice. Lint is a huge fire hazard. Whenever Mimi pulls a big, matted gray wad from one of the mesh trays, she mutters “kindling” and shakes it at me.

Step 3: Check the change machine to make sure it’s full of quarters.

Step 4: Check the detergent and fabric softener in the vending machines to make sure they are full of travel-sized Tide.

Step 5: Sweep under the orange plastic chairs that line the wall to catch all the lint dust bunnies.

Step 6: Flip the sign to OPEN and unlock the door.



When we’re done, it’s still only 7:05 a.m. We both study the clock for thirteen seconds before Mimi says, “Right,” grabs her coat and her keys, and opens the front door. The bell above it jingles. “Come on, honey. Let’s go. We’ll see if we can’t break some rules this morning and sneak in early.”

I’m so glad to cheat time that the world goes blurry. I blink back the tears and follow Mimi into the frosty morning.



Turns out you can’t cheat time. And you definitely can’t break the visiting-hour rules, according to the coldhearted nurse at the fourth-floor reception desk.

“You’d think they were written in stone and carried down a mountain,” Mimi gripes as we retreat to the waiting room, where a few other visitors are reading newspapers or sleeping in chairs.

She sits, but I don’t. My body won’t let me. I follow the edge of the beige carpet around and around the small room. I have never been good at waiting. I like to be master of my own time, thank you very much. This is unnecessary torture.

At 7:56 a.m., I present myself before the nurse and stare. She is typing on a computer and does not look at me. But I know she sees me. I watch her mistype. Delete. Type again. Delete. When she clears her throat, I think she’s going to order me back to my seat like a teacher, but she doesn’t. She sighs.

“What was the name, again?”

“Julia Bishop,” I whisper. I’m struck shy by her attention.

She taps on her computer.

“Room four-oh-oh-five,” she says, then leans over and presses a button. The automatic doors to my right click open. “Go on back.”

I check the small digital clock on her desk. It is 7:58 a.m. Victory.

The hospital floor is a maze of hallways that all look the same. Little windows look into each room. Some have their curtains drawn and are as dark as night. At first we turn the wrong way and find ourselves at another nurses’ station and have to ask directions. After a few more minutes of confused roaming, we make our way past a coffee and water station with impossibly small foam cups and I spot room 4005. Light streams out the open door.

Half of me wants to run toward it so I can see for myself how Mom really is. But the other half, the half that remembers her last hospital stay, wins. I freeze. Mimi bumps into me with an “oof.”

“Honey,” she says, after thirty seconds or so of us just standing there while nurses and patients and visitors weave around us, “there is a finite number of steps a person takes in their lifetime. I reckon you ought to use up some more.” She tugs my coat. “Come on, now.”

“I don’t like surprises.”

“I know.”

“What if the doctor was wrong?” I ask. “What if it’s worse than a broken leg?” I don’t say, What if she was high and it really was her fault? I learned a long time ago, you don’t ask a question you don’t want the answer to.

Mimi looks me straight in the eye, because she’s only as tall as me. “Then we’ll find out and we’ll deal with it, because that’s what we do.” I don’t know if she’s answering my question about the leg or the unspoken one. Mimi is spooky like that. It’s enough to unlock my knees. I let her lead me down the hall all the way to the open door. And I swallow my panic, because that’s what I do.








5 THE PAIN SCALE


I GASP. MOM LOOKS LIKE an extra in Coraline. Deep-purple bruises make her face blotchy and puffy, and some kind of rash runs across it like terrible confetti. Her blond hair falls in a tangle around her shoulders. That’ll need three shampoos and the Pantene conditioner to sort out, I think, because my thoughts are all over the place today. Something else is off too. Her head seems naked, and I can’t figure out why…. Oh, right, she’s not wearing a bandana. She always wears a bandana. She is my mother and a stranger all at once.

She turns her head slowly, but her voice is a loud exclamation point.

“My baby!”

I shuffle forward. “Hi, Mom.”

“Can you believe this?” She gestures at her leg, which I haven’t been brave enough to look at yet. I do now. It juts out from under the thin blanket, but it’s wrapped in bandages from hip to ankle, so I can’t tell much. Compared to the lump that is her other leg, though, it’s twice the size.

She laughs when she sees me staring. Her voice sounds… wrong, too strong and sweet, like the syrup at the bottom of a snow cone.

Mimi goes around to her far side and places a firm hand on her arm. I’m still afraid to touch her.

“How are you, Jules?” she asks, studying her like the human lie detector she is.

“Oh, I’m good,” Mom says, waving her other hand. Her IV swings back and forth. I flinch. It seems like it should hurt, but she doesn’t react. I follow the tube up to a bag hanging from a metal pole. It’s full of a clear liquid. There’s a label, but I wouldn’t know what it is, even if I could read it from here. Somewhere inside me, a warning light starts flashing.

Mimi and Mom are still in their staring contest. Eventually Mom’s smile slips, and Mimi pulls up a chair.

“ ‘Good’ may be an exaggeration,” Mom admits.

Mimi nods and leans back.

“Come here, baby,” Mom says, and pats the seat on her other side. I move next to her, but I don’t sit. Me and the IV bag are having our own staring contest. I point to it.

“What’s in here?” I ask.

Before Mom can answer, the doctor from yesterday, Dr. Lipman, walks into the room. Without her blue surgical cap, I can see that her hair is gray. She’s older than I thought, close to Mimi’s age. But where Mimi is all hard lines and sunspots, this woman is smoothed out—like she’s traveled through life on the gentle cycle.

“Hello, Ms. Bishop. How are you doing this morning?”

“I’m good!” Mom says, perky again. Mimi nudges her and Mom rolls her eyes, the first true thing I’ve seen her do since we got here.
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