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John stood at the top of the stairs. It was completely black and totally silent. He had decided to run home to check on his mother. She had not been feeling well, cancer takes more than its fair share, and he couldn’t raise her on the phone. 

He had already pounded on the door, and when that wouldn’t work, let himself in using the hidden key under the stairs. He flipped the switch, the hum of electricity the only noise. She should be on the couch. 

John took the stairs two at a time. With his staggering height of six foot seven inches, it was easier for him than walking down them individually. When he reached the bottom, he saw what he had been afraid of. 

His mother lay, still, on the couch. Eyes agape and the pained look from the last two months gone. She was clutching close a blanket and had passed completely alone. John’s father was supposed to be there. Assuming from the missing vehicle, either he was at work or had found some other pathetic excuse to escape the house. 

John took a moment to get his breath, his throat was tight, and it hurt to swallow. After he regained his composure, he called the doctor. They had been told not to bother emergency, it was a natural death, and would just make it difficult to get her remains where they needed to go. 

John stood, numbly, just outside the door. His mother had been talking through things with him up until a few days ago. His girlfriend had decided that she could not handle the depressing life John currently had and left. His work had decided his being distracted was a bit too much of a risk and had started to monitor all his daily interactions. His best support, his mom, was gone. 

John wiped tears from his eyes, he had to make other calls. He called his father, who still wasn’t home, and got no answer. Next, he called his two older sisters. Roslyn answered the phone after two rings, “I can’t find dad, but mom’s gone,” John muttered out. 

Roslyn said “I will be on my way; I just need to find someone to watch my kids. Keep trying dad. Did you call Vikki?” 

“No,” Replied John “I was going to call her next, after that I can try dad again.”

“See you soon.” Roslyn responded, before hanging up.

John called Vikki, “You’re sure she’s dead?” kept echoing in his head after he got off the phone with her. Vikki seemed unaffected by the news. He knew people handle death differently, and decided it was just the shock. He was still standing in the room with his mom’s lifeless form. Her fingers are blue. How long had dad left her here for? 

There was a knock at the door. It was two large men in lackluster attire and identification. They were here, from the funeral home, they were sent here to pick up the body, as arranged before. 

The only benefit of having cancer is knowing death is coming and being able to make plans for it. They didn’t look all that intelligent, but it was brute strength they would need to get her out of the house and that did not warrant much intellect. 

The stairs were skinnier than the gurney, so they would need to carry her up them. They brought what could only be described as an incredibly thick sheet and attempted to pick her up. Placing her on the plastic, a sound like wet grinding bones came from her as they tried to get her to lay flat. She was a little stiff, which could be due to the below freezing temperatures that had permeated the house. His scrooge-like father had the heat set low, in addition to that the front door had been open now for nearly half an hour, as such it was incredibly cold. 

The two men began carrying her outside the house. The corner of the stairs causing them to shift strangely, and her head hit the corner of the post. For a moment, John wanted to reach out and check on her. He followed them out to their van, to ensure they didn’t slip in the ice near the driveway and waited until they had begun to drive away.

He waited until they had turned off the street and began furiously calling his father again. Several calls in, he began to feel irritated that this man was not answering. He was supposed to be here for her last time. Was she alone for her last few moments? Or had his father just run away after she passed? The thought of this made his stomach churn. John went back into the house, closing the door behind him. 

He checked the thermostat, the heat had been turned off, no wonder it was so cold, but it’s December in Minnesota. Who turns off their heat?

Thirty minutes had gone by since they had come and collected his mom. His dad is still missing and unable to be reached. Vikki, who lives ten minutes away still had not shown up, and Roslyn is no longer answering phone calls or texts. John wanted to keep busy, he could head toward the funeral home, but they had stated she would be ready in the morning. There was no point in going there tonight.

John shivered at the thought of being alone with his wretched father, in this cold, unforgiving house, in spite he turned the heat to 71.

John knew that when relatives and the busybodies within his family found out about his mother’s death, they will be showing up to offer their usual condolences, and she would have been mortified at the state of the house. There was trash and food scattered about, papers and broken items she had been trying to get rid of for the last two months. 

John had been working double shifts for a while and had been crashing in his friends’ spare room, since it was close to his work. He was his coworker got along well and knew he was going through a tough time. John was appalled by the disgusting mess throughout the living room and dreaded finding out if it was similar throughout the house.

John started indiscriminately tossing wrappers and litter into the half empty trash bag, filling it up. He then began to look around for more trash bags. He could clean up a lot more of this embarrassing mess if he could find them. But there was nothing but small grocery bags in the pantry, none in the laundry room, the downstairs closet was completely empty, upstairs. At the top of the second set of stairs, he checked in the bathroom cabinet, his old room, and his parents’ room. Rounding the corner, he checked in his sisters’ old room. There were several mostly empty trash bags lying on the floor, one had children’s toys in them, one had a pillow and the last had two boxes of rat poison. 

John grabbed the bags and started down the stairs. In the distance he could see lights approaching the house. He got to the bottom of the stairs in just a few seconds, quickly tossing the rest of the items in the trash pile in the bag. Just to focus on something else. Still, complete silence, no one at the door. He took the four full bags of trash and brought them out to his car. Why add more work for his dad? Who would rather yell at his son than be appreciative. 

Speaking of his dad, where is he? John calls again, this time an answer. His father began to yell. “Why are you calling me? I am busy right now. Your mom is sick, and I need to take care of her.”

John responded rather angrily. “If you would answer your fucking phone, Rick, you would know, I am taking care of MY mom. Now neither of us must take care of her.” 

There was only a moment of silence on the other side. As the familiar sound of his aunt Laura echoed through the phone, John realized his father was spending his evening with another woman, while his mom died alone. He clenched his jaw and practically growled out his next words.

“She’s not sick anymore, my sisters’ know you’re not here, they’re on their way.” John had spoken through gritted teeth; the anger was dripping off his words. He slammed the car into drive and left after unceremoniously hanging up and throwing the phone on the passenger seat. 

The front door was still wide open. He knew his aunts both lived about five minutes away, he didn’t want to be there when they got there. Both of his aunts had to be the center of attention, so the death of his mother would turn into their personal tragedy, how it could have been them, how hard it was to watch their sister waste away from cancer. 

John’s brain ran in overdrive. there had been rumors for a long time about his Aunt Laura and his dad. How before they were born his dad was allegedly sneaking around with her. They both claimed it was all lies. Yet, his dad was there, not where he should have been. 

John thought of his Aunt Laura, her putrescent smile a preface to her decaying personality.

John slowed down when he realized he was going a bit too fast. With the anticipated snowstorm that had just started, it was completely silent on the abandoned road. He got back to his apartment; he would deal with the trash tomorrow. He looked at his phone. Not one call. By now his sister Roslyn should have been there, or Vikki. Perhaps they had decided not to drive in the weather, they both have kids, and it was late. He sat behind the wheel of his idling roommates’ car and debated on going back. 

It was pitch black in the apartment, the cold brick picking up a smattering of snowy dust. The curtains and windows were open, clearly, he was going to be the only one there. He took a deep breath, the puff of steam escaping as the cold overtook the meager heater in the little beater box he was driving. His roommate had two cars, this one was supposed to be sold a few years ago, but Matt wanted it just in case. The weather out here could be horrible and if one car got wrecked going through or into a snowbank, he wanted a backup. Already, once Matt was proven right when a driver slid off the road and right into his truck. Leaving Matt to drive around in this little pile of junk. Even accounting for the snowstorm, Matt was usually home at this point. 

John shivered for a moment and reached for the handle. Bracing himself for the cold. As soon as he got inside the building the raging heat from the base board radiators hit like a wave. He hurried up to his apartment door, fumbling for keys. It was so hot in here. He opened the door, the frigid air and the heat distracting him for a moment and ran immediately to close the window. It was silent, not even the neighbors down the hall made a noise, usually the husband was blasting a burned copy of random hit sitcoms. He turned on the lights and closed the curtains, the blasting heat not letting up, just trying to heat up the living quarters a little bit before he considered cracking a window.

John stepped into the bathroom, starting the shower so the heat would be there when he hopped in, and he went to his room to grab his boxers and a towel. He didn’t hear Matt at all either, he was curious, he poked his head in to see if Matt was simply asleep. Nothing, not a single sign of his curiously odd roommate. He turned around and went back to the bathroom. 

The heat from the shower relaxing his incredibly sore muscles. His mom’s house had been freezing, and cleaning all that up after finding her there was probably not the best move. He hadn’t wanted to leave before he contacted his dad, but now he regretted waiting. Regretted knowing anything. He focused on the hot water, that was stinging his cold skin with the stark contrast in temperature.

After a several minutes John decided to hop out of the shower, towel off and go to bed. Tonight, was a mess, he could sleep and maybe pretend it wasn’t so bad in the morning. He put his phone on do not disturb, plugged it in and saw that there were three calls from his father and a few text messages from his sisters. 

Fuck them, he thought, he had decided to set his alarm for 7am and ignore them for now. Either his sisters were with their father, or they weren’t. He couldn’t face this man, knowing any of what he did now; and that his dad had been responsible for the increase in his mother’s suffering. Maybe when he was rested, he would no longer feel the need to yell at Rick. Rick, Rick the prick.... sounded more correct
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