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It was just a refrigerator magnet—not meant to be noticed by anyone but me. Molded roughly out of some kind of clay, it was shaped like a cat perched and alert with its front paws together, its tail curled across them. One of those black and white tuxedos. Looks like he’s dressed for a party. He’s smiling. Silly, really.

I found it when I cleaned out my room before moving over to Orlando for college all those years ago. I’d turned everything else over to the police, but I guess this one little thing got lost in my mess. It was too late to return it then, so I put it on the refrigerator in the kitchen of my new place—to remind me of who I was and who I wanted to be. None of my roommates asked about it. Then I took it with me when I moved back home and put it on Mel’s fridge. She said nothing. 

It wasn’t until this week, when I brought Meagan across the country to visit her Gram—she hadn’t seen Mel since she was a baby—that it was finally noticed. 

“It’s a cat,” she squealed and reached up for it.

Meagan’s five now. Still too young to be told the truth of it. But I’ll take the magnet back home with us. And one day, I’ll tell her what it means to me.
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I sometimes dream of my mother. She sits at the kitchen table, cocooned by stacks of folded, faded, yellowed newspapers. Her sharp elbows pounding the table top, her arms at odd angles, she’s talking, talking. I can’t hear what she’s saying—a buzzing, a humming of sorts, pricks at my ears. Static. Until she suddenly shouts at me. Why aren’t you listening to me, Lenore? You never listen. 

It was the same in Dr. Melvin’s office. The buzzing static prickling at my ears. His voice barely audible behind it. He too was entombed in a way—like my mother. Hiding behind his credentials. Crouched behind a too large desk in a too brown, too quiet room. We’re all keeping secrets, I suppose.

Dr. Melvin was concerned that I hadn’t brought anyone with me...to get the news. He brought in a counselor—his secretary, I think. She sat beside me, resting her hand on my arm, ready to console me. I doubt either one of them expected my reaction. Hell, I didn’t expect it. It was an exhalation of a sort. A relief. Death points to such ultimate finality, doesn’t it? And even though I couldn’t hear him saying the words, they were all around me just the same. Cancer. Advanced. Little to be done. I thanked him and left the building, found my car and sat in it, the windows up. Cars in Florida, in the summer months, become ovens—death traps for dogs and babies unfortunate enough to be at the mercy of vile creatures. 

But the heat has its attributes. Suffocation is, I mean to say, not only death. Heat can cleanse the soul as it burns the skin. I liked to breathe it in for as long as I could stand it. That day, I could only manage a few seconds before I felt like I was choking. I started the engine, put the air conditioning on full blast and drove home—it would begin to cool the car just as I entered my neighborhood near the bay. Sycamore Street might have had a few sycamores in its heyday—back when it was new and clever. Now my house was like all the others: crusty, peeling, losing itself with age. I was glad to be home, though. 

The world looked different as I climbed out of the car and locked it up. Bright. Brighter than I remembered. I realized, as if I’d never known, that I had very little grass in the yard. Not even many weeds. Somehow the sand in my flip flops never bothered me before when I walked around to the back of the house. But that day I wanted to buy a flatbed loaded with sod on pallets and watch strong, sweaty men lay it down. I wanted to stand outside every morning and evening and watch sprinklers bring green life to my yard. But it was too late for all of that.

I squeezed my way through the back entrance to the house, wended the path amid the walls and mounds of my shelter and found my spot in the front room on the sofa in front of the television—out of breath. It would be over soon, I thought, and it was comforting. I turned to look at the stacks of boxes, books, and whatnot—piled to the ceiling, my mountain of filth—and considered toppling it. It would be a fitting end. But I knew I didn’t deserve a fitting end. And we all should get what we deserve. I really wanted to do only one thing before I left the earth—and I’d done a powerful job of ensuring I’d never be able to do it. So I sat like a lump, surrounded by my fears, and waited.

Sometime later, perhaps a week, my neighbor Mel showed up at the back door with her daughter, Hannah. It was only then I realized school had ended for the summer and I wondered at what point I’d stopped measuring my days and years by the public school calendar.

Mel was smiling, as usual, without a hint of duplicity, which made it all the more suspect. But the girl, Hannah, was as sour as any teenager on television. Her hair bleached blond with a dark part across the top of her head. Gloating with the superiority all kids her age manage to wield. Hannah hated her mother—that much had been obvious from the start. But she hated me more. I always felt good about that. Mel could find some consolation in it, I hoped. I let them in. Turned my back on them to lead them through the cave into the front room where they had to stand in what little space I’d been comfortable not filling. The look on the girl’s face—priceless. I’d say it was terror of a sort. Mel, the natural chocolate brunette that Hannah no doubt was, underneath, was able to keep her bluff; but then, she’d been inside my house before.

I’ll do my best to explain. I’m what you’d call a hoarder. I’m not one of those you see on television who deny it. I don’t like to say I’m a collector. I get it. I’m a hoarder—a hamster in a cage. And in one corner of it, my house, I’ve built my nest. I don’t pretend to care for the things I used to build it—newspapers (my mother’s choice, but arriving thinner and thinner these days, not the fat folded behemoths they once were), clothing (mostly used and smelling of old people; I get it at thrift stores), broken, cheap trinkets (figurines, movie memorabilia, salt and pepper shakers, those cheap snow globes you can get at the dollar store—isn’t it odd that the dollar store sells the same stuff that used to litter the dime stores of our youths?), office supplies, books, magazines. Lord knows what all’s in there. I built it in the back of my mind, not the front. It’s done instinctively, like the birds with twigs, piece by piece. I hate it all because I know what it ought to do to me, if it were conscious. I want to scream at it, tell it to leave me alone. But if you tried to take any part of it, I’d fight you, because, I think...this mountain of stuff is my art—it’s the insides of me, the guts, the real trash that makes me, me. 

“I was worried,” Mel said. And she looked it. 

“You think I was dead? The house stink of death from the outside, does it?” I laughed, startling Hannah and that made me laugh more. 

Mel was pink in the face. That’s the thing about Florida. You can’t walk outside your house in the summer months without breaking out in a sweat. Walk across your yard to pay a neighborly visit and you run the risk of sun stroke. “No, no, not at all.” She winced. “Your newspapers are piling up on the driveway. Is everything all right?”

“You bring the girl to help you carry out the body?” You should know that I am fully aware of the way I speak to people—as if I’m ignorant. I do it on purpose. I don’t know why. It started after I retired and began working more feverishly at the cocoon.

A tinkly sort of nervous laugh came out of Mel. “Don’t be silly, Mrs. Hawn. I came to see if you’re all right.”

“Well, I’m not. I’ve got the cancer. I’m dying.”

Silence hung around for several seconds too long. Silence in a hoard is different from any silence in the world. Outside, you must know, silence is nonexistent. There are always cars. If you get away enough, wind whispers, birds call, and creatures shake the bushes. Inside, your refrigerator hums and knocks. The kick and rush of your air conditioner when it comes on passes you by as if it never happened. The television drones, maybe. Voices behind doors echo. Tiny ticks of clocks. In a hoard, though—in a densely packed maze of paper, cloth, plastic, and ceramic—deafening silence startles your senses. The sort of nothing that stops your heart before disaster strikes. And there we were, the three of us, standing in it.

I watched the girl. She was the sort you knew just by looking at her. It was all blatant, all over her face, and in her hands the way they rubbed at her elbows as she wrapped her arms around herself. She wanted everyone to know how strong she was, how independent, how little she needed anyone or anything. She wanted us all to leave her the fuck alone (I’m cheating here, of course—I’ve heard the girl scream that dozens of times at her mother). But it was plain she didn’t mean any of it.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Mel said, finally. 

“I’m tired.” I shuffled through some of the debris on the floor to my spot on the sofa and fell into it. Picked up the remote and clicked the television back on. “Wasting away, anymore. I could use somebody to help me with the cats.” At that, Hannah’s head turned this way and that. She liked cats, I could see. “I can’t get down to do the scooping,” I said. “Leastwise, I can’t get back up too easy once I’m down.”

“Hannah would be happy to help,” Mel said.

I laughed. Loud. Mothers love to volunteer other people for stuff like that, don’t they? In a way, I was disappointed in Mel for doing it. But then I got the idea she had a motive. It was almost as if it were true what some people say...that everything happens for a reason, that the universe is working everything out and we’re just pawns in its game.

Those first few days, the girl showed up but didn’t talk. Her mouth and nose pinched up a little at the odor, and her eyes watered from the dust. I knew, over time, she’d get used to it. It’s not a dumpster feel, exactly. It’s a lived in, cat house, flea market sort of atmosphere. It grows on you. And sure, I lived with bugs. Lots of roach carcasses littering window sills and pooled in corners. Some flies. Gnats. 

I showed her where I kept the bag of food—on the table in the kitchen, atop boxes and stacks of magazines and mail. I had a roll of masking tape, somewhere, I told her; she’d need it to patch up any holes the cats might have chewed in the bag.

“They’re fat,” I told her. “And they knock all this stuff off when they jump up to get at it. You’ll have to pick it all up for me.”

She nodded and poured kibble into the two bowls on the floor in front of the sink. She washed out the big plastic water bowl, refilled it, and put it down in front of the stove. Then she stood there, waiting to see if the cats would come out of hiding. I’m sure she suspected it was a hoax—the cats didn’t exist, except perhaps in my head. But she scooped the boxes sure enough. I wondered if she considered the lengths a dying old woman might go to—what might she be scooping out of the sand if not cat piss and shit? What if I was as crazy as my house?

On the fourth day, for whatever reason, the cats showed up out of the hoard and sniffed at her. The girl’s face nearly tore apart. They don’t care much for smiling when adults are around, these teenagers. She squatted in the tiny space available in my kitchen and let them rub against her.

“Fat one’s Schrodinger,” I told her. “And the other fat one is Darwin.”

Schrodinger was a black and white tuxedo with white whiskers. Darwin was a rich chocolate brown. When they went to eating, Hannah stood and turned to me. 

The first thing she said to me, ever, was, “I expected this place to smell worse.” 

I can’t blame her for that. But one day, about a week into her assignment, she stood in the tiny space of my front room, wiping her washed hands on a paper towel, looking around at the walls of trash, then looked at me and said, “What happened to you?”
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They don’t ever ask that, you know. “What happened to you?” They might ask, “What happened here?” which is an accusation really, something you say to a five-year-old when you discover him in the hallway with a crayon in his hand. But more often, they try to ignore it. They assume you’re insane, mentally disturbed, or just overly untidy. Nobody ever asks, “What happened to you?” So, I was unprepared. I said, “What happened to you?” right back. This was something she could understand, I suppose, as it was childish.

She rolled her eyes. “I’m being punished. Wouldn’t be here otherwise. Mel thinks this’ll teach me good.”

“For climbing out your window in the middle of the night?”

Her eyes popped open, mouth too, like she’d discovered I had brains in my head where she thought there must be wool.

“That’s right,” I teased her. “I seen you plenty.” As it happened, my bathroom window looked across our side lawns to her bedroom. Granted, I had to climb onto the pile of clothes in the tub to see out of it. She and that nose-ringed boy couldn’t be quiet if you gagged them. “So, your mother’s making you do the community service, is that it?”

She nodded.

“Well, you could have it worse, you know.”

She gave off a little harrumph.

“You could be pregnant,” I said. “On the streets. Strung out on drugs. What is the drug of choice for you kids these days? Cocaine?”

She chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

“Crack?”

“I don’t know.”

“They don’t let me buy Sudafed anymore at the store. I have to ask the pharmacist and show my ID and then I can only buy so much before they think I’m cooking it into something. What is it they’re making out of it?”

“I told you I don’t know. I don’t do drugs.”

“Bullshit.”

She stared at me; she knew I’d seen her. They all knew. What? Did they think I was an idiot? Okay, the kids think I’m nuts. I can’t blame them. There’s a park across the street, thirty yards north of my house. It used to be an empty lot until its numbskull owner gifted it to the city. So what do they do with it? Put a park in the middle of a lower class neighborhood. It’s good for the kids, they said. Sure, sure. But not so good for people trying to get some peace and quiet during the daytime. I’ve come out of my house a few times screaming at them to shut the hell up. I might have done it in a nightgown, with a shower cap on my head, once or twice. Might have had a broom in my hand. It’s the little things in life that make it interesting. They toss eggs at my house on Halloween and then some of the parents force some of the kids over the next day to clean it all up. I scream at the parents, too. You get to be something of a legend if you work at it. Anyway, I’d stormed over there plenty of times when the older kids were out after dark, smoking weed.

“Pot doesn’t count,” she said. She blushed. Because, of course it did.

“They say it’s a gateway drug. You know what that means?”

“No.” She was scowling, like they do.

“It means before you know it, you’ll be passed out in an alleyway with needle holes in your arm.”

“That’s just stupid.”

“Of course it is,” I nearly shouted at her. “There ain’t no alleyways in Strawbridge.”

I glared at her, eyebrows pulled tight, lips pursed, but she was slow on the take. So, I raised my brows and smiled. 

Finally, another crack in her ceramic façade. She giggled. “Well, it ought to be legal anyway, right?”

“But you’d still be too young to smoke it, even if it was. What are you? Sixteen?”

“Seventeen.”  

“You drive?”

Her face fell and she shook her head. “Mel won’t let me get my license.”

“The pot thing, right?”

“She doesn’t know about that. You aren’t going to tell her, are you?”

“Do I look like the sociable type?”

She looked me over, thinking about it. I spent my days in what they call house dresses. They buttoned up the front, or zipped—I confess I rather like a thirty-six-inch zipper. The dresses hung down to my knees or below. The fabric on the backside of each one was wearing out, I admit. But I was fifty-five. I could sit around all day if I wanted. And anyway, I was dying. Who cared if I did my hair or put on powder? Or brushed my teeth? Granted, I hadn’t done any of those things regularly for quite some time and it occurred to me, just then, with Hannah giving me that my-God-you’re-a-mess sneer, that the cancer had finally given my entire lifestyle an excuse.

“I won’t tell her,” I said.

“Are you all right?”

“What?”

“You look like...sad.”

I shrugged and looked around. Next to the girl, Schrodinger was curled up on a trash bag full of something soft, probably that fabric I bought on sale, thinking I’d clean out one of the bedrooms and make myself something. When was that? When was it that I felt like I had a life? “I’m fine. Just tired.”

She reached down and scratched at Schrodinger’s neck. “All right. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” She was tired of talking to the crazy old woman. Who could blame her? As she turned to leave, I stopped her.

“I’ll pay you,” I said. 

“I can’t take money. This is supposed to be a lesson or something.” More rolling of the eyes.

“No. I’ll pay you to do something for me.” I had her attention now. Pot isn’t cheap, is it? “I need you to find something for me.”

“What?”

“A box. A wood box. The kind you get up in the mountains. I got it at Chimney Rock when I was a kid.”

“Wait a minute,” she said. “You want me to find something...in here?” She grimaced and looked around the cocoon. 

I nodded. 

“Do you know where it is?”

“I think so. Should be in the master bedroom.”

She backed up a bit and peered down the hallway—a tiny tunnel, barely a person wide—and shook her head. “Can I even get into it?”

“That’s why I’ll pay you. It’ll take some work.”

“How much?”

“A hundred dollars.”

Her eyes flew wide. “Seriously?”

“Yep.”

“Must be really important.”

“It is.”

“You gonna tell me why?”

“I don’t see where that’s any of your business.”

Her face twisted up a bit, brows tortured, lips sucked in. “All right.”

“But you can’t throw anything out.”

“I’ve seen the show,” she said. “I know how it works.”
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I want to start with Oliver, even though he is not the beginning. Oliver is...or should have been, the end, and so I think it’s proper to start with him. I’d known Oliver for several years before he first spoke to me. In Sandy Point, most everybody knew one another, really, so it wasn’t that unusual to know a person without really knowing him. The first time he spoke to me was on the bus to the high school, when we were seniors. I’d just moved in with my dad and riding the bus was new. I don’t recall seeing Oliver the first two days. But I was still in shock, even though I was cleared to go back to school, so I suppose I wouldn’t have noticed. On my third day back at school, he sat beside me—up to then, everybody left me alone on the bench seat—and introduced himself.

“Oliver,” he said.

I looked him over and nodded.

“My mother died two years ago,” he said.

I blinked slowly, frowning. I tried not to say anything. But he sat there waiting. So, I said, “Did she suffocate under her own hoard of newspapers and cookie sheets?” 

“No.” 

“Then shut up.”

The thing about Oliver, though, was that he wouldn’t shut up. He was like a fat puppy, bounding around at your heels, happy all the time, trying to get you to laugh and smile and play. And hell, it’s a puppy, so what choice do you have?

Oliver was a pale blond with a round face and large straight teeth. He was tall and athletic—on all the sports teams possible in school. I was neither athletic, nor a pretty cheerleader—the important things to be in high school. 

This was the late Seventies, so they hadn’t invented Goth Chicks yet. But I’d have been one. I might have even cut myself on a more regular basis if I’d known it was a thing to do. My hair, which I’d dyed black the day after my mother died—an action that had its reward in bringing my stepmother, Jennie, to terrified tears—was long and stringy. I wore over-sized tees with holes in them and too-long corduroys shredded at the cuffed hems. I didn’t want to be seen. I was perturbed that Oliver saw me—that he had the nerve to speak to me. So I ignored him and he would have none of it. He passed me in the hallways, between all my classes, it seemed, and said hello, smiling. He found me at lunch, hidden on the west side of the band and chorus building, and sat with me, watching me nibble at a cafeteria peanut butter cookie. It would take him a week to ask me why I never ate a proper lunch.

“What’s proper?” I said.

“Sandwich.”

“Sandwich,” I said with a laugh and rolled my eyes.

“Did you know,” he said, slapping bread crumbs from his hands, “that we’re the only two students at Sandy Point whose mothers have died?”

I glared at him.

“My mom had ovarian cancer.” That he could say that without emotion told me a lot of things that I was too young to comprehend. 

We stared at each other for several seconds and I watched as his face betrayed him. Just for a second, before he managed another smile.

I think I started breathing then. I mean, really breathing. For the first time in a long time. Maybe it was a combination, you know? Of my mother dying, of moving into my father’s house with its sparse decor, into a bedroom with nothing but a bed and a desk and a bookcase, nothing littering the floor, no boxes and piles of clothing to climb over—the sort of situation that at first made me tremble and want to drop my head into the toilet bowl—and Oliver sitting there in front of me in pain—a pain he didn’t want to share. I breathed because I realized I felt no pain. I had no right to suffocate. I had to breathe like everybody else. Does that make sense? I don’t know. 

“I could drive you to school,” he said. 

That was Oliver. He was always out of the blue, as if things popped into his head at odd moments and he had no compulsion to keep them where they belonged.

“I thought,” he said, “maybe you’d rather not ride the bus.”

“You have a car?”

He nodded.

“Why are you riding the bus, then?”

He looked at me, a sheepish grin unfolding onto the bottom of his face.

“You’re telling me,” I said, “you started riding the bus because my mom died?”

He shrugged. “It’s stupid, isn’t it? But nobody else really gets it.”

“What makes you think you get it?”

“I’ve been there.” 

I shook my head. “It’s not the same.” I grabbed my baggy, blue denim purse and stood up, wadding the wax paper my cookie had come enveloped in, into a ball. “Your mom died a normal death. She was probably beautiful and brave and she fought to live for you. My mom wore the same ratty cotton dress for fifty-nine weeks straight, stank of booze, and died under her filthy hoard of newspapers. Newspapers that she cared about more than anything in the world, including me.”

He stood too, frowning. “But either way, we both lost our moms.”

“My mom was a freak. I’m better off without her.”

“You don’t mean that.” He stepped closer and reached out to touch my arm.

“You don’t get anything, Oliver.”

We walked in silence, on our way to class, until we parted. Went our separate ways. I wanted it to stay that way, but Oliver had different ideas. The next morning, I stood at the bus stop yawning, ignoring the other students gathered there. They acted as if I had a disease and I thought maybe I did. Maybe that was what Oliver was talking about. The thing we shared—the way people looked at you after death has tainted you. But it was impossible. Oliver was popular; he had friends. He was one of them. The sports kids, the cheerleader kids, the well-dressed, good-looking kids. But maybe he felt diseased.

It was at about that point, when I was thinking about the disease of death, that Oliver pulled up to the curb in a little blue car. He honked, leaned over to the  passenger side and pushed open the door.

“Come on,” he said.

Everybody turned to glare at me. I didn’t know why I got in. I’ve had a lot of years to think about it. A lot of time to work out my motivations. Was I weak? Did I want to be part of that crowd? Did I like him? Want to date him? I don’t think so. I think I got into Oliver’s car that morning because he was the only person in the world who left openings—long openings heavy with anticipation. He was the only person I knew who seemed to want me to talk. And as much as I might have convinced myself that I didn’t want to talk, something in me disagreed. I needed to empty myself out. And I needed someone to hear
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