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      the week. On Mondays, she could generally muster some drive and determination to get things done. Wednesdays were the halfway mark, Thursdays were nearly Friday, and Fridays were, well, Friday. Tuesdays were nothing, other than the day when she felt most trapped in her crappy office job, up to her eyeballs in tedium and exactly like the rat in the cage described by the Smashing Pumpkins.

      If a text was going to upend her life, it only made sense that it would come on a Tuesday.

      
        
          
            
              
        ROS: Aunt Sula doesn’t have much time left. If you want to see her, you'd better get up here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lou stared at the text for what felt like forever. Her mind ping ponged through several thoughts all at once. Ros didn’t text often, or at all, really. Lou and her twin had been strangers since they shared a womb. They had DNA, a family tree, and very little else in common. Felicity must have directed Ros to send the text.

      Lou could imagine her mother saying, “Rosalind, let your sister know that it’s almost time. She’ll want to be here.” She would have expected a phone call, but leave it to Ros to deliver this kind of news via text.

      And then there was the damn job. Lou quickly tallied up her remaining vacation days. The number was abysmal. She’d taken too many mental health days when Nick moved out.

      All of this was completely overshadowed by the possibility of Sula being gone. She’d been sick, sure, and she was older than Methuselah, but she’d been a pillar of strength for so long. Lou couldn’t imagine the world without her great-aunt in it.

      “If you’re done looking at your phone, I still need those TPS reports.” The shrill voice came from just over Lou’s left shoulder.

      Priscilla, the part time accountant, Prissy behind her back, and “accountant” minus the “o” when Lou was really annoyed, tapped her foot impatiently. The woman was loud. Everything about her was meant to call attention to herself. She stomped around the office even in flip flops, and yet she could sneak up on Lou at the most inopportune moments.

      Prissy had spoken loud enough to draw the attention of everyone in the office. Lou’s gaze swept over the low walls of the cubicles. She didn’t see the office manager. Tonya was probably in the break room refilling her coffee. Sharon, the receptionist, caught Lou’s gaze and gave a tight, commiserating smile. Prissy was a nightmare for all of them.

      “I have to talk to Richard,” Lou said. She brushed past Prissy and headed down the hall.

      “I need those reports!” Prissy called.

      “Run them yourself,” Lou muttered under her breath, wishing she had the nerve to say it out loud.

      Richard’s corner office was a mess of mismatched furniture, with files stacked on almost every flat surface. He had never taken to the “paperless office” idea, preferring to print out emails and keep them in customer files. He was playing Spider Solitaire but turned to look when Lou knocked on the doorframe.

      “I have to go to the Poconos,” Lou said without preamble. “My aunt is dying. She doesn’t have much time left.”

      “An aunt is not an immediate family member,” Richard said. “We have a lot of quotes that need to go out this week.”

      “Sharon has helped with the quotes before. I’ll ask her to fill in for me,” Lou said. “My aunt and I are very close. I need to be there.” She hated the pleading tone in her voice. Hated having to beg this selfish man for time off.

      “You never mentioned her before,” Prissy said from behind Lou in the hallway.

      Lou jumped. Damn woman. Richard raised his eyebrows like Prissy had just made a good point. Lou was nearing her boiling point. “I never mentioned my twin sister either. Does that mean she doesn’t exist?” she snapped.

      “Check with Tonya what documentation you need to provide,” Richard said, losing interest and turning back to his game. “It will be unpaid, of course, but I believe we can excuse the absence if it’s only a day or two.”

      “How long will you be gone?” Prissy asked.

      Lou ignored the question and hurried back to her desk. Tonya still wasn’t in her office, so Lou typed a quick email advising the office manager of the situation. She stopped by Sharon’s desk and told her as well.

      “I’m so sorry,” Sharon said.

      “She’s ancient, so it’s kind of expected, but…” Lou shrugged. Her eyes burned. “I’ll text you. Will you tell Tonya that I’ll email her updates?”

      Sharon nodded. She was sweet and easily Lou’s favorite coworker.

      “Thanks.”

      “Do you have time to run those reports for me before you go?” Prissy asked, again, loud enough for Richard to hear in his office.

      “No,” Lou said, turned on her heel and walked out the door.
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      trash in Lou’s absence. After she returned, Lou would have to prove her dedication, which meant no days off, no leaving early for the rest of the year. None of that mattered because Sula would be gone. That colossal fact made Lou’s crappy day job seem trivial and unimportant.

      She hit the speed dial for Elsie and turned on the speaker before merging into traffic. Lou’s Honda Civic didn’t have Bluetooth.

      “Lou Lou!” Elsie answered. “Did you finally deck the accuntant? Are you calling me to bail you out of jail?”

      Elsie worked remotely and could get away with saying such things out loud. Lou fantasized about working from home with no irritating coworkers.

      “You wish,” Lou said. “Hell, I wish too. But no, I have to go home for a few days. Aunt Sula is dying.” Her voice broke. Tears flooded her eyes.

      “Aunt Sula? Oh no! I love her!” Elsie cried. She knew Sula primarily by reputation, but that was enough. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “Thanks, but I wouldn’t subject you to my family. Can you keep an eye on my place and bring in any packages?”

      “Are you expecting something? How long will you be gone?”

      “I don’t know. And maybe.” She was answering Elsie’s questions backwards, but that was okay.

      “Have you been placing late night orders with TEMU again?”

      “Possibly.” Lou checked her mirrors before switching lanes. One advantage to leaving work mid morning: there was little traffic to contend with. 

      “Alcohol and retail therapy don’t mix,” Elsie chided.

      “You’re not helping, Els.”

      “Sorry. Back on topic. So sorry about Sula, but she’s like a hundred and eight, right? She had a good run.”

      “Still not helping.”

      “What about the cute boy next door? Will you see him?” Elsie’s mind shifted like the wind.

      “Ben? He still lives there, so yeah, probably.”

      “He lives with his parents? Ew!” Elsie had very strong views about men without their own residences after age twenty-five.

      “His parents are in Florida. They gave him the house,” Lou clarified. She took the next exit off the highway.

      “Damn, I wish someone would give me a house.”

      “If I had a spare house–” Lou began.

      “You’d drop it on Prissy next time she went outside!” Elsie finished.

      Lou had to laugh. This was why they were best friends. “Listen, I’m going to pack some stuff and get on the road. Do you think I should tell Nick?”

      “Ew, no,” came the immediate answer.

      “But he knew Sula when we were together. He might want to–”

      “If you invite him to the funeral, Aunt Sula will haunt your ass! She never liked him.”

      “She never liked any of the guys I brought home.”

      “She’s a good judge of character. Too bad you didn’t inherit that.”

      “Harsh.”

      “Listen to me. Do not call him,” Elsie said. “I’m going to text you that every thirty minutes for the next three days. Don’t freaking do it!”

      Lou glared at the car ahead of her in traffic. “It is not that difficult to turn!” she shouted as the car slowed to a near stop just to turn onto a side street. Lou accelerated around them and turned onto her street. 

      “Did they hear you?” Elsie asked.

      Lou didn’t answer.

      “Call me if you need me. Day or night. It doesn’t matter. I can be there in three hours. I’ll kick your sister’s ass for you. I mean, she looks like you, so it will be weird, but I’ll do it.”

      “Thanks, Els.” Lou ended the call and pulled into her assigned parking spot. She still took the spot on the right out of habit. Nick always wanted the left side because he felt his car was safer there.

      Lou dropped her bag in the entryway. The townhouse felt too big and too empty. It had been that way for months now. She once again considered calling Nick to tell him about Sula. Or, really, just to hear his voice. Everything was messed up and wrong. She needed an anchor. Hadn’t he always been that? More like a weight dragging you down, Elsie would say. Lou shook her head. She climbed the stairs to her bedroom. She needed to pack.

      She was back in the foyer a half hour later, this time gripping a duffle in one hand and holding a garment bag over her shoulder with the other. She surveyed the townhouse, trying to think of anything else she might need. Solomon’s Gap was in the Poconos, hardly a third world country, though it had felt that way when she was growing up. Lou could run to a store and pick up anything she needed. With that thought firmly in mind, she walked out the door and locked it behind her.

      The northeast extension of the Pennsylvania Turnpike felt like home, even though Solomon’s Gap was still two hours away. Lou hated traveling. It was a stressful ordeal every time. She had learned to break her trips down into manageable chunks. The northeast extension was the halfway mark. Next would be the Lehigh Tunnel. Once she reached the other side, home was just an hour away.

      “We’re going to hit the mountain, Louisa! Quick, close your eyes and cross your fingers.” Sula’s voice rang in Lou’s memory. She remembered how she’d felt. They had been going to a family reunion. Lou’s mother, Felicity, was bringing decorations and all kinds of food. The family car was packed full. Sula insisted on driving her own and had asked Lou if she wanted to ride along. Riding in the Oldsmobile was a rare privilege. Add to it being free of Ros and their parents, and Lou did not need to be asked twice.

      Sula had always been a fairly stern authority figure, but everything changed on that ride.  

      “See that mountain? The road is going right towards it.”

      Lou, just seven years old at the time, felt her heart pound. Up ahead was a ridge of mountains, and the highway showed no sign of turning to go around them. “What are we going to do?”

      “Use magic, of course,” Sula said. “I can’t do it because I’m driving, so it’s all up to you.”

      “Me? I can’t do magic.”

      “Of course you can. You’re related to me.” This sounded like an absolute fact.

      “What do I do?” Lou asked. She envisioned the Oldsmobile smashing into the mountainside if she got this wrong, but Sula didn’t appear to be worried in the least. 

      “You’ve got to take us inside the mountain. Think hard. Imagine what that would look like. We’re going to hit the mountain! Quick, Lou, close your eyes and cross your fingers.”

      Lou scrunched up her eyes and crossed all her fingers on both hands. She tried to imagine what the inside of a mountain would look like. She thought of tours they had taken into the coal mines, the darkness and the shiny, wet surfaces of the rocks. 

      “It worked! You can open your eyes now.”

      They were in a different world. Lou peered around in amazement. The walls were covered with white rectangular tiles. They shone wet in the light, orange first to mimic sunlight, then plain white. Lou saw the other cars around them and daylight far ahead. They were in a tunnel. She grinned up at Aunt Sula.

      “Well? Where are we?”

      “In the goblin kingdom,” Lou answered promptly. She had just read The Princess and the Goblin by George MacDonald. “We better hurry before they notice we’re here.”

      “Think of some rhymes, just in case,” Sula advised. “Never mind, we’re coming to the end. Take us back to the regular world. Same way you brought us here. Are you ready?”

      Seven-year-old Lou closed her eyes and crossed her fingers.

      Taking the same path in the opposite direction, thirty-two-year-old Lou crossed her fingers and blinked back tears as she drove.
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      the valley between them. The Susquehanna River cut through the valley, fed by numerous tributaries, including Solomon’s Creek. The locals pronounced it ‘crick.’

      In the mountains, Penobscot Knob specifically, smoke plumes still rose to the sky from a mine fire started in 1915. Efforts had been made to contain and stifle the fire, but they were unsuccessful. It was not as large or destructive as the mine fires of Centralia, Pennsylvania. Only one community had required relocation. Children of Solomon’s Gap knew to steer clear of any vents just as they avoided mine openings, most of which had been blocked off over the years.

      Train tracks crisscrossed the valley and went up into the mountains where the mines had been. Remains of the breakers still existed, and the Railroad Historical Society sought to document and preserve them. The main Solomon’s Gap station downtown had been turned into a hotel. Once, the Jersey Central had connected the Gap to Allentown and Philadelphia, and from there, Jersey City and Phillipsburg. There was talk of reviving that line and creating a new one to New York City. Votes had been taken and funds allotted, but nothing ever came of it.

      The downtown area could be called a small city, complete with a public square a block from the old train station. There had once been a thriving garment district. Vaudeville acts stopped in Solomon’s Gap on their way to Broadway, and several historic theaters still stood in various degrees of disrepair.

      The outskirts of town, where Lou had spent her childhood, were collectively known as the Hill Sections, which led to plenty of jokes about hill people and later references to a horror movie, The Hills Have Eyes. The grand houses had always been in the valley on the riverfront. Rednecks and hillbillies lived in the hills where their houses bordered the forests and their backyards hosted deer, bears, the occasional coyote, and mountain lions that were now mostly gone from the area.

      Lou had always preferred the forest to the city. As children, she and Ros were allowed to traverse the three blocks from their home to Shirley Street on their bikes. Sula’s house had a clear view of Mountain Road if one stood on the corner of the porch, which Sula would do to watch her young nieces’ progress up the hill. Felicity would call as they were leaving, and Sula returned the call to confirm when they arrived. That bit of business completed, the twins had free rein of Shirley Street and the backtracks that ran behind Sula’s house. Shirley Street to the left consisted of a hill, a dozen houses or so, and an abrupt halt at the end where the train tracks had once curved around to join the back tracks. Lou had once marveled at their luck in having not just one hill, the one on Shirley Street, but two, including the steeper Vincent Road that began at Shirley Street and continued over the back tracks and beyond. Vincent Road was steeper at the top, and riding up and down that hill had been high entertainment back when the girls rode big wheels instead of bikes. The back tracks were just a dirt road now. All the rails and ties had been removed. Vincent Road continued all the way up the mountain to where the radio towers stood, broadcasting to Solomon’s Gap and beyond from their vantage point atop Penobscot Knob. Walking up that road, which was dirt, lined with red shale from local pits, had always been an event.

      Sula’s house faced Shirley Street where Mountain Road ended. Her backyard stretched to the back tracks, separated by a wooded area. Lou had used the path through those trees many times in her youth, but only on foot. Sula insisted that bikes were for roads and not for yards. If Lou or Ros wanted to get to the back tracks, they had to pedal down to Vincent Road or in the opposite direction to Yocum Boulevard to get there.

      Lou took Yocum Boulevard from the highway through the woods and past the ranch style houses with large plots of land and occasional horses. A trailer park had sprung up in the hills there. The people living nearby had complained that it was supposed to be a campground for vacationers and hunters, not permanent residences, but the township saw the residents as tax dollars and allowed it. Lou had found the snobbery amusing. People in different areas of the Gap always seemed to be looking for a reason to look down on someone else.

      Lou turned right at the mini mart and drove down Shirley Street rather than continue on to her parents’ house. Sula steered clear of hospitals  Ros had been hospitalized with a nearly ruptured appendix when the girls were nine. Sula never visited, and Ros took it as a personal offense.

      “I bet she would have visited if it was you,” Ros said as she and Lou waited at the hospital entrance for their parents to bring the car around. “You’re her favorite.”

      Ros sat in a wheelchair, wearing a new pink and purple sweat outfit especially purchased for her homecoming. Lou was weighed down by armloads of flowers and bags of stuffed animals, all gifts for the invalid. Ros was clearly still high on painkillers. No one’s favorite had to double as a pack mule. Lou did yardwork for Sula. That wasn’t a sign of being a favorite either, just cheap labor.

      The yard Lou had tended for so many years was now covered with snow. Felicity’s car and Ros’s minivan took up the driveway, so Lou parked in the street. There was no sidewalk, and the walkway to Sula’s front door had not been shoveled. Lou glanced next door. Ben’s house stood dark and silent. His mother had always decorated the front porch for every holiday. Ben had not continued that tradition. The porch sported a pair of muddy boots and a few cardboard boxes that had gone soft in the weather.

      Lou checked Sula’s mailbox out of habit. Catalogs and flyers, what one might expect at the beginning of the holiday season, filled every spare inch. She gathered them up and carried them down the driveway to the enclosed back porch. Someone had installed the storm windows and removed the screens. That was good, though the screens leaned against the wall instead of being returned to the basement until spring. Lou noted all this and started a list of things that needed to be done around the house. Sula had always been particular about her home. None of that should change just because… Lou cut that thought off and opened the back door. She hung her coat in the tiny mudroom and kicked off her boots. There were no slippers waiting under the bench, so she walked into the kitchen in her socks.  

      “Well, look who’s finally here,” Felicity proclaimed. She and Ros sat at the kitchen table. “I thought you were your father.”

      Lou noticed that both her mother and sister wore their boots, matching pairs of beige Uggs. That was unthinkable. Sula never allowed outside shoes past the threshold. Felicity’s hair was dyed golden blonde and cut in a fashionable bob. She made an effort to hide her age and was mostly successful. Her features were delicate, her face heart-shaped with a small nose Ros had always envied. Ros’s face was a mirror to Lou’s own. They resembled their father’s side more than their mother’s. They had oval faces, high cheekbones and angular jaws. Their dark blonde hair was heavy and absolutely refused to hold a curl, though Ros had spent hours trying.

      “How was the drive?” Felicity rose and embraced Lou.

      “Fine. I missed most of the traffic,” Lou said, returning the hug. 

      “You don’t have to take off your shoes,” Ros said, barely looking up from her tablet. “Nobody cares.” 

      “There was snow on my boots,” Lou said.

      “So, wipe your feet.” Ros rolled her eyes.

      Her pattern of speech hadn’t changed much from their teenage years. She looked at something on her phone and compared it to what showed on the tablet. The table was strewn with sales flyers. Lou cleared a small space and set the mail there.

      Felicity picked through the stack of mail and pulled out more flyers.

      “I can get that game Maribelle wants online. It’s cheaper too. But how do I wrap it?” Ros asked, returning her attention to her Christmas shopping. 

      “Print out the license code, put it in a box and wrap the box,” Felicity answered.

      Ros tapped her lip with her manicured thumb. “That might work.” She regarded Lou like an intruder. “Aren’t you going to go in? She’s been asking for you.”

      “Hello to you too,” Lou replied flatly. 

      Felicity gestured and led the way through the dining room, past the stairs, into the living room. There was a formal parlor just beyond, the room no one had been allowed to enter except for very special occasions. Lou’s thoughts stopped at the hospital bed that dominated the corner of the room. The furniture had been removed or pushed to the walls. The television still sat in its usual place, casting a flickering light over the gloom.

      “I think she’s been waiting for you,” Felicity said.

      Lou saw that her mother understood and maybe even respected the close relationship Lou had always had with Sula. For once, there was no resentment there.

      “Of course, if you’d come home sooner, she could have seen you and been spared all this.”

      So much for a moment of understanding. Lou turned her attention back to the bed. Sula looked so small. She had always been fierce. Her presence had filled every room, including this entire house. She’d lost weight. Her face was too thin and had more lines than before. Lou approached the bed and took a seat in the chair next to it. She gently placed her hand over Sula’s. It was cold, thin, and skeletal. When did this happen? Lou had meant to visit. The weekends just seemed so short. She spent Saturday exhausted from the week and Sunday in a state of dread for the week to come. She should have made the effort. She should have taken a day off if necessary to visit Sula before illness struck and turned her into this frail, almost transparent person. Butter scraped over too much bread came to mind. Words from one of the many books Sula had placed in Lou’s hands.

      No one actually knew how old Aunt Sula was. She claimed not to remember, and a flood during the 1970s had destroyed many of the county records. Not that it matters anyway, Sula had said. Once the world decides you’re old. It doesn’t reverse that decision.

      Lou stroked the back of her aunt’s hand with her thumb. Sula’s eyelids didn’t even flicker. Lou was struck by a horrible thought. What if Sula didn’t wake? What if she hadn’t been waiting for Lou at all and died without saying a word? Could someone stave off death long enough to see a relative one last time, or was that just the magical thinking of fiction? With everything going on in her life, Lou could use some magic right then. Since none was forthcoming, she leaned back in the chair and turned her attention to the television. One of those crime shows was on. They all blended together in Lou’s mind.

      Perhaps if she spoke, Sula would wake and or at least sense that her prodigal child had come home. But Lou didn’t know what to say. What does one say to the person who shaped and molded their life? “Thank you,” was insufficient. “You saved me,” was close, but if she uttered those words out loud, Lou would start crying and not stop.

      Instead, Lou turned off the television. Bookshelves stood in many corners of the house, including the parlor, but Lou didn’t want to go searching. Easier to open the e-reader app on her phone. She read aloud, “Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of having nothing to do.”
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      heads close together, studying a glowing tablet screen. “If we get this for Maribelle, Bernadette will be upset.” Felicity commented. 

      “Well, Bernadette should have brought home a better report card,” Ros said.

      “That’s not fair. It’s Christmas,” Felicity objected. “Maybe there’s something else for her.” She turned the tablet her way and swiped right.

      Lou ignored the discussion of what to get Ros’s daughters for Christmas. She opened the refrigerator. There was a case of bottled water in there, an alien presence. Sula had always had a pitcher of filtered tap water. Lou selected a bottle and opened it.

      “It’s nice of you to read to her,” Felicity looked up from the tablet and spoke to Lou. 

      “Not much point when she’s asleep,” Ros pointed out.

      “The sound of a familiar voice is comforting,” Felicity insisted.

      “Too little, too late,” Ros muttered.

      “Shush,” Felicity chided.

      Lou’s gaze clashed with her sister’s for a moment.

      “I have a family to feed,” Ros announced, grabbing her phone. I have a family, and you don’t. I win. Her eyes said. She stood up from the table with her purse. “Do you need me to come back tonight?”

      “No, your father will bring dinner. Maybe in the morning?” Felicity suggested, standing from the table as well to see her daughter off. 

      “After I get the kids to school,” Ros agreed. Again, that air of superiority. She had things to do, places to be with her children. Lou stood in the doorway like a lonely specter. Ros kissed her mother’s cheek and barely nodded to Lou before rushing out the door.

      “She’s very busy,” Felicity said by way of explanation.

      “Of course, she is.” It came out sounding somewhere between sarcastic and sympathetic. Lou had intended the former.

      “I’m just going to finish some shopping. Your father will be here soon,” Felicity said.

      Lou nodded. “I’ll sit with Sula.” She volunteered, eager to escape awkward small talk with her mother.

      “Alright, dear.” Felicity nodded. It seemed she wasn’t keen on conversation either. Lou turned and headed back down the hall with her bottled water.

      She passed the stairs, remembering how many times she had run up them, turned right and escaped into a bedroom that was almost exclusively hers. A girl needs her own space, Sula had said. You can have this one unless someone visits. When they leave, you can have it again.

      An urge she had largely ignored since her days of inhabiting that bedroom welled up like a spring inside Lou. She was half tempted to climb the stairs and see if she had left any half-filled journals in that room. She definitely had a moleskin notebook in her purse. That would have to do.

      It is very important to write things down, Sula had said. When your head is full of thoughts spinning around like a whirlwind, getting them down on paper will help you see things clearly.

      Lou had gotten out of that habit as she got older. Whirling thoughts had kept her up many a night as she replayed conversations and tortured herself with imaginations of what could have happened if she’d only said something different. Now she wondered what could have been different if she had continued to follow Sula’s advice.

      Lou returned to the chair in the living room and dug the notebook out of her purse. The first few pages held actual notes: songs Lou wanted to download, movies to watch, a list of paint colors she and Nick had agreed on for the townhouse but never actually purchased, much less used. Like photos stored on a thumb drive, Lou rarely returned to these pages. She wasn’t going to get distracted by them at that moment either. She flipped to the back page instead. Her purse held pens. Two were gimme pens from various places. Neither worked. Finally, she found a gel pen that did. She started to write.

      Lou’s writing had always been hurried and not particularly legible. For a while, she’d used a dip pen and bottled ink, which just made it worse, though returning to the inkwell did slow her a bit. Her thoughts had always raced ahead, leaving her hand trying to keep up. This was no different. She filled page after page in the notebook as the sun set and darkness pressed against the windows.

      “Well, look who’s here.” Karl’s pleasant voice finally pulled Lou back to reality.

      “Hi, Dad.” She rose to embrace her father. Karl stepped into the living room and wrapped her in a tight hug. 

      “How is she?” he asked, nodding toward Sula.

      “She’s been asleep since I got here.” Lou sighed as she turned from her father to look over Sula’s sleeping form. 

      “Ah, well, that’s for the best,” Karl replied gently. 

      Lou nodded, but selfishly couldn’t agree. She wanted Sula to wake and impart some final words of wisdom or encouragement, something Lou could carry with her, something to help her figure out how to be an adult when she still felt like a dumb kid.

      “I’m thinking about dinner. Have you eaten?” Karl asked, placing a hand on Lou’s shoulder to regain her attention. 

      Lou shook her head. No one had offered her anything, and she hadn’t asked.

      “Let’s see if we can break up the Christmas shopping long enough to place an order, eh?” He jerked his head toward the kitchen.

      Lou looked at Sula. Karl saw it. “You’ll be here when she wakes up. She’s been waiting for you, I think.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      He shrugged. “People say it is. Come on, it will take a half hour at least for your mother to make a decision.”

      Karl dug in a cluttered drawer for the menu from a pizza place nearby. There were quite a few in Solomon’s Gap and the menus were all mostly the same. Felicity pored over it, even though she probably could list every item from memory.

      The food was delivered to the front door, which felt against the natural order. They ate at the kitchen table, using the paper hoagie wrapping as plates and shared potato chips from a bag. They drank soda in plastic cups poured from a two liter bottle. Plastic had never had much place in Sula’s kitchen. Soda came in cans which she kept in the cellar. Ice cubes came from trays in the freezer. They had used glasses and washed them in the sink afterwards.

      Sometimes during Lou’s later teenage years Aunt Sula would have a sudden craving for takeout, and she would ask Lou to drive her to Antonio’s restaurant. Driving had been a rare privilege then. Lou had waited to get her permit until she was seventeen, even though the legal age in Pennsylvania was sixteen. Ros had her learner’s permit the moment she was able, signed up for driver’s ed that summer and took her test immediately. Lou avoided competing with Ros whenever she could. Their parents purchased a car “for the girls to share” but there was no expectation that any sharing would actually happen. It was Ros’s car. Lou could count on one hand the number of times she’d driven it. Sula saw this, as she saw everything, and came up with excuses for Lou to drive her car. She even changed her insurance to cover drivers under the age of twenty-four. Lou had learned that one afternoon when Sula and Felicity were arguing about Lou driving the Oldsmobile.

      “Maribelle is in the gifted program. She is so much like Rosalind was at that age. So bright and bubbly,” Felicity gushed.

      “And Bernadette? How is she doing?” Lou asked. 

      “Fine, just fine. Maribelle wants to be on the dance team just like her mother. You remember how Rosalind's team went to state?”

      Lou shrugged and sipped from the plastic cup. “I was busy with my own competitions.”

      “That’s right. You competed in…” Felicity couldn’t seem to recall. 

      “Archery,” Lou supplied.

      “A regular Robin Hood as I remember,” Karl chuckled affectionately.

      Lou smiled. “I was a fan.”

      She had loved Robin Hood, starting with the animated fox from Disney studios, then Errol Flynn with all his style and grace. The modern film of her childhood starred Morgan Freeman and Kevin Costner. It contained numerous special effects and explosions.

      “You certainly liked that movie,” Felicity sighed. “I got so tired of it. I wanted to break the VCR.”

      Ros had monopolized the VCR far more than Lou and had played her movies on repeat as well, but pointing this out would only lead to an argument.

      “I should get back to Aunt Sula,” Lou said. She finished the last of her chips, balled up the paper wrapping, threw it away and refilled her cup of soda to take into the living room. There had better still be a coaster waiting on the end table in there. Things had changed in Sula’s house, that cluttered drawer in the kitchen for example. Lou wondered how long this downhill slide had been going on, and why she had never seen it.

      You were too wrapped up in your own drama, a sinister inner voice whispered. That voice sounded like Ros which sometimes made it easier to ignore. It often spoke the truth, and that could not be ignored. What if Lou had come home to help Sula when Nick moved out? I have a life too, part of her protested, but did she? She had a job she hated and a too big townhouse she could barely afford alone. Caring for Sula would have given her a purpose. She could have gotten back to who she had been before and try this adult thing again in a different way. Too late now. That was Ros again. And it was the truth.

      Lou returned to Alice and her adventures, diving into fantasy just as she always had to avoid the real world.
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      Their relief at getting an evening off was palpable.

      “We’re just a phone call away,” Karl said.

      “I’ll be fine,” Lou assured him.

      The chair next to Sula’s bed wasn’t overly plush, but it reclined, and that was enough for Lou to at least doze comfortably. When she did wake, she kept still and waited for Sula’s next labored breath. There seemed to be too much time between each inhale and exhale, and frankly, she sounded a bit like Darth Vader, the exhale coming through her nose and mouth at the same time with a click that almost sounded mechanical. There were no machines, no monitors as there would be in a hospital. Not even an oxygen tank, though they had been regular occupants of that space in the corner over the past few years. Sula had been set up at home and now they were all waiting for her to die. That felt obscene.

      One of Lou’s wakings involved something she’d read in an article months before. Eight percent of people reported experiencing semi-wakeful moments in which they could not move or make a sound, but sensed and often even saw another presence in the room. It was called sleep paralysis and supposedly was nothing to worry about even though the hallucinated invasion of their home and often bedroom caused a great deal of distress in the semi-sleeping person.

      Lou felt something similar when she shifted to her other side and saw a large man leaning over Aunt Sula’s bed. Instead of the dark shape and face with indistinguishable features others described, Lou noted he had a full beard and that his eyes, though she couldn’t discern the color, were kind. He looked at her aunt with love. Had Lou been religious, she might have thought him an angel, a guide to take Sula on to whatever waited for her after this life. As it was, Lou’s tired brain wondered how he had entered the house when she herself had made sure all the doors were locked. She wasn’t afraid, though she probably should have been, nor was she paralyzed as the articles suggested. She did try to speak, to ask his name or where he was from, but in the way of dreams, she would barely even whisper. He spoke, but she couldn’t catch the words, only the thought that his voice wasn’t as deep as she’d imagined it would be. Instead, it was a smooth, pleasant tenor. Lou closed her eyes so she could listen more carefully, but even then, the words were just a foreign collection of sounds that meant nothing to her. She drifted into sleep and didn’t wake again until dawn peered around the blinds.

      Sula’s eyes were open. Far from the sharp blue they had once been, they were instead rheumy and clouded, but they focused on Lou and didn’t waver. Her long fingers lifted off the blanket and Lou rushed to hold her aunt’s hand.

      “Hi,” Lou said softly.

      “Lou Lou,” Sula said. Her creaky voice sounded satisfied. “Not Rosalind.”

      “No, I’m not Ros,” Lou agreed.

      “Pretended she was you,” Sula said. “As if I couldn’t tell the difference. I’m old, but not a fool. Nothing alike, you two. Never were.”

      Ros had tried to trick Aunt Sula? Lou felt a flare of anger. “No, we’re not,” Lou agreed. “You could always tell us apart, even better than my parents.”

      “Speaking of fools,” Sula muttered.

      Lou laughed.

      Sula’s gaze sharpened. “Listen, Lou Lou, I’ve had enough. Tell Hack, I’m finished. He’s not to call me back.”

      “I don’t understand,” Lou said. “Who’s Hack?”

      “I’m tired.”

      “Okay. You rest now. I’ll be right here. Mom and Dad will be over soon.”

      “Enough is enough.” The final word was more of a mumble.

      “Okay, Aunt Sula,” Lou said. She fiddled with the blanket, feeling young and useless, not knowing what to do and at the same time, knowing there was nothing she could do. Sula fell back into that halting, intermittent breathing. Lou sat in the bedside chair and hoped desperately that Sula would wake one last time. Lou had things to say, things to ask. She’d been selfishly hoping for some nugget of wisdom, some guidance on how to navigate her messed up life. Unlike her parents, Sula had always been privy to the goings on in Lou’s life. Despite having intentions to the contrary, every time they spoke, Lou found herself spilling her guts. Her disappointment in her job and working life in general, “I never dreamed working in an office would be an extension of high school,” Lou had lamented. “I thought I was done with all that.”

      “Some people never leave high school,” Sula had said. “They stop maturing right around fifteen. Some of your relatives are prime examples.”

      That had stirred a laugh in Lou. Sula had never liked Felicity much. She said Karl was a good boy and had grown into a decent man. She seemed to think the rest of the family was a waste of space.

      One last conversation like that was what Lou had been hoping for, not a cryptic message about an old lover, one Sula had dumped by the sound of it, along with confirmation that Lou and her sister were nothing alike. Everyone knew that. Lou shook herself mentally. Maybe she and Ros were more similar than anyone realized. Ros would expect a dying relative’s last thoughts to be of her. Ros thought everything was about her, or that it should be. Why shouldn’t Sula look back on her long life in her final days? Of course, there would be lost loves in those years. She’d never mentioned them, despite Lou’s prodding.

      “Aunt Sula, did you ever want to get married?”

      “Do I look like someone
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