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            Tuesday Lunch

          

        

      

    

    
      The eviction notice sat on top of the pile. Bright pink. Impossible to miss.

      Three months behind on rent.

      Final warning before legal proceedings.

      I slid it aside and opened the credit card statement.

      Minimum payment: $347.

      Available credit: $0.

      The phone had already rung twice—the same recorded voice, the same manufactured urgency.

      I twisted Grandma’s ring around my finger until the metal bit into my skin.

      My phone buzzed. Lisa.

      “Hey.” I wedged the phone between my shoulder and ear and gathered my things.

      “Miriam, can we meet tomorrow? About the business?” Her voice carried that careful edge. “I’ve been running the numbers.”

      Another way of saying it was over.

      “Tomorrow’s fine.”

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just heading to Mom’s for lunch.”

      “Give Elaine my love.”

      I hung up and caught my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Concealer failed to hide the dark circles. Hair pulled back because washing it felt optional lately. My face looked sharper than I remembered—cheekbones jutting, collarbones too visible above the T-shirt neckline.

      I tugged my blazer sleeve down.

      Mom would notice.

      Thirty minutes to Cedarbrook. Trees burned red and gold along the parkway. Halloween decorations sagged in the damp wind. I gripped the steering wheel and merged into traffic.

      Tuesday lunch. Seven years of sitting at Mom’s kitchen table, answering questions that never sounded like questions.

      How’s the business?

      Are you seeing anyone?

      You look tired.

      Lately, though, lunch ended early. David picked her up. David with his easy smile and firm opinions about responsibility.

      Last month, when I mentioned a loan payment, Mom had started to help.

      Then David’s hand on her shoulder.

      “She’s an adult, Elaine.”

      Mom had nodded. Smiled at me. Agreed.

      I shut the memory down as the GPS announced my exit. I tapped the screen dark. I knew the way.

      Cedarbrook wore perfection like a costume—wraparound porches, pumpkins lined in neat rows, nothing out of place. The kind of neighborhood where nothing bad ever happened.

      I turned onto Birchwood and nearly clipped a man crossing the street without looking. I slammed the brakes. The car lurched.

      He stared at me.

      I stared back.

      The wine bottle rolled onto the passenger-side floor with a dull thud.

      “Idiot,” I mouthed, and drove on.

      Pinot Noir. Mom’s favorite. Forty-two dollars I didn’t have. Charged anyway.

      Elaine’s house appeared through the oaks. Blue-gray Craftsman. White trim. Unchanged.

      I parked and stepped out. The smell of roses hit me—sweet, thick, past their prime. Rotting beneath the perfume.

      A neighbor waved while raking leaves. I waved back.

      Normal day.

      Normal street.

      I climbed the porch steps. The third one creaked, same as always. The same sound it made the year Dad died. Mom kept saying she’d fix it.

      She never did.

      I reached for the doorbell.

      Stopped.

      My hand dropped to the knob instead.

      I turned it.

      The door swung open.

      Unlocked.

      Mom never left the door unlocked. Not since the Hendersons were robbed in the middle of the afternoon. She checked the locks twice before bed. Tested the knob every night.

      I stood on the threshold, the house quiet beyond the door.

      “Mom?” My voice sounded thin. “It’s me.”

      Nothing.

      I stepped inside.

      The door closed behind me.

      The lock clicked.
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            The Discovery

          

        

      

    

    
      A sound tore from my throat. Raw. Animal. Not my voice.

      I stumbled back. Cracked my shoulder against the doorframe. Pain shot down my arm. I kept moving anyway, dragged myself away from the bathroom like the floor tilted toward it.

      My legs buckled.

      I slid down the wall and hit the hallway floor hard. The impact jarred my spine. My lungs locked. Air scraped in shallow bursts, sharp as broken glass.

      Mom.

      In the tub.

      Her wrists⁠—

      The image burned behind my eyes. I squeezed them shut. It didn’t help. Pink water. Pale skin. The cuts—too neat. Too deliberate.

      My body folded inward. Knees to chest. Forehead pressed against my legs. The floor leeched cold through my jeans.

      This couldn’t be real.

      The smell said otherwise.

      Copper. Salt. Something thick and organic, like low tide and a butcher’s shop. Beneath it, lavender soap—the one she’d used my whole life. The smell of safety. Of home.

      Now it meant death.

      Something wet slid down my knee. Tears. I didn’t remember starting to cry. My face burned, nose running, breath hitching.

      My skin buzzed. Nerves misfired. Tremors rattled my arms and shoulders. My teeth chattered, though the house still held the day’s warmth.

      Get up.

      Move.

      Do something.

      My muscles ignored me. I stayed curled against the wall, rocking slightly, arms locked around my legs.

      A sob punched out of my chest. Then another. I pressed my face harder into my knees, trying to smother the sounds—as if anyone might hear. As if it mattered.

      The bathroom door stood open a few feet away. White tile caught the light. Too bright. Too clean.

      I didn’t look.

      Time slipped. Seconds. Minutes. Maybe more. The grandfather clock ticked in the living room. The refrigerator hummed. Normal sounds in a house that would never be normal again.

      The sobs slowed. My chest ached, hollowed out.

      I had to call someone.

      The thought surfaced like a life raft.

      
      My purse. Where was my purse?

      I lifted my head. The hallway pitched. Walls pressed in. I blinked until the dizziness eased.

      My palms skidded on the hardwood as I pushed myself upright. Sweat slicked the floor. My arms shook with the effort of standing. I leaned on the wall, used it like a crutch.

      One step.

      Another.

      I kept my eyes forward. Didn’t look back. Couldn’t.

      The hallway stretched too long. Guest room. Mom’s bedroom—bed made with sharp corners, pillows arranged just so. The runner rug Dad had bought on their honeymoon.

      The stairs. Then the living room.

      My purse lay tipped beside the couch, its contents spilled across the floor. Wallet. Keys. Lipstick. Receipts. Loose change. A granola bar wrapper.

      I dropped to my knees and scraped everything aside.

      Where was my phone?

      Panic flared, hot and sharp.

      There—under the coffee table. The black case half-hidden.

      I lunged and grabbed it. The screen lit.

      12:32 PM.

      I’d been in the house less than fifteen minutes.

      It felt like days.

      My thumb slipped twice before the screen unlocked. Numbers swam…9, 2, 4

      The phone rang.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      The calm in her voice cracked something open.

      “My mother.” The words shredded my throat. “I found her. In the bathtub. There’s so much blood.”

      “Ma’am, stay calm. What’s the address?”

      The address vanished. I knew it. Had known it for years. It hid anyway.

      “Birchwood. Birchwood Avenue. The blue house. The one with the roses.”

      “I need the street number.”

      The mailbox. Numbers. Forty-something.

      “Forty-seven.” Too loud. “Forty-seven Birchwood Avenue. Cedarbrook.”

      “All right. What’s your name?”

      “Miriam. Miriam Cassidy.”

      “I’m dispatching emergency services now. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I came for lunch. The door was unlocked. I found her in the—” My voice broke. “In the tub.”

      “Is she breathing?”

      The bathroom rose in my mind. The open door. The water.

      “I don’t know. Her eyes are open. She’s not moving.”

      “I need you to check if she’s breathing.”

      “I can’t.” My face burned, wet and dripping. “I can’t go back in there.”

      “That’s okay. Is anyone else in the house?”

      “No. Just—she never leaves the door unlocked. Never.”

      “Are you safe right now?”

      “I don’t know. Please. Just send someone.”

      “Help is on the way. Stay on the line with me.”

      Sirens wailed in the distance.

      “Do you hear that?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “They’re almost there.”

      Red and blue light flashed through the front windows, staining the walls. The sound grew louder, then cut off.

      “They’re here.”

      “Stay where you are.”

      I dropped the phone.

      I had to get out.

      The front door blurred ahead. I crossed the living room, past the couch, past the photos on the mantel. My hands shook so hard the knob slipped twice before it turned.

      Cold air slapped my face.

      I stumbled onto the porch. Down the steps. The third one creaked.

      My knees gave out on the walkway. Brick bit into my palms.

      Rose petals scattered around me, edges brown and curling. The smell clung thick in my throat.

      Car doors slammed. Boots hit pavement.

      “Ma’am!”

      I shook my head when they asked if I was hurt.

      “My mother,” I said. “She’s inside.”

      They went past me. Fast. Purposeful.

      I stayed on the ground while strangers entered my mother’s house.

      Across the street, curtains twitched. Mrs. Patterson stood on her porch, phone already raised.

      The neighborhood watched.

      An officer crouched beside me. Asked my name. Asked what happened.

      “She’s dead,” I said. “I found her in the bathtub.”

      He wrote something down. Spoke into his radio.

      The EMTs rushed inside. Navy sleeves brushed my arm. Latex and antiseptic followed them.

      They didn’t look at me.

      Minutes passed.

      Then one of the EMTs came back out.

      She shook her head.

      That was all.

      The officer returned and draped a blanket over my shoulders. Rough
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