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Skull Daddy
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Skull Daddy, Skull Daddy, what do you see? What does the future hold for me?

––––––––
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Skull Daddy, Skull Daddy, what do you hear? Is it a friend or a foe that is near?

––––––––
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Skull Daddy, Skull Daddy, is it the time? The moment for me to claim what is mine?
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Jade gripped the sides of her coffee cup like she was trying to keep it from falling apart. The drink was long since cold, but her fingers burned all the same. All she wanted was to retreat to her bed, forget any of this was happening.

Something in her wife’s eyes made her afraid to ask – Cass was past her breaking point – but Jade had to know.

“Is it...?”

Jade thought her voice sounded too small. It wasn’t strong enough to continue the thought. She couldn’t tell whether Cass heard her or not. Cass was so still, Jade couldn’t tell if she was breathing. A dewy buildup of saliva had gathered at the edge of her cracked lips, threatening to spill over. Her eyes focused somewhere else even as they pointed in the direction of the phone. She was nothing more than an empty shell.

Cass uttered a few halting words through her numb lips.

“It’s my mom. She, uh...”

As Cass clenched her phone, Jade expected shards of glass and plastic to explode out of her wife’s grip. A mental image that Jade couldn’t shake away. A sliver of the screen lodged in Cass’s throat, another in her left eye sticking out of her shattered glasses. Jade was sticky with a layer of blood that wasn’t there.

“They found her car,” said Cass after a long, trembling sigh. “In a ditch.”

Jade blinked, and the blood left her vision. Cass was fine, but only just. Her face was an ashy grey, and for the first time in their marriage, Jade saw the ghost of wrinkles on her wife’s skin. Had those always been there? Or had the recent stress aged them both in ways they would never understand?

She had to remind herself to focus on the issue at hand.

“Babe, what happened?”

Jade abandoned the coffee cup on the counter, almost dropping it, and crossed the chasm of the kitchen to be with her wife. Cass broke into sobs before her head reached Jade’s shoulder. Her rash-covered arms hung limp at her side. Jade squeezed her tighter but kept a well-trained ear tuned in the direction of the staircase. All she heard was the high-pitched and constant ringing that fed the throb of her headache.

Cass tried to speak a couple of times, but strangled croaks were all that came out, like she was drowning – choking – on her words. She scratched at her already raw skin, despite Jade’s lackluster attempts to dissuade the behaviour. Fresh blood oozed out of old scabs before Cass stopped. She gave up on everything and surrendered to the tears instead.

“It’s not fair,” she said at last, her own tears brewing. They burned in a way she hadn’t expected them to. Like acid. “They’re not sure what happened.”

There was no laugh from upstairs this time, but Jade shivered all the same.

“She hit her head, but they’re still going to do an autop–”

Cass struggled to say the word until bile rose into her throat, and she wrenched herself from Jade’s arms. Heaving into the kitchen sink and choking on her own snot and tears. She was only vaguely aware of Jade rubbing her back and telling her that everything was going to be okay. A lie, and they both knew it. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. Not right now. Maybe not ever.

With Cass crouched on the floor, Jade massaged her wife’s hands, scrambling to think of anything else she could do or say that would be remotely helpful. She certainly had never been this close with her own mother. And Vera was – had been – a phenomenal mother and mother-in-law. And an even better grandmother.

“I don’t know what to do,” Cass whispered.

“I don’t know that there’s anything we can do. But when the time comes to... to deal with things, I’ll be right by your side. The whole time.”

Cass nodded. She was numb inside, and her lips barely moved as she spoke. Her eyes focused on nothing.

Jade gripped her wife’s hands, squeezing them like they, too, were at risk of breaking, and took a deep breath. But she could not fight back a fresh wave of hot tears. The floodgates were open and there was no stopping the emotional outpouring. The most important and unspoken question between them was enough to shake her resolve. She rested her forehead on Cass’s and cried. Keeping an ear out for other sounds within the house was an afterthought. Even the whining in her ears melted out of existence.

“What are we going to do?” moaned Cass.

Jade could think of nothing to say. Her stomach churned as she thought about the inevitable.

“Babe,” she managed, “what are we going to tell Willow?”

Cass’s voice came out in a whisper. “What if she already knows?”

Jade stared into her wife’s eyes with painful intensity. She knew the answer but couldn’t make herself say it.

The sound of the floor creaking behind them was like a gunshot echoing through the house. Both women held their breath. The sudden silence that followed was agonizing.

Standing at the entrance to the kitchen was Willow. Her hair was tangled from sleep, but her eyes were bright and alert. A tortoiseshell cat rested in her arms with its head and front paws perched on her shoulder. The little girl absentmindedly stroked the cat’s fur while staring at her mothers with the kind of seriousness that suggested she was much older than six. The voice that came from her small mouth might as well have been centuries old.

“Grandma’s not coming home, is she?”
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Seven Months Earlier

September
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“Last box!” Cass called out from the living room.

“I’m almost done in here,” said Jade, closing the kitchen cupboard. “I don’t know what we would do without your mom.”

“Yeah,” said Cass with a chuckle. “We would never be able to finish all the unpacking if Willow was running around telling us what to do. I’m surprised Mom was able to keep her out this long. I’m going to owe her a drink.”

“Well, Willow does love her walks. But I meant... Well...” Jade swept her arms in a circle, motioning to the house. “I think we owe Vera more than a drink for co-signing on the mortgage.”

It was two stories, with three bedrooms, two bathrooms; and although the kitchen wasn’t huge, this was the most counter space Jade had ever had in her adult life. It was a striking change compared to their two-bedroom, one-bathroom basement apartment that had flooded early in the summer.

After a week at a shabby hotel, their landlord informed them it was safe to return. Jade should have listened to her gut and never let her family back in that place.

It wasn’t long before both Jade and Cass noticed that Willow was starting to cough more. Then came the wheezing. They didn’t even get a chance to take her to their family doctor. Next thing Jade knew, she and Cass were huddled together in a hospital waiting room while their five-year-old was strapped up to devices Jade didn’t even know existed.

Out of both grandmothers, only Vera came to visit. Agnes, as per usual, kept her distance. Vera and Cass had had their problems, but both had been to therapy to resolve any lingering issues. Agnes and Jade, on the other hand, weren’t so lucky. Jade had gone to therapy, but her mother refused.

Agnes was a hard woman who couldn’t resist the chance to nitpick someone’s appearance, weight, lifestyle choices. Even if something was perfect, she could find a way to complain about it. Jade spent most of her adult life fighting not to become the pessimist her mother had been.

Once Willow was released from the hospital, Vera was the one who offered them a place to stay in her own tiny apartment so that they didn’t have to go back to a mould-filled basement. Jade had to call Agnes several times to remind her to at least send Willow a get-well-soon card if she didn’t want to visit her only grandchild.

She felt no remorse when Agnes was hospitalised less than a month later. She visited as little as possible and only allowed Cass to bring Willow when it was clear that it was time to say their goodbyes. Willow bawled at the funeral as if she had known her estranged grandmother intimately. Jade never even shed a tear.

“Okay,” said Jade with a sigh. “I’m done in the kitchen. What’s left?”

“Not much,” said Cass, kicking an empty box across the floor. “By the way, I can’t remember if I told you or not, the cable company is sending someone over tomorrow to set up the TV and internet.”

“I’ll be home,” said Jade with a shrug. “Willow too. I’m thinking we give her at least a week to settle in before sending her back to school. She’s already missed the first week, and I don’t want to push her.”

“Personally, I think we should just send her back now. Might help make things feel more normal.”

“Yeah, but she’s been dealing with a lot of anxiety these past few months and...”

“Oh,” said Cass. “She’s the one who’s dealing with anxiety? Got it.”

Jade tossed a wad of packing paper at her wife.

“I’m serious,” said Jade, fighting a smile. “I don’t want to cause any more damage. I... I want to do what’s right for her.”

Cass sighed. “I get it. But we’ve got to let her live. Let her go to school and be a normal kid. Let her make her own bad decisions. And don’t think I don’t know what this is really about,” said Cass when Jade opened her mouth to speak. “You’ve been a stay-at-home mom for over five years and you’re starting to feel the threat of an empty nest looming overhead. Don’t deny it.”

“I won’t.”

This time, Cass tossed the ball of packing paper at Jade.

“And I don’t want you stuck moping at home. I mean, Mom will be here, but she’s got her own life and stuff she does during the day. You need to leave the house too.”

“I know, I know,” said Jade, busying herself by starting to clear away the paper and boxes. “I’ve kind of been working on my resume, but I keep putting it off.”

“That’s good! Hey, and when Willow’s at school, you’ll finally have some uninterrupted time to finish it. Have you thought any more about where you’ll apply?”

“A little. I don’t want to disappear. Not like my mom did. I still want to be able to be home for Willow when she’s not at school, and it might be fun to volunteer for a few field trips. So, I’m thinking something part-time. Like just an easy café job or whatever. I don’t know.”

“Ah, I see.” Cass stroked an imaginary beard. “You like having me be the sugar mama of the relationship.”

Jade laughed.

“It’s a good plan,” said Cass. “Really.”

“Yeah. No matter what, Willow’s happiness and well-being come first.”

“And no more anxiety,” added Cass.

Jade rolled her eyes. “I can’t make any promises on that one.”
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Willow’s squeals filled the house before Vera and Cass made it through the front door. Her face had been pressed up against the windows of the living room ever since she heard the second-hand sedan rumble up to the driveway. Her tiny face and hands left blurry imprints behind, greasy smears on the window that didn’t bother Jade. She was just happy to see that unrestrained joy on Willow’s face.

By the time the car doors slammed shut, Willow was already hopping through the house. Thrifted picture frames trembled on the as-of-yet unpainted walls. Even the family pictures taped in place – edges worn and wrinkled from water damage – shook.

“Child, enough,” said Cass as she tried to keep a straight face, struggling to make it through the doorway with her oversized bags. In her excitement, Willow was preventing her mother and grandmother from coming in the door.

“She’s been insufferable since you two left,” said Jade. She placed her hands on Willow’s shoulders and guided her out of the way of the doorframe.

Willow said nothing – nothing coherent. Her hopping from foot to foot transformed into spinning while she giggled at the ceiling.

“It’s a miracle you survived the day,” said Vera as she lowered her share of the shopping bags to the ground. She stood up slowly and both her knees popped. “But now we’re here to rescue you!”

Willow rushed at the bags before anyone had a chance to stop her
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