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			This book is dedicated to my dad. You’re about to read it, see how gross and grisly it gets, and wonder why the heck I’d do that. But, really, this is his favorite of my books. So:

			Love you, Dad.

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Dinner Is Served

			
		

	
		
			Prologue

			The girl came out of nowhere.

			Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She came from around the corner. The bend in the road that maybe Beck had taken a bit too sharply, but came out of nowhere would be the tone he’d be going for when he wrote his report.

			“Jesus fuck,” Raines said. The old man’s yelp caused Beck to brake, keeping the girl from being splattered across the fender.

			She had both hands down on the hood of the squad car. It was hard to tell her hair color, any distinguishing features, she was so matted with dirt and blood. Beck grimaced, thinking about dirty handprints streaking the hood.

			Jim Beck would be the one hosing down the car later, not his partner, the esteemed Lieutenant George Raines.

			“I’ve got two and a half months left, wiping over your fucking diaper rash,” George said, then groaned as he opened the passenger’s side door. “Don’t make me do any more paperwork than I have to before then.” The addendum was delivered in a hushed tone, with a raising of the eyebrows, the Mr. Mayor affectation that had made Lt. Raines well liked, a hit at bars, but was just that: an affectation.

			Raines wasn’t the only one counting the days until his retirement, an event that he’d fought to stave off for as long as possible. Beck was looking forward to a new partner. One who contributed more than sass to the cruiser, one who maybe didn’t slather the hair behind his ears in aftershave.

			Beck hit the flashers, unbuckled himself, and stepped out of the vehicle.

			The girl was a mess. All up in their faces but not saying anything that made much sense besides that she’d been attacked and that there had been a fire. Even though she seemed crazy, a lunatic covered in…fluids and roaming the middle of the road by herself: She did smell like smoke. Among other things.

			“You were attacked or there’s a fire? Which one is it, ma’am?” asked Raines. Always the soft touch.

			The girl’s eyes flared and, the way she looked at the old man, part rage and part fear, Beck considered taking a step back and letting her tear Raines’s eyes out. But Beck was too good a cop for that.

			“We’re going to get you safe”—Beck spoke softly, then put a hand on her shoulder, moving slowly—“but we need to know where this happened and who did it.” She flinched at his touch, but he kept it there, the blood sticky beneath his fingers. He could hear Raines’s internal monologue in his own head, joking with him about being careful who he touches, an outdated remark about AIDS.

			Between her heavy breaths, in through the nose and out through the mouth, her lungs sounding raspy, she looked at him and mumbled.

			Beck caught the word mercy.

			“Mercy House is on fire?” Raines asked, sounding incredulous. He looked down the road behind them, then ahead, before making eyes at Beck. The old man had a point. Beck didn’t hear the sound of fire engines, either.

			He flicked his eyes up. Too much tree cover to see smoke, if there was any.

			“Let’s get you in the car. You need a hospital,” Beck said, moving her with the tips of his fingers, her legs responding. He put his palm over the top of her head, out of force of habit, guiding her down like she was a perp, and tucked her into the backseat.

			Beck closed the door and looked over the flashing lights at Raines, hoping that the man would choose today to impart some sage wisdom instead of the normal derogatory sarcasm.

			The old man shrugged. “It’s your collar, Tex, you’re the one that almost hit her. I’m just along for the ride.”

			Great. Like the grandfather he’d always wanted.

			They drove in silence, the only sounds the engine and the girl’s breathing. Beck glanced in the mirror, watching her through the divider, half mesh and half thick polycarbonate glass. Her eyes were half closed and she looked ready to fall asleep.

			Raines grabbed the radio. “Dispatch, this is five-four, we’re up near Southern Peak and just caught a possible assault vic. She claims that she was attacked and that Mercy House is on fire, do we have any reports like that?”

			Beck kept driving, paying extra-close attention to the curves now, the trees around the car thick enough to form a maze up here in the mountains and completely block out another car’s headlights.

			After a moment the response came. “Negative, no calls.”

			“Thanks, just letting you know, case you wanted to send a truck anyway,” Raines said, returning the handset and fiddling with his belt, trying to hike up his pants but getting no traction. Beck looked at Raines’s gut and wondered if the belt was going to hold out for two and a half months.

			“You should turn around, there’s not going to be anything to see. Whoever did this to her is probably long gone. Into the wilderness. Let’s get her a doctor and a cup of coffee and it can be someone else’s problem.”

			Her injuries were not life-threatening, minor scratches and cuts. It didn’t seem to Beck that most of the blood was hers. They were going to check on the building just to be safe, in case their assistance was needed. Beck drove on, the incline under them getting more substantial, gravity pulling on the cruiser. It was a good thing this wasn’t winter, they’d need chains on the tires.

			They crested the hill and sure enough, there was smoke rising in the distance. It was not the kind of giant black cloud that denoted a strip mall inferno, but there was enough, more than a bonfire, to indicate something was amiss. Mercy House was the only building around for a couple of miles, and with all the money people tossed at it to take care of their problems, it should have had top-of-the-line fire detection, a hardwired line informing the fire department an employee burned their toast.

			“Dispatch, this is five-four again, there is a fire at Mercy House. I repeat, send fire and rescue to Mercy House immediately,” Beck said, accelerating as he spoke, all business but still with a modicum of pride that he hadn’t listened to his partner and turned around.

			“I’ll be damned,” Raines said, beginning to say something else but interrupted by the girl.

			“Why are we going toward it?” she screamed, back awake now, face pressed to the polycarbonate section of the divider, leaving smudges.

			“People will need help,” Beck said. “We’ll get you to a doctor, but we’ll do what we can until backup relieves us.”

			This was not the answer the girl was looking for. She began banging on the partition, rattling the mesh in its frame. Beck had seen drunks in combat boots kicking against it and doing less damage, his headrest was knocking against the mesh, rattling his brain as he turned to plead with her.

			“Ma’am, please,” he said, watching the dark brown splotches she was leaving with her fists turn bright red as she beat her knuckles bloody on the divider.

			She kept at it until she punched herself to exhaustion, slumping against the backseat with her eyes closed, but her breathing still heavy as if to let them know she wasn’t dead, only entering a different phase of shock.

			“You still sure about this, command?” Raines said, giving Beck that terrible I’ve got a secret half smile he used when hitting on younger women.

			“This is protocol and the right thing to do, so yes.”

			That was enough to shut Raines down, and they drove without speaking until they reached the cobblestone of Mercy House.

			Something was wrong: There were no crowds huddled on the grounds out front, trying to distance themselves from blown-out windows. There were no nurses carrying out patients, the front doors weren’t even open. And yet.

			“How do we work this?” Raines asked.

			“Get those doors open, how else?” Beck said, no patience for the old man.

			“How do we work this?” Raines asked again, no special emphasis, nothing in his expression different, nothing to indicate he realized he was asking the same question twice. His partner having a senior moment would have been amusing, or troubling, if Beck weren’t in such a hurry.

			Beck jumped out of the car and looked up, a column of smoke filling the sky above the old three-story building. Smoke billowed from the barred windows, not because they were cracked open but because they were shattered, a few spiderwebbed corners and half panes of glass visible from the ground.

			Beck poked his head back down into the car to yell at Raines:

			“Get up, I need you.”

			Then slammed the driver’s-side door shut and broke into a sprint.

			Beck rounded the front of the squad car. He was nearly ten yards, steps away from the front of the building, by the time Raines was able to heft himself from the passenger’s seat. Beck turned to look back at the squad car. Raines was hustling, his version of hustling, but the old man still looked off. Behind him, the girl was banging on the window and screaming her guts out.

			Raines shut his door, muffling the young woman’s cries.

			She was trying to tell him something. He could read the words don’t and no on her lips and even had time to think that maybe she was right, maybe there was something wrong here. He thought all that before turning back and bounding up the stairs, two at a time, to the door.

			Beck had decided to do something and he was going to do it.

			Juiced up on adrenaline, Beck didn’t think twice about grabbing one of the two large antique doorknobs attached to the oversize double doors. He pulled away but not quickly enough—the skin of his palm was already white-orange with the burn. That was stupid. He was responding to a fire. Fires were hot.

			“Shit,” Beck said to himself, pulling his shirt untucked. He bunched up the excess fabric and used it to try the knob again with his good hand. It wouldn’t budge, was locked from the inside.

			He looked back at Raines, the old man only just beginning to mount the steps and already looking pale with exertion. Under normal circumstances Beck would exalt in Raines’s physical difficulties, then immediately chastise himself for thinking badly about his partner, but right now he just wanted someone who could do the job. Someone to help.

			Beck started to give the old man an order but was cut off.

			“Do you smell that?” Raines asked, looking down at his feet, his face red and sweat beginning to dribble down his temples, droplets splashing from his ears onto his neck, washing away his aftershave.

			Beck had never seen someone have a stroke, but he’d heard about what they were like, seen them on TV. They started with strange neurologic symptoms, smells that weren’t there, mixing up words, then ended in convulsions, a hundred times scarier than any seizure or heart attack because you could survive those things relatively unscathed. At least on TV.

			“It’s locked,” Beck yelled. “Grab the shotgun and we’ll blow it open!” Raines looked back at him, eyes seeming to focus. The old man was fine. Raines would outlive them all.

			Raines nodded, then clumsily about-faced on the stairs and ran back to the car.

			Beck turned and stood facing the door, one ear cocked to the side, trying to hear movement inside and unsure if the roar was from the flames or if it was the residents of Mercy House crying out as they were cooked alive. Then he thought about how safe it would be, blasting open the door if there were residents on the other side, possibly pressed against the door. But there was no choice.

			With the car door open, the girl’s screams were no longer muted. She mellowed and he could hear Raines swearing as he struggled to unlock the shotgun. The weapon pointed to the ceiling of the cruiser, a bar of metal bolted in place over the trigger and stock.

			Then Beck heard something else. There was movement to one side, somewhere out of his range of vision, behind the hedges that flanked the deck, and then the strangest sound he’d heard this entire surreal afternoon: laughter.

			Beck peered into the hedges. There was someone there. Someone laughing.

			“Who’s there? Please stand clear of the building. It’s not safe.”

			The only response was the laughter cutting short. Beck pictured a child, doing badly at a game of hide-and-seek, trying to stifle her laughter with a hand and failing.

			But it wasn’t the voice of a child. It was…

			“I got it!” Raines yelled, calling Beck’s attention back. He watched the old man, wheezing from exertion, turn from the cruiser. He was carrying the shotgun all wrong, up and close, his finger too near the trigger.

			Beck was about to shout for his partner to slow down when Raines fell. It was a real-life outtake of an episode of America’s Funniest Home Videos, less funny when you knew how badly it could end, that the gun could still go off, the old fool blasting himself in half for a studio audience.

			“Fucking thing,” Raines said, looking surprised to find himself sprawled, digging the end of the shotgun into the grass for support, a dirt clod lodged in the barrel. What the hell is going on? Beck thought, then hurried down the steps. He needed to help his partner. Or disarm him, preferably both, all the while acutely aware that people were burning. That he had to get the doors to Mercy House open.

			“Are you okay?” Beck asked, a few feet from where Raines was dusting himself off, his body wavering, looking ready to smash into the ground again.

			Drunk? No. Stroke. Brain bleed. Raines’s final day on the force.

			This was such a mess.

			Then there was the sound of laughter again, closer now, no longer hiding among the hedges.

			“Sir, I said clear the area. We—”

			Jim Beck didn’t finish as he turned. He was barely able to register the enormous laughing shadow before it blindsided him, rattling his vision with what felt like a steel baseball bat to the side of his head. Beck’s head snapped back, one final vision of Mercy House, then a smoke-darkened sky, as his world plunged into a confused darkness.
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			Chapter 1

			One Day Earlier

			Arnold Piper sat in bed, contemplating the plausibility of making it to the bathroom under his own power.

			If Arnold had one wish, it would be to die before the North Koreans dropped the big one. He’d already escaped death by those fuckers once and he didn’t want to go that way, not now.

			If he had a second wish, it’d be to go to the bathroom by himself.

			Like he imagined prison to be, and knew that prison camps were, the passage of time in nursing homes was measured in weeks and months, not hours and days. For the last two weeks, Arnold had been ringing the button beside his bed when he needed to go, piss or shit. The plastic bedpan, which resembled a canted Gatorade bottle with a smoothed-off spout, he refused. He was not on a road trip, thus he wasn’t putting his dick in a bottle.

			His nurses, a girl named Sarah some days, and a middle-aged woman named Flores others—he knew they had set work schedules, but it didn’t matter, he didn’t concern himself with tracking individual days—were always willing to help him. But then he would have to listen to their suggestions, about how they could help him swap his briefs out for a diaper. Which was not something he was ready to do yet. Something he would never be ready for.

			Yes, he was eighty-five. There were folks in here fifteen years his junior pissing themselves, soaked through with their own filth and stinking up the felt on the backgammon boards with their shit-flecked fingers, but that didn’t mean that Arnold Piper was ready to give up the fight.

			Arnold was a marine.

			He’d take Flores and Sarah’s help as a crutch while he was building his strength back up, knowing that a day would come when he would be able to work his way over there by himself. Using the handrails, of course, so as not to end up sprawled with his shriveled ass uncovered if he was able to get his pants down in time, trying to arc the stream away from himself so he didn’t have to sit in his own wetness until someone found him and helped him up.

			That had happened once before and wouldn’t happen again. So being helped to the can was the lesser of two indignities he would suffer gladly.

			Deterioration: a word that got thrown around in private meetings with doctors and occupational therapists a lot around here but never seemed to get whispered in the rec room. The deterioration would take him, yes, but not yet.

			Oh, he’d forget what day it was, sure, but he’d never forgotten the names of his children or even their growing brood. Which was saying something, naming the grandchildren, because their visits were a year apart, always the week before Thanksgiving. To beat the traffic.

			An octogenarian he was, yes, but that was a temporary title. It was a namesake he hadn’t had five years ago and one he wouldn’t have once he made it to ninety. But once a marine, always a marine.

			Because he’d felt the weight of a flamethrower on his back, killed a man using only a bayonet on Hill 66. He had the tattoos, faded and diffuse, and the nightmares, vivid and acute, to prove it.

			And now…

			Now he was pressing the blue button. The console in his hand looked like a small remote control, one from back in the days before infrared, when clickers still had cords attaching them to the TV. It had two buttons on it, but Arnold had only ever pressed the baby blue one.

			The blue button would call the nurse, while the red one above it, a hard plastic switch that needed to be pressed, held for a moment to prove you really meant it, would call a doctor. Supposedly the red button would have them running from wherever they were in the hospital, but that button was for emergencies, and Arnold considered it a point of pride that he’d never once needed to use it.

			Arnold had made a silent resolution a few years ago that he would never click and hold that red button. If the heart attack seemed strong enough to knock him off the Earth for good, he would just let it happen. But until that time—The End—he would fight. Fight to keep his mind sharp. And fight even harder to keep his knees in good enough shape that he’d never lie in a pool of his own piss again, the linoleum cold against the tip of his pecker.

			“Again, Arnie?” Flores said, entering the room. She was smiling, maybe joking with him in the only way her accented English and politeness would let her. Arnold didn’t see what was funny about his situation.

			“I like to stay hydrated, and needing to go is a by-product of that. Too much agua.”

			Flores just nodded, moved over to the side of his bed, and let the railing down. He wished she wouldn’t do that, pen him in like that. He didn’t move that much in his sleep. At least, he didn’t think he did. Not anymore. Although, he and his wife had slept in separate beds since the seventies, since the night he’d woken himself up, throwing a punch. Connecting with a punch, dislocating her jaw. So maybe he still did thrash around a bit and Flores was right to lock him in for his own protection.

			“You smell that, Flores?” he asked as the woman bent close and took his arm. She gave him a look.

			“You being fresh?” she said, the accent gone, either a put-on for the codgers or this expression she’d learned only in English, with a slight Philly lilt.

			“No. Not you. I’m being nice. I smelled it before you came in. Smells like…” he said, drifting off, engaged in his sniffing.

			Flores gave his arm a slight tug to bring him back to the present.

			“I think they painted downstairs yesterday, honey. They had the windows open to air it out, don’t worry,” she said.

			The nurses were wired to cut off complaints before they could start. Were the workmen in my room? Are the fumes toxic? Does my family know that you’re turning my room into a gas chamber?

			“No, it’s not that. It don’t smell like paint,” Arnie said, allowing Flores to help pull him off his mound of pillows, sitting up and swinging his legs around the side of the bed. “It’s not chemical, it’s natural. Like rotten fruit.”

			Flores let his arm down. She gave him the I’m letting you go gesture without saying anything. Arnold was able to manage balancing himself while she checked around his bed, looking for something that maybe he’d dropped, a fruit cup gone moldy, petri dish Jell-O.

			“I don’t see anything, Arnie.” She put out her hand for his. He didn’t mind Flores calling him Arnie, it was better than Mr. Piper, what the other nurse insisted on calling him.

			He waved her off. “No, let’s see if I can do it. Just be ready to catch me,” he said, not joking.

			Flores smiled at him without really smiling, more like steeling herself for his failure, trying to keep herself from looking depressed.

			Arnie only tried this with her. Sarah was less inclined to indulge him. It’s not that Sarah was harsh or mean, there was just a clinical way about her, a reluctance to deviate from procedure. Maybe it was that Flores allowed herself to believe in miracles, a tiny silver crucifix around her neck where Sarah wore only a single pearl. Or maybe Sarah was just skinnier. Less able to catch him, should he fall.

			“Take your time, Arnie,” she said, holding the r in his name longer than any native English speaker would, like she was his sainted Latin mother from another reality.

			The worst pain was not the nerves pinching in his spine as he straightened up, stretching his feet to the floor, his biceps flexing to pick up the slack.

			No, the worst pain was yet to come. That pain would come when his feet would be flat on the tile, his thin argyle socks doing little to blunt the cold, when he thought that just maybe this time would be different. But he knew it would. He’d shift his weight off the bed and his kneecaps would feel like firing pins, contact points on two half bricks of C-4. The pain would be so immense, and so sudden that he’d topple forward. Somehow land in the mud of a combat zone, not the tile of his bedroom in Mercy House.

			No. Maybe not this time.

			There was no use prolonging this. Arnold Piper unfixed his fists from the sheets and reached his arms toward Flores, an old man transformed into an infant by age.

			His ass slid off the side of the bed, his core shifting its weight to his waist, then from his waist to his knees, his armpits already sweating in anticipation of the pain.

			But there was none.

			He looked down at his feet, made sure he could wiggle his toes, telling his rational mind that he hadn’t gone paralytic.

			Flores stood with her mouth hanging open and her palms just about to but not touching his outstretched elbows, ready to catch him should he crumple.

			“Nothing,” Arnold said.

			“You’re doing very good, Arnold.”

			Her words were meant to encourage him, but ended up doing the opposite. Arnold began to feel the salt sting of tears and he blinked through them. Is it good? Is it really? Or am I just becoming numb? Dying by inches and then yards?

			He pushed the thoughts away and took a large step, surprising not only himself but Flores as well, and almost kicking her in the shins of her bright novelty scrubs. Today her pants were puppies and kittens, probably meant for a veterinary tech, but maybe Flores knew that and didn’t care.

			“Aye, Arnie, slow down,” she said. The phrasing and intonation, and the fact that Flores was an attractive woman, in her way, gave Arnold the kind of tingle reserved for those Jazzercise infomercials they’d stopped running two decades ago.

			There was some pain in his knees, a slight ache, but nothing compared to what it had been yesterday and the weeks before that.

			Flores swiveled to the side, getting out of his way while keeping her arms crooked into a protective halo around his torso. At fifty, he’d stood probably half a foot taller than Flores, but now, curved like he was, she had to dip her arms down slightly to enfold him.

			“I don’t need you to come in with me,” he said as he reached the threshold of his small bathroom.

			“Are you sure?”

			He thought about pulling his own pants down, in privacy, and then the tingle in his sweatpants was replaced with the memory of tile against his flesh. Arnold put a hand on the doorframe, steadying himself while weighing his options.

			Flores touched his lower back. “You did so much better today, there’s no need to rush it.” He tried to move away from her fingers. Doing so, the kinks in his spine loosened, enabling him to stand just a bit straighter than he thought he could.

			“If I don’t try now, I never will again,” he said, leaving out words that he was thinking, knowing that Flores had worked here long enough to fill in the blanks. This was a house of death, a nice one with decent food, but nobody came to Mercy House to get better.

			“Don’t lock the door, then. I’ll be right out here,” she said, taking a step back but looking ready to dive forward, should he topple.

			Arnold stepped into the bathroom and closed the door, keeping one hand on the knob while he pawed for the light switch. Finding it, he almost wished he hadn’t. The fluorescent lights made the white walls, white tile, and white porcelain all look sickly green. If his night vision had been what it was years ago, he would have been able to use the handrail to work his way over to the toilet with no trouble and take his piss in the darkness.

			But if he switched the light off, Flores would see it from under the door and then be asking him if he was all right, so he left it on.

			One hand on the railing, Arnold undid the knot on his sweatpants and let them drop; the fabric got hung up for a moment on his crusty knees, but he gave a light shake and they dropped to the floor. He did the same with the briefs and then prepared himself to sit.

			This was the moment of truth: If his knees gave out, he’d drop forward and not be able to pick himself back up off the floor.

			He sat down. The motion was smooth, his joints feeling well oiled, almost slick.

			It was the first time a toilet seat had truly felt like a throne, becoming a plush crushed velvet cushion congratulating his tired ass on a job well done.

			He listened to the tinkle of water hitting water and Arnold smiled to himself.

			“You okay in there?” Flores asked, her voice bringing him back to Earth, reminding him that whatever this was, it was temporary. Decrepit was now his operative mode. It would be easier if he remembered that.

			“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m going to sit in here a little while though. It’s number two,” he lied. He would have told Sarah he was taking a shit. She was a bit younger, not as nice, she could have taken it. But for Flores, though, for her he was willing to lean into his institutionalized infantilization.

			“Okay, you’ve got the bell in there. I’ll be back in five minutes to check on you.”

			Arnold didn’t have a good reason for wanting to sit in the bathroom. Maybe he just wanted a moment’s rest.

			He was amazed she was letting him be, then found himself straining to hear footsteps, proof that he was really free, for a few minutes at least.

			Flores’s pink Crocs squeaked when she walked, as she made her way out of his room and into the third-floor hallway of Mercy House.

			Arnold smiled and looked around at his new vacation home, his bathroom. There wasn’t much to see. When he’d first arrived at the rest home, over a decade ago now, he’d kept a stack of old Hustlers wedged under the toilet paper holder, but he’d let the nurses throw them away after a while, when he could no longer pretend that they did anything for him.

			He looked up into the light, wondering if there was anything specific about it that he could ask to have changed. It wasn’t the glass fixture but the bulb itself that seemed to be casting the green hue. He would have to ask Flores if it could be switched. Or next time he’d just leave it off.

			Thinking of his night vision again made him remember Seoul, and thinking of Seoul made him think about calms before storms.

			Maybe that’s what the miraculous healing of his knees and spine were. A calm before the storm.

			The light in the room flickered and came back, but it felt dimmer than before. From tears of joy less than five minutes ago, Arnold Piper was now staring at the fluorescent light of his bathroom, thinking about the dark cloud of his mortality. The cloud was swirling right outside the window to his room; he could feel it lifting the glass, then pressing up against the bathroom door and seeping through the cracks, ready to take him now that he was good and numb, peaceful, pacified.

			It could try, Arnold thought, curling his toes inward and feeling no pain at all as his joints popped and cracked.

			He felt strong.
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			Chapter 2

			Nikki Laurel watched Don’s hands clench and loosen on the wheel. She envied her husband. Driving gave him something to focus on besides the tension filling the rental car.

			Or the hurtful words flooding out of his mother’s mouth.

			They had the radio on. But not loud enough. And every time Nikki moved to give the volume dial a turn, Harriet would complain from the backseat.

			“I can’t hear myself think with all this jungle music,” Harriet said.

			“It’s U2, Ma,” Don replied. “It’s about as white as music can get.”

			Harriet had never liked Nikki. But over the last three months their years-long cold war had gone nuclear. Microaggressions had become aggressions and the slurs were no longer muttered.

			And as hurtful as the words were, it was hard to get angry about them. Or at least there was an excuse Harriet Laurel and her son could point to…

			The old woman was losing her mind.

			Harriet’s exact flavor of dementia was Pick’s disease.

			Pick’s was like Alzheimer’s, but there were episodes when she’d constantly lick the corners of her mouth, leaving her lips chapped and spotted with sores. It was a terrible fate, a nightmarish reconfiguration of the brain that started with frustration at one’s spotty memory and quickly moved to an almost merciful catatonia, the body becoming a coffin for the barely active brain.

			Nikki could empathize with Harriet there, because she had been through a similar thing—Alzheimer’s—with her father until his death two years ago. But, like getting drunk, there was nothing the disease made you do, there were only things it allowed you to do.

			For example, a few weeks ago Pick’s removed whatever filter was stopping Harriet from calling her daughter-in-law a “barren coon.”

			And for Don that’d been the last straw. It hadn’t been Nikki’s decision to move Harriet to a home. She hadn’t even been pushing for it. Not that Harriet believed that.

			They were in the car now, winding through the Pocono Mountains toward Harriet’s final destination, the first month’s installment already paid.

			“It’s cold,” Harriet said, scratching at the collar of her sweater. She had insisted on dressing up. Harriet wore her nicest sweater, a red-and-black synthetic, and a pair of black dress slacks with an elastic waist, specially made for seniors. If I’m going to my grave, I’m going to look nice while doing it. “Turn up the heat. You’re not hauling dead meat, yet.”

			“It’s blaring, Mom, and you have your own controls back there. Make it as hot as you want,” Don said, then turned to Nikki. “Can you reach back and do it for her, hon?”

			Nikki reached her hand over the armrest and touched the knob. Nikki tried not to look back at Harriet, her old hands shaking not from cold but from sadness and fear, her mouth ringed with bloody spots.

			Harriet may not have been a good person, but before her recent changes she had been a good mother at least, and Nikki respected that.

			“Get away, I’ll do it,” Harriet said, smacking the back of Nikki’s fingers, her knuckles colliding with the molded plastic of the car’s climate controls.

			Instead of trying to decipher what Harriet continued to mumble, Nikki looked out her window at the trees, the orange and red leaves at their peak. They hadn’t planned it this way, but they were getting all the beautiful fall foliage that Pennsylvania could offer on this trip, and that was nice, no matter how grim the reason for the journey.

			Don had told Nikki not to come, that she didn’t have to.

			But Google said it was a two-and-a-half-hour drive from South Philly to the front steps of Mercy House, and Nikki wasn’t going to let him take the drive there and back alone. He’d cried in her arms last night and then was sick over it. Don Laurel, a tough guy, even by construction-worker standards, vomiting without having had a drop to drink was a rare and, frankly, frightening occurrence.

			But he’d loved his mother. They were barely able to afford it, but Don had insisted it was the best aid: twenty-four-hour hospice care, speech therapists on staff for when the muscles in Harriet’s throat started to go, and six heated jet baths in the hydrotherapy room. Nikki doubted that Harriet would take advantage of most of the amenities. But those bulleted lists in the brochure helped gloss over what Mercy House was, what all these facilities were: a place to die, if not quietly then at least out of earshot.

			Nobody in the car knew this better than Harriet, who’d used their last hours together in close quarters as a final opportunity to make her voice heard. It was the longest she’d gone without a nap since she’d moved in with Don and Nikki.

			“Nikki, dear?” Harriet asked a few minutes later. Her voice didn’t sound shrill or poised to complain. Which was suspicious.

			“Yes, Harriet?” Nikki asked, voice treacly. Don raised an eyebrow, a half smile. A reminder of the wiseass he used to be, back when he’d been happy. The gesture was a ray of hope that after this was done they could meld themselves back together, heal and begin again.

			“Now that I’m gone, are you going to change my room back into a nursery, or have you given up?”

			Don took a hand off the wheel, found Nikki’s, squeezed.

			Nikki imagined disassembling the motorized hospital bed and reassembling the crib that Harriet had gotten them as a wedding present.

			“Well, yes. Maybe,” Nikki said, the answer noncommittal but she still felt like whatever trap Harriet was setting, she hadn’t triggered it yet.

			Don’s hand wrung the faux leather of the steering wheel. He’d either been a part of or overheard too many discussions like this one since they’d told Harriet about her new home; he knew where this was going and decided to field the question himself.

			“Actually, Ma, we were thinking of adoption,” he said.

			“Is that right? Very noble—” Harriet started to say, but Don cut her off.

			“Isn’t it? There are so many kids out there that don’t have loving mothers—”

			“Don, don’t, please.” Nikki gave him his hand back, rubbed his knee, having to strain against her belt to reach. He shook his leg and she pulled her hand back.

			“We’re especially interested in kids from underprivileged countries. I’m leaning toward Africa myself.”

			Nikki sank in her seat and used the rearview mirror to watch Harriet’s eyes shadow over. The sparring match was finished before it’d even really started; the old woman hugged herself tighter to stop the tremors in her hands and forearms. She was crying now, licking at her tears, and when the tears were gone just licking to lick, the oral compulsions of her disease kicking in.

			“Oh, don’t pull that,” Don said. He would pay for these words later, Nikki knew, once he rewound all the episodes from this drive and played them over again in his head tonight as they stopped at a Motor Inn somewhere between here and home.

			“If I said I was sorry, would it matter? If I said that I’ve been sick and confused and angry and sad, would it matter? No! I’d just be that racist bat that hurt your little Nubian princess’s feelings! You’ve won! She’s won! There’s no reason to…no reason to keep torturing me any…” Harriet’s voice got lower as she spoke, cutting out completely at the end, not like she’d finished but as if she’d run out of fuel.

			Harriet pulled her skinny legs up as high on the seat as she could and turned her face to the window. It was the body language of a teenager transposed onto a woman in her seventies. It had to have hurt her joints.

			Seventy-four? Nikki thought, trying to remember if she’d ever known the woman’s exact birth year.

			The remaining twenty minutes of the trip were spent in silence. Nikki almost preferred questions about her fertility. Now that the woman had resigned herself to quiet contemplation, the drive was worse.

			The radio continued to play, the songs audible for thirty-second snippets until they crashed into static and white noise. The mountains along the way were bouncing the signals around, the dial a mix of local and Philly stations, none of them coming in clear enough to offer Nikki an escape.

			She should have brought her iPod, even if she risked forgetting it when they returned the car.

			“Could you turn the thing back on?” Don asked, motioning to the GPS system that he’d had her turn off mid-trip. Don’s phone could have gotten them there just as well, but the GPS came with the rental, so there was no reason to waste the data. They were on a tighter budget now that they had to pay for Mercy House.

			Nikki held the button on top of the GPS and the screen became bright, finally resuming their trip but still searching for a satellite transmission.

			“You’re lost?” Nikki asked.

			“No, I just want to make sure I don’t miss the turn.”

			As if on cue, a white sign appeared around the next bend, at the base of a dip that led to a freshly paved road. Mercy House: Home for the Elderly, the sign read in burgundy lettering with gold accents. The placard looked more like it should be posted in front of an expensive bed-and-breakfast than a clinic. Good to see that all the money was going to the patients.

			“Destination is on the right,” the quasi-British voice of the GPS said.

			Useless and a liar, Nikki thought about the device as they drove through the dense woods toward Mercy House, the long road less a driveway than it initially seemed. Behind her, Harriet shuffled, uncurled her legs, and sat straight, her eyes fixed out the window.

			They made it, eventually, and when they did, Nikki wasn’t quite prepared for the sight.

			Despite the fresh paint, power-washed stone, and stucco accents, it was impossible to look upon Mercy House and not have the word gothic float to the front of your brain. Not teenage mall rats dressed in black denim, but the older meaning. The high double doors, no matter how well sanded their grain and polished their fixtures, would still have looked at home on the hinges of the Castle of Otranto.

			Yes, there was machined steel mesh over the windows, whitewashed to appear as welcoming as possible, but the frames of those same windows still arched upward, turning the three-story facade of Mercy House into a head with too many eyes.

			There were antennas, satellite dishes, and even the obsidian shine of solar panels angled off the roof, but none of those modern touches made the building feel like it was a part of this era. It was the Tower of London, U.S. edition. Shirley Jackson’s wet dream.

			“Wow, look how nice, Mom. It’s even better than the pictures,” Don said. Nikki was unable to tell if he was serious or not. Everything he’d said to Harriet over the last week had carried that same tone. The way one would talk to a juvenile cat, one that liked to claw.

			They pulled around the loop of the driveway, the car rocking over the cobblestones. They moved past the small stone fountain, there was no algae visible on any of the pumps, but it was still old-looking. The car turned, offering Harriet and Nikki a better look at the details of the building: all of them clean and well tended, but none of them inviting.

			“It looks like a hospital crossed with a crypt,” Harriet said. “I’m going to die here.”

			Don didn’t have time to address the comment, because one of the doors to the building opened and two figures slipped out. The male was tall with close-cropped black hair and wearing pale green scrubs, the female was small and blond, her hair long and primped enough that she didn’t look ready to see patients, if she were in the medical profession as well. The woman’s pantsuit didn’t read as that of a doctor, and she carried the officiousness of a politician.

			Don brought the car parallel to the two as they descended the stone steps. After a moment fumbling to find the correct button, Don rolled down the window on Nikki’s side.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Laurel?” the blond woman asked.

			“That’s us,” Nikki said, the tension that had filled the car for hours seeming to dissolve, now that they were all forced to put on their civilized faces.

			“You can leave your keys in the ignition and Teddy will bring your car around back to the lot. I’m sure you’re anxious to stretch your legs,” the blonde said. This close it was apparent that the woman was older than Nikki had originally thought. Her cartoonish, squeaky voice, highlights, and makeup were all smoke and mirrors to fool you into thinking co-ed, when the truth was closer to baby boomer. In a way, the woman was like Mercy House itself: the shine of new paint splashed over a classic chassis.

			Don opened his door and Nikki followed suit.

			“Ms. Donner? I think we spoke on the phone, I recognize your voice,” Don said. It was no coincidence that he emphasized the word voice. Nikki smiled.

			Before their life had taken this melancholy turn, when they used to go out, they had shared jokes like this at parties. There was no meanness in it. They didn’t think they were better than anyone else, it was more to show the other how in tune their thoughts were.

			“Yes,” Ms. Donner said, reaching Nikki first and offering her hand. “Gail Donner, chairwoman of the facility. Welcome. Please call me Gail.”

			Nikki said her own name and shook, Gail bouncing to the rear window without missing a beat, her footsteps practiced, almost musical. Nikki could tell that this must be her favorite part of the job, putting on a show for the newbies. Either that or the woman was naturally this enthusiastic, in which case Nikki felt a strange mix of admiration and pity for her.

			“And this must be Harriet,” she said, pulling open the door for Don’s mother. She yanked the old woman along with the handle until she let go, Nikki’s mother-in-law late in realizing that the door was being opened without her power. It was a small mistake, but one that made Nikki sad, seeing a woman who used to be so lively defeated by a car door.

			“So sorry about that, Mrs. Laurel,” Gail said, offering Harriet her arm for support, the cuffs of her suit jacket crisp.

			Harriet waved her off. “I can manage.” She put a bony hand on the top of the door and pushed her feet out, her awkward and jerky motions resembling those of an astronaut climbing from a capsule after reentry.

			Nikki forced her eyes away from the struggle, toward Don, who was beside her now, his hand on her lower back. Nikki wished she hadn’t sweated so much during the drive. She felt gross. No matter the circumstances, if Don’s hands were on her, she wanted to feel fresh.

			Don nodded to Teddy, the nurse or orderly, or whatever he was. The big man gave them both a blank-eyed smile that could have been shyness, or the look of someone who hated his job and was just barely hanging on. Nikki guessed the latter.

			Gail took a step back and opened her arms. “Please, follow me. It’s much nicer inside, there’s none of this wind.” She made a brrrr sound with her lips and hugged herself tight, even though both Don and Nikki were fine in their short sleeves. This was part of her act: Old people were always cold, thus Gail Donner was always the first to point out the chill in the air. Nikki was impressed.
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