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Crystal

“DIG! WHY ARE YOU PEEING in my plant?”

"I’m watering it," he says proudly. Instead of turning his head, he whirls around, his body leading—and he pisses on the floor.

"Please don't do that again. Plants want water, not pee."

He laughs, his playful defiance radiating, and storms away.

“Dig, can you please get Mommy some paper towels?”

He cannot hear me. He is screaming and jumping on his brother's bed, testing me today.

Dallas walks through the door; his face is pale, and tears are streaming down his face.

“Dallas, are you okay? What’s wrong, sweetie?”

Dutton comes in shortly after him.

“Grandma is dead,” he chokes out.

"What?"

Dutton stops dead in his tracks; we look at each other, then at Dallas.

“What did you say, baby?” I ask, even though I am sure I heard him correctly.

"Grandma is dead."

“Why are you saying that?”

"I saw her."

“What do you mean you saw her?”

"Josh, a kid from my class, showed me. He made a video while diving in the quarry. He found grandma dead, and he posted it online."

“Are you sure it was not a cruel joke?”

"I can show you."

Dumbfounded and terrified, I feel like I’m dreaming. Dallas is serious. Before I can respond, Dutton starts the video. It begins innocently: two kids in scuba gear chatting about finding coins or cars. Quickly, they spot something at the bottom. As they get closer, I see it’s my mother.

"Turn it off! Now!"

My outburst startles already-upset Dutton. He throws his phone, overwhelmed. Both boys start crying as they cling to me. I feel the shock sticking to us, transforming into a heavy, shared grief.

“I am so sorry you had to find out that way.”

"Me too, Mom," Dallas says.

At that moment, I realized he had been carrying that pain all day. He knew he would be the one to tell me. He had to get through the school day, hauling it with him like a kettlebell of torment.

Dig rounds the corner, looking for attention. He sees us all crying and begins to cry, too, and then joins in the hug.

"What's wrong, Mama?" he asks.

How do I explain to my five-year-old that his grandmother has passed?

“Grandma is dead, Dig,” Dallas says while rubbing his head. He said it now with more ease, as if releasing it once had normalized it.

"What does dead mean?"

“We will never talk to her again,” Dutton tries now.

"Did she lose her voice?" He asks innocently.

“You can say that.”

"Can we help her find it?"

“No, Dig. She will never have it again.”

"Can I go play now?"

It was not the reaction I was expecting. This is beyond his comprehension.

“Yes, baby.”

"What happens now, Mom?" Dallas asked.

Do I call River? My husband? The police?

A knock at the door intervenes.

An older, heavier-set officer stands at the door.

“Hello, Ma’am, are you Crystal Daniels?”

"Yes, I am."

“Unfortunately, I have bad news. We believe your mother, Bonnie, was found deceased in the quarry. We will need you to go and identify her. It is a standard requirement.”

"Are you aware that videos are circulating of her? My son just came home, saying someone from his class showed him the video. Are you working on doing something about that?"

“We are aware, and we are doing everything we can. Unfortunately, it has been duplicated, and once that happens, it is not easy to shut it down because it keeps popping up. But there will be consequences for the kid who posted it. I am sorry you and your family had to learn of this in such an appalling way. I give you my deepest condolences.”

"I have to wait for my husband to get home before I can go down there. We have three boys here, and I am not bringing them there for that."

“Do you know what time he will be home?”

"I'll try to reach him. What's her official cause of death?"

“We are actively working on the case. It appears to be a homicide. She was weighed down, and there are signs of a struggle.”

"Do you have any leads?"

“We are working diligently to confirm the exact cause of death and to follow all possible leads, but that is all I can disclose at this time.”

The officer never introduced himself. He did not offer guidance, just threw information at me.

Carl pulls into the driveway. I realize I have been cemented to the porch since the officer left. Right away, he can see I am upset.

“Are the boys in trouble again?”

"My mother is dead. The boys saw a video of someone discovering her body at the bottom of the quarry. They knew before I did. The cops believe it’s homicide, and they have no leads," I blurt out.

“Oh my God,” he yells and begins to cry.

Great, now I get to take care of Carl as if he were one of my children. Frustration bubbles up, mingling with my own grief as I prepare myself for what comes next.

“I need a drink,” He whimpers.

"You need to watch the kids. I need to go and confirm it is her."

“Do you have dinner ready?”

I stood blinking at him for a minute to be sure I registered exactly what he asked.

“No, Carl, not yet.”

"Do you think you can heat something in the microwave before you leave?"

I fly into the house, riding on a broom of rage. I grab leftovers out of the refrigerator and throw them into the microwave for seven minutes. This will give me enough time to gather my bag and my thoughts before heading to the station. The food should be scalding hot. I hope my baby of a husband burns his mouth on it while he shovels it down his gullet.

I slam the food down on his tray while he sits sobbing in front of the television and slam the door as I leave, though I know he did not notice.
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Crystal 

MY LEG STICKS TO THE duct tape stretched across the seat in Carl's truck. His body heat has eroded the adhesive with time.

I have not been alone in a car in five years since Dig was born. I always have at least one of the kids with me. It is jarring not to hear the other doors slamming or smelling their burps. I can put on Dolly Parton without any complaints from the back seat, or I can have complete silence. I feel guilty for enjoying this time by myself. I am heading to confirm the body of my mother. 

My husband seems to care more about his feelings than mine or those of his children. He always needs to be taken care of during tumultuous times or when others need help. He conveniently broke his ankle while wheeling me into the hospital when Dig was born. When Dutton was born, he closed his hand in the door. He invited his entire family to the maternity ward to see Dallas while I was getting stitched up. Most of the photos from Dallas's birth show them holding him, congratulating Carl as if he had just carried him for nine months. I did not even get flowers, but he got an entire box of cigars. He develops a headache or stomachache when one of the boys is sick. Our relationship has grown continuously one-sided over the years.

I checked in with the morgue staff, who led me to the freezer. They allow me to take my time bracing for the shock of the unveiling. They are desensitized to this experience since they do it daily, but I am terrified. I wish River were here to do this with me. Shit, I have to call River after this and be the one to tell her about Mom.

They slowly unzip the bag.

"Are you ready?"

"As much as one can."

They open the bag, and she still has the same expression she did in the video. Her eyes are wide, and her face is bloated.

"Yes, this is my mother."

"I am sorry for your loss. We need you to fill out a few forms when you are ready."

After completing the paperwork, I drove to the local cornfield where I had partied as a teenager. Those days feel like several lifetimes ago. I would get blackout drunk before having to go home to face Bonnie, especially after River left for school. I wish I could have a drink now.

Holding the phone, I hope River will pick up.
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Chapter Three
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River

"RIVER, IF YOU'RE HOME, please pick up. I have bad news. If you're sitting there and listening to me, I swear..."

Crystal announces on my message machine, waiting for me to pick up the phone. I should have canceled my landline and ditched this relic. It feels intrusive. Crystal is silently waiting.

"River, Mom is dead."

I pick up the receiver.

"I knew you were listening."

"The old bag finally kicked the bucket, huh?"

"River, what is wrong with you?"

"Was it a heart attack? Stroke? Cirrhosis?"

"Why are you so cold?"

"She was an addict, Crystal. I spent my entire childhood anticipating this moment. She wasn't exactly the epitome of health. People tend to their garbage cans with more care than she provided herself."

"She was murdered, River."

I was not expecting that cause of death. "Do they know who did it?"

"They have a few leads but have not officially announced any suspects."

"How did they do it?"

"They forced her hands into her mouth and tied them in place. They bound her feet and threw her into the quarry, attached to a boulder."

"Who would have guessed she would drown in a quarry? I would have suspected she would have drowned choking on her own vomit."

"Fuck's sake, River."

"Who found her?"

"A couple of teenagers were diving, making a video for their channel, and found her. Those bastards already uploaded the video before going to the cops. It went viral. The video had over five million views. They took it down, but it has already been reposted, so getting it off the web is impossible. Dallas saw it. I need you to come home. We need to give her a proper burial. Can I count on you?"

"Is he okay?"

"He saw his grandmother bobbing in a lake. Do you think he is okay?"

"I thought they didn't allow motorized boats on the lake?"

"It was a paddle boat. That is not the point. Can you please turn off your detective mind and connect with me like a human?"

"The killer had to be strong. Sorry, this is a lot of information at once. I will be there. I need to get off the phone. I will see you soon."

"Fuck" I find myself saying too loudly, gaining the attention of whoever is in the next room. What is her name again? I am awful with names.

"Hey, sexy, come back to bed."

"You need to leave."

She looks bewildered. "You're joking, right?"

"This was fun, but I just received news that has turned me off completely. You have to go."

"Do you want to talk about it?"

"Please get the fuck out of my apartment," I find myself saying coldly. Her laser eyes tell me the message got through before she spoke. She is imploding.

"You're a fucking asshole."

"I never tried to charm you. You were easy and projected a version of me that you wanted to see."

"You are worse than a man. I thought women would be better," She screams while manically dressing.

"Has it ever occurred to you that you approach life with too many expectations?"

"Has it ever occurred to you that you are not as hot as you think you are?"

"I am confident and realistic, not arrogant. I am not the one seeking validation from other people. You should know that humans, regardless of gender, are capable of being assholes, especially when you permit them to treat you that way."

She stumbles as she puts on her thong. She is about to take out her gracelessness on me.

"Go fuck yourself," She screams and slams the door on her way out.

Peeking through the peephole, I see her almost fall over, putting on her heels before entering the elevator. She continues cursing with the rage of a bull.

It occurs to me that my mother and her revolving doors of guests frequently had evenings that ended similarly to this one, and it makes me cringe. I need to make changes to my life. Her lovers were always the assholes. I can imagine her at the bottom of the quarry, with her eyes full of shock. Who in that town didn't want her there? With all her burnt bridges, the entire population of that town could be suspects. Spending time with Bonnie always felt like being held under water. I am glad she is finally gone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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Crystal

WHEN I ARRIVED HOME, Carl was still in his chair, crying, with dried food stuck to the sides of his bowl and fork. I could not face him.

“Honey, can you please take this bowl?”

“Can you handle taking your one bowl to the sink? My sister is coming tomorrow, and I have to get the house ready.”

"She better not be staying with us."

“She can stay here if she wants. Our mother just died.”

"I know, poor Bonnie. She was a wonderful woman."

Your husband should like your mother, but his admiration for her disgusts me. He seems like he likes her more than me. Do my feelings occur to him?

“Boys, please come here.”

They collectively come out of their rooms. Dallas's eyes are bloodshot from crying.

"Auntie River will be coming tomorrow, and I need your help with cleaning up the house. Dig, can you please pick up the socks and put them in the hamper? Dallas, can you please vacuum the living room? Dutton, can you please remove the trash from the garbage pails and put the bin at the end of the driveway?"

They all groan and leave to do their tasks. It is suspicious that they did not put up a fight. I tend to the mile-high stack of dishes before embarking on washing the floors. That lazy bastard still has not come out here with his crusty dish. I swear I am going to throw it away. He can buy us a new set if he keeps allowing this filth to cling to our bowls and plates. If it weren't for the refrigerator holding his beer, he probably wouldn't be able to find the kitchen.

I am excited to see River. It has been several years since we saw her. She avoids this town, and I cannot say I blame her. I miss her, though. I could use the companionship. Carl makes me feel alone. The kids keep me so busy that I don't have time to see friends. Not that I have kept in touch with any of them. I wonder how long she will stay. I wonder how she is doing. She has a tough shell, but she is sensitive. I am lucky to have her as an older sister.
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Chapter Five 
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River

"COME ON, SADIE. ARE you ready to go see your Auntie Crystal?"

She tilts her head and wags her tail.

"Let's go!"

As I open the door, she bolts out and runs back and forth down the hallway. She does this again once we get to the car park. I open the passenger door for her, knowing she will hop out again. She would get anxious if I shut it because I still needed to pack my bags in the trunk. Her collie instinct will make her need to wrangle me. I respect her too much to trap her.

As I suspected, she jumps out to follow me as I grab her crate—my little shadow.

"Almost done, baby girl."

As I wrestle with her crate, she runs to the passenger side, jumps back into the car, and climbs into the back seat to watch my every move. I make eye contact with her, causing her to move her ears and wiggle her tail. She watches with anticipation as I walk along the side of the car to shut her door. She settles as soon as I buckle my seatbelt. Sadie saved me. Her unconditional love made me believe there might be a space on this planet for me. I was considering signing out early. Depression is a mother fucker.

I found Sadie while investigating a crime scene. It was a gruesome murder/suicide. Lost in their fury, the couple forgot about this faithful beauty. I found her lying between their bodies. Since that day, I knew I owed it to her to stick around as long as possible and make up for her past foolish humans. She has a black spot on the white portion of her fur above her nose, shaped like a heart.

A person is hunched over, strung out on the latest drug in the corner of the car park. How did they get past security? I swear they are useless here. I put on my Cosmic Clits playlist. I need the power of female rage to get me through this ride.

"Hey, River, how are you doing, baby?" the attendant asks at the car park gate.

"I’ve had better days, M. Hey, can you tell Garvin to check out the person nodding off on the fourth floor?"

"You bet your foxy ass I can. When are you going to ask me out already?"    

"Maybe next week," I say slyly, knowing that day will never come.

"Can I give Sadie a treat?"

"Of Course."

However, Sadie already knew what to expect since she crawled over and had her head out the window. Everyone becomes a sucker for giving her pets, and she knows it.

The anxiety of returning to my small town in Connecticut causes me to bite my nails. I cannot wait to see Crystal and the family, but I do not want a parade of condolences. "Sorry for your loss" is a standard response, and I would be grateful under any other circumstances. But I am free now that Bonnie has passed. If I showed I was relieved about her passing, people would think of me as an awful person. The vast majority of people cannot comprehend what it means to have a certifiable, vulnerable narcissist as a mother.

She never deserved the title of mother, but she wore it proudly for all to see, especially when it came to collecting moral benefits.
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River

THE GREEN WINSTED SIGN greets me as I pass the town border, the last exit off the highway. The town looks exactly how it did through my rearview mirror, leaving twenty years ago. The same derelict houses line the streets. I see familiar faces as I pass by, though they are watered-down versions of the people I knew while growing up.

A person walks down the road, pushing a carriage in filthy pajama pants. Judgmental folks in this town would call this person “a raggy," a term that does not exist anywhere outside of a twenty-mile radius. Raggy can be applied to anyone who appears to be trashy.

While ninety percent of the people here live in houses or apartments, we lived in what seemed like the only trailer park in the state. It is a small trailer park with ten trailers on the town's outskirts. When I first moved away, I told people I was from Massachusetts. An image exists of Connecticut that portrays its residents as living in multimillion-dollar homes with three-car garages and vacationing in the Hamptons. A three-car garage makes all the homes I have lived in seem like closets.

My sister and I never went on vacation. A trip to a museum or aquarium was a passing daydream for us. We lived in a trailer while people around the lake lived in multimillion-dollar mansions. The income inequality is staggering. Most children who lived around the lake were home-schooled or attended private schools, but the few who attended public schools ensured we knew who they were. The girls used to call me weird because I didn't conform to their fashion. The boys were pompous, and most didn't acknowledge me, except for the Murphys. Crystal and I were the targets of their ridicule. Brant Murphy convinced Crystal he wanted to date her, but it was an elaborate prank. He was making out with her, and when her top came off, he had his brother jump out of his closet and snap pictures of her. Then he sold them around the school. She was given the nickname of Zebra Stripe because she has a birthmark above her nipple that resembles a stripe. She rightfully kicked him in the balls.

It is my first time taking time off work in my adulthood, and this is where I end up. "Sadie, we need to go on vacation. We can go anywhere that isn't here."

Sadie looks up and yawns.

Crystal lives on the outskirts of town, down an unmarked dirt road. If I were unfamiliar with the area, I would never find it. GPS will not bring you to the road. 

"Shit. What is happening?"

Ambulances, firetrucks, and squad cars line the road. As I try to pass through, an officer I don't recognize flags me over.

"Where are you heading?"

"My sister's house is at the end of the road. I am here to visit. Our mother just passed."

"I am sorry to hear that. I will create
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