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        One word frees us of all the weight and pain in life. That word is Love.

        -Sophocles
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      I struggled to make out Jess's form under the worn turquoise blanket. Now a shell of a person, he barely left an outline. His chestnut curls were long gone. A new beanie of soft grey wool embroidered with orange skulls, clearly not hospital issue, covered his bare head. The skulls exactly matched the orange lacy liners of the muffins I’d brought for him. Funny, the useless little things you notice in extreme situations.

      An IV ran down into each arm. The machine at the head of the bed tracked his heart rate and blood pressure, filling the room with a constant low hum.

      I ran a hand over my newly shorn head. A surprise for Jess. We’d be Bald Buddies if—no, when—he woke up. The surgery to remove the tumour two months earlier had gone well, but the latest radiation and chemotherapy treatments he was suffering through were a bitch. Jess couldn’t keep anything down and nearly every hair on his body had disappeared, but he was rocking some awesome headwear lately. I could imagine him saying, “When life gives you lemons Annie, slap on a kick-ass hat and fake it ‘til you feel it.”

      I sat in the green vinyl chair beside Jess's bed and placed my hand on his bird-like arm, nestled under the blankets. I picked at the moon shaped scar on the back of my left hand—a grease splatter from my first and only attempt at deep frying donuts—and struggled to find my voice in the still room.

      “I love you, Jess,” I whispered, not wanting to disturb whomever was behind the curtain on the other side of the room. I fought against slow salty tears. “We will beat this together, you and I. No worries.”

      Jess stirred and mumbled something unintelligible.

      “Jess, you okay? I’m here. It’s me, Annie.”

      He opened one blue eye and looked right through me.

      “I’m here, Jess.” I leaned forward and forced a smile I wasn’t feeling. “What are you trying to say?”

      He slowly smacked his lips, swallowing away the dryness in his mouth to get the words out.

      “Pr... promise me, Annie?” he mumbled.

      “Anything, Jess,” I whispered, eager to escape the uselessness I was feeling.

      “When I say so, let me go,” he breathed. It seemed to take all of his limited energy to get that one sentence out. A Herculean effort. He took another big breath then continued, “I have a pile of pain pills I’ve been saving. Help me leave when I’ve had enough.”

      This was not what I had been expecting to hear, and a promise I didn’t know if I could ever keep.

      “Oh Jess, I can’t do that. I need you!”

      “I need you more,” he replied, fully awake now, both eyes drilling into me. “You are the only one I trust with my life. I want to keep on living my way or not at all.” Two tears trickled down his face as his lashless lids lowered again. “Promise, Annie? I know you keep your word.”

      “Shit, Jess,” I replied through clenched teeth, my hand now gripping the blanket. “You’re so extra.”

      “I mean it. It can only be you. You have never let me down. I need you to help if I can’t do it myself. I want my last moments to be with you, if it comes to that.”

      Images of Jess dying alone flashed before me. But Jess would get better, damn it! Cancer didn’t know who it was messing with.

      “Give me your word,” he implored. He lifted his head off the pillow. “I need to know there’s a way out.”

      “I can’t, Jess. I’m not that strong.”

      Now he was getting agitated. The beeps on the machine were getting faster and louder.

      “You are stronger than you know, Annie. Remember my Grammie’s last days? Living on machines, a body with no Grammie? I can’t have that. I won’t.”

      I did remember. And I remembered thinking how wrong it was.

      “Alright, alright, I promise,” I sighed, convinced I would never have to follow through.

      “Thank you, Annie. Love you,” he whispered as his eyelids first fluttered, then closed.

      I let go of his arm and leaned back in the chair. The weight of what I had agreed to settled onto my chest. Everyone makes promises: a promise to clean your room; to come home before curfew; to pay back money; to love, honour, and cherish till death do you part. I couldn’t let Jess suffer, but was I willing to help him die?
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        Nine months later

      

      

      

      Most days, I took a shortcut through the park behind my high school to get to Trinity Hospital. I always kept a running count of the used condoms littering the worn grass path. I was up to eight rather ancient ones and three used needles when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I didn’t even have to look at the screen to know who was calling. Again.

      “Hi, Gran,” I answered.

      “Oh hi, Annie dear. How do you always know that it’s me? Do you have one of those special ring things that tells you? Or does my picture pop up? Sorry, you know how I get distracted! I was wondering when you will be home tonight, and what you’d like for dinner?” Gran asked gently in her sweet singsong voice. I swear Gran could have been one of those magic blue birds that dress Cinderella. She was freakin’ adorable.

      “I’m on my way to visit Jess at the hospital, Gran. He was readmitted for some tests and another round of chemo. I shouldn’t be too late. I can reheat whatever you make for dinner,” I replied, loudly and slowly, trying not to let impatience seep into my voice. Just going to make sure my BFF is still alive, Gran. Same old, same old.

      “Alright, dear,” she sang back. “Are you okay? You sound stressed. Shall I go out and get some popcorn for later? You can have some while you get caught up on that League of Thrones you like.”

      “That’s okay, Gran. And it’s game, remember? Game of Thrones,” I sighed. “I have homework later, so no Game of Thrones for me. Thanks, though. See ya.”

      I turned off my phone and clicked the home button once, twice, three times to make sure it was off, then had second thoughts and powered it back up again in case Jess called.

      I knew Gran meant well, but she worried a bit too much about me. That could be draining when you’re trying to survive high school and small-town life long enough to escape into the real world.

      Gran and I had lived together in my mom’s childhood home since Mom had died fifteen years earlier. Gran was the only parent I knew. The little I knew about my mom came from photos, videos, and Gran’s less-than-stellar memory.

      Mom was eighteen when she’d had me. As far as she’d been concerned, I didn’t have a dad. When I turned twelve, Gran finally gave in and tried to answer the question I’d been asking her my whole life: Who was my father? She sat me down to my traditional birthday breakfast, heart-shaped chocolate chip pancakes with whipped cream and a mug of peppermint hot chocolate and revealed that she didn’t know who my father was; that he’d been with my mother at some point but not a boyfriend or anything.

      Classy origin story, right?

      She did try to sugarcoat it a bit, in true Gran fashion. “But I know your parents both loved you very much dear. It wasn’t about you. It just wasn’t the right time.”

      I regretted ever having asked the question to begin with. I realized that Gran was tired of my asking and wanted me off her back about it. But for some reason, I felt there were more details to the story that Gran was leaving out. When I probed for specifics and asked what my father was like, Gran became fidgety and uncomfortable, ultimately shutting me down with, “Sometimes it’s best to let the past die, dear.”

      Weird family mysteries aside, life with Gran was calm and peaceful. Typical life with a senior, I guess. Not a whole lot of wild parties or late nights. We had our routines: crepes on Sundays, an occasional walk to the library for fresh air, and catching a rerun of Jeopardy most weeknights at 8:30, with Gran half watching while she knitted yet another scarf.

      “You can never have too many scarves. They’re in style now, you know.”

      I had enough scarves to ensure I would be the lone toasty survivor when the Ice Age returned. I’d been trying to get Gran to move on to making blankets, but I couldn’t convince her that they were just a ton of scarves attached together. So the scarf factory kept churning them out, and I’d wrap one on whenever the temperature dropped below 20 degrees Celsius. And Gran would beam with pride. Hurting Gran’s feelings was not an option for me.

      Throughout my childhood, our life was safe, routine, and predictable. Then, about a year ago, things had started to slip. No—Gran had started to slip. She sometimes forgot where she put her glasses, her keys, or her shopping list. Once she forgot to feed our cat, Spoon, for an entire day. Sometimes she called me Pam, my mother’s name. That one didn’t worry me too much. Lots of my friends’ grandparents mixed up their grandkids’ names too. But lately Gran’s slips had gotten more frequent and concerning. It’s one thing to lose your car keys, but another to forget where they go in a car. Everyone forgets a shopping list, but not how to get home from the corner store.

      Our house was wallpapered in the little yellow Post-it Notes Gran used now to navigate her day:

      
        
        
        Pick up prescription.

        Annie will be home late tonight.

        Pay phone bill.

        Weed garden.

        Do laundry on Friday.

        Talk to Annie about STIs.

      

        

      

      Yup. STIs was one bathroom mirror Post-it Note that I had trashed as soon as it appeared. I did not need to ever hear the word “gonorrhea” come out of Gran’s innocent little cupid-bow mouth. Barf!

      My phone vibrated again.

      “Chill, Jess. I’m on my way,” I answered. I was the phone psychic queen; I always knew who was calling without looking and without dedicated ringtones. Definitely my special talent if I ever entered a beauty pageant. Much cooler than baton twirling or ventriloquism.

      “Do you have anything for me? Please say that you do!” Jess sounded frantic, like a junkie calling his dealer. I was the dealer, and my product was home-baked goodies.

      “I have a special delivery with your name on it,” I teased. “But it’s a surprise.”

      “Oo, love surprises!” Jess squealed. “As long as it’s so sweet it will make my teeth hurt and it’s on every clickbait ‘What Not to Eat When You Have Cancer’ list.”

      “Oh, it is,” I assured him. “Guaranteed to give you love handles, muffin tops, cavities, and zits.”

      “Perfect!” Jess replied. “A perk of possibly dying young—you can indulge and screw the consequences.”

      I knew he was joking, but his flippant reminders always stopped me cold. My heart briefly leapt to my throat then plummeted back down to my chest. Jess used humour to deal, but sometimes it fell flat for me.

      “See you in two secs, Jess. Love you.”

      “Love you more than Buddy loves golf,” Jess replied, smacking a faux kiss into his phone—his signature sign off. The smooch rang in my ear.

      I clicked my phone off then hit the home button once, twice, three times. Then three more times to make sure; I didn’t need a dead battery with my charger at home.

      When I had promised I would help Jess die, I never thought I would have to follow through. Despite this most recent relapse, he’d been better lately. Surely, he didn’t remember that late night promise, or worse yet, expect me to help him end his life?
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      After a quick visit with Jess, I headed home to our tiny grey 1960s-era bungalow, cookie cutter along with all of the others on our street. I took the cement front steps two at a time, eager to get inside. It was unusually cold for April, although a change was in the air from the long dark days of winter to the promise of spring in New Brunswick. My stomach was rumbling like a freight train, reminding me that I hadn't eaten anything since my overnight pumpkin oats at 8 a.m. I tried the door. Unlocked. Gran must be home.

      I unlaced my Vans, kicked them off onto the rubber shoe mat, and pulled off my blue beret, smoothing down the fluffy blond hair that had grown back since I’d donated it to Wigs for Kids in solidarity with Jess. I hung my favourite worn old Herschel backpack on the hook beside the door, covering it with my black cargo jacket.

      “Gran, I’m back,” I called out.

      “In the tub, love,” she sang back. “Out in two shakes.”

      “Dinner?” I called back hopefully. I could smell something in the air with a distinct Italian aroma: tomatoes, garlic and parmesan cheese.

      “It is in the oven, dear. I made lasagna. It should still be warm for you.”

      I veered into the tiny kitchen and grabbed Gran’s owl-shaped oven mitts. That woman could not resist anything with an owl on it. Gran’s nutty owl obsession had a legit name; she was a strigiphile. Google for the win!

      I pulled the glass tray out of the oven and set it on the owl trivet that lived on our little turquoise Formica table. I peeled the foil off and inhaled the smell of warm meat, tomato sauce, melted cheese, and home. I washed my hands at the sink with soft soap, dried them on a paper towel, washed them a second time, then a third for good measure. Hospitals are dirty, nasty places. Who knew what I had brought home that could infect us?

      I selected a large spoon from the cutlery drawer, rinsed it off, and dug in, forgoing a plate. The dishwasher was making a weird noise lately, and I didn’t trust it was doing its job.

      Only half of the lasagna was left in the pan when Gran appeared in the kitchen wrapped in her fluffy pink bathrobe with blue cartoon owls embroidered on the sleeves, her short blond hair damp from her bath. Spoon, Gran’s mottled black and white rescue cat, was nestled in her arms. His unique name was a nod to the white utensil-shaped marking under his chin. That cat’s feet rarely touched the ground. Spoon had booties and vests, more toys than most spoiled toddlers, and hand-knit scarves à la Gran. Even animals weren’t safe from the scarf factory. Spoon was literally the cat’s meow, living his best life, and he knew it.

      “Why so late, Annie?” Gran asked sweetly, stroking Spoon while he purred contentedly.

      “I was visiting Jess, remember, Gran? I told you on the phone after school.”

      “Yes, that’s right.” Gran waved me off, but I could tell from her face that she didn’t remember and was too embarrassed to draw attention to her lapse. “How is he doing?”

      “Okay, I guess. I took him some of the chocolate chip muffins I made for him. He wanted to eat one, but when he tried, he couldn’t manage it. Mouth sores from the chemo. He did take a few good sniffs. Says he’s lucky the chemo hasn’t killed that sense yet,” I told her. “It was a weird visit. When I got to his room there were nurses and doctors swarming around the bed of the other guy in Jess's room.  Everyone was in a panic. They whisked him out of there, bed and all. It didn’t look good.”

      “Oh dear,” she said, face was white with worry for some nameless person she had never met. That was Gran.

      “Yeah, it was intense. Jess said he’s a young guy too, about our age, fighting leukemia. Not in school though. Graduated last year, I think he said. Niles, or Miles? Can’t remember his name now. Scary. Jess was tired, so I didn’t stay long. I delivered the muffins, filled up his water jug, and emptied out some of the dead flowers in the vases before I left.”

      “You’re a good friend, Annie.” Gran gave my arm a squeeze. “And your muffins are always incredible. You’re a natural talent.”

      I trudged to the fridge for a glass of milk. I was exhausted. My grade 11 chemistry class had dragged on way too long this morning, and the walk to the hospital and back home had done me in. I still had a paper to write for Advanced English, too. As I reached into the fridge for the milk carton, I noticed Gran’s glasses on the top shelf beside the eggs. Odd. I spun around and held them up.

      “Um, you been looking for these, Gran?” I asked.

      She screwed up her little button nose and stared back at me with a blank look.

      “In the fridge?” she asked. “I wondered where those had gotten to. Strange.”

      I handed them to her. As she placed the glasses on her nose, the sleeve of her robe slid down revealing a nasty red welt on her pale, freckled forearm.

      “What’s that, Gran?” I asked. “What happened to you? Is that a burn?” I tried to stay calm, but my words came out fast and harsh.

      “Oh, it’s nothing, dear,” she said, pulling her sleeve down. “To be honest I can’t even recall how it got there. I’m fine. A tough old bird!” she chuckled, attempting to reassure me.

      “Gran.” I looked her in the eyes and tried to sound stern. “I’m guessing you burned yourself making the lasagna, correct? How about we make a deal that you will only use the stove when I’m around from now on. That way, I can help, and you can teach me all of your recipes. I’d love to learn how to cook your specialties. Deal?” I was hoping flattery might take the sting out of my limiting her oven use.

      When had I become the parent? Adulting sucks.

      Gran was staring off into space, suddenly lost in another world. I wasn’t sure if she had heard me.

      “Okay, Gran? No oven unless I’m here to help, right?”

      “Sure, Annie,” she finally answered, barely above a whisper.

      “And it’s also probably not a good idea to leave the front door unlocked while you are in the tub either, Gran,” I called after her, as she and Spoon wandered off to her room. Gran didn’t respond, gently latching the bedroom door shut behind her.

      Alone in the kitchen, I let out a long sigh. When had Gran become this bad? I knew she had memory issues, and the Post-its usually helped, but burns? And glasses in the fridge? Did that mean she hadn’t been in the fridge since she’d made the lasagna earlier in the day? Was she eating enough? Had Gran burned herself because she couldn’t see? My mind spun with questions and the sickening realization that maybe Gran wasn’t doing as well as I had thought. I’d been trying to keep my grades up while worrying about Jess and trying to visit him as much as possible. Had I been missing things with Gran? Neglecting her? Juggling too much?

      My boyfriend, Craig, certainly thought so. He had cornered me earlier in the day on my way out the door after last period. I had noticed him coming and tried to duck out the side door behind the trophy case, but he’d seen me.

      “Hey, Annie.” Craig had run over and got right up in my face. “What gives? You ghosting me? I haven’t seen you in two weeks and you rarely answer my texts. Craig-O’s feeling a bit neglected.”

      Ugh. Craig-O. I cringed. Craig was back to speaking in the third person again even though he knew how much I hated it. Luckily, I’d been able to slip away with a “Gotta run, Jess is waiting! He’s having a rough day today!” and hightailed it out the door. Jess wasn’t having a particularly rough day. But I didn’t want to discuss our relationship at the trophy case or explain why I had been avoiding him. Craig wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but maybe he had figured out that I was losing interest. We’d been more like friends with benefits than BF and GF for months now. The truth was, I was too busy with school and Jess to make the time to break it off with Craig. Maybe I was hoping that he’d clue in on his own.

      Craig was hot—like GQ meets rock star meets football all-star hot. The lust factor was definitely present, and he was the best kisser I’d had in my limited kissing history, but man, was he dull. Football, football, football, sex, sex, sex. He was either playing sports, talking about sports, listening to sports, or watching sports. And he was either asking when we were going to “seal the deal” or trying to get up my top or down my pants. Same old, same old every day. Seal the deal didn’t exactly make me swoon, and frankly, I was only in it for the occasional movie date. My arm candy with those deep brown gold-flecked eyes, the tawny brown wavy hair… and those lips. The guy had moves, and man, was he eager, but I wasn’t ready for anything beyond that yet. I wanted my first time to be off the charts, fireworks and rainbows, and with someone I really loved. I guess I was worthy of the awful nickname Jess had given me: Abstinence Annie.

      Craig was one more obligation I didn’t need, and I didn’t know if I would ever love him the way he wanted me to. And what kind of BF refuses to eat his GF’s baked goods?

      “Sugar is the devil, Annie,” he’d say. “It will never cross these lips.”

      “Tell that to my nine hundred plus Instagram followers,” was my usual response. But Craig didn’t care about my side gig on Instagram. My followers and likes grew by the day, and ever since I’d been asked to include product placements, my little hobby paid more than my classmates’ part-time gigs in fast food hell. My dough was making dough, so to speak. Not many people knew my handle, Suzie Sprinkles, or that Bake It Till You Feel It was my account. I never included selfies in the pics of my baked goods. Only Jess, Craig, and Gran knew of my alter ego.

      I was proud of my lucrative little secret. To be honest, I enjoyed interacting with my followers in the comments almost as much as the actual baking and coming up with lit names for my creations. Baking was my therapy. Sifting the flour, mixing flavours just so, tasting the batter, waiting to pull the finished product out of the oven and have that first warm bite—it was a rush that never got old.

      I made a mental note to text Craig soon and let him know that we had to talk. Maybe that would be enough to tip him off, but I doubted it. Subtle cues were lost on Craig. But with those superhero abs that he always had on display he didn’t need to wow people with intellect.

      I grabbed my glass of milk, mixed in some banana-flavoured drink powder, and shut myself in my room for the night
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