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      This book is dedicated to my siblings, Sharon and Eric, who made one of the hardest periods in my life a time filled with love and laughter. I love the friendships we have cultivated as adults.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            GRAVE DIGGING

          

        

      

    

    
      The hole for Mom’s grave only needed to be thirty-six inches deep and wide enough to accommodate the Tupperware container that held her ashes. I withdrew the yardstick from the hole as my sister, Sarah, passed the shovel to our brother, Max. We didn’t plan to dig an inch deeper than necessary. No overachievers here. The sandy soil gave way under the force of the shovel’s jagged blade as Max took his turn digging. The August sun beat down unusually intense for only nine in the morning, making our task even more difficult. The breeze that kicked off the ocean gave the air a salty scent but brought no relief this far inland.

      Digging this grave couldn’t take much more time. The rest of our family would be arriving shortly, and we needed to finish this final tribute to Mom and change into respectable clothes for her funeral. Not everyone would understand what we’d been doing. I certainly wouldn’t blame them. Even for our family, digging Mom’s grave, or “Mom’s Final Soiling,” as we had come to refer to this moment, was a bit dark.

      We began over an hour ago, later than planned. The first hitch of our day came when we arrived to find the tombstone placed on the wrong spot. A discussion followed.

      Stepping from the backseat of Max’s SUV, I cocked my head to the side. “That’s not where we told them to place the stone. Didn’t we agree it should be the front plot?”

      “Pretty sure we did. Dad’s up there. Right, Max?” Sarah turned to him.

      “That’s the way I recall it too.” Max opened the trunk of his SUV and removed the shovel and pickaxe.

      “Well, what are we going to do? I mean, if Dad’s over here and the tombstone is over there, where do we dig the hole?” I gripped the back of my neck with both hands and stretched. Eyes closed, I tried to massage the stiffness from my shoulder blades. When I’d spoken to the caretaker of the cemetery a few months ago, he reminded me that it didn’t matter all that much. Yet it felt important. After all, nothing is more final than a burial.

      “What are our options?” Max asked as he hauled the tools closer to the grave plot.

      Sarah’s voice drew my attention. “We could bury Mom with the stone. We could bury Mom with Dad and then make them move the stone. Or we could try to dig up Dad and bury them both with the stone.” I dropped the hands that had been kneading my muscles and took a few deep breaths. I needed Sarah’s orderly way. She always made problems seem easier to tackle. I often got caught up in the emotion of the moment. Even now, the idea of this not going smoothly had me ruffled.

      “I don’t want to dig more than one hole. Let’s just bury Mom with the stone. It’s the easiest solution.” Max looked at each of us in turn for confirmation.

      Sarah nodded.

      “But I hate the idea that they won’t be together.”

      “Annie, have you ever come down to visit Dad in the twenty-odd years he’s been here?” Max simply posed a legitimate question without a harsh or irritating tone.

      I contemplated this. “No. He isn’t here. It’s just his ashes. Well, half of them, anyway.” I thought a moment longer. “You’re right. Let’s go with your plan.”

      Thus began the arduous task. It baffled me how Mom had dug a grave on her own, and in her 60s no less. Ever since Mom had opted to dig a grave for one of the needy parishioners in her church to save the family money, we’d given her a hard time. We’d named her favorite gardening shovel “Grave Digger” and mocked her about being a full-service pastor. That event led us to this moment where we had become grave diggers. We weren’t that cheap, we honestly wanted to do this. For her. For us.

      Max leaned Grave Digger up against the tall, granite family stone that marked the center of the family plot. He had done the bulk of the digging in the same way he had carried the brunt of the burden this past year. Not only had Max been named the executor, but also the go-to for almost everything from legal issues to Mom’s emergency diaper changes in the middle of his workday. True to form, Max had driven us all to the cemetery in the morning and had thought of necessary things like bottled water and a pickaxe. And because Max has a dry wit and a bent towards theatrics, I turned to see him leaning against the shovel, resting, and dramatically wiping the sweat from his brow with an oversized adult diaper he had stealthily snuck from his cargo pants’ pocket.

      Laughter burst from my lungs. Tears mixed with sweat and ran down from the corner of my eyes. This. I loved this about Max. He could turn the hardest of moments into hilarity.

      Sarah and I snapped a few photos for posterity. This was the end of a lengthy road, and we were memorializing more than just Mom. Sarah, the oldest, had been appointed as Mom’s power of attorney for medical decisions. She had taken on some of the more serious and emotional roles, like signing the hospice papers. This morning, she’d brought Mom’s cremains which she’d kept in her closet since Mom’s passing. She also brought Mom’s funeral book, so she could lead us all in a proper, more serious graveside service fitting for a retired pastor buried on a family plot with hundreds of years of family history.

      I glanced at Sarah and Max, remembering all we’d been through. Not for the first time in this past year, I considered how much our relationship had changed. How had we gotten here? Not here as in orphans or even grave diggers. Here as in siblings who loved each other, laughed with each other, carried each other’s burdens. What had I contributed? Sure, technically, I’d brought Grave Digger, but what did I bring to this place, this day, these people?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            SECRET EXPOSED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Year Earlier

      

      

      I could hear the laughter from three of my kids as Josh and Kari recounted to their younger brother the ridiculous game they had played during that morning’s high school Sunday School class. I managed to pick up something about sitting on balloons and the noises they made. My husband, Joe, eased the car to a stop along the curb out in front of our house. With Nicole off at college, the ride home from church was typically too quiet for my liking. I enjoyed this pleasant change of pace. As I turned to unfasten my seatbelt, I noticed my mother’s car sitting in the driveway of her house directly next to my own. “Looks like the pastor played hooky from church.”  Retired pastor Etta Rattnor never skipped her church’s 11:00 service. Seeing her car sitting out front when we got home from our church’s early service was an unusual sight for a Sunday morning. “You and the kids should head inside; I’m going to pop over to Mom’s and check in on her.”

      I admit I was a bit leery of my mom’s decision to purchase the house next to us several years ago. However, it turned out to be a blessing in many ways. Mom had given me tons of support raising my four kids, with only a few minor irritations when she tried to convince me that she had some grandmother trump card which I assured her she didn’t possess. The years had helped us develop a close relationship, not to mention the fact that my kids had the privilege of having a loving grandmother involved in their lives. Now with Mom aging, it also gave me a sense of comfort knowing that as she needed more assistance, assistance she was more than a little hesitant to ask for, I was close at hand.

      Joe grabbed the fast-food bags from the console. “Should we wait for you?”

      I glanced at my cellphone noting the time and the fact that I had no missed calls. “On second thought. Let me eat first. You know I can never have a quick conversation with Mom.”

      Sitting down at the table, the kids gave up the easy laughter from the car ride while Joe said grace. No sooner had Joe said “Amen” than Ryan jumped from his seat to grab the ketchup and knocked over Josh’s water glass.

      “Ryan!” Josh shouted. “You never think before you act.”

      Joe’s authoritative, “Take it easy, Josh,” though not unkind or harsh, put an end to further commentary.

      Kari had already jumped up to grab a towel while I moved the bag of fries out of the moving path of water. Ryan sat down and lowered his head. Josh grabbed a stack of napkins and soaked up some of the water before Kari handed me the towel. There had only been a little water in the glass, which probably explained why it had easily toppled.

      Once I settled back down, I looked at Josh. “I know you guys get on each other’s nerves from time to time. That’s inevitable when living with people. I get it. Lord knows Uncle Max drove me crazy as a kid and vice versa. One day, I hope you will appreciate each other more, but try to give each other grace. Okay?”

      Josh sighed but nodded.

      “Ry, try to think before you act. A little self-control can prevent a lot of problems.”

      Ryan looked over at Josh and sheepishly said, “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. It’s my turn to wipe the table after lunch anyway. It’ll be easier now that it got a bath during lunch.”

      Ryan smiled and picked up his burger. Josh did the same.

      Fifteen minutes later, I made my way down my driveway and back up Mom’s so as not to disturb her landscaping. Even though only a thin strip of grass separated our two homes, and it would have been quicker to cut across, Mom was an avid gardener and cared about her yard’s appearance. I knocked on the back door but didn’t wait for a response. Giving the old wooden door a tiny shove to unstick the stubborn thing, I leaned into the kitchen and called out, “Mom! You home?”

      “I’m back here.” Mom’s raspy voice called out, punctuated with a cough.

      I headed toward the back of the house. Man, the house felt hot. Stifling. Given that I was someone who wears sweatshirts in the summer, that says something.

      Decked out in her Giants jersey, Mom sat in her den situated at the end of the hall that led through her single-story home. It took a lot of courage to be a Giants fan in Eagles territory, but Mom was intrepid. And I might add that Mom was wearing only her Giants jersey and underwear.

      “Mom, it’s sweltering in here. Why don’t you turn the air on?” I had other questions, obviously, but one issue at a time.

      “It should come on at eighty-two.”

      “Why don’t you set it lower?” A logical question.

      “I don’t need to, I’m comfortable.”

      “Um, no you aren’t. You aren’t wearing any pants. People who are comfortable with the temperature have pants on.” We both laughed.

      Mom made no attempt to counter my observation. She didn’t make eye contact. She crumpled up a tissue she had been holding and dropped it in the bowl beside her, wiped some crumbs from her shirt, and then coughed. She grabbed another tissue and coughed into it.

      On the television, pre-game sportscasters droned on about whatever they talked about before a game happened. I hadn’t realized football season had started already. It still surprised me that Mom was such a fan. I don’t think we ever had a football game on in our house growing up, save the Super Bowl, but retired Mom transformed into a whole different creature than my childhood stay-at-home mom or later in life working pastor mom.

      Growing up in a North Jersey suburb during the ‘50s and ‘60s, my mother’s life had included a lot of neighborhood games, and Mom was a bit of an athlete. She had double majored in Physical Education and Elementary Education, something I hadn’t realized until it came up in conversation when my daughter, Nicole, started looking at colleges. Mom had been a third-grade teacher before having kids and staying home with us. She had begun seminary around the time I entered high school. The only career I’d ever seen my mom hold was pastor. As a pastor, Mom was a one-woman show— secretary, preacher, and most integral to her calling, regular visitor and caregiver for the members of her congregation.

      Mom had been appointed to a small church in Long Branch, the town where my dad had grown up. Dad didn’t mind moving there despite his long commute to work because he loved the area. But Dad passed away shortly after Mom took on the job, and Mom threw herself into ministry to keep herself busy. Maybe she’d also rekindled her love of sports during those years, but I’m not sure. I’d been busy with marriage and my four kids and didn’t see her as often as I should have. At least not until she retired and moved next door to me.

      I took a seat in the armchair on the opposite side of the sofa from Mom. An antique end table sat beside her with a cup of tea I was sure was cold and the remains of a bowl of soup and a half-eaten sandwich. When mom stopped coughing, she tossed her tissue into the bowl with the other one.

      “How are you doing?” My tone must have come across like a parent speaking to a child when they already knew the answer and awaited the confession. Even if she wanted to deny it, Mom’s wracking coughs testified that this was more severe than a summer cold.

      “I wasn’t feeling well, so I stayed home from church.”

      “Mom, did you get a COVID test? You don’t look good, and you sound awful.” Mom was getting older and at a higher risk of complications. “I can run over and grab a test.”

      “No, I’m negative.”

      Nothing else. Just I’m negative. “How long have you been sick?”

      “Well, I started feeling off in July, but I didn’t bother with the doctor. I just took my vitamins and tried not to be too close to people. But I went back to the doctor two weeks ago and he said it’s pneumonia.”

      I felt the pressure build up in my head. I instinctively rubbed the spot on my temple where I felt the greatest amount of tension.

      JULY. It was practically September. I lived next door. I could have helped.

      I shifted in my seat to face Mom more fully. I took a slow, steady breath. I suppose no one wants to be treated like a kid by their own child, but seriously?

      Mom watched the television, but the game hadn’t started so I suspected this was avoidance rather than fan dedication. “What exactly did the doctor say? Do you have meds?” This was Mom’s MO. Do it all herself and never let anyone help, but always help others no matter the cost. Getting details out of her was worse than getting things from the NSA.

      “He said I should go to the hospital. But there is no way I’m going to do that. So, I told him no, and he gave me some antibiotics. Then when I went back last week, he said it was worse and he gave me stronger ones. That’s what I’m on now.”

      My head spun. Did she hear herself? Calm down, Annie. Breathe.

      “He didn’t tell you to go to the hospital when the first batch didn’t work?”

      Mom released an exasperated sigh and finally looked me in the eyes. “Of course, he did, but I told him no and to figure out another plan.”

      Ninety percent of the time, Mom was one of the most timid people I know. But the other ten percent of the time an entirely different person emerged. Apparently, her doctor brought out that other side.

      My eye started to twitch. Yes, twitch. My mother brought out a different side of me as well. Apparently, a version that had a stress tic.

      “Mom, are you kidding me? Go to the hospital.”

      “People die in hospitals. They go in healthy, and then they get sick and die.”

      “First off, Mom, as a pastor you visited dozens of people in the hospital, and you never once got so sick you died.” Yes, I heard the illogic in my own words, but trust me on this, I was speaking Mom talk. I understood how her brain worked. The number of times I had heard “I haven’t died yet” to justify one of her crazy schemes couldn’t even be counted. “Second, healthy people don’t get admitted to hospitals, so your logic doesn’t work.”

      “I’m not going. I’ll be fine.”

      Fine with my mother is a loose term that usually does not mean fine.

      “What do you need?”  I couldn’t sit here and do nothing. Mom might be stubborn, but so was I. What was the benefit of living next door if she wouldn’t allow me to help her?

      “I haven’t had lunch yet, if you want to heat up some of the soup I put in the fridge. I opened the can yesterday.”

      Mom had agreed way too quickly. It must be worse than it appeared.

      Mom caught me eyeing the items on the end table. “Those are from last night’s dinner. I just wasn’t feeling like cleaning them up.”

      “You haven’t eaten since last night?”

      She huffed at me like, somehow, I was the issue here. “No, I had some crackers for breakfast and a clementine.” Mom pointed to the sleeve of crackers on the sofa next to her and the baggie filled with orange peels.

      Gathering Mom’s dirty dishes and trash, I headed out of the room. The fast food in my stomach churned. Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten before coming over. This was bad, very bad.

      My fight began to drain away as I walked further down the hall. Dad had been gone for years now. Mom and I had grown closer to each other in the years since Dad had passed away. Despite being grown, I needed my mom. I needed her to be healthy again. Not for the lifeline she’d been when I had young children, and I didn’t have enough arms or patience to make it through each day, but for the person she was in my life, the unconditional love that helped me as I trudged through the hard moments in life, even the ones that I never gave voice to.

      “Don’t bother loading the dishwasher, I’ll do it later. Just heat up the soup.”

      I hadn’t noticed the state of the kitchen when I’d first come in. Despite her subscription to several home and garden magazines, Mom would never be confused with Martha Stewart. However, she also didn’t usually leave a half dozen empty cans on the counter and a sink full of dirty dishes. A paper plate person, Mom didn’t typically have many dishes. Three dirty saucepans sat on her stove, and a collection of Tupperware containers, bowls and spoons were scattered about the sink. Her counter, typically covered in sticky notes and knickknacks, was sticky and coated in crumbs. The entire room was in disarray.

      I retrieved the soup from the fridge and began heating it up in the microwave. I needed to gather my thoughts. Don’t let her see me panic. Remain calm. Breathe. I grabbed the recycling bin by the door and tossed a few cans into it from the counter and then emptied the entire container into the outside bin. I heard Mom’s faint voice as I came back inside. “Annie, I said not to do the dishes. I can do it.”

      Play dumb.

      “I wasn’t doing the dishes; I was emptying the recycling. You never said not to do that.” I opened the dishwasher and quietly began unloading the clean dishes. The microwave dinged. “Want a sandwich?”

      “A cheese sandwich would be nice. Just a little mayo.”

      “I’m starting the tea kettle.” I was buying time.

      I opened the refrigerator in search of the cheese. I leaned down to grab the package from the lunch meat drawer when I saw a cake pan with what appeared to be half of a carrot cake. Plastic wrap covered the cut sides of the cake, but the top was open. Wait, what was that? I leaned even closer. Were those footprints? I pulled the cake pan out. Yup. Tiny mouse feet ran through the icing on the far side of the cake. Ew! I didn’t have the time to deal with this, so I slid the cake pan back in the fridge.

      “You don’t need to do that. Just reheat the cup I have here.”

      “Ew, Mom. I want my own cup. I’m not drinking your germ-filled tea.” I began loading the dirty dishes into her dishwasher.

      I dropped off her soup and snatched up her cup at the same time so I could get her a clean mug.

      Back in the kitchen, I finished making her sandwich and tea, then quietly moved the saucepans to the sink and started to fill them with water to soak for a while.

      “I hear you doing the dishes,” Mom yelled down the hall. Mom coughed out the last words.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I stated in my most falsely innocent voice.

      Back in the den, I moved a pile of mail and a collection of sticky notes from the end of the sofa to the steamer trunk that served as her coffee table. Finally settled, both of us with tea in hand, I studied Mom once again. She looked pale. Her intermittent coughs had punctuated the last half hour of my visit.

      “Hey, Mom. I noticed you had cake in the fridge.”

      “Oh, help yourself.”

      “No thanks. It seems a critter has already been helping itself. Did you not see the footprints?”

      “I saw them. That’s why I moved the pan to the fridge. I was going to scrape off the icing and enjoy the cake.”

      My stomach churned and I shook my head. “Nasty. Mom, that can’t be healthy. Of course, right now you aren’t healthy. You really need to see the doctor again.”

      Mom huffed at me, triggering another coughing fit. “I’ll be fine. The medicine just needs time to work.”

      I wasn’t sure what else to say, and arguing with Mom never got us anywhere. If Mom’s doctor couldn’t get her to go to the hospital, I would have little chance. I needed to bring in reinforcements. That was the only way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            REINFORCEMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Disregarding the potential damage to the grass, I took the most direct route from Mom’s side door to my own door, muttering under my breath to myself. “The jig is up, Mom.”

      I pushed through the side door of my house and started talking before I even checked if my husband was around. “You will not believe what I found!”

      My husband, used to being a sounding board for my stream of conscious thought, gave a non-committal grunt as his agreement for me to continue.

      Pulling out my cell phone and scrolling through my contacts, I began my tale. “July, Joe. She’s been sick since July. She sounds like she’s going to cough up a lung over there. Sitting at home would be irresponsible under normal circumstances, but now, after the pandemic it’s ludicrous.”

      I paused my rant for a moment as I reached my sister’s contact., Nelson, Sarah. Clicking on “send message,” I brought up the texting screen. Typing in my brother’s name, I found his contact, Rattnor, Maxwell, and added him to the text.

      “And it’s like 100 degrees in there. She must have a fever, or she’d be melting. And you know it must be hot if I’m saying that. I’m cold when it’s 80. I didn’t mention that to her because I had bigger issues. He wants her to go to the hospital.”

      Joe’s head popped up. “Who wants her to go to the hospital?”

      Throwing my hands up, I nearly dropped my phone. “Her doctor. Twice he told her to go, and she refused. She looks awful. And you should see her house. It’s a disaster. I can’t believe she never said anything all the times we’ve talked since then...okay, well maybe we haven't talked that many times. It has been a busy summer with camps and summer jobs and... you know what, it doesn't matter, she should have told me.”

      Returning my attention back to the phone, I began a group chat with my siblings.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, did Mom tell any of you that she has pneumonia?

      

      

      

      

      

      One of the worst things about group chats was that you couldn’t see if a message was read or see those three tiny dots that let you know a response would be coming. My siblings and I didn’t text often or call for that matter. We had busy lives with jobs and family. Honestly, I didn’t know if this was the natural way of life or if losing Dad at a time in life when we were all young adults starting careers, families, and homes led to us growing apart. We got along fine; we just didn’t see each other often.

      I put my phone on the kitchen island and walked over to Joe. “I start back to school tomorrow. I could have helped her before now, but this is the worst time to find out. The kids start back at the end of the week. I only get two personal days the entire year. Two. And you know I use up all my sick days each year.” I returned to the kitchen and grabbed my phone.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sarah

      

      
        Nope. How is she doing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Max

      

      
        I talked to her yesterday, and she never said a word.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        She looks like death warmed over. Apparently, she’s been sick since JULY. The doctor wants her to go to the hospital.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shifted my gaze to Joe and headed back in his direction. “She talked to Max yesterday and never told him. For a retired pastor, she sure is sneaky.”

      “Sit down. Your pacing is making me anxious.”  Joe gestured to my seat in the living room right next to his.

      I hadn’t even realized I’d been pacing. I dropped into my chair, closed my eyes, and pulled in a deep breath, then let it out slowly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Max

      

      
        Are you taking her to the hospital? I can come and help if you need me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        She won’t go.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sarah

      

      
        Let me guess, she said that’s  where people go to die?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes! Unbelievable.

      

      

      

      

      

      Joe caught my eye. “Ask your sister about her trip to Mexico last month. The pictures Drew posted of them on Facebook looked nice. I need to live through them vicariously.”

      
        
          
            
              
        How was Mexico, Sarah?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sarah

      

      
        Amazing. I didn’t want to come back, but vacations can’t last forever. Andrew says he’s never taking another vacation that isn’t on a cruise ship.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Max

      

      
        That’s what Lisa said about our trip to the Bahamas.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wait, what?

      
        
          
            
              
        When did you go to the Bahamas?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Max

      

      
        June. Lisa found a last-minute deal on a trip. That’s why I didn’t mention it at Easter when Sarah mentioned their plans.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Well, I’m glad you guys had nice trips. I hate that we’re all so busy I don’t even know things.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Anyway, what should we do about Mom?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Max

      

      
        I’ll check on her in the morning.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sarah

      

      
        Let us know how it goes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks, guys.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wasn’t jealous of my sibling's jet-setting, but it sure would be nice to vacation to faraway beaches. Maybe one day. Sarah often posted on social media, so I had seen her pictures from May. Max was more private, making it easier to feel disconnected. Of course, seeing my sister’s posts was far from having a close relationship with her. Sarah and I had shared a room my entire life until she had gone off to college. Now I couldn’t even tell you the color of her bedroom walls. And Max, even more so. I felt a lump in my throat. I closed my eyes and tried to focus. I just didn’t have the mental capacity to dwell on that today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            DOCTOR GOOGLE

          

        

      

    

    
      A decade ago, had I been sitting in a staff meeting, I’d have had no idea of anything going on outside of the room unless the front desk called about an emergency. My boss was going over the schedule for tomorrow’s in-service meeting and explaining how little time we’d have to work in our rooms before our students arrived when I felt my phone vibrate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Max

      

      
        I have good news and bad news.

      

      

      

      

      

      Today’s texting gave me a sense of connection and comfort. I didn’t respond right away, figuring Max would continue. Sure enough.

      
        
          
            
              
        Max

      

      
        I convinced Mom to go to the doctor’s office this morning, where they promptly sent her to the ER. That’s where we are right now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Is that the good news or the bad? Or both.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Max

      

      
        The good news.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sarah

      

      
        The bad?

      

      

      

      

      

      Max’s job in the library gave him reasonably consistent hours, with the option of swapping shifts for greater flexibility. It worked well when he had young kids, but with both of his girls out of college as of last year, he’d enjoyed being able to take more time off for traveling rather than for school events or sports or whatever his kids had been involved in. Soccer, I think. Sarah, on the other hand, worked as a computer programmer for a medical software company. She worked in the city one or maybe two days a week, I’m not exactly sure, and from home the rest of the time. She didn’t have kids. I’m not sure if that was by design or not. We never talked about that sort of thing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Max

      

      
        The doctor wants to admit Mom. Something doesn’t sound right with her lungs, and he needs to do some more tests, including a biopsy. The upside is that she’s finally going to be on the IV antibiotics she should have been on 2 weeks ago.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sarah

      

      
        When’s the biopsy? I can be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s the first day back to school for the year. I have next Monday off for Labor Day, Columbus Day in October, and other than that just weekends between now and Thanksgiving. Some help I’m going to be.

      
        
          
            
              
        Biopsy? Does he think cancer? She isn’t a smoker.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shuffling around me caught my attention. Seems the meeting had just ended. I hoped I hadn’t missed anything important. I’d have to ask Ellen later. I grabbed my belongings and headed towards my classroom to drop everything off and get my lunch bag. I would need to work late today and probably tomorrow getting ready for the kids to arrive on Wednesday.

      
        
          
            
              
        Max

      

      
        Biopsy will be sometime tomorrow. Probably later in the morning unless it gets bumped back due to an emergency. Mom falls lower on the priority list. Sarah, that would be great, I need to work early tomorrow, but I can be there by dinnertime. Not cancer. He said he heard some crackling and wanted to check for pulmonary fibrosis.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks, Sarah. I can be there tomorrow after dinner.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sat in the breakroom eating my lunch and searching on my phone. Typically, the first day back filled me with joy at seeing everyone I hadn’t seen all summer. I loved my colleagues, and I always tried to reach out to the new hires so they felt as welcomed as I had my first year. Today, I felt trapped in my own world.

      Doctor Google didn’t have anything good to say about that diagnosis. Actually, it was pretty grim. Let’s just hope that’s not what it was. No reason to borrow trouble from tomorrow. Tomorrow had its own trouble. We’d just have to wait and see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five

          

          
            ROCK, PAPER, SCISSORS

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked into Mom’s hospital room. The off-putting scent of disinfectant and the unnatural glow of the fluorescent lights did nothing to relax my already tangled emotions. Tomorrow the students arrive. Typically, I’d have spent the Tuesday night before the official start to the school year curled up on my couch with a romance novel, possibly the last real book I’d read in a while that wasn’t school-related. I’m not sure if I could have picked a more polar opposite way to spend my evening.

      Mom looked tiny, sleeping in the giant hospital bed. The raised bed rails gave the appearance of a crib. Not even five feet tall, Mom always appeared petite, but today she seemed more childlike, helpless, pale. The oxygen tube under her nose had a slight whistle to it as Mom gently snored. A few feet away, Max and Sarah whispered.

      I had never seen Mom in a hospital bed before. She’d seen me in one after the birth of each of my kids, and once as a child when I needed stitches for a fall. I felt queasy and a rush of warmth flooded my body. If anything, the room felt too cool, but right this minute I thought I might overheat.

      Sarah turned toward me. “Hey, you made it.”

      “Yup. How is she?” I laid down my bag on the floor and pulled off my sweater. I unbuttoned one more button on my shirt before I took the last seat, an uncomfortable vinyl chair not designed for someone as short as myself. I sat on the edge to allow my feet to reach the floor.

      A look passed between the two of them, and Sarah began, “Mom’s been in and out of sleep since her procedure, but everything went well.” I knew all this already from the texts today. The biopsy had been delayed, but she had been in recovery by late this afternoon. It was just six now.

      “What did the doctor say?” I asked. Sarah took a deep breath and looked me in the eyes. “He just stopped by half an hour ago. The lab results confirmed the pulmonary fibrosis.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “Wow. That sucks.” Stating the obvious. I know.

      Max chimed in. “Yeah. I assume you Googled it?”

      My head felt woozy. This didn’t seem real, but I nodded in response.

      Max added, “The real shock is that the test came back negative for a mold infection in her lungs. Once we found the mold in the basement, I was confident that was going to be the answer.”

      Sarah and I responded in unison. “Me too.”

      The discovery of the mold happened last night. When Max came to get Mom, the house was hotter than Hades. Mom had assured me on Sunday that she wanted it this way. But no. The AC had broken, and once again, Mom didn’t want to tell anyone lest she be a bother to them. If I hadn’t been frazzled by Mom’s cough, and had she been in pants, I might have sent Joe over to check on it, but it slipped my mind.

      Max had figured this out when he adjusted the thermostat against Mom’s wishes and found it unresponsive. Sarah’s husband, Drew, had stopped over, diagnosed the problem, and had it running within the hour. What he couldn’t fix as quickly was the mold issue in the basement. A slow leak had apparently gone unnoticed. And since Mom couldn’t make it down to the basement anymore, the humid conditions had transformed her basement into a furry wonderland. One that needed immediate attention.

      After a slew of text messages that continued after my bedtime last night, and each of us checking with our spouses, we agreed Mom could stay at any one of our homes, and we’d need to do as much of the mold clean up as possible ourselves. Mold remediation companies aren’t cheap.

      Mom began to stir, and we all turned to her.

      “Annie, when did you get here?” Mom’s raspy voice sounded weak, but peaceful.

      “Just a few minutes ago.”

      “I guess they told you?” Mom sounded groggy but not too upset.

      “If you mean they told me you went all summer without AC for no good reason, yeah, they told me.” I tried to use a teasing tone, but it didn’t fully hide my irritation.

      Mom let out a big sigh, and I immediately felt bad for being a jerk on the day she had gotten a terrible diagnosis. No, not just terrible. Fatal. My teasing didn’t lighten the mood.

      “Not that. About the fibrosis.”

      I nodded. “I heard. Did you decide what you are going to do next?”

      “Well, Sarah said I’m not allowed to go home until you guys clean up the mold. I don’t think that’s necessary. I’ll be fine. I’ve lived there all summer and haven’t had a problem.”

      Max cleared his throat. “Have you noticed your current surroundings, Mom?”

      Mom let out another sigh, this one more exasperated. “I’m not here because of the mold.”

      Sarah, always one to smooth things over, jumped in. “It doesn’t matter. With your lungs in their current state, we can’t put you in that environment. We all talked, and you can stay with one of us until we’re done with the cleanup.”

      “Whose house?”

      Max shot a glance at me and then Sarah. “Loser gets Mom. Rock, Paper, Scissors. Ready? Shoot.”

      Without losing a beat, all three of us put out our hands. I had paper, and both my siblings had put in scissors. While not a three-person game, we’d long ago all learned to follow Max’s lead and play along. It felt good to slip back into old patterns. We might not know much about each other’s daily lives, but as if
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