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​Chapter 1: Mother and Daughter
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Dawn sifted through the lace at the kitchen window, weak and anemic, as if the sun itself hesitated to intrude. My hands were already chapped from the soap. It was only seven o’clock. The mug said World’s Best Mom but the O was a donut and it bothered me, how the O never closed, just like the conversations with Mama, always some frail echo flapping in the hall.

The kettle ticked as it boiled. I’d arranged the mugs with a ruler’s edge. All the knives faced east, lined up and gleaming like dental work. I could hear the house settling in its own bones. Every floorboard had a cough. I wore slippers because Mama couldn’t abide the thud of bare feet, said it was an animal sound and she’d had enough of animals.

I pressed my hand to the wallpaper, near the rotary phone that never rang unless something died. Yellowed cabbage roses grew from ceiling to floor, climbing trellises painted before my birth. I knew where the seam ran: I traced it every morning, eyes half-closed, listening for Mama’s breath at the table behind me. Today, like every day, it was there—rasping, expectant. She was waiting.

I poured her tea and set it down on the ring where yesterday’s mug had bled. The air was damp with Lysol and faintly, somewhere behind the bleach, the ghost of mouse droppings. She’d been up for hours already. She didn’t sleep, not really. I’d find her in the morning, perched at the head of the table in her nightgown, smoking hand poised over the ashtray, lips pursed. That’s how I found her now.

“Good morning, Hades.” The rasp. Always the rasp. My name scraped down to its bare wire.

“Good morning, Mama.” I pulled my cardigan tighter. We had heat, technically, but Mama said it bred weakness and mold.

She touched her lip to the tea. “I asked for two sugars.”

I’d already put in three. I nodded. “Sorry, Mama.”

She gazed at the drawn curtains, as if expecting a parade of trespassers. She did this every morning, a vigil for threats. Beyond the lace was only the porch, the crippled barn, and the nothing after that—a stubbled acre, a dirt road, the line of poplars Mama said was planted as a boundary by men who knew the value of a boundary.

I scoured the same spot on the counter until my wrist ached. The rag was bleach-stained, like most things here. I watched her over my shoulder, careful not to meet her eyes directly. I didn’t need to see them. I knew the whites from the times she screamed.

“There’s still a smell,” she said.

“It’s the compost bucket.” My voice, paper-thin.

“Don’t contradict. Just fix.” Her fingers drummed the tabletop. I could see the veins under her skin, ropes twisting in the marsh. She’d been beautiful once. She told me so often. She said my father took it from her. She said men hollow out the world and leave women to fill the empty places with soap and stories.

She eyed my hands, watched the way I wrung the rag. “Careful, Hades. They’re the only ones you have.” She sipped her tea again, not tasting it, letting it burn a line down her throat. Her teeth clinked the mug. “You hear that?”

I did. The poplars were restless. Or maybe it was a squirrel nesting in the eaves, or the soft breath of wind that found a way in through the loose siding. Every sound was amplified, bouncing off the hollow spaces in the house.

I set the rag down, wiped my palms on my apron. “Would you like toast?”

“No,” she said. “They put poison in the bread. There’s no safety in processed food.”

This was a refrain. I nodded, went to the fridge, and pulled out eggs anyway, just in case. She liked the yolks barely set, said the raw was good for her blood. I cracked them, watching for stray shell, feeling her eyes at my back like two darning needles.

We had lived alone here for three years. Mama’s rules, like the poplars, made a perimeter. I’d never gone past them, not since they took away my little girl. Mama never forgave me for letting it happen, even if it was the court’s idea. She said it was my fault for being weak. I couldn’t argue. Every time I tried to picture my daughter’s face, the image came blurred and fish-belly pale, as if she’d already begun to decompose in memory.

“Mama?” I tried to keep my voice soft. “Would you like to—”

She slammed her fist on the table. I jumped, dropped the shell into the sink and it rattled, echoed, seemed to go on forever.

“I said no toast, didn’t I?”

“Yes, Mama. Sorry.” The air was thick, unbreathable for a moment. I felt the red climb up my neck and burn behind my eyes.

She breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth. “You don’t listen. That’s the trouble with you. Just like your father.” She reached for the ashtray, stubbed her cigarette out, lit another with hands that trembled less than mine. “You remember what I told you about men?”

“They take things,” I said, repeating the litany.

“Not just things.” She leaned forward, her hair a static cloud around her head. “They take what’s precious. They take what can’t be replaced. You’ll see, Hades. You’ll see when you’re older.”

I was already thirty, but in her eyes I’d never aged past twelve. Maybe I hadn’t, not where it counted. Maybe there was a part of me that still believed, for a few brittle seconds every morning, that I could wake and find the world shifted, lighter.

“Go check the back door,” she said.

I obeyed. I always obeyed. The back door was three steps from the kitchen, but the hall felt longer. On the way, I passed the framed photos of us—Mama in her twenties, hair glossed and shining; me as a baby, fat and pink and oblivious. There were no pictures after I turned eight. Mama said cameras stole the soul. I believed her, even now.

The deadbolt was set, chain drawn tight. I rattled it to be sure.

“All clear, Mama.”

Her voice carried down the hallway, through the vent. “Again.”

I checked the front door, then the side door off the laundry room. I peered through the peephole, a cyclops eye straining at the void. The yard was empty. The mailbox listed left, full of wet leaves. Beyond, just the poplars and the sky, blank as unprimed canvas.

Back in the kitchen, she’d pulled out her notebook. She scribbled in it every morning. I once peeked at the pages. Lists, mostly: foods to avoid, names of neighbors, phone numbers written over and over in spidery loops. Sometimes she drew the poplars, always from the same angle, as if she was documenting their slow lean.

She looked up at me, eyes glassy and bright. “Come here.” I did. She took my face in her hands, fingers cold, and tilted it side to side, like checking for bruises. “You need a haircut. You’re getting wild. You’re not an animal, Hades.”

I nodded. “I can trim it today.”

She let go, turned back to her notebook, and tapped the pen against her teeth. “You remember the story about Persephone?”

I felt a tickle of dread. I nodded again.

“You know why she was taken down to Hell?” She asked it like a quiz, not looking at me, as if the answer might be lurking in the margin of her notes.

“She ate the seeds,” I said.

“She trusted a man,” Mama snapped. She underlined something violently. “That’s what they never tell you in Sunday school. The men set the trap, and the women pay the price.”

The yolks in the pan congealed, stilled, their golden pupils staring up at me. I plated them and set the dish in front of her, careful not to scrape the plate against the table. She ate with small, precise bites, chewing twenty-six times, pausing between each forkful to watch the curtains.

“What’s on the list for today?” I tried, unsure if this was the right thing to ask.

She fixed me with a look. “We need more kerosene for the lanterns. I’ll write it down. But you’ll need to walk to Fischer’s. The truck’s still out of gas.” She lit another cigarette, exhaled blue. “Wear your heavy coat. They say there’s weather coming in.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t talk to Fischer. Just get the kerosene and come back.” Her mouth worked at the cigarette, lips dry and cracking. “If the phone rings, don’t answer. It’s only bad news. There’s no other kind.”

I watched her hands. Her skin had thinned to near transparency, the blue of her veins running like tributaries. When she was angry, she gripped the pen so tight it left little grooves in the plastic. She’d carved one pen down to a nub and kept it in the junk drawer “for emergencies.” I wondered what kind of emergency required a half-pen.

I cleaned up. I cleaned up obsessively. It was the only thing I could control. I washed the dishes, dried them with a towel already sopping, and arranged them on the rack like chessmen. The clock in the hallway ticked, not quite in sync with the one over the stove. Time was slippery here.

Mama finished her eggs and set the fork down. She looked at me as if seeing me through several layers of glass. “I’m going to rest. Don’t let anyone in.”

“I won’t.”

“And double-check the locks.”

I nodded. “Always do.”

She shuffled off down the hall, feet in slippers, the back of her nightgown thin enough to show her spine. I waited until she’d closed her door before letting myself breathe. Then I set about re-cleaning the kitchen, counting the strokes as I went.

By nine o’clock, I’d checked all the locks three more times. The curtains stayed closed. The air thickened, the sun veiled behind a lid of clouds. On days like this, I imagined the house as a ship adrift on a sea of brown grass and regret, the two of us its only cargo.

I took the trash to the bin behind the porch, careful to scan the horizon for movement. Once, when I was small, Mama told me if I stared long enough at the trees I’d see my own death walking up the drive. I didn’t believe it, not then. Now, sometimes, I did.

The day unspooled itself, gray and slow. I made my list for Fischer’s, wrote it out three times to be sure, left one copy on the table in case Mama woke up disoriented. Then I sat, hands folded, and listened to the house talk to itself.

I was nearly drifting when I heard the floorboard pop in the hallway, the way it did when Mama was up and prowling. I tensed. But she didn’t call for me. Maybe she was in the bathroom, counting pills. Maybe she’d finally decided to nap for real.

I stood, smoothed my skirt, and checked the back door again.

And again.

And again.

​

When the phone rang, it was the sound of a tooth being drilled, right into the root. I dropped the rag. The floor sucked at my slippers, as if trying to hold me down. Three rings in, Mama’s head snapped up, her mouth already open, eyes sharper than any blade in the drawer.

“Answer it,” she said, as if I’d planned not to.

The corded phone hung on the wall by the back door, its belly a dirty bone color, coil stretched from years of Mama’s pacing. I picked up the receiver, cradled it in both hands to steady the tremble.

“Hello?” I could hear my voice scraping up the wire.

“Put her on,” said a voice. His voice. Thick, raw, almost wet at the edges. The kind of voice that remembered better days only to spit on them.

I pressed the phone to my chest. “It’s for you, Mama.” She glared at me over her glasses. “Who?”

I didn’t want to say, so I just held it out. She took it from me, pinched the mouthpiece, and spoke in that icy teacher-voice she reserved for bill collectors and bad news.

“This is Mrs. Kloss.”

She listened, jaw twitching, a line drawing itself down her cheek. I could only hear the man’s end—shouts, curses, a long, hissing silence. My father’s words coiled through the room even when only half-heard. Mama’s eyes closed. She didn’t reply for nearly a minute, and I stood there, hands in fists, bracing.

Finally: “You’re not getting one penny more. Not from me. Not from her. Do what you want, I don’t care.” She slammed the phone onto the cradle so hard it rang a second time, a hollow aftershock.

“Who was it?” I asked, though I didn’t need to.

Mama wiped her hand across her mouth, smudging lipstick I hadn’t noticed her putting on. “No one. Just a man. They’re all the same.” She shivered, a fast flick down her spine. “Get the Lysol. I need to wash his stink off.”

I obeyed. The bottle was nearly empty. I spritzed the receiver, wiped it down, and put it back. The hallway was tight as a throat. Mama had vanished from the kitchen, but I heard her slippered feet patrolling the living room, the thump of her fist against the armrest, a muffled string of curses. I didn’t follow. The rules were clear—when she was like this, I was to make myself invisible.

I slunk into the pantry, pretending to inventory cans. I traced my name in the dust on the shelf. HADES, all caps. My name was not my own—it was Mama’s joke, a bad one, a curse. Hades the god of the underworld, lord of things that do not die so much as rot eternally. I didn’t understand it, not really, but it was a name that never fit the skin it wore.

She called for me. I startled so hard I smacked my hip on the shelf, knocking over a pyramid of canned corn. They rolled and wobbled on the linoleum, like tiny tombstones.

“Come in here, now.”

I entered the living room like an intruder. She sat rigid in her recliner, robe cinched so tight it bit her waist. She was scribbling in the notebook, lips moving, voice just below my hearing. She did not look up.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat. The room smelled like must and hair spray. Outside, the wind made a sound like the house was being scoured with steel wool.

“We have to be careful.” She wrote a word so hard the pen punctured the page. “The world doesn’t care about women like us. The only thing we have is what we keep behind locked doors.” Her eyes darted to the window. “You check the locks?”

“Yes, Mama. All three. Twice.”

She nodded, satisfied. “Good. But it’s not enough, Hades. You hear what he said? They’re coming. They’ll come for what’s theirs.” Her voice went high and strange, an octave I’d never heard. “We can’t let that happen.”

My heart crawled into my throat and died there.

She closed the notebook, set it beside the knitting basket, and grabbed my hand. Her grip was clammy, impossibly strong for someone so bony. “Don’t ever let them in. Even if they say nice things. Especially then.” She laughed, a sound like a dog choking. “He’ll tell you he’s sorry. They always do.”

I nodded, or at least I tried. My head felt filled with water, sloshing slow.

She squeezed harder. “I know you blame me. But you’ll see, when it’s just you, how little this world has for a girl alone.” She reached out, cupped my face with both hands, and pressed her forehead to mine. Her skin was cold, but I didn’t move. “You’re all I have left.”

There was nothing to say. I watched her, close as I’d ever been, and saw that her mascara was pooling at the edges of her lashes. I wanted to wipe it away, but I didn’t dare.

After a moment, she shoved me back, not unkindly, and snatched up her notebook again. “Go make dinner. Something warm.”

I stood and stumbled to the kitchen, the world unsteady beneath me. Every step I expected the phone to ring again, but it didn’t. It just lay there, crusted with old polish, waiting for the next message from hell.

I boiled water for pasta, not because I wanted to eat, but because it felt like the only way to keep the house anchored to the here and now. I salted the water too much. When I set the plates, Mama didn’t come at first. She sat in the armchair, staring at a point on the wall where the paint was peeling. She muttered to herself, low and confidential, as if confiding in a ghost.

Finally, she shuffled to the table, picked at the noodles, barely ate.

“I’m not hungry,” she announced, after a few bites.

I forced down mine, every forkful a punishment, and cleaned up as quiet as I could. The rest of the night, Mama prowled the rooms, drawing the curtains tighter, stacking furniture against the doors, like some siege was already underway. I watched her, not daring to interrupt.

By ten o’clock, the house had gone tomb-silent. She fell asleep in the recliner, a cigarette stubbed out between her fingers, the notebook balanced on her lap. I tucked a blanket around her, feeling like a burglar or an imposter.

In bed, the silence throbbed. I tried to listen for my own breath, but all I could hear was the phone’s ring, echoing in memory. And Mama’s words, over and over:

“They think they can threaten us.”

I tried not to imagine who “they” really were.

I tried not to wonder if she was right.

​

The dark in my bedroom was absolute, a darkness like water. I floated in it, unable to tell if my eyes were open or closed. The only thing that moved was my breath, shallow and shallow still, as if any deeper would summon something best left sleeping.

A floorboard popped in the hallway. Not the accidental kind, not the innocent creak of a house settling, but a deliberate, weighted snap. It came from right outside my door.

My skin crawled to attention. I was sure—utterly sure—that I was being watched. Something pressed on the air, thin and animal, like the hush before a dog growls.

I held my own breath, listening. Nothing. Then, the slow turn of the doorknob. It clicked once, twice, then stopped. I pulled the covers to my chin. Ridiculous, but the fear made a child of me. It always did.

The door eased open on its own logic. At first, only darkness, but as my eyes strained, they picked out a shape. A silhouette: narrow, bony at the edges, haloed by the frail suggestion of moon through the hallway window.

She hovered in the doorway, breath quick and sharp enough to cut. Her nightgown looked less like cloth and more like a shroud. She drifted closer, steps soundless on the rug, except when she hit the bare spot by the dresser. The old wood complained.

When she reached my bed, she stood over me, close enough to smell the nicotine clinging to her hair. I could see her face only as negative space—cheekbones, empty eyes. The glint at her right hand caught first: the kitchen knife, the biggest one, the one she used to split squash in the fall.

“Don’t move,” she said. Her voice was a thread, trembling but pulled taut.

I didn’t move.

She knelt by the bed, the mattress sagging under her weight. The knife hovered, blade half-illuminated by moon spill, a sickle in the dark. She panted for a while, as if the journey from her room to mine was a trial. Then she spoke again.

“They won’t hurt us anymore.” Her breath hit my face, humid and sour. “I promise, Hades. I won’t let them. We need protection. We need to be clean.”

I stared at her, or where her eyes should be. My own eyes filled, stinging, but I dared not blink.

She started to weep, soundless at first. Then it was a moan, a low animal groan that tunneled straight through me. She ran the knife along the top of my blanket, as if tracing a pattern, not cutting but scoring a future line.

“We’re dirty, Hades,” she said. “He put it in us. All that poison. All those words.” Her grip tightened until her knuckles shone bone-white in the blue.

I heard, from very far away, the long howl of a coyote. The house didn’t answer.

She rocked forward, set the tip of the knife against my chest, right over my heart, and leaned so close her hair fell across my face. “You’re not scared, are you?” she whispered.

“No,” I lied.

She laughed. “You’re a bad liar. You’re just like him. You don’t think I know, but I do.” She lifted the knife, poised, then paused. Her hands shook so badly the blade tapped my collarbone. I thought she might drop it, or use it, or both.

“Say you forgive me,” she said.

I said it, voice hollow. “I forgive you, Mama.”

“Say you love me.” The knife pressed a little harder.

“I love you, Mama.”

She sobbed, sudden and ragged. Then she dropped the knife onto the coverlet. It bounced once and landed near my hip, where I could feel its cold through the quilt.

She took my head in her hands and kissed my forehead, wet and trembling. “Tomorrow, we’ll be free. You’ll see. I have a plan. You’ll thank me, Hades. You always do.”

I was crying now, too, but quietly, the way you cry at your own funeral.

She brushed my hair with her fingers, gentle as a lullaby, and rocked herself beside me until she slept. The knife lay where she’d left it, gleaming even in the thin dark.

I stayed awake the whole night, wondering what her idea of “free” might be.

I tried not to imagine.

I knew I would fail.
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​Chapter 2: Blood Ties

​
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After, she said nothing for a full day. The house held its breath. I drifted the way the dust did, slow and circular, keeping close to the floorboards and the baseboards and the things that never moved. It wasn’t until dusk, after we’d eaten in silence, that Mama fetched the oil lamp from the emergency shelf and lit it with one sharp flick of the striker. I was still rinsing dishes in the sink, but she called me by name and my hands went dead in the water.

“Hades.”

I turned, rag clutched in both hands. The lamp huddled on the center of the kitchen table, caging the dark inside its glass. Mama sat across from it, one sleeve already rolled, her forearm paler than the rest of her, almost blue.

“Come sit,” she said. Her voice, chewed up by cigarettes and whatever else, came out raw and thin. “Bring the rag. I spilled.”

The chair waited for me, pulled out just enough to make the choice a short trip but a long fall. I sat, folding my knees in and tucking my ankles together, as if the posture might shield me.

Mama didn’t look at me. She bent her head, eyeing the dark run of bruises that bloomed down the inside of her arm. “Look what he did,” she said, softer than the lamp hiss.

The bruises weren’t new. I’d seen them, or ones like them, each time I snuck a sleeve or tried to clear her plates. Sometimes they were brown, like the pulp inside an apple left too long; other times a chemical yellow, leaking toward the wrist. Now they were purple, almost black, in the shape of fingers.

She raised the lamp higher. I could see the shapes better, see how they overlapped, as if someone had wanted to get every ounce of pain squeezed in.

“Your father,” she said, her mouth twitching as if the word tasted bad.

“He isn’t here.” I forced it out. “He’s gone.”

“Gone isn’t the same as safe,” she said, letting the words settle. “Gone doesn’t mean he can’t hurt you from where he is. Gone men are just quieter.” She flexed her fingers; the skin above the knuckles folded like crêpe.

I looked at the bruises, then at the lamp, then at anything else. There was a small white crust at the rim of the sugar bowl, left from her spoons. The surface of the table had dozens of tiny knife nicks, all in the same direction. I counted them for a minute.

Mama grabbed my wrist, hard enough to steal my pulse. “We’re not waiting for him to finish us,” she said. “We’re not going to let them.”

I tried to speak, but her grip was the only thing that moved.

“We’re going to take care of this.” Her eyes, lit from below, looked jaundiced. “We’re going to do what he did to us. We’re going to fix it.”

I heard the capital letters inside her words. Take Care. Fix It. Like a list she’d written down and practiced in her sleep.

She let go, and I felt the blood come back into my hand in hot needles. I put the rag over my knees and squeezed, to make sure I could still feel it.

“I don’t know if—” I started, but she cut me.

“You do,” she said, voice sharpening. “You do, Hades. He’s not coming for me anymore, not with you here. Not while you’re still clean.”

Her words made my insides twist. “He never—He never touched me.” I looked at her, pleading, but she stared through me.

“That’s how it starts. It’s always the daughters next.” She lifted her arm, shook it for effect. “I won’t have you ruined.”

I wanted to tell her about the way he looked at the ground when he left, the way he folded his own wrists to keep from grabbing things. But there was no space for it, no oxygen for a story that didn’t end with vengeance.

I watched the oil in the lamp ripple, the wick dipping lower. The light went softer, turned the room a brittle amber.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” I said, quieter now, almost to myself.

Mama spat onto the floor, the sound sharp as a slap. “That’s how they win,” she said. “They count on women to want nothing.”

She stood, pushing the chair out with her hips. She crossed to the drawer and opened it, not the cutlery but the one she kept locked for “emergencies.” The click of the key was dry and final.

She withdrew the big knife, the one with the heavy black handle and the dent in the edge where it had once split a deer femur. She ran her thumb along the blade to show me it was sharp, then she wrapped the handle in the rag I’d left.

“Like this,” she said, setting it on the table, point aimed at my plate.

I stared at the knife. I remembered how she’d used it to hack through chicken bone, the effort it took, the sound it made.

She came around behind me, her hands on my shoulders, and I flinched but didn’t run. “Hold it,” she said, and I did. The weight surprised me. My fingers looked wrong curled around the handle. It was cold, the oil from my palms slicking the grip.

She pressed my hands tighter, so my knuckles matched the sickly color of hers. “You’re not soft,” she said. “You just forget. You’re strong enough to do this.”

I shook my head. “Why me?”

She crouched beside me, her face inches from mine. Her breath stank of matches and old tea. “Because you’re the only thing he didn’t finish off.” She cupped my cheek. “You’re the only part of me left.”

The knife trembled in my hands. I imagined letting it fall, watched the scene in my mind: the clatter, her scream, maybe blood if it landed just so.

But she didn’t let go. “Try it,” she whispered.

She lifted my elbow, guided the motion. “One quick line,” she said. “No half-assing.”

She pushed a stack of napkins in front of me, then flattened her own palm atop them, just long enough for the threat to land. Then she pulled it back and smiled, teeth gray and sharp.

I swallowed, raised the blade, and let it fall. It went through the napkins and into the wood, stopping hard on a knot. The shock ran up my arms and into my shoulder.

“Good,” she said. “Again.”

I did it. Again. And again, until the surface was shredded, the lamp rocking each time I struck.

When my hands started to cramp, she took them and massaged the joints. Her skin felt cold, almost necrotic, but I didn’t pull away.

“There’s no shame in practice,” she said. “That’s how men survive.”

The knife lay between us, gleaming in the low light. The napkins leaked a little blood—my thumb, nicked on the third attempt—but I hid it from her, not wanting to spoil her pride.

She bandaged my hand in the dish towel, knotted it tight. “Tomorrow night,” she said, “we make things even.”

I nodded, more from pain than agreement. The world shrank down to the lamp, the blade, and the sound of our breath, matching for once.

In the morning, I’d find the new bruises. Not on me, but inside my own ribs, where her words had been pressing for years.

​

The gas station sign was the only thing alive in the whole county, and it flickered as we passed, trying to spell out CLOSED but giving up halfway. Mama had insisted I drive, though I’d never done it alone, and the car smelled of mouse nests and antifreeze and the camphor she kept in her purse. We cut through the fields with the lights off. She said the moon would help us, but the sky was a soiled napkin—clouds everywhere, pressed flat against the dark.

She sat in the passenger seat, spine straight, both hands on her knees. She never looked out the window. The knife rode in her lap, wrapped in my old kitchen rag. I drove with both hands at twelve and six, fingers gone cold. The wipers slapped at nothing. We hit a pothole and the glovebox shuddered open, spilling faded insurance cards and a melted box of crayons.

Mama caught my eye in the mirror, just for a second. “Steady,” she said, the way you’d say it to a spooked horse.

The miles between our house and the place where my father lived had always felt elastic—sometimes you could get there in twenty minutes, sometimes it took an hour and change, depending on the roads and how much you wanted to arrive. That night, the highway zipped us along as if nothing could slow us.

We didn’t speak. My teeth ached from clenching. Each time a mailbox appeared, white and lipless in the dark, I flinched, thinking we’d arrived too soon.

His house was worse than I remembered. The eaves had peeled back, and there was a blackout curtain sagging in the front window, like a tongue. There was a shed, door kicked in, and the grass yellowed as straw. No porch light.

Mama made a sound—not a cough, not a sigh, just air moving through a throat. “Here,” she said.

I parked on the gravel. The stones chirped under the tires. We waited, both of us breathing shallow.

She reached into the glovebox, grabbed the flashlight, and flicked it on once, then off. “Go,” she said, and her hand closed over mine, cold as if she’d just pulled it from the dirt.

We went around the side, shoes sinking into mud. I remembered the time he’d chased me across this yard, how the spotlights used to burn so hot that bugs would immolate themselves on the glass. Now the bulbs were black, glass teeth fallen out.

At the back door, Mama pulled a key from inside her bra and held it up. “He doesn’t know I have this,” she said. I didn’t know either, but it made sense. She opened the door slow, then eased it shut behind us, latching it with a click that sounded like a bone snapping.

Inside, the house had a different darkness. It was older, thicker, the kind you had to breathe in before you could move through. The carpet had gone soft, or maybe it was just the dust, and there was a smell: cat piss, rot, the undertow of spoiled food. We moved as one, slow and close.

She led, but she didn’t touch me. I followed the sound of her feet, the way she breathed, in and out, sometimes holding it, sometimes letting it hiss. Down the hall, past the framed high school diploma (his, not mine), past the coat tree jammed with all the coats he’d never wear again.

At his bedroom door she stopped, put a hand out, made me wait. I could see under the door, a stripe of yellow and blue light from the TV. The laugh track from an ancient sitcom bled through the wood.

Mama knocked, a whisper of knuckle on paint.

Nothing. She tried again, harder.

From inside: “What.”

She looked at me, her eyes bigger than I’d ever seen them, irises flooded so the color disappeared. She licked her lips.

“It’s me,” she said, voice sweet as drain cleaner.

The TV muted. Sheets rustled. The door opened.

He wore boxers and a ribbed undershirt. His hair was white now, stubbled in weird patches. His jaw looked the same: stubborn, chipped, notched like an old tool. He squinted at us, first at Mama, then at me.

His mouth moved. “What the fuck.”

She moved fast. Faster than she ever moved at home. The knife, still rag-wrapped, jumped into her hand and cut a black line from his chin to his collarbone. I heard the sound before I understood it—a muffled, slopping pop.

He reeled back, clutching at his throat. The blood didn’t pulse, not like the movies; it just welled, dark and syrupy, into his hands. He tried to say something but only made bubbles.

Mama didn’t look away. She pushed him, one palm flat against his shoulder, and he tumbled backward onto the bed. Sheets stained, wet and purple-black.

I stood there, hands at my sides, staring. He thrashed once, a final jerk, then shuddered like a wet dog. The blood kept coming. His eyes looked right at me, but there was nothing behind them.

Mama wiped the knife on his blanket. The room stank of meat and nickel.

She checked his pulse, just to make sure. “Bastard,” she said, and spit onto the sheets.

I waited for the world to end. It didn’t.

Mama turned to me, her face splashed with blood, a smile digging up her cheeks. “See?” she said. “You can do anything, if you have to.”

I believed her, for the first time.

She handed me the knife, still warm from her hand. “Your turn,” she said.

​

The house was not empty. There was always one more ghost tucked behind the drywall. I heard it before I saw it—first the slide of a drawer somewhere down the hall, then the drag of a heel on threadbare carpet. He was awake. He had heard.

Mama stood, wiped the knife on her shirt, then flicked it onto the carpet. The other knife, the one from my apron pocket, found its way into my palm. It was lighter, more surgical, and the way it lay in my grip reminded me of dissecting frogs in sophomore bio—how the teacher said to open clean, not jagged, for the dignity of the thing.

I clung to that as he shuffled closer.

A voice, too young for the bulk of him, called: “Dad?” The syllable squirmed in the silence.

He wasn’t a boy anymore. Not even close. He had arms like beef hung too long, skin so thin you could see the veins tattooed blue. He wore sweatpants and nothing else, hair plastered flat with sleep and sweat and God knows what else. When he saw his father on the bed, mouth chewing at the air, he froze. His own jaw trembled, like a dog about to piss the rug.

He didn’t see me at first.

Mama spoke, so low it sounded like wind in the vent. “Do it.”

My body didn’t want to. My body wanted to curl small, become invisible, let this pass like so many other nights had. But she was behind me now, a palm on my shoulder, a push that was lighter than air but weighed a thousand pounds.

I stepped forward. I expected the brother to run, or fight, or even shout. He only looked at me, eyes two white plates, lip stuttering on a silent syllable.

The first cut was shallow, just through the soft at his side, but the shock of it sent him into the drywall. He gasped, then bawled: “Mom! Stop!” and I understood, in the split second before his arm came up, that he thought this was just a family game, a play fight gone wrong.

He tried to wrestle the knife away. He was bigger, but I was hungrier, and the blade skittered up his forearm, scoring a groove that spit blood everywhere. It splattered the wall, the cheap prints in their dollar store frames, Mama’s bare ankles.

He shoved me. I landed hard on my tailbone, a spark popping behind my eyes. Mama screamed, not in fear but in triumph.

He tried to get past us, barreling for the kitchen. I caught him at the waist, hooked my arm around and found a gap between his ribs. I shoved the knife in deep, the way you’d drive a stake into winter soil.

He fell on top of me. I couldn’t breathe, his chest heavy, the sweat of his skin so salty I gagged. He rolled off, hands clutching the wound. The sound he made was not human, not even animal—just a gurgle, and then a silence that swelled up until I thought my eardrums would split.

I sat up. My hands were wet. The kitchen rug sucked at my knees. I saw Mama standing over him, face slick with tears and spit and joy.

“You did it,” she whispered. She dropped to the floor beside me, gathering my face in both hands. Her nails left smears of blood along my cheeks. “I’m so proud of you,” she said, each word gentle, spaced out like stitches.

The brother twitched, legs scraping the linoleum, but his head never moved. His eyes were open, still searching for an answer that never came.

I looked at the blood on my shirt, my arms, my thighs. It was everywhere. I thought about how I would never be able to wash it out, even with bleach, even if I scoured my skin down to the bone.

Mama kissed my forehead, a hot, damp brand. “This is just the beginning,” she breathed, voice hoarse. “Our cleansing.”

I nodded, because there was nothing else to do.

In the other room, the TV played a sitcom rerun, audience laughter spliced into the static. Mama rocked back, pulled my head onto her lap, and stroked my hair with hands sticky and warm. I didn’t cry, not yet.

The world was very quiet.

​

We left by the back. The kitchen linoleum had gone slick with what was left of him, and the threshold stuck to our soles with every step. Mama muttered something as we crossed—maybe a prayer, maybe a curse—and I followed, because the only thing heavier than the knife in my hand was her expectation.

Outside, the yard didn’t know anything had changed. The world still stank of mowed grass and old rain, the dog next door still barked at nothing. Mama led the way to the car. She handed me the keys and waited until I was behind the wheel before she got in.

We drove in silence. Her hands rested in her lap, palms up, like she was waiting to receive something holy. I kept both hands on the wheel, the skin of my knuckles bleached and flaked. The night peeled away behind us, the engine chewing up road and time.

Halfway home, my body caught up to itself. My guts turned, a queasy pulse racing up to my head. I pulled over, dry-heaved in the gravel, watched a string of spit swing from my mouth to the ground. Mama stood over me, neither patient nor unkind, just present. When I could walk again, she wiped my chin with the same rag she’d used on the knife.

“It’s normal,” she said, her voice smaller than before. “It’s the only honest thing your body knows how to do.” She helped me up and held my hair back, just like she had when I was a sick child.

We drove the rest of the way without headlights.

Back home, we stripped down to our underwear in the backyard. The air was sharp, the chill scraping our skin clean. Mama balled our ruined clothes—blood-soaked, sweat-wet, reeking of fear—and stuffed them into the rusted metal barrel she’d used for burning leaves in autumn.

She doused everything with kerosene, then handed me the matchbook. “Light it,” she said, but not as a command. Just a next step.

The first match fizzed out in the wind. The second caught, a tongue of blue before the orange took over. The clothes hissed and crackled. The blood darkened, then turned to vapor. We stood side by side, shivering in the night, watching the last scraps of our old selves curl away in smoke.

Ash settled on our feet. Sparks kicked up, drifting into the black above.

Mama crouched and fed the fire, one sock at a time, making sure nothing survived. Her face was a shadow, except when the flame found her eyes—then she was a different creature, ancient and content.

We showered in turns. I let the water run until the tank emptied, watched the pink water spin the drain, counted the cracks in the tile so I wouldn’t have to look at my own hands. I scoured under each nail, scraped every flake of skin that remembered the brother’s touch. The bathroom steamed up until I couldn’t see the mirror.

After, Mama made hot chocolate. She whisked in powdered milk, careful to break up all the lumps, and poured it into chipped mugs. She set mine in front of me at the table, hands steady. Her nails were pink, but under the polish, the blood clung to the cuticles.

She smiled, wide and even. “You did perfect,” she said, as if this was a spelling bee, or a piano recital. “You did everything just right.”

I tried to hold the mug, but my hands shook so badly I slopped cocoa onto the table. Mama dabbed it up with a napkin, then reached across and took both my wrists in her own. She held me there, gaze locked, until the shaking stopped.

Outside, the fire guttered, the barrel a crater of heat and carbon.

Inside, the kitchen was full of light. For the first time, the house felt like it belonged to us, the silence thick and absolute. I drank my chocolate, burning my tongue on the first sip. I didn’t mind.

Mama watched me, a thin line of whipped cream on her lip, eyes proud and hungry.

I wondered how long it would last—this new world, washed clean with blood and fire. I wondered if tomorrow we would lock the doors and never speak of it again, or if Mama would have more names for the list.

My bones hummed. I finished the chocolate.

And I waited, with both hands around the mug, for her to tell me what came next.
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