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Aunt Hannah hasn’t mentioned having mamm see a psychiatrist again, but we have only a few days, until the two weeks Aunt Hannah and I discussed, is finished. I decide that I’ve let Mamm sit around the house for too long. Her body and her mind are crumbling, and if she continues this way, killing herself by inches, I’ll never forgive myself. The girls are worried too. I’d sat them down, after the incident with the doll, and we had a nice talk about being sisters and not fighting amongst ourselves, for Mamm’s sake. They really responded to it. Esther has even begun acting like a little mamm to Martha, talking to her like a miniature parent, using her little index finger like a teacher’s ruler.

I still cling to the idea that the three of us could pull Mamm out of her misery. The Monday after church, with Hannah’s help, we manage to coax Mamm onto a chair in the backyard. But even as we giggle and romp in the muddy grass, Mamm just stares off, head sinking lower every day.

“Play with us, Mamm!” Esther shouts, pulling Mamm’s hand to get her out of the chair. “C’mon and play!”

But Mamm pulls her arm away, leaving Esther to stumble backward and fall on her rear-end. I pick her up quickly and stay cheerful, so that Esther will take it for a game.

Another afternoon, while indoors doing the cleaning, the girls and I allow us to buzz closer and closer to Mamm, in a chair, but this time in the living room.

Well, variety is the spice of life, they say.

So I’m sweeping, and Esther is dusting, and Martha is just generally stomping around, pretending to sweep and dust alternately. “Uh oh, watch out, Mamm,” I say, my tone exaggerated, “big sweeping job coming through here. Move it or lose it!”  The girls and I chuckle, but Mamm just looks back at me like I’m insane. So I sweep even more, really kicking the dust up as much as I can. “Well, it’s easy enough just to get up out of the way, if you really don’t like it.”

“Stop it!” she barks.

“Soon as I’m done here,” I answer. “This is a dusty corner!”

In a flash, Mamm reaches out, grabs the broom, and pulls it out of my hand, shrieking, “Gimme that!”  The girls and I freeze, leaning back. “Idiots, get away from me!”

Suddenly, I’m furious. “Mamm, the chores have to get done. If you’re not going to help, then you can at least muster the strength to stand up and move.”

“Strength?” Mamm repeats, in a voice that almost sounds like hers. “I’ll give you strength!”  With that, Mamm pulls back the broom and starts jabbing me with it. “Get away from me!”  I don’t want to let her fury hit the girls too hard, so I try to deflect it, playing it off like a crude game. And she is hitting me with the bristle end of the broom, so I almost think she actually is just kidding around.

“Uh oh, watch out, girls,” I shout. “She’s gonna sweep us off our feet!  Calling all dust bunnies, head for the hills!”

“Well, well,” Aunt Hannah calls out from the doorway. “What’s going on here?”

“You!”  Mamm points the broom at Aunt Hannah, her face an angry grimace. “Get out of my house!”

Now, I know Mamm’s not joking.

Esther seems to know it too. So smart, I think to myself, smarter than me even at six years old. And she’s more mature, and quicker to react, taking Martha by the hand and leading her down the hall, with a little, “C’mon, Martha, let’s go play in our room.”

I say to Mamm, “We’ve been through this, Mamm. Aunt Hannah’s helping us here until you’re back on your feet.”

“Hannah hates me! She never approved of my marrying Daniel. None of his family did, and now she’s so smug, thinking she can send me away and have my house for her and her filthy brats!” Her eyes narrow as she takes a furious step towards me. “Or is it you, Katie? You’re going to need a house for you and your Zach. Daniel never approved, and now that’s he’s passed onto that perfect light, I’m the albatross holding you down, isn’t that right?”

“Nee, mamm!” I can’t even believe what she’s saying—that I would send her away so that Zach and I can steal the house—that I wanted Daed to die? 

Her voice gets louder as she advances towards us, waving the broom in front of her like it’s a sword. “I want that woman out of my house! She’s poisoning the food, killing us!” 

“No!” I back away. I’m crying, and my voice is thick and strange as I try to talk sense into her. “Aunt Hannah isn’t poisoning us, Mamm. I love you! Esther and Martha love you! We just want you to feel better.”

“My husband is dead.” 

“He was my daed, too,” I say. I blink tears through my lashes. 

“He was,” Mamm says, letting go of the broom. I flinch as it clatters against the floor. “Yes, he was.” For a moment, Mamm and I are on common ground, and I know that she still loves me. Then she cocks her head, and her lips curl with twisted rage. She points to Aunt Hannah. “I won’t eat anything prepared by that woman’s hand. Now, leave me be for now. Can you do that, Katie?”

“Ja, Mamm.” 

“Come on, Katie.” Aunt Hannah takes me by the hand, and I follow her to the kitchen. 

“I’m sorry, Aunt Hannah,” I say. “She doesn’t really think
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