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For my dad, who has always been my number one fan and supporter, even though he’s never, ever allowed to read my writing.
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Chapter One
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Silas


One: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.

The alcohol is the first thing I smell. It always is. It’s also the first thing I think about when I wake up, and the only thing on my mind for the rest of the day.

Beer is always my drink of choice when I’m alone, but when someone’s near, it’s always vodka. Clear, no smell, no one ever guesses it’s on me. Tonight, though, I didn’t go with either of those. I wanted whiskey. I wanted the burn of it as it rushed down my throat, infecting me. I wanted to forget yelling at my mom, how I’d called her something nasty and regrettable—and how it hadn’t felt nasty at the time and I didn’t regret it.

Two: Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

The coppery taste in my mouth and the blood making it impossible to see are clear signs that this isn’t just another morning after a binge. No, it’s still night.

Three: Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.

A smattering of memories overtakes me. Drinking at the bar—the bartender cutting me off. Stumbling to the nearby liquor store and buying the bottle of whiskey from the wary-looking guy who probably considered calling the cops, but didn’t. Then driving, then flying, then darkness. Now this.

Blood, alcohol, numbness, upside-down in the seat of my car.

Four: Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

There was another car.

Five: Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.

I hit somebody.

Six: Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.

I hit somebody and I want another drink. I want to move, even though I know I’m bleeding, and I want to find the whiskey. I want to drown in it.

Seven: Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.

Eight: Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.
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How many people were there in the car? God, don’t let them be dead. What if there were kids? What if it was a family? What if it was old people? What if...

Nine: Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.

If I’m not dead, then they can’t be dead. I should have died.

Ten: Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong, promptly admitted it.

I don’t even know what I said to my mom, and it probably doesn’t even matter because there’s no way it outweighs all of the other shit I’ve done. I do remember telling my dad to fuck off, and giving him the finger, but he can take it. My mom—she can’t, and she doesn’t deserve to.

Eleven: Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.

If I hurt anyone, I want to die. I hope I die. It’ll be the only way I’ll stop drinking, because I don’t have the strength to change.

Twelve: Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.

Sirens, lights.

I’m not going to die.

Goddamn it.


***
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Present Day


“What are you doin’ sleeping out here?”

I jolt awake, ready for the fight I’ve learned to expect. One hand automatically braces to protect myself, the other one removes the knife from my pocket—a knife I never had the luxury of having before and would be arrested for having now. It’s the most security I’ve had in two and a half years.

But I don’t need to protect myself from my dad. No, he’s not a threat—I’m a threat to him. So what’s stopping me from turning the knife on myself? I wish I knew.

All of a sudden, one of the chains on my parents’ porch swing breaks free and my ass crashes to the ground. The wooden seat cracks beneath me. Shit, I better not have any splinters in my ass. Even if I deserve them—which I do—there’s not a soul out there who deserves the lowly job of removing them.

“Damn it,” I grumble, kicking at the wood.

Dad holds out a hand to help me up, fear and worry in his eyes. Of the two, it’s the worry I don’t like.

I stare at his hand, the gesture so foreign that my head starts to spin. When was the last time someone tried to help me out? Everyone’s been so devout in knocking me down, forcing me to stay, pushing me farther into the ground. No one’s wanted to try to pull me back up. Not even Dad.

Between me and my younger brother, Brandon, it’s always been clear he’s the favorite. I’m just the screw-up son my dad has to claim because of blood. Since I was born, I’ve probably aged him by thirty years, most of which has happened over the last three years. The gray revolting against his brown hair, the bags beneath his eyes, the frown lines etched into his forehead—it’s all from me.
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I stand on my own, refusing his help, then pat the wood chips off my frayed, holey jeans. Dad drops his hand and I don’t miss his disappointment. I can’t even win for losing. The man should be glad I didn’t take his hand. The less contact, the less likely I am to spread the poison I seem to carry.

“You don’t like your room?” he asks.

I shrug. I like it fine. Or I used to like it fine. It’s still the way it was when I was sent off. My mom kept it clean, but nothing’s moved. Some sort of shrine for if I ever decided to come home—maybe it’s her way of willing everything to return to normal. I want to be grateful for the comfortable mattress, the door that locks, the window that opens, the bathroom down the hall where I can go without being watched, but I can’t. Walls are too confining.

“Well, you’d better tell your mom that,” he says. He tilts his chin up at the house. It’s an olive-colored two-story with a wraparound porch and a giant back yard, perfect for a perfect family that doesn’t include me. We moved to Collette, a small, coastal town void of the tourist industry, when I was three. I’d like to say it’s home, but it’s never been home. The people here hate me just as much as I hate me.

“Your mom’s making pancakes in there,” he adds.

I run my hand through my hair. It’s too long and shaggy. I haven’t had much time to cut it—or wash it, for that matter. I don’t think I want to. It keeps people at a distance. “Not hungry.”

“They’re not for you,” he tells me.

I raise an eyebrow. Then who the hell are they for?

He shakes his head. His disappointed look is really starting to piss me off. Wordlessly, he opens the door and motions for me to go in.

I glance down at the porch swing. I’ll make sure I build a new one before I disappear, when my parole is up. It’s the least she deserves.

“Don’t worry about it,” Dad says. He takes the opportunity to steal my knife away while I’m distracted, and I doubt I’ll ever get it back. “It’s old, anyway.”

Instead of answering, I head on inside.

Pictures line the walls, capturing memories that are lost to me. In most of them, I see another man growing up. Looking at them is confusing, like looking through a kaleidoscope and not knowing what I’m looking at. It’s the same for everything else in this house. The couch, the fridge, the damn silverware—I can’t get my head wrapped around any of it.

My mom’s humming to herself and flipping pancakes. There’s more batter and a bowl of blueberries dusted with sugar on the counter beside her. This sight is one from a kaleidoscope, too—a look back at every Sunday morning before I was sent off. Except now I’m out, I’m here, and it’s a Tuesday. I hate all the changes and I hate everything that hasn’t changed.

I just hate life, end of story.

“Your swing’s out of commission, Karen.”

“What?” Mom spins around, her eyes wide. Once her gaze settles on me, her eyes close and she lets out a breath. “There you are. Where were you last night?”

“I needed some air. Slept outside,” I mumble.

She nods as if my answer makes all the sense in the world. She smiles brightly at me, but it doesn’t fool me in the least. Since I’ve come back, she’s been worrying and over-calculating everything. “I’m glad you didn’t wander off too far, then.”

I don’t have a response, so I clench my jaw and look down at my bare feet. This isn’t how my life is supposed to be. Sure, I was living in a crappy motel, then eventually on the streets, until my parents saw me working construction on the side of the road and practically forced me to stay here, but at least I wasn’t bothering anyone. I was just a random guy no one paid attention to or cared about. Then my parents came along and whisked me away. They see it as some sort of bridge toward fixing our relationship, and fixing me. They don’t understand how the hurt will be worse if I stay.

“Do you have any plans for this morning?” she asks, changing the subject.

I look at her sideways. Do I have any plans? Is she serious right now? Sure, Ma, I’m going to go to the corner market and shoot the breeze with the guys.

“I don’t think he does,” Dad says, sounding overly calm in his gotta-keep-shit-from-hitting-the-fan voice. I’ve come to know this tone well. He steps around me and gets down a coffee mug and a travel mug from a cabinet.

“Right,” Mom agrees. She plops a pancake on a plate, then another. “Well, Silas, I was hoping you’d do me a favor. Your father has to get to work and I have to get to the bookstore early to open. Do you think you could take this over to the neighbors?”

Yeah, the neighbors really want to open up their door to find my ugly mug staring back at them. They’ve probably have seen my real mug shot in the newspapers. Everyone wants to start their day with a criminal knocking on their door. Sure, right.

I’m about to say no, but Mom looks up the ceiling and lets out a soft, anxiety-filled breath. “I’d really appreciate it.”

“Sure,” I say.

At least I’ll be knocking on their door as a criminal who can’t say no to his mom.


***
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Knock on door. Don’t make eye contact. Hand over plate. Leave immediately.

My fist has barely hit the door of the yellow ranch house when my gaze is drawn to my disfigured knuckles. I suck in a deep breath. I don’t belong in this neighborhood, not with a fighter’s hands. I’ve seen myself, I know what I look like—the mangy, homeless man who wandered in off the streets, which is basically exactly what I am.

Last I remember, there was an elderly lady who lived here. She claimed I was “terrorizing her”. Okay, so I was. She was a straight-up bitch who used to always call the cops if my parents had a party for a special occasion and she liked to threaten to shoot our dog. I always figured running my bike through her yard or throwing eggs at her house was payback. Once, I even broke into her shed and fucked a girl there.

Shit, I had a destiny to be a jackass from the beginning. No wonder I turned out the way I am.

No one answers the door and I sigh. Thank the fucking lord. There’s no way in hell I’m going to deal with that old bat without getting sent back to jail. I set the plate of pancakes on the table beside the door and start to turn away. Pancakes delivered, job done.

My foot hits the second step as the door swings open. Great, now my task list is thrown off. Door’s been knocked on, plate’s been delivered. I am in the middle of leaving. But what was the third thing?

I turn around and immediately remember: don’t make eye contact.

Too late.

Staring back at me is a set of blue eyes that have to match the color of the ice inside my soul. I’ve never seen ones so bright or as beautiful—ones that make me want to sail away in them. They’re kind, too.

Over the past few years I’ve seen some eyes holding so much rage and regret and resentment that they’re black, no matter what their color is. The first time I saw myself in the mirror when I got out of jail, I saw it in my own, and I’ve seen it ever since, except the rage, regret, and resentment is morphing into nothing. Just hardened emptiness.

These sweet, pretty eyes are tear-filled, though, and for the first time since I got back, I want to fight something other than myself. I want to fight for the sweet spirit I know has to hide behind those eyes.

“Hello?”

They belong to a girl who barely makes it to my shoulders. Something about her makes my chest tighten. Normally, I go for the tall ones—where their legs go on for miles and you barely have to glance down to see their ass sway. But there’s something delicate about this one that reminds of a bird who needs a nest for protection. Her long, black hair is falling over her shoulder, tied in a ponytail, and she’s wearing a T-shirt that could swallow her whole, with equally huge sweats on. One pant leg is cut at the knee.

I narrow my eyes, an intentionally hostile maneuver. This girl’s left me dumbstruck, which pisses me off. Scares me, too. I don’t need a chick in my life who will expect more than a night’s worth of my time. I don’t need one who’s gonna want to change me or fix me or do whatever the fuck it is girls like to do when they see a “bad boy”. I can’t be changed, and I’m a hell of a lot worse than a fucking bad boy. The devil’s got his teeth sunk in me.

She does something I don’t expect. She narrows her eyes right back. But on a nice face like hers, I doubt this is a side most see. This is a spark that rarely gets ignited. I’ll bet the only reason for it now is the exhaustion causing her eyelids to droop and her face to turn the color of a beach’s dried sand.

Someone lets out a broken scream instead the house. Panic and terror seize her expression and then she’s running, leaving me standing on the porch steps like an idiot.

Should I investigate the scream or to pretend I was never here? The first option will shatter every step I’ve taken to protect people from me, while the second...yeah, definitely not the one my mom will be proud of.

I let out a disgruntled sigh and chase after her. Even though the house is yellow, it’s in no way cheery. Outside, the grass is too tall and the plants are dead, or close to it. The inside is no better: it’s dark, gloomy, and empty. Too much like my jail cell.

I follow hushed words and pain-filled cries until I’m at the end of a hall, where I can hear more clearly.

“—told you to wait,” the girl says.

“I thought I could make it,” answers a woman’s fatigued voice.

I step into the bathroom and find the girl leaning over a frail woman who’s so thin that the indentations of her bones are visible. She has the same eyes as the girl, who I’m guessing is her daughter, but this woman’s beauty is lost. Instead, she is skeletal and ghostly.

She’s curled up on the floor, blood dripping from her elbows. The daughter is struggling to help her up, but the woman isn’t doing much to make it easier. I’m not sure she can. Not with a body that looks like it’s about to snap in half.

“Here,” I grumble and step past the daughter. “Let me help.”

The girl doesn’t argue, but looks at me like I’m some sort of hero. How did we go from glaring at each other to this? I can barely handle taking care of myself, let alone another person. I don’t have the capacity to care anymore. I’m the opposite of a hero.

I take the mother in my arms and cradle her against my chest. She weakly holds out her bleeding arm and if I had half the mind, I’d tell her not to bother. She smiles up at me warmly, not the least bit worried about how there’s some strange guy holding her.

Her bones pop and crackle and I slacken my arms, trying to offer as much support as I can without crushing her. She sinks in to my body with a winded breath that squeaks free of her lungs. Her daughter’s not the bird: she is, and her wings are broken, in need of mending. I was never the one scooping up baby birds and putting them back in their nests—that was Brandon. Before today, I couldn’t have cared less about saving things. I’ve always been a Darwin type of guy.

“Where to?” I ask, my voice sounding like sandpaper.

The daughter points to the open door across the hall. I carry her mother into the room. It’s on the small side, with shades drawn and the walls painted a deep maroon, making the place even darker. Nothing matches—the drapes are yellow, the bedspread is green, the lampshades are brown with white feathers. There’s a stack of books on a nightstand beside the bed. On the other side of the bed, where another nightstand should be, is medical equipment.

I set her down on the bed and she sinks into the mattress, still holding up her arm. I just now notice she’s wearing a pair of blue pajama pants with penguins all over them. The daughter’s dressed for the day, but her mom’s ready to spend the rest of the day in bed. I reckon her day begins and ends with bathroom breaks and food.

“You can set your arm down, Mama,” the daughter says, rushing over to the dresser and grabbing a lunch bag. She sets it on the bed and unzips it, then pulls out some disinfectant, gauze, and tape.

“I don’t want you to have to clean these sheets again,” the mother tells her genuinely. “I’m such an inconvenience.”

“No, you’re not,” the daughter says in a soft but firm voice. “It’s okay. Now give me your arm so I can clean it. It’ll sting.”

“Everything hurts now, sweetie. So much that nothing hurts.” She lets her daughter take her arm.

The woman doesn’t even flinch as her daughter dabs the antiseptic, then wraps the bandage around it. All the while, I stand in the doorway watching. I can’t take my eyes off the scene. The pretty daughter with the eyes, which—if they had hands—could reach inside my heart and squeeze it. The woman who’s so sick that I can’t help wondering why someone like me is never the one in bed dying. What higher power gives me, a killer, the right to live, but sends a mother to her grave?

“Who are you, handsome?” the mother asks, a flirty air to her voice. Something about it makes me like her a little.

The daughter’s hands still. “That’s Silas, Mama.”

Her mother’s mouth opens and forms a little O. Only it’s not the usual shock-and-fear face I get. This one’s different. There’s a hint of a smile there. Huh. Weird. It’s also strange that this girl, who I’m pretty sure I’ve never met before, knows my name, even though I don’t know hers.

“He was bringing over food from Mrs. Manning,” she explains further.

The mother’s grin grows. “Ah, I see. Always tryin’ to fatten us up and now they’re sending over their son so we can have dinner and a show.”

The daughter’s electric gaze flickers to meet mine and then away just as quickly. A blush creeps up her cheeks. “Mama.”

“What? We both know you do enough, Rooney. Besides, you don’t exactly know your way around the kitchen.”

Rooney. It’s a strange name, but it fits her. It almost fits her too well, if you ask me. I don’t like the way just thinking the name makes my chest start to tighten.

“That’s not what I was—” Rooney begins, but must have thought better of arguing. Instead, she smiles back, drawing my attention to full, strawberry-colored lips. “I get it from you, though. I remember a lot of toast that you covered in cinnamon to hide the burnt parts.”

“And you always ate it with a smile, my sweet girl.” She runs her thumb along Rooney’s cheekbone and then tucks the girl’s hair behind her ears. “You keep that with you.”

Rooney’s smile vanishes and she closes her eyes tightly. “I’m gonna walk Silas out,” she says, and turns toward me. When she opens her eyes, the tears are back in them.

Shit.

“Thank you, Silas,” her mom calls as we walk back out into the hallway. “Stop by again if you get the chance.”

I follow Rooney out to the front porch. The entire time she stares at her feet, using the backs of her hands to swat at her tears. By the time we make it outside, I’m back to my usual state of pissed off. Why is Rooney her taking care of her mama all alone? Isn’t there someone here to help her? She needs more than a neighbor bringing her food. She needs someone to do everything she can’t, physically and mentally. I sure as hell can’t be that for her, but there’s got to be someone out there who can.

She faces me but her gaze won’t meet mine, which I’m glad for. This way, I don’t have to get caught up in her eyes again.

“I really appreciate what you did,” she says in a soft, Southern lilt.

I don’t respond “anytime” because I wouldn’t mean it—I’m not about to making helping a habit. Especially since something feels like it was just stolen from me and I’m not sure what. I give her a stiff nod and grip the back of my neck until my jagged nails draw blood.

“Mama...she’s sick...”

“Look,” I say, tightly. I don’t need to hear it. I don’t want to. This girl has a power over me, which is something I haven’t allowed before. All because of those tears. Her eyes. That face. It’s freaking me the fuck out and I can’t deal with it. “Mom just asked me to drop off food.”

Her back straightens and those blue eyes turn fiery as she sets her gaze on me. “All right. I understand. I’m sorry we inconvenienced you. Have a nice day.”

I stare after her as she storms back inside. Another bridge burned. Good. One less I have to traverse.

Suddenly she turns around, her hand gripping the door. “You know what, I’ve heard stories about you—where you’ve been. But I wasn’t going to judge you because people make mistakes. That’s somethin’ my mama’s instilled in me since the beginning. Except you...” More tears fall, but this time she doesn’t wipe them away. She lets crash to the floor. “You just proved that some people don’t understand how to not make mistakes.”

I stand there, staring at the door long after she’s slammed it. I’m surprised and in awe of this girl for not taking my shit. But it’s not enough to keep me from feeling relieved. At least someone sees I’m no good.
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Chapter Two
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Rooney

I pace the kitchen, muttering to myself as I try to talk myself down after meeting Silas. I can’t go back in to Mama this way. If I’m worked up, she’ll be, too.

Besides, she’d probably use how much Silas affected me as a lead-in for one of her lessons in second chances. Because she was loose in her day and doesn’t know who my father is, Mama believes that everyone has it in them to pull their life together. I disagree; I don’t think Silas will. Maybe he did something kind, but that doesn’t mean he’s a kind person.

I stop and stand tall. I won’t let Silas ruin my remaining time with Mama. As it is, the doctors say I may only have two months at most left with her. I plan to make those two months memorable, all the time praying for more, but expecting less. The adult part of me can see she’s in pain and how when she does eventually leave me, she’ll be released of it. The other part is selfish and childish, because I know when she’s gone, I’ll never see her again. I’ll have to live the rest of my life without my mama—my best friend—there with me.

My tears turn from angry to sad. All I’ve been doing for the past few months is crying. You’d think I would have run out of tears by now, or come to terms with things, but I haven’t. I’m still in the same place I was when I first found out, and I don’t see it changing.

I just have to keep reminding myself she’s still here. Weaker, maybe, but at least she still has her spirit about her. Silas might have ruined my day, but it was worth getting to watch her smile at him. Whereas I’ve always been the quiet, loner type, Mama’s always been wildly outgoing. Having someone other than me to talk to has to have made her happy.

I remember the pancakes and head back to the front door. I peek through the peephole to make sure Silas’ gone. He is. The pancakes are still where he left them. A good thing, because I’m pretty sure I’d cut off my own leg to get some of Mrs. Manning’s pancakes. They’re delicious. I step outside and grab them.

She’s been making us meals since Mama became bed-bound. I’ve never been more grateful for anything in my life, because Mama was telling the truth. I can’t cook. The only thing I can really make is cereal, which isn’t enough to keep her healthy. Even if I wasn’t dating Brandon, Mrs. Manning would still have done this to help us out.

“Are you feeling up to eating, Mama?” I call out as I peel the plastic wrap from the paper plate.

“No, sweetie,” she calls back in a faint voice. She starts coughing and my heart begins to break. It’s only her usual cough. “Maybe some milk?”

“Okay,” I say.

I fix myself up a plate of pancakes and put the rest in the fridge. Maybe she’ll eat later. I pour us both a glass of milk and head to Mama’s room. She’s lying in bed, staring blankly at the ceiling.

Lately I’ve caught her doing this a lot, seeing something I can’t seem to see. I wonder if she’s thinking about what’s to come. I want to ask her if she’s scared, maybe even if she’s ready, but I’m afraid to. We both know she’s not going to get better, but talking about it...talking about it is the most difficult battle I’ve ever faced.

She sits up to take the glass, which is enough to make her wince. I sit down on the bed next to her and lean back against the headboard. I cross my legs and set the milk in the hole between my thighs, and the plate over top. I take a bite and smile around the mouthful. “These pancakes are the Holy Grail of pancakes.”

“I’ll make sure to eat some later, then,” she laughs. She takes another drink and then lies back again. I cringe at the sound of her spine popping. I really need to get to the store and buy some of those vitamins the doctor was talking about last visit. I figure I’ll go when while the home health nurse is here tomorrow.

Mama closes her eyes and lets out a breath through her nose. When she opens her eyes again, they’re clear of whatever pain that horrible popping noise put her through.

“So,” she begins and I know she’s about to bring up our visitor. “That was the infamous Silas Manning?”

I nod. Infamous is right. Not to mention the town’s most hated. Whatever happened with Silas occurred before we moved here. Brandon won’t talk about it and I’ve never had the nerve to ask. All I know is there was an accident and people died and Silas was sent to jail. I’m not sure how much evidence there needed to be as to why I shouldn’t have someone like Silas in my life right now. Or ever.

“Well, don’t write him off too soon, sweets,” Mama tells me. “Did you notice how attractive he was?”

I did. Which was something I really, really didn’t like. Looking at him made my stomach do funny things and my cheeks heat up. There was something absolutely beautiful about him, but that beauty was hardened by his stiff, unapproachable demeanor. His eyes were a deep, rich caramel color, but they were also emotionless. His jawline was perfect in every way, crafted like a thing of the gods. There was a small dimple in his chin, which is something I usually find a little creepy, but after seeing it on his face, I have to say I’ve changed my mind. He also had blondish-brown hair falling in waves to his shoulders and I couldn’t help wondering if it would feel as soft as it looked.

The worst part was how, before he showed his true colors, I was checking out his body as he carried Mama. He was tall, not that I have a really good description of tall in my vocabulary considering everything to me is tall. Not an ounce of him was fat, either. He was complete muscle, from his rippling arms to his backside. Lord, even his butt was perfect.

Oh no, not good.

“Mama, I’m dating Brandon.”

“I don’t see how that plays into this conversation,” she says.

I sputter out a few syllables which don’t make sense. “He’s his brother.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean you can’t take a peek at Silas. And we both know Brandon is a bit of a bore.”

“Brandon’s fine.” I like Brandon exactly because he’s a bore, not that I’d admit it to Mama.. In my chaotic life, I crave stability and Brandon fulfills that need. He’s sweet, kind, and wonderful.

Mama waves a tired hand at me. “All right, I get it. No talking about the boyfriend’s hot older brother. That one seemed a bit too...off for you, anyway.”

I can tell she needs a nap if she’s giving up on me this easy. “You want to go to sleep, Mama?”

She nods her head. “If you don’t mind. Lie with me for a bit?”

I set my plate and drink aside, hers too, and then snuggle down into the bed with her. I lie facing her, while she remains on her back. Eventually her breathing begins to even and I curl closer to her. “I love you,” I whisper.

When she falls asleep, I’m terrified she won’t wake up and every time she wakes up, I’m terrified she’ll have to spend another day like this.

***
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I settle down into my bed for the night and set the baby monitor on the mattress beside me. Mama doesn’t know I bought these—she’d probably freak if she knew, say how I spend too much of my time worrying about her. But this is the only way I can sleep. Without it, I’m usually up half the night, straining my ears to hear all the small sounds she makes. Her wheezing breaths, the words she mumbles in her sleep. It’s also wakes me up when she calls out my name or when she’s crying out in pain.

My phone rings and I automatically know it’s Brandon, which is something else to like about him: he’s punctual. Every night he calls me at nine on the dot. He’s away at college right now, taking summer classes so he can co-op in the fall. I miss him a lot. Having him to talk to at night makes me feel like I have something normal to grasp. No matter how bad the day is, at least I have his calls to look forward to.

“Hey,” I say, snuggling deeper into my covers.

“Hey,” he says back and I can hear the smile in his voice. Brandon always just been a smiley guy. Even when I told him about Mama, he had a sympathetic smile on his face. “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too.”

“How are things?”

“The same,” I murmur, closing my eyes. I always hold back my tears because I want these phone calls to be happy. “How’re you?”

I decide not tell him about Silas. I’m afraid it might ruin the conversation. I’m not sure what I’d really have to say about Silas if we did talk about him. Your hot brother is a jerk who doesn’t care about my dying mother.

“Good,” Brandon answers. “Bored. I don’t know why I didn’t choose to take these damn classes online. Then I could be home with you. Bad enough I’m gone for the fall semester, too.”

I agree wholeheartedly. We’ve only been dating for a little over a year, since Brandon came home for spring break after we’d just moved in next door. I was a senior in high school then and he was a freshman in college.

“But you’ll be back here soon,” I remind him. “Mid-summer break, remember?”

He chuckles. “And after-summer, nearly-fall break, too. At least we have something to look forward to—something good, you know.”

“I can’t wait.”

“I can’t, either. I’m sorry, but someone from class is sending me a video chat invitation. Somehow I’ve become the unofficial tutor.”

“Lucky you, molding minds and all,” I joke, but it comes across as false.

“I hate having get off here, but guilt will get the best of me if I don’t answer.”

“Okay. Same time tomorrow?”

“Same time tomorrow,” he repeats. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. Bye.”

“Bye.”

The phone clicks off and a sense of loss overtakes me. I try to stifle it down because it’s wrong to feel like you’ve lost someone when they’re still alive and breathing—you’re taking them for granted. I reach over and click the baby monitor off and then I head back to Mom’s bedroom. I slip back into the spot beside her.

The truth is, the only thing I really look forward to is having another day with Mama.
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Chapter Three
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Silas

“You going out for a run?” Dad asks me.

I glance up at him as I lace my running shoes. No shit, Dad, I’m going fishing. I ignore him and continue tying up my laces, then I stand and start untangling some ear buds. This is Brandon’s iPod, so hopefully his music’s good. Mine was dead after all these years.

“Don’t you have an AA meeting tonight?”

I grit my teeth because it’s not his business. At twenty-three, I’m perfectly capable of dealing with my own shit. I can take care of myself behind bars and on the streets, so I can handle myself here. “Tomorrow.”

He nods, backing away, obviously sensing my hostility. “Just wonderin’. I’ve got my NA meeting so I thought we could drive together, but if you’re going tomorrow...”

He trails off and I just stare at him. We’re not going to be addict buddies. I’m not going to go with him to the rehab center so he can attend his Narcotics Anonymous meetings while I attend my Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. I’m not in the mood for that bonding shit. At least his addiction didn’t end in death.

“Have a good run,” he says and goes into the kitchen. He’s a teacher, so doesn’t work during the summer. Yesterday must’ve been his last day.

I head outside, turn on the playlist I made, and start down our road, past my neighbors’ house and away from town.

Even when I didn’t have place to stay, I still made sure to get in my daily run. It’s not until my lungs start to burn, my head starts to lighten, and my legs turn to mush that I finally reach a point where I feel like I’m alive. Pain makes me feel whole. What sort of a sick shit am I? The only time I feel good about myself is when I feel like I can’t go on any farther—a personal punishment for robbing people of their lives.

I don’t pay attention to where my legs are taking me. The music pounds in ears, turned up so loud that a passerby could make out the words to the songs. My footsteps form a cadence with the rhythm as my heart starts to beat double-time.

Finally, I can’t go any farther and I come to a halt. I lurch forward, hands on my knees, and I feel like I’m about to throw up. I gasp for air and as I jerk up in the motion, I freeze.

There are crosses on the bend in front of me. Each is painted white, with flowers on the ground below them, as well as all sorts of other things. A bicycle figurine, a stuffed frog, a pair of worn sneakers with hand-drawn pictures on them. Picture frames.

Shit. Shit. Shit. Fuck.

I start pacing, my finger nails digging into my skull. Holy hell. How did I wind up here? Why? I can’t do this. I can’t be here. I can’t...

I throw up.

Everything pours out of me and I wish all my memories and thoughts and my whole self would pour out, right along with it. I want to disappear. Why the hell did someone think putting me on this earth was an okay idea? I shouldn’t even be alive. There’s no point in creating lives if they’re just gonna be taken. It’s the same for the life who does the taking. Cut out the middleman. Do your own bidding.

A car’s tires squeal by and I jump back, memories of that godawful night flashing through my brain. What little memories I have. There’s more blank holes than anything. Squealing tires, screaming, flashing lights, death. Then, nothing, before I was put behind bars.

“Die, motherfucker!” someone screams as the car passes.

My nostrils flare and I grab blindly for something to throw. I come up with a rock and I hurl it at the car’s back window. “I wish I fucking could!” I scream back. And then I’m falling to my knees, crying for the first time since I was a kid.

I did this. This is all on me. These crosses...they’re my fault.

I need a drink.
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Chapter Four
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Rooney

Sometimes, I hate going home. Knowing what is waiting for me there nearly paralyzes me. Home means facing all of the things I’ll lose along with Mama—the shoulder I cry on, the person I banter with, the mama I still let hold me.

In some ways, I’ve already lost most of that.

I can’t bring myself to talk to her about the important stuff anymore. I can talk to her about Brandon or about crappy traffic or about the weather, but I can’t talk to her about my fears and her health and what comes after. God, I don’t even know what sort of funeral she wants, or where she wants to be buried. If she wants to buried. I’m in this eternal nightmare of conversations I can’t seem to have, and don’t want to have.

I drive to a small grocery store in the next town over, just to get farther away from home. Saving as much money as I can is top priority and Mama’s medicine is cheapest here.

I left after I gave Rita, the home-health nurse, my weekly update about Mama. While I’m gone, she bathes Mama, does a general health assessment, offers Mama all sorts of services we can’t afford, works with her on physical and occupational therapy skills, which she isn’t able to use, and gives her a few tips about keeping up a healthier lifestyle.

If only those tips
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