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Hey Mom, watch what I can do!
 
 
Are you watching?
 
 
 
Mom?








  
  We are our choices.
 
— J. P. Sartre








  
  Chapter 1

Emerson


“I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t have to, Em,” Mom said. “You know that.” 
Emerson turned to face the passenger door of the car. This was their neighbor’s car. It was full of old-people smells, and Emerson didn’t like it. He didn’t want it to be today. The only thing he wanted was to keep his dog. He loved his dog. And he didn’t want to say good-bye to her.
The car slowed to a stop at a red light as the sign for Tarpley, Texas, rolled into view. Emerson counted three bullet holes in it. From behind him, Barfly poked her wet snout into the tight space between the window and the seat, trying to get closer to Emerson’s face. He nuzzled up to the dog’s snout, letting her tongue lap out against his salty cheeks and her kibble breath stink up his nose.
“It’s not fair,” he said into the dog’s loose and dusty curls. He pulled away, turning to face his mother. “Barfly didn’t do anything wrong.”
Mom sighed, releasing another wave of cigarette smoke against the car’s windshield before it drifted out of the cracked window. “I know, Em. None of this is fair.” She placed the cigarette back between her thin lips and tucked a lock of her bright red hair behind her ear. “Barfly is a good dog, but we can’t take care of her anymore.”
The traffic light changed. As the car eased forward, Emerson turned back toward his window and Barfly’s searching tongue. Emerson knew that Mom didn’t want to do this. He could see it on her face. He could see it in the way her halo wavered from its normal Scarlet, flickered to Desert Sand and back again.
“Hey,” Mom said, her hand stroking his head, “there’s Mac & Ernie’s, we ain’t been there in a stretch. Maybe on the way home, we can stop there for lunch. You can get the ‘Mac-n-Ernie and cheese.’”
The restaurant’s sign scrolled by against the pale, empty sky. He thought about how delicious not-from-the-box mac and cheese would be, and then his colors became dark. He didn’t want to eat macaroni and cheese. He wanted to keep his dog. He sat up straight in the seat, the bargain reaching his tongue before his mind could stop it. “If we skip lunch, can we keep Barfly for another day?”
He knew he had upset her, even before her eyes glanced away from the road to find his. Her voice was stone as she said, “I’m not gonna coat it in honey for you.” Emerson swallowed his hope, wishing he could swallow his words with it. Mom pressed him, “I know you understand. So you tell me, why do we have to sell Barfly?”
His heart quickened. Emerson didn’t want to talk about this again. Every time his father came up, Mom would get madder. And madder. Until she lashed out. But Emerson knew better than to stay quiet. That would send her into a rage. “Because we don’t have money to buy her food,” he whimpered.
“And why is that?” Mom asked.
An ugly, sickening feeling bloomed in Emerson’s tummy. “Because Daddy took it all when he left. And you don’t make enough at the Silverleaf.” He pushed the rising feelings back down his gullet. “And I’m not old enough to work yet.” Mom had pulled those words out of him so many times. Each time, Emerson wanted to feel like they were just words, instead of the tingling panic and shame they wrung from him.
Mom sucked on her cigarette. She released the smoke with a tight nod, adding, “And a dog like Barfly is very expensive to take care of. Your daddy bought her back when we were a family. And well, that’s over now.” Flares of Maroon in Mom’s halo marked the last few words as she pelted the cigarette out of the car window.
Emerson sat silent and still, watching the rage build in his mother. The pulses from Mom’s light were patternless. All willy-nilly and outside the lines, like the drawings the younger kids made at school. Emerson could hear the creaking tension as she tightened her grip on the steering wheel. Her lips lost their color. The car sped up. She would lash her tongue soon. Yell at him. About Dad’s new family. Their delightful house. Our borrowed trailer. Their new car. Our empty wallets. Their full bellies. Our stomachs rumbling around a few scraps and leftovers from the diner. Dad’s lover and her tight body. The ruins Emerson had left behind as his mother carried him to term.
Emerson unbuckled himself. He reached across the bench seat with his hand, placing it on her stomach, in the center of her erratic halo. He laid his head on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Mommy,” he whispered, smoothing the light back into a silky shade of deep Red. After a few quiet moments, it was where it needed to be. Emerson could hear his mom’s breathing getting calm again. Her heartbeat became regular. She slowed the car to a reasonable speed.
She lifted her arm and hugged Emerson to her chest. “You always know how to calm me down,” she said, kissing his head and sucking in a deep sniff of his hair. Not to be left out, Barfly craned her head over the bench seat. She nosed her way between them, slapping sloppy kisses on each of their faces.
Mom laughed. Emerson loved that sound. He loved the way the Yellow exploded out of her with each joyful gasp. He loved it, and it was so rare since Dad disappeared. He felt a smile break across his face, and Barfly licked his exposed teeth.
“All right, girl, get back down there,” Mom said as she gave the dog a firm shove into the backseat with her elbow. “And you buckle yourself back up, kiddo.” Emerson slid back to his seat, pulled the seat belt over his shoulder, and clicked it into the buckle. Then he went to work cleaning the dog slobber from his lips with his T-shirt.
The sound of the turn signal shifted Emerson’s joy to panic. Mom confirmed his fears as she sang, “Here we are at Uncle Terry’s.” Cracks and pops replaced the hum of the tires on the road as the car moved onto a gravel drive. They passed a wide field dotted with large rolls of straw, recently baled.
Tears welled in his eyes. His chest tightened. Maybe he could jump out of the car with Barfly. They could run into the field and disappear into one of those bales. Mom wouldn’t find them. Then they could live together for the rest of their lives. 
He lost his chance as the car passed through a line of trees. Uncle Terry’s kennels rimmed the edges of the property, filled with the dark, shifting forms of dogs. At the first bark, Barfly rose to attention—ears up, tail slapping, and eyes searching. Emerson sat up straight, watching the enclosures. Some dogs barreled against the chicken wire, yelping at the intruders. Others stood tense, shaking in whatever shadow they could find from the roasting sun. 
Past the kennels, a single thick black dog watched their arrival with a lazy interest. It lay in a bald patch in the middle of the scrub yard, chained to a flagpole that carried a limp and faded Texas flag. 
Barfly’s excitement grew with the volume of the barking canines, the backseat barely containing her as she hopped from window to window. Emerson knew she did not understand they would leave her here. Forever.
Mom pulled up to the trailer on the other side of the property. Barfly’s anticipation burst out of her in leaps, twirls, and ruffs. Mom slammed the car into park as she asked, “Can you hand me her leash, Em?” 
This was it. It would happen. Emerson’s vision blurred as the tears came. He found the leash on the floor by his feet. As he turned to hand the leash to his mother, he found Mom looking at him. Her halo faded to Copper as she reached for his face, gently brushing away the tears. “I know you love her, Em. And I am sorry we have to do this. I really am. If there was another road, I would take it in a heartbeat.”
Emerson felt the leash leave his hands. The dog’s excitement shook Emerson in his seat. Wiping away tears with one hand, his other found the door handle and pulled.
“Oh sweetie,” Mom pressed, her voice tense, “wait until I get her on the leash!”
The click of the opening door was all the permission Barfly needed. She squeezed over the bench seat and across his lap, and she was out the car door before Emerson knew it was happening.
For a moment, he hoped that Barfly would keep running. She would run away and then come find him again when they had money to take care of her. But as Emerson left the car, he saw Barfly had no such plan. She lopped across the yard in uncoordinated bounds toward the first dog she saw. As Barfly got near, the large rottie stood up. Its chain rattled against the flagpole, then snapped tight as the dog pulled forward. Her back and neck bristled with raised fur and Violet light.
Barfly landed in front of the rottie with a flop. Her Cerulean halo was welcoming and bright, and her tush raised above her head and swaying with each crooked wag of her tail. It was a pose that Mom called her “play-now bow.” But the rottie wasn’t play-now bowing back. The enormous dog pulled its chain as far as it could, light spewing out in splotches of Purple and Fern. 
“No!” Mom screamed. The breeze swiped Emerson’s face as she ran past him, shouting “Barfly! Come to Mama! Barfly!”
The bang of the trailer door whipped Emerson’s head around. Shirtless Uncle Terry bolted from the trailer, screaming something about “not letting her near Lucy.” Emerson’s gaze followed Terry as he ran past, his naked belly jiggling. Emerson’s eyes stretched from Terry to Mom. From Mom to his dog. 
Just in time to see the rottie clamp its jaws around Barfly’s throat.






  
  Chapter 2

Blair


Blair’s scream tore at her chest and ears. Yet she could still hear the yelps of the goddamned dog as it thrashed on the ground. 
That dumb dog was her last chance to pull some money together. Her husband had paid thousands of dollars for Barfly. The dog even had papers for Christ’s sake. It was the one valuable thing her whore of a husband left for them when he walked out. And now Barfly’s life—and her hope of a livelihood—was disappearing in ragged spurts into the parched ground.
The weight of it was too much. Blair’s legs wobbled, and she fell to her knees in the dirt. Selling Barfly would have gotten them out of the hole. Given her a month or two to figure things out. What the hell was she going to do now?
Lucy’s bloodied maw broke into a wide grin as Terry ran up to her. Her gaze fell to her violent handiwork, then back to her human. Pride brightened her eyes until Terry slapped her snout. The dog’s stare remained lowered, her nub of a tail pointed at the ground as Terry dragged her away by the chain.
Barfly stopped moving, except for her frantic panting. Someone was talking to Blair. She looked over. It was her son. She sucked in a breath, filling the void left behind by her scream.
“I’m sorry, Mama,” Emerson whispered.
Blair turned back to the dog. She’d never seen so much blood. How could there be that much blood in a dog?
“I’m sorry, Mama,” her son echoed. Blair’s eyes found his face. His skin glittered with tears and sweat. A lick of his dark hair stuck to his forehead, the same way his father’s would after he’d been working outside. “I didn’t know it would happen.”
A spark of anger shoved Blair into the moment, and she felt her fingernails dig into her palms. That phrase—“I didn’t know it would happen.” The same fucking thing Emerson’s father would say. Whenever she caught him wrapped up in some young pussy. That was his excuse. He didn’t plan it. He didn’t know it would happen. And yet, it kept happening. Again and again. For years, in their home. In their bed.
Her fingernails pierced the flesh of her fisted hands. Her jaw joint twinged as her teeth ground together. She looked into the eyes of her son. In the deep brown, she saw the eyes of his father. Pleading. Lying. Flames of hate licked out from her tongue. “Get the fuck away from me, you shit!”
Emerson broke. His form shrank from her, like Lucy had cowered from Terry’s hand. His head pulled into his shoulders, eyes wide and mouth gaped in shame. The sight of her crushed son broke Blair too. She screamed again, the terror of the moment giving way to regret. She fell back on her haunches, raised her fists over her head, and slammed them into the ground at her knees.
The sting of her knuckles splitting gave her something to focus on. Her eyes opened on the ground beneath her. Her breath rippled across the dusty earth. She stayed prone for a minute, letting her breath come back to her. Finding her calm. Blair strained to ignore the yapping dogs as she collected her thoughts and boxed her feelings. 
Sitting up, she examined her busted knuckles. The cuts were deep. They needed stitches. She could wait long enough to apologize to Em. To hold him for a moment. Smell his honeysuckle hair. They would reset, move forward from this moment fresh, like they always did.
Blair glanced up to find Emerson kneeling over his dog, his back to her. His head bowed over the animal. The dog had gone silent during her outburst. Its tail lay still in the dirt, the rest of its body hidden behind Emerson’s sulking form.
“Emerson,” Blair warbled.
His head pivoted. Her voice had reached him, but he wouldn’t acknowledge her. She had hurt him this time. Her words had been excessively harsh. She needed patience to bring him back around.
Emerson leaned closer to Barfly’s carcass. Blair’s brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. Was Emerson hugging the dog?
“Emerson, don’t do that, honey.”
He leaned farther over Barfly, his hands moving in front of him in ways Blair couldn’t make out. What the hell was he doing?
“Emerson?” Blair shifted to sitting on her hip, the pain of her cuts increasing with each throb of her pulse. “Emerson, please, just come here, sweetness.”
He didn’t move. A bead of sweat fell into Blair’s eyebrow. She went to wipe it away, but her bleeding hands stopped her. The air was stale and still, and the sun burned close. But she would wait here until Emerson finished saying good-bye to his dog. 
The goddamned dog. Barfly’s tail rose and hit the ground with a dull thud. Blair’s brow scrunched. Then a second, more deliberate wag sent up a puff of dust. Blair was still processing this as Emerson sat back on his shoes and held his hands up by his head. They were wet with blood.
Shock clamped on Blair’s throat. “Emerson!” she screeched. “What the hell are you doing?”
From behind her boy, Barfly rose to all four feet. Mud from the Texas dirt and her own blood mottled her fur. The dog tried to shake it off in a clumsy rattle across her body. She walked around the boy, sniffing his face and hands. After she gave Emerson’s fingers a few licks, Barfly’s eyes found Blair. The dog’s mouth fell open in a smile. Her eyes brightened as she pounced over to Blair and licked her stunned face, bringing a wave of metallic and dusty odors.
“Wh-what?”
“I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t know Barfly would get hurt.” Emerson’s voice shrank. Her boy was scared.
“What the hell just happened?” she mumbled. The dog wandered over toward the ground stained with its blood and sniffed. Barfly scratched the spot with a gentle paw, then squatted and pissed on Lucy’s napping spot under the flagpole. 
Emerson sat down in front of Blair, pulling her gaze away from the dog. He looked down at the ground. Em asked, “Are you mad?”
Blair had no response. She lifted her son’s chin with her fingertips until their eyes met. “What did you just do?” The words barely made it out of her mouth as Blair’s breath caught in her chest.
Emerson pursed his lips in thought. “To Barfly, you mean?”
Blair nodded.
Emerson heaved his shoulders and replied, “I fixed her light. It was all bent, but I made it pretty again.” His voice was tentative, like it was when he was afraid of telling Blair the truth.
Blair kept nodding, even though she didn’t understand what Emerson meant. “What do you mean, Em? What light?”
Her son looked down at her knuckles. Steady flows of blood merged between her fingers. Raising an uncertain glance at his mother, Emerson said, “Hold still, Mama.”
He leaned close and held his blood-caked hand close to her abdomen. Blair shut her eyes as a wave of calm reached out from her belly, then moved up her torso. It fell through her legs and arms and finally tickled across her face and scalp. The sense of serenity pushed away the worries about money and the anger toward her husband. When the rush ebbed, a chill rattled her body. Her skin tightened to gooseflesh despite the warm Texas afternoon. She opened her eyes to find Emerson looking at her. Blair blinked away her haze. She pulled in a lazy breath that, regardless of the barren paddock around them, carried a deep floral scent.
Emerson smiled at her. She grinned back on instinct, disoriented as if she had just sneezed. She followed his face as it fell to her hands. They remained dirty and bloody. Emerson’s thin fingers wiped away the crust on her skin, and Blair’s mind cleared. 
She found no sign of her lacerations.
“How?” she asked.
Emerson squeezed her hand tight. “I fixed your light too, Mama.”
Blair swallowed. Her throat felt cool, hydrated. Her jaw muscles were slack. She opened and closed her hands a few times, checking for injury. Even her palms were fresh and pink, without a mark from her fingernails.
Blair’s attention shot over to the kennels, captured by Terry’s voice. “Jesus Christ, Blair!” he hollered across the yard. He had found a stained white T-shirt to cover his beer belly. “I’m sorry, but also-too-is, you should’ve known better than to let that dog run up to Lucifer like—” 
Terry’s mouth and feet stopped moving when he saw the dog. Barfly pranced up to him and sniffed his crotch. He pulled her head up, going over her face and neck. Not finding a wound, he checked over the rest of the dog’s body. Terry stood erect, mouth hung open in dismay, and he pulled his clinging shirt away from his sweaty gut. He murmured, “Where the hell did all this blood come from, then?” 
He looked up at Blair and Emerson. “You two all right? You ain’t hurt?”
Blair shook her head—they were fine. She felt fine. In fact, she felt wonderful. Hell, when was the last time she’d been hurt? Or sick? She couldn’t remember so much as a runny nose since the time Emerson could walk. She shifted onto her knees in front of her son, lowering her face to his.
“Emerson? You ever … um … fix Mama’s light before?” she asked.
He blushed, but didn’t look away. He nodded once, his lip curling around a worry. “Sometimes, when you’re asleep. Are you mad?” he asked.
Blair shook her head, holding his gaze as her lips tightened into a thin smile. “Of course not, sweetness.”
Blair nuzzled him into her bosom, squeezing him close. She rocked him for a moment before gently asking, “Can you do that … to anybody you want?”
Her heart leaped as she felt Emerson nod against her breast. She pivoted back onto her hip and clutched him tighter. They held each other for a few seconds in the merciless sun. Barfly trotted over to them. Blair turned her face away to avoid the dog’s disgusting fur as Barfly tried to pry the mother and son apart with her nose. Blair nudged the dog away with her elbow.
“Mama?”
“What is it, Em?”
Emerson said nothing for a few moments. Blair felt his breath expand and release in her arms. She relaxed and looked at his face. He finally whispered, “Can we please keep Barfly?”
The goddamned dog. The perky, bloody beast parked herself a dozen feet away. Barfly lifted a hind leg, and started licking herself in a slow, sloppy cadence as she tipped over onto her side.
Blair laughed and kissed the top of her son’s head, inhaling the bouquet that radiated from him. “Yeah, honey,” she whispered, “I think I can work with this.”






  
  TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES












  
  Chapter 3

Caleb


The box in Caleb Allard’s hand would kill him. At least, that was Caleb’s hope. It wasn’t heavy. The metal felt thin. Almost cheap. Caleb had enough experience with medical devices to know that despite its feel, a set of rigorous standards had governed its construction. Whoever built it designed it to do one thing. It would do that one thing. 
Dr. Pavle Miloje used his fingers to trace the pair of wires leaving the box, finding the plastic plug at the end. In his pointed Eastern European accent, he explained, “This we connect to the controller module.” The doctor mimed attaching the cable as he gestured to an oblong device gripping the IV stand. “That unit governs the flow of tranquilizers and narcotics.”
The sterile chrome of the stand was out of place in the doctor’s comfortable office. The bourbon leather armchair in which Caleb sat was twisted and stretched in the reflection on the pole, the mild sea-green walls framing his elongated face as it stared back at him. Caleb followed the metal pole with his eyes, up to two circular hooks that were empty. Eventually the drug cocktail would hang there, and even then the contraption would weigh less than ten pounds.
“When everything is connected and enabled, the button there will glow. You’ll be ready to go,” the doctor added, gesturing toward the box.
Caleb swallowed and returned his gaze to the black box in his hand. The surface was slick and flat, with a single transparent plastic cover protecting a square red button.
“So, once he activates it, how long?” asked Irene. Caleb was thankful his daughter was here to ask the questions he wasn’t thinking about. He had assumed it would be over in an instant. Irene was adept at rooting out assumptions.
“Configurable,” the doctor offered. “At a minimum, Mr. Allard will experience about four seconds of consciousness. We can dial it out longer,” Dr. Pav explained. “Although I must admit that none of my patients have opted for that.”
Irene took her father’s hand. Her flesh was warm against his, her color vibrant and smooth against his petechiae. She continued, “And after that, how long until …”
“Seconds.” The doctor looked from Irene to Caleb and explained, “You push the button, you feel good, you go to sleep, and you die. All of it happens in less than ten seconds.”
Ten seconds. Not instantaneous. Caleb hadn’t considered there might be a period where he would be aware he had committed suicide. Could he keep his composure? Would those ten seconds be an endless train of regret? Would those last moments of awareness be serene, or terrifying?
Irene squeezed his hand. “You still want to do this, Dad?” She must have sensed his ambivalence.
“Want?” Caleb croaked. The idea was obscene—that anyone would want this. “I want to see you finish school. Watch you build your life and career.” Her fingers tightened around his. “I want to see your brother sober and happy.” The rest remained unsaid: Caleb would see none of those things.
Pancreatic cancer. The same disease that had killed Irene’s mother, Ivy. They caught Caleb’s cancer earlier, at stage three. That had given him some hope. His fight would be easier, his outcome different. 
But even as the first few rounds of chemotherapy worked, Caleb received a stage four diagnosis in a matter of weeks. His lungs, his brain, and the deathblow: the cancer made roots in his liver. 
At first, the oncologist talked about Caleb’s life in terms of probabilities. Fifteen percent chance of survival. Then three percent. Then it changed to time. Months. Then weeks. After the last consult, they inverted the scale. With the size of the tumors in his brain and liver, Caleb was lucky to be walking around at all. The conversations were hard. The emotions were turbulent. And all of it was too familiar. The only things left in his control were his own pain and how tidy his end would be for his family.
“I know, Dad,” Irene offered. Her eyes rose, glistening. “And you know if you want to try to beat this, I’ll support you. Either way.”
Caleb returned his daughter’s squeeze. “I guess ‘want’ is the wrong word,” he said, unable to keep the sadness out of his voice. After a few moments, he continued, “But we’ve seen this opera. We lived it with your mother. Once is enough for any family, Starlight.” Irene let go of his hand to wipe a tear from her cheek.
A dull thud in his right ear brought a grimace to Caleb’s face. He dropped the metal box into his lap and pulled down on his earlobe, the percussive whomps turning into an itch. He apologized as he crammed his index finger into the ear and wiggled it around.
“Everything okay?” Dr. Pav asked.
Caleb nodded. “Yeah, my ear’s been itchy. I think a muscle is spasming in there or something.” Given his body’s condition, a tickle in his ear was nothing.
“I can look?” the doctor offered.
“Nah, Doc, thanks. That ear’s never worked, anyway.”
Dr. Pav looked confused until Irene clarified, “He’s deaf in that ear. Since birth.” She looked at her dad with a wistful grin. “It’s why he makes me drive everywhere, so he can hear the conversation.” 
Caleb smiled. She was right. He preferred the passenger seat when there was someone else in the car, for that very reason. Irene had never mentioned she had picked up on that.
Resting on the edge of his heavy wood desk, Dr. Pav returned to the matter at hand with a small nod. “Okay then, hospice will be by your home tomorrow to deliver the system. Call them to tie the IVs into your existing chemo port when you’re ready. They’ll make you a priority, but if you can, give them about two hours’ notice. Do either of you have questions for me?”
A rush of anxiety filled him as Caleb realized the doctor was wrapping up their visit. Their final appointment before his death. He would never see Dr. Pav again. The words he shared with the doctor would be the last. It was unexpected. Not quite regret, something closer to dread. He hoped these good-byes wouldn’t all carry this angst.
“Oh wait,” the doctor added with a snap of his fingers. “There is one thing you need to do.” Caleb’s chest unknotted at the delay. The doctor reached behind him and retrieved a small coil of wire. He gestured to Caleb’s lap as he hooked up the wires to the terminals on the device. Caleb traced the wires back to the doctor’s desk, where they ended at a tiny speaker. “I know this may be uncomfortable, Mr. Allard, but I would ask that you give the button a push while you’re here. I want patients to appreciate the slight pressure it takes to activate.”
Caleb looked down at the metal box and swallowed. The flat red button emitted a steady glow now that it had a power source. Holding the box in one hand, he lifted open the clear plastic cover. 
With his thumb, he traced a flange along the edge of the button as it rose a few millimeters above the surface of the metal box. A tactile mark, he realized. Something a person could find using only a finger. As the pad of Caleb’s thumb glided over the center of the red plastic, the speaker on Dr. Pav’s desk buzzed.
Caleb’s eyes widened. “That’s all it takes?”
Dr. Pav nodded as he disconnected the leads. “It is very sensitive. When the time comes, you may not have a lot of strength. So the trigger responds to minimal pressure. Legally, the patient has to instigate their own Final Release. If anyone else pushes that button while you’re wired into it, the state can charge them with manslaughter.” The doctor leaned in closer and captured Caleb’s gaze. “To work in the legal boundaries of the Final Release, the choice and effort to push the button must be yours, Mr. Allard. Your will must activate the machine. No one else can do it for you. Do you understand?” 
Caleb nodded. He knew this already, but he didn’t mind hearing it again. End-of-life situations were never easy, but they could always become more complicated. After a few moments of silence, Dr. Pav turned to Irene. “Keep the button covered until the device is in your father’s possession, and he’s ready to use it.”
Caleb released the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding in.






  
  Chapter 4

Irene


“Thank you again, Starlight,” Dad said. Irene smiled. He hadn’t called her that since she had left for college. It surprised her she still found it endearing. The name “Starlight” stuck after her presentation at the seventh-grade science fair. She’d discussed how the stars are a forge for all atoms in the universe, even those that make up our bodies and brains. When stars go nova, the violent explosion spreads those atoms across the cosmos.  
They walked down the hallway, away from Dr. Pav’s office, until they reached the elevators. Dad poked the down button as he spoke. “And I know I keep saying this, but I’m sorry to pull you from school mid-semester. I don’t think I could do this without you.”
“It’s not like there’s ever a perfect time for this stuff to happen. Grad school will be there.” Irene knew there was no way he could do this on his own. He’d tried, though, pulling plans together after his terminal diagnosis. But the legal and medical requirements for a Final Release were complex. The time he needed for the forms, appointments, and hearings? His pain consumed it, along with its treatment and the aftereffects. So Irene stepped up, like she always did. She took a leave of absence from the university and came back to New Mexico. Dad signed power of attorney over to her. Designated her his medical point of decision. Irene used these bureaucratic superpowers to bring his Final Release across the finish line made of red tape.
She stroked her hand on his back as they waited for the elevator. His spine rippled against her fingers. The fragility of his slight frame still shocked her. Dad wore a flannel shirt she’d given him for his birthday a few years ago. At the time it had been unflattering, accenting the various lumps and bulges that come with age and a sedentary life. Now the shirt swallowed him. Every day, there was less of her father.
Dad shook his head, replying, “I know, I know. But it feels unfair, you jetting back here to help when Wes lives here.” 
Irene sighed, “Yeah, but my brother isn’t here, is he?”
Dad turned to face her. “No, he’s not. He’s where he needs to be, though. He’s sick too, Irene. His addiction isn’t his fault any more than the cancer is mine.” She clenched her jaw against a flurry of sharp words. Wes had made choices to get where he ended up. Dad didn’t. Wes had every opportunity to turn himself around. Dad couldn’t help but enable his destructive behavior. Irene wanted nothing more than her father to stop giving Wes a lifeline. Maybe then, her brother might realize how simple life is when you don’t make it hard.
Dad reached up to pull on his earlobe again, his face pulling into a half grimace. “Is your ear still bothering you?” she asked, thankful for the change in subject.
He nodded, using a knuckle to massage the soft tissue behind his earlobe. “Oh, so that reminds me. There’s another finance thing,” he said. “I got an email from Del Rio.” 
Irene released an exasperated breath. “Del Rio” was short for “the Del Rio Rehabilitation and Assisted Living Center,” the vacation resort where Wes was being treated for his opioid addiction. This would be his third attempt through the program. Irene had little faith that this time would be any different, but Dad hoped otherwise. And he paid through the nose to make it happen. “And?” she replied, expecting the worst.
He swallowed. “Well, it looks like we’ll need to use more of the liquidity from my estate to cover the cost of rehab. There was supposed to be enough left to cover some of your school expenses. But then, your brother …” Dad trailed off, pulling on his earlobe again.
“It’s okay, Dad,” Irene replied. “I’ll figure it out. Just forward me the email, okay?” She turned back to the elevators as the doors opened. She helped him shuffle inside and then pushed the button for the lobby. 
Rehab was expensive. Without health insurance, Wes once again turned to their father for financial help. And once again, Irene had to bend. Figure out how to make it work. This time it was putting a pause on her bioinformatics degree so she could help Dad through the end of his life. Meanwhile, Wes did whatever the hell he wanted. 
Dad’s chest rattled as he spoke. “I wanted to do so much more, Starlight. I just … never got around to it. When your mom died, I fell down. And I never managed to get my feet back under me, you know?” He pulled a tissue from his front pocket and wiped his nose. “I had all that time. Christ, if I could have it back, I would …” His voice broke as he trailed off. “I wish I was leaving a legacy besides some well-organized books for my clients, I guess.” 
Irene leaned into him, hugging his frail waist from the side. “What would you want that to be?” she asked. “Your legacy?”
Dad snorted. “I don’t know,” he said with lethargy. “I’m not sure I’m up for thinking about it today.” After a few moments, he added, “This sucks.”
This sucked, he was right. Irene refused to let it be any worse than it needed to. Memories of her mother’s ordeal asserted themselves. People Irene loved, waiting for the mercy of her mother’s death, then coping with the guilt of going back to living their lives. She’d experienced it once, and it would be anguish for everyone all over again.
Her father’s ever-present fanny pack pressed into her side. The firm bulge of a tumor brushed against her hand as her arms reached around his torso. Her head found his bony shoulder and she gave him a gentle squeeze. 
Dad flinched in pain. 
Irene let go of him. “Oh shit! I’m sorry, did I hurt you?”
He shook his head, holding his breath.
“Breakthrough?” Irene asked. She took his arm, helping him stay balanced.
He nodded.
Irene asked, “Where is it on the scale?” 
“Seven,” he replied through clenched teeth. Irene knew more about pain classification and management than she’d ever wanted to know. Whenever there was pain, she would ask Dad where it was on a ten-point scale. In the last two weeks, he hadn’t responded with anything below a six. Irene had tracked his responses, using a simple data-collection app on her phone. She had eighteen data points—nineteen once she recorded this one—but the trends were already obvious. The numbers were getting higher, and the time between them shorter. 
She checked the time on her cell phone. “Shit. We missed an ATC dose.” ATC was one acronym she’d picked up recently. It was short for “around the clock,” and referred to medication taken at regular intervals to deal with persistent pain. That was in contrast to PRN medication, which was something in Latin that Irene guessed meant “right fucking now.”
“Do you have your PRN on you?” she asked.
He shook his head, his breath coming out of him in semi-controlled rasps.
“Dammit, Dad. We talked about this,” she scolded. He had put up a fight about taking the liquid morphine. Dad didn’t like the inconsistency of a dosage that came with using an eyedropper to place the drug under his tongue. That was her father, the consummate accountant, wanting to make sure the numbers added up.
The wince eased off his face, leaving him pale. His breathing steadied, a sign that his wave of pain was ebbing. “I’ll take the ATC, but I’ll need to eat something first.” Dad had been throwing up after his ATC medication for the last two days. Ingesting small bits of food with tea or water before taking the pills seemed to help. “I’m not hungry, though,” he said as the elevator doors opened to the lobby of the medical office building.
“I’m not hungry either,” Irene replied. “So let’s go find something to eat.” 
They moved into the atrium, where tall windows created a greenhouse in which a lush slurry of vines grew around an artificial indoor stream. The air was thick with moisture, and it was a welcome respite from the skin-splitting dryness of the New Mexico desert outside.
“Are you going to wait for Wes to finish rehab before scheduling the Final Release?” Irene asked. Her brother still had two weeks left in his program. Not a long time under normal circumstances. Fourteen days of increasing and unmanageable pain was not something she wanted her father to experience.
Dad nodded. “I’d like to,” he said. “I’d like to try to explain it to him.” After a few paces toward the door, he continued, “I definitely want him there. You too.”
Irene cringed. She had tried to come to terms with the fact that she would see Wes again as the Final Release came together. This was the first time she had to acknowledge that it would happen.
Dad heard her thoughts. “I know, Starlight. He might not agree with everything we’ve put together.”
Irene sighed. “I doubt he’ll take to it, Dad. You know he could derail the entire plan if he wanted to, right?” After they crossed the walkway over the stream, she continued, “Maybe you should explain to him how you’re setting him up financially. That might make him more amenable to it.”
Dad stopped moving and faced Irene, his eyes wide with hurt. 
A fire burned in her cheeks. “What?” she demanded. “Do you think he’s more concerned about ending your suffering? Or losing his financial support network?”
“Irene!” Her father’s voice tightened. “He hasn’t had it easy. And this will scare the shit out of him.”
She watched his eyes in silence, having nothing to add.
“Wes isn’t motivated the way you are, Starlight. And that isn’t all his fault. I’m sure I have some blame there.”
Irene scoffed, folding an arm across her chest. Her hand went to her jaw. It wasn’t true. Wes was a damned wrecking ball off its chain, creating rubble from everything he touched. Dad kept sweeping up behind him, making it okay for him to shirk any responsibility for his choices. She wanted to argue, to show her father how wrong he was, but by the time the words came together, he wasn’t looking at her anymore.
Instead, he stared past her, through the wide glass windows into the baking parking lot outside. His eyes glazed over in thought, and in a near whisper, he said, “Wes.”
Irene blew out her breath. The conversation was consuming her patience. “What about him?”
Dad shook his head, his brow knotted in confusion. He pointed over her shoulder and said, louder this time, “No, I mean, there’s Wes!”
Irene turned around. Outside the revolving door, stubbing a cigarette against one of the potted succulents, was her asshole brother. Through her teeth, Irene hissed, “What the hell is that fatass doing out of rehab?”






  
  Chapter 5

Wes


“Once you told me Irene was in town, I started talking to the doctors about letting me out. To check on you, Pop,” Wes explained. He downed the rest of his coffee and looked behind him for the waiter to signal for more. He’d picked this spot because it was close and the plates were huge, but he had forgotten about the shit service. Failing to catch anyone’s attention, Wes turned back to his sister and father. “I figured something bad happened if Irene left school to come back here.” 
Dad nodded. He looked wrung out. Irene sat still, her eyes on a hole in the plastic checkered tablecloth between them. She folded her arms across her chest as she said, “I left school because you were in rehab. I came here so you would finish the damned program this time.”
Wes leaned his elbows on the table. “No, see, I will finish the program, Sis. This is just a … what’s the word they used? ‘Furlough’?” 
Irene smirked. Her hand dropped to the table, and she picked at the small hole in the tablecloth with her fingernail.
“Look, I can return to the program as long as I test clean when I go back. They wouldn’t have let me out if I wasn’t kicking ass in there, all right?”
Irene snarked, “They probably want to give your bed to someone with health insurance. Or maybe to someone who wants to be a better person.”
“Oh fuck off, Irene,” Wes blurted out. 
Irene jabbered over him, “Do you have any idea how expensive that place is? How much money each of your little vacations costs?” Her voice exploded in volume and pitch. “The least you could do, the literal least amount of effort you could have exerted, would have been to just stay there, Wes!” 
Dad raised a gentle hand, trying to quiet her. Wes felt customers and staff behind him staring their way. Irene heeded her father, her eyes falling back to the tablecloth. 
She glowered at Wes. “What the hell do you offer here, anyway?”
“Please, that’s enough,” Pop said. “We have things to discuss.” 
Irene shifted her gaze to their father. Her expression immediately softened into … what was that? Concern? Panic filled Wes’s chest when Irene reached out and took their dad’s hand.
“Oh shit,” Wes sighed. He sat back in his seat, hands on the table for support. “It’s real bad, isn’t it?”
Dad nodded. “Irene and I … we’ve been preparing. We’ve known my illness is terminal for a while now, and there are a lot of things I wanted to make happen.”
Wes swallowed the lump in his throat as Pop continued. “I’m taking care of you both as best I can. My accounting business, the house, the car, the boat, all of it will be sold off. My retirement will be cashed out. After taxes, the money will go toward your rehabilitation, and provide a small nest egg for both of you to start your own lives.”
Dad stopped to take a sip of water. His hand was unsteady on the glass, and he ended up moving his head down to the straw. Sitting back up, Dad shook his head and added, “I wish there was more.”
Wes waved him off. “It’s more than enough, Pop.” His panic thickened into guilt.
Irene snorted, but held her tongue. Dad released her hand and sighed. He placed both hands flat on the table, propping himself up. His eyes rose to Wes’s. They were wet. There was something else. Something worse. What could be worse than him dying? Wes looked from Irene to his father and back, unsure of what to ask.
It was Dad who broke the silence. “Son, I’ve decided not to fight this disease. I don’t want to put you two through that, when the diagnosis is so …” His voice faded as he shook his head. His lips tightened into a line. “Fighting it would be pointless.” 
Wes tried to process what that meant. 
After a moment, Pop took in a rattling breath and continued, “I’m ending my life, Wes.”
The guilt melted back into panic. Sitting up in his chair, Wes shook his head. “You’re … what?”
“I will not throw our lives into chaos when we all know how this ends up. I don’t want to rot away in hospice while you and your sister watch. I want to avoid becoming any more of a burden than I already am.”
“This can’t be legal?” Wes heard himself ask.
Irene replied, “It is legal. At least in New Mexico. Has been for about two years now.”
“So you’re … what? … gonna blow your brains out? How can this be legal?” The spreading alarm in his chest warmed up as he looked from one of their calm faces to the other.
“No, son, of course not,” Dad appeased. His tone was the one he used when he talked about ways Wes could be a better person. “It’s a medical device. The end is quick and painless.”
Wes grabbed the sides of his head with his hands and tried to shake off the confusion. This wasn’t making sense. “How … You’re just giving up?”
Dad kept talking. “There’s no road from here that doesn’t lead to my death, son. I have …” He leaned on the table as he gestured to the three of them. “None of us have any illusions here. Fighting this would be painful. For all of us. And it would be pointless. And expensive.”
Wes’s mouth hung open, words failing him. How could this be happening? What perverted logic had Irene used to get Pop to this decision? 
His father’s face fell. “I want to save what little I have for you and your sister. Not waste it on false hopes.”
The heat in his chest exploded. Wes’s fist hit the table, rattling the dirty plates and silverware. Dad and Irene flinched away from him. Their startled reaction egged Wes forward. “‘False’ hope?” he yelled, staring down his father. “There is no such thing as ‘false’ hope, Pop! It’s just hope!” Wes’s throat burned from the words. He took a breath to calm himself. “That’s literally the first skill they drill into you at Del Rio! Life trips you up, but you can’t do anything lying down. So you stand up, dust yourself off, and take another step. Even when that means starting over!”
Dad swallowed hard. He had one hand raised, palm toward his son, in a placating gesture while the other massaged his ear. When he spoke, his voice was soft and calm. “I’m not giving up, Wes. I’m making the best of a terrible situation. My body is already dead.” He shrugged his shoulders in a slow surrender. “We’re just waiting on the biological paperwork.”
Wes’s face hardened. Slamming his hands flat on the table, he darted his stare between his father and sister and said, “There’s no way I’m letting you do this. No. Fucking. Way.”
“Do you even remember Mom?” Irene’s voice was gentle, but direct. She was picking at the hole in the tablecloth again. “I’ll bet you don’t. You were young. Hell, I barely remember her,” she said, raising her eyes to Wes’s and folding her arms back over her chest. 
Wes went to shake his head, but Irene continued.
“I remember. Parts of her, at least,” she sighed. As her tears welled, her eyes and fingers fell to the hole she picked wider in the tablecloth. “I try to remember cheerful things, but I mostly remember her dying. Wes, it took so long. So many days. I don’t know how many.” Irene stared into the red underlayer visible through the tear. “There was my birthday, then yours. The end of school. Summer, then starting the next grade. Halloween. Thanksgiving. And a Christmas. I think she made it to Valentine’s Day? I can’t remember that part anymore.”
Wes swallowed, the fiery rush running out of his face. Irene exhaled a slow breath before speaking, “She fought. Hard. Tooth and nail for every moment she could get. That’s what she wanted, because we were …” She stopped to wipe a tear that found its way down her cheek. “Hell, Wes, we were just babies. She used to say something, what was it? ‘Babies need a mother’? Something like that. I guess I don’t remember that anymore either.”
Her eyes snapped back to Wes, her face hard. “She smelled, Wes. She smelled awful, all the time. Like metal and chemicals and mold. That’s how I remember her.” Another tear fell, and Irene let it fall. “I remember Mom wanting a hug, and I didn’t want to hug her because I thought she smelled like a monster.”
Irene wiped both sides of her face with her hands, leaving a thin streak of wetness across her cheeks. “That’s how I remember Mom.”
Pop took his hand. “That’s not what I want, for any of us. What money I have I want for you and your sister, not dumped into pointless efforts to prolong the pain. What time I have I want to spend in peace. And I want to leave this life knowing you’ll not have to cope with memories like …” Instead of finishing the thought, Pop reached out and took Irene’s hand too.
The three of them sat for a pregnant minute, letting the clinks and tings and murmurs of the other customers fill the space. It was their father who broke the stillness when he let go of their hands to scratch his ear. He turned to his fanny pack and rummaged for something. Wes blanched as Pop placed a thick orange prescription bottle on the table. 
Wes felt it. A chilling tickle. Eating a hollow in him he wanted to fill. He recognized it. Acknowledged the anxious craving. He’d known this would happen. The therapists warned him. Made him come up with a plan. Simple options.
Before the craving became an ugly thirst, Wes stood and kicked in his seat. “I’m going outside to smoke,” he croaked. He turned, walked through the maze of tables and customers to the door outside. The restaurant sat in a strip of small shops, flanked by an out-of-business appliance place and an antique store. He crossed the sidewalk toward the line of cars parked along the street. In the falling sun of the New Mexico afternoon, he lit a cigarette. The first drag smothered the longing tickle like a heavy blanket on a fire. As he exhaled the smoke, the diner door popped open. 
Irene arrived in a wind of hair and fury, yelling at him before the door closed behind her.
“Just who the fuck do you think you are?” she demanded. Her fist jabbed his chest, the recoil knocking the cigarette from his lips. “You! You shouldn’t even be here! You should be in the goddamned rehab Dad is paying so much money for!”
She shoved him, hard enough that he stumbled against one of the parked cars. “How dare you, how dare you say those things to him! You selfish prick!”
Wes straightened and grabbed her flailing hand before she struck him again. “Selfish?” he barked. “What’s selfish about wanting him to live? To at least try?”
Irene wrested her hands away from him. “You? Try? When the fuck have you ever tried, Wes? When have you ever made any effort? Who the fuck are you to make that demand of him!”
The whack of the diner door bursting open halted his sister’s rant. Wes looked past Irene. Dad leaned out of the restaurant, his hands clutching the door. He cupped his right ear, his eyes boring into them, his face twisted in … in what? Was he in pain? Or did he eat a lemon?
“Be quiet!” Pop shouted. His head nodded forward, pulling his body away from the door. His feet followed in a clumsy dance. “Just be quiet!” 
He teetered through the line of parked cars. Toward the road. Before Wes could move, Pop disappeared under a passing car with a sickening thunk.






  
  Chapter 6

Caleb


Caleb found the ATC in his fanny pack and set it on the table. It rattled in thick clunks, containing more pills than he would ever need at this point. 
Wes shot up from his seat, his movements abrupt and decisive. “I’m gonna go smoke.” 
Caleb nodded as his son left, then unscrewed the bottle and fished out one of the stout capsules. He placed it in his mouth, said a small prayer that it wouldn’t get stuck in his throat, and reached for his water. It took three swallows, but the pill made it down.
As he took another drink, the fluttering itch in his ear grew into a series of languid pops. Caleb pulled hard on his earlobe, trying to calm the sensation. Instead, it wormed deeper into his head. Christ, what if a damned bug had crawled into his ear on top of everything else?
He looked up to find Irene stomping toward the glass door, beyond which his son lit a cigarette. He recognized her posture. The tensed shoulders. The stiff gait. A fight brewed in her. The popping in his ear canal grew into thumps inside of his head.
Irene blasted open the door. Her momentum moved her forward as she punched at Wes’s sternum. His daughter’s yelling carried back to the rear of the diner as she shoved Wes against a car parked on the street. 
A percussive snap shook the room. Caleb felt the sound before he heard it. On reflex, he bent toward the table and clenched his eyes shut.
The sound passed, replaced by a heavy and steady reverberation. It came through the floor, up his legs, through his body, and into his jaw. He peeled open his eyes. Other patrons sat laughing and talking as the intense vibration pressed around them.
The hum grew as it moved into his head. The single tone split into a chord that rose in pitch and volume until his teeth rattled. Raising his hands over his ears, he searched for the source and saw nothing obvious.
“What the hell is that?” Caleb screamed over the noise. His voice was stuffy and muddled. Patrons stared at him now. A rotund man at the next table was asking him something. The man’s lips vibrated, his eyes searching, but Caleb heard nothing except the infernal hum.
The pitch rose past his ability to sense it, but the rattle moved through his body. His head. His ear. The sound searched for a place to land.
Caleb?
Someone was bellowing at him. He turned to the right, toward the monstrous sound, and saw only the diner wall.
Caleb, can you hear me?
The volume of the voice rocked Caleb up as he tightened his hands on his ears. His leg knocked the table, toppling glassware and plates to the floor. Those things—the glasses breaking, the plates scattering, the silverware dancing on the tiles—they should have made noise. Caleb heard nothing.
“What the hell is this?” he screamed. He needed Irene. He looked up. She was outside, with Wes. Everyone had stopped eating and stared at him now.
Hey.
A young waitress stood close by, reaching for his left arm. Her face wrinkled with concern, and her mouth moved. There was no sound. Her grip tightened on his arm as he stumbled into another patron, unable to find his balance.
Hey! Can you hear me?
The voice wasn’t from the waitress. It didn’t sound like she would sound. She was on his left, supporting his arm, and the voice was …
The voice was in his right ear. 
His deaf ear.
You can finally hear me, can’t you?
Caleb took a step toward the door. Toward Irene. The restaurant lurched under his feet. The right side of his body seized as the voice pushed against his skull.
I need to know that you can hear me.
The pressure abated. Caleb was on the floor now. He didn’t remember falling. He rose up to one knee, whispering, “Please, please be quiet.” He needed Irene. He looked up. She was outside. Arguing with Wes. 
People were standing now. He could see their legs and feel their hands as they helped him to his feet. A rising pressure built behind his eyes. It was coming again. Caleb held his breath as the gale of noise crested against his skull.
Are you speaking to me? I can’t tell.
The voice racked the right side of Caleb’s body. He leaned into the strangers, trying to maintain a focus on his children outside. Wes was holding Irene’s wrists. But he wasn’t. No, there were two of Wes now. Two Irenes. One Wes held both hands tight around Irene’s wrists; the other Wes raised a hand to strike her. One Irene struggled to free her hands; the other shrank away from the impending blow. The view unfolded in front of him, and a third Irene appeared in the fray. She was kicking another Wes in the groin.
The world split around him. A kaleidoscope of scenes and people bent into an impossible space. Caleb squeezed his eyes shut, unable to process what he was seeing.
Wait, am I doing that? Or is that you?
Caleb spit through his clenched teeth, “You be quiet!” He moved forward, eyes clamped against the visual cacophony around him. He left the supporting hands behind and lunged for the door—for where the door should be in the darkness. The solid edges of the tables guided him, until they passed, and Caleb braved opening his eyes.
The door. Irene was outside. All the Irenes. So many. A wave of nausea grew in his gut as the door gave way. The ground bent away from him in every direction. An angry roar built in his ear. The voice. It was coming again.
He grabbed at his right ear. He had to stem it. To pull the voice from
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