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				Here we go mother on the shipless ocean.

				Pity us, pity the ocean, here we go.

				—Anne Carson, Sleepchains

			

		

	
		
			ONE

		

	
		
			I

			 

			
			Sloane sat at her little desk, an open notebook before her, and waited for the drugs to kick in.

			This was research, not recreation. As a therapist, Sloane was interested in the decades of data showing the success of psychedelics in addressing post-traumatic stress disorder. Magic mushrooms and LSD had been used to treat depression, as well as the fear and anxiety experienced by people coping with terminal illness. They might be similarly helpful for those given a diagnosis of Alzheimer’s. And what about menopause transition?

			Sloane would be attending a weeklong workshop in the fall, to learn how to guide others through a psychedelic experience. In the meantime she was conducting a few experiments on herself with help from her professional mycologist friend Jeff, and a book called Sacred Spores: A Psychedelic Guide to the Divine Feminine.

			Both Sacred Spores and Jeff emphasized the importance of “set and setting.” This meant making sure you were in a good mental place, and in safe and pleasant physical surroundings. People who took a full dose of mushrooms tended to experience a dissolution of self or ego and often had communications with God, or ancestors, or themselves in utero, things for which you wanted a nice pillow and good lighting. On the other end of the spectrum, a microdose might simply help with mood or anxiety.

			Sloane had swallowed one gram of dried mushrooms, which Jeff packaged in little capsules. Sacred Spores called one gram a “Creativity Level.” She would notice it: colors might be enhanced, cyclical thought patterns disrupted, or new perspectives unleashed, but she’d be able to do normal activities safely.

			“Set” was short for “mindset” and Sloane’s mindset was good. Just two clients today, but gratifying ones. Dennis, her Afghanistan war veteran, had first come to her saying he hated “woo-woo California crap, no offense” and was “kind of over therapy in general” and had only made the appointment because his wife issued an ultimatum. Sloane respected his skepticism. She too had been raised with the idea that therapy was either for outright wackos or self-indulgent types who had money and self-importance enough to waste focusing on themselves, instead of just getting on with it, like regular people.

			The trouble with the “just getting on with it” method, Sloane felt, was how badly most people did it. How much they hurt themselves and the people closest to them by shutting down or off. Sloane, thrifty child of the Midwest, would add that masking, deflecting, or projecting one’s trauma, fear, shame, and pain wasn’t, in the end, good value!

			She had gently led Dennis to his own discoveries. Today, he’d made a connection between his back pain and poor communication with his father. He had used the word journey.

			After Dennis, there had been Hannah, her twenty-five-year-old client who experienced chronic constipation, insomnia, migraines, anxiety, occasional panic attacks, and heavy periods. “I know these aren’t really problems,” she’d said at their first session. (Her doctor’s recommendation had been that Hannah should eat more fiber.)

			Hannah was an actress and, in addition to more traditional therapy sessions, Sloane sometimes coached her for auditions. Working as a voice, speech, and audition coach was valuable income and there was quite a lot of overlap in trauma therapy and working with actors.

			(Sloane herself had gone to Carnegie Mellon as a theater major and then on to New York for many years, and although she’d twice been able to quit bartending for understudy gigs on Broadway, it was hard for her to get well-paying theater jobs, partly, perhaps, because she hadn’t done television or film and wasn’t a “name,” so after playing a friendly nurse on Guiding Light and a sassy friend of a dead girl on Law & Order, she’d moved to Los Angeles, and along with becoming the voice of all the Honey Maid Graham Cracker commercials for several years, she’d gotten fairly steady work playing about fifty variations of Nurse or Sassy Friend, as well as Teacher, Mom, Pathologist, and member of a threatened race on Star Trek, and reflecting on her acting career usually manifested in a mixed sense of pride and shame and amusement and anger that made Sloane tense the scalene muscles in her neck, and by God she never wished to be in her twenties—or thirties—again.)

			Today, after Sloane coached Hannah through a series of somatic exercises, Hannah had discharged a lot of trapped energy from her throat. It had been exciting to watch the physical transformation: shoulders rolling back, tension smoothing off the forehead, a healthy flush coming to the cheeks. Hannah started laughing with relief, and then burst into song. Sloane was still glowing from the session. An excellent mindset.

			As for setting, Sloane had decided to do the mushrooms at her office, which she greatly preferred to her apartment. The office was an additional dwelling unit belonging to her dear friends Daria and Michaela, for whom Sloane also provided cat-sitting and massage services, because they were so generous about rent. (The kindness of women friends. Men friends too, by which Sloane meant her gay male friends. Anyway, of community, of support.)

			“Make the place your own,” Daria and Michaela had urged. Sloane had not gone in for any spiritual doodads. No dreamcatchers or chakra charts. No inspirational quotes or photos of Indigenous women doing humble acts in a state of grace. Sloane took deep, physical pleasure in the uninterrupted cream color of the walls; she did not have to take mushrooms to want to caress them.

			Her own apartment felt oppressively cluttered these days, no matter how many times she tried to organize with the latest method. She’d filled boxes with donations and set cleaning timers and asked herself if her possessions sparked joy, and still ended up in a rage over the tyranny of partially used wrapping paper tubes or what seemed like five hundred million cords.

			“It’s a perimenopause thing,” her friend Angelica said. “I just got rid of all my throw pillows.”

			Sloane’s friend Julia could no longer tolerate clothing with prints and patterns. “Is it menopause or internalized ageism?” Julia asked. “I’m terrified of becoming one of those kooky women who wears ‘interesting’ pants. I just want one loose but also severe and sort of menacing garment.”

			Sloane thought she knew what Julia meant about the pants. It had to do with power. Being seen as a sexual object made you vulnerable in some ways, but so did not being seen as a sexual object. Power. Being Seen. A good theme for contemplation.

			Was she high? Sloane didn’t want to be too high. She decided to try a little breath work. She stood. She felt a desire to touch her face, and with it a reflexive prohibition against touching her face. It will cause breakouts! It will create wrinkles! Women were bullied and besieged about their faces, constantly instructed to fight or fix their own skin, a war now being sold to them under the guise of “self-care.”

			The pressure had been worse when she was acting, even though she’d technically been a “character” actor. At thirty-five, Sloane had been cast to play the mom of an actress who was twenty-seven. The younger actress confessed to getting Botox, still fairly new on the market at that point. “Do you know about it? They say it’s good to start early. Like training your muscles, but in reverse.”

			Sloane’d had acne, as a teenager. Oxy pads and Sea Breeze Astringent. Foundation thick as glue and never quite the right shade. Her mother saying, crossly, Don’t pick. The struggle throughout her careless twenties, casual bad habits, falling asleep with makeup still on, Estée Lauder concealer shoplifted from Barneys. The move to Los Angeles and learning to hold her face still for the camera because on camera her face was “too much.” Marriage and good products on the Hers side of a His-and-Hers bathroom. The products legitimately purchased, a life that felt increasingly less so. Divorce and grad school and creating her own business and now her face had lines and occasional breakouts, and she needed to get out her reading glasses to decipher the words “age-defying,” but she was fifty and by God she would touch her own damn face.

			Sloane realized she had forgotten to write down the exact time she’d taken the mushrooms. Perimenopausal brain fog was a real thing, though like nearly every other perimenopausal symptom it was tricky to distinguish from about a hundred other medical conditions or a general response to being alive now. Also, there were problems with publicly claiming “brain fog.” Women had needed to prove they could have their periods, or not have their periods, and fly planes, perform surgeries, run governments. They still had to do this. Most men did not want to know all the jobs they’d claimed first could be done while in a hormonal full body sweat, or bleeding out the vagina.

			But how nice it would be if, during certain discrete phases of a woman’s life, women could give themselves permission to only do a task, like men let themselves only do a task, instead of doing the task and every other thing and carrying everyone’s emotional water as well. “I have brain fog,” said a woman, when she forgot one of forty things she needed to do.

			Sloane placed her yoga mat in the center of her studio and stretched out. She touched her face, with love. She put a hand on her vagina and sent her vagina some love too. So much work, these places had to do, so much protection they needed. And all that work and protection cost money and time. Sloane’s chest expanded with empathy for her sisters across the world. The work of women. Armoring and budgeting everything. Armoring and budgeting the self.

			Sloane moved her hands to her lower abdomen. She’d not gotten her period in five months and been celibate for almost two years. Her reproductive organs were retiring and should get a service award, or a non-service award, really. Sloane tried to picture them. The arrangement of uterus, uterine tubes, cervix, ovaries had always made her think of a sheep skull. A Georgia O’Keeffe? Something lovely, but not exactly alive.

			Sloane had never wanted to have a baby. Not grow one, not push one out of her body, and not raise one. (Especially not that.) Sometime in her thirties she’d even stopped assuring people that she “loved children, just chose not to have them herself.” Sloane didn’t love children! She was almost instantly bored in their presence! Even her sister Laurel’s kids, who were objectively great.

			Sloane never apologized for her lack of maternal instinct. She considered it a natural superpower. She never had to want children, never had to make choices based on having them. Her attitude to her fertility lineup had always been one of wary vigilance, like a nervous and unsympathetic babysitter. “Behave, don’t mess up, don’t do anything.”

			The fertility organs were still there, though. Like her face was still there. Only it wasn’t the same.

			Sloane was becoming Crone. A creature of myth, terrible and frightening and powerful and wise. She couldn’t wait. Perimenopause was constant renegotiation with the body, and she had no idea where she was in the timeline of it. Full menopause could take anywhere from four to ten years. (Or it could be shorter! Or longer! No one knew!) This was hard. Sloane was someone who moved from idea to execution as quickly as possible. She wanted full crone-ship now.

			Sloane rolled onto her side to stretch her hip. The floor was a smooth bamboo. Her apartment had carpeting, which Sloane tried to cover with rugs, but the rugs never stayed flat, even with tape. Honestly, Sloane had never loved her apartment, which she’d chosen eight years ago because the location was good and came with parking and the rent was reasonable and she’d agreed to a mediator instead of a lawyer for her divorce, and that meant Shawn basically kept everything, including his house, which after all was too big for “just” her, and had been the childhood home of Shawn’s kids, and still bore the design choices of his wife before Sloane, like the “master” wing, which Shawn now shared with a third wife, who was younger than Sloane had been when she had married Shawn.

			Sloane was not bitter. The divorce had been her idea. She had presented herself to Shawn as a moderately successful actress who was going back to school to pursue more meaningful work and contribute to her community. At the end of their first date Shawn said, “You dazzle me, I can’t get enough.” Sloane, at thirty-seven, had never been with a man who wanted more Sloane.

			She instructed herself toward a state of compassionate neutrality toward Shawn, who had been so confused when she decided she no longer wanted the role of Fantastic Second Wife who was also Cool Stepmother. It wasn’t his fault it was a boring role, a ton of work with few good lines, little room for character development, and almost no audience support.

			She had taken responsibility for her actions. A one-bedroom with carpeting had been the price of freedom.

			Sloane rolled into a crouching position, her right knee crackling. Bone and cartilage rubbing together. Crepitus was the name for it. A good crone-ish word.

			It was all coming, the changes in her body she’d been warned about, the ones she’d been told were scary and terrible and a loss. What a successful marketing campaign! She would make herself opt out of their schemes. Women were told they were going to hate their necks. Sloane would decide to love her neck.

			It’s not like she’d ever been the kind of conventionally beautiful that made doors fly open, not truly. When Sloane was sixteen, the head of the drama department, Mrs. Clark, had told Sloane that what she had was “charisma.” Sloane had sensed a truth, or anyway, a template. She might never be the most beautiful, or the sexiest, or have the best figure, or even be the most talented (though privately she’d suspected she might be the most talented, except when it came to roles that required dancing or a soprano belt), but she had charisma, which in her case was an ability to shine the headlights of her personality on others and be genuinely curious about them. It made people feel seen and appreciated for who they really were, which made people find Sloane incredibly compelling.

			With exceptions. Most men did not want to be seen for who they really were. It made them feel they couldn’t get away with anything, which perhaps reminded them, uncomfortably, of Mother.

			Sloane had not realized that charisma, too, would change with age. She thought it was timeless. She thought she would always have a certain power. Was she losing that power? Was that power ever real? Was there a better kind of power, waiting?

			“Yes,” said the books, said her older friends, said the actress on a TV show during a monologue they all sent each other links to, because it was so encouraging, so wonderful, to have a beautiful and luminous and clearly sexual woman say the other side was fabulous, even if she was a fictional character.

			Meanwhile, “Another mystery bruise,” Angelica reported. “I have had my period for ten days,” Maria said. “Are styes a perimenopause thing?” Michaela asked. Was everyone’s weird skin rash, burning mouth, joint pain, hair loss a thing? Or everyone except for Daria, who said the only thing she’d noticed was gaining a little weight but that could be pandemic. And Kay, who said she’d felt awful until she started her custom bioidenticals. Should they all be on hormones? They should probably all be on hormones. No, said Jocelyn. Menopause was not a sickness that needed to be treated, it was a bridge to locate and cross. Fuck that, said Angelica, but warned against testosterone, which had made her hair fall out. “Insurance covers the generic estrogen patch and progesterone pill,” Michaela reported. “Mine was thirty dollars after co-pay.”

			It all cost money. If Sloane developed some kind of special therapeutic course for women in perimenopause, she would become yet another treatment option out of most women’s reach. At this moment, Sloane herself could not afford herself.

			She was about to have a hot flash. Her body always gave a little warning, a sense of nerves darting, pinging, a slight vertigo. An awareness of a coming. Her friend Maria said she got this too. Apparently the phenomenon was not dissimilar to the premonitions some epileptics felt before a seizure. Epileptic seizures were events dogs could anticipate, after training, and Sloane wondered if a dog could be trained to understand when a hot flash was on its way. If it could, it would understand more about hot flashes than most doctors.

			Sloane took off her linen T-shirt. Her chest and stomach were drenched. She needed a towel but was too tired to stand. Not tired. Wasn’t it, almost, like a kind of loss that made standing seem pointless? Loss and laziness and agitation and aggression. Her perimenopause was like wanting to punch someone and listen to Joni Mitchell and cry, except her brain was too sleep-deprived to remember the name “Joni Mitchell.”

			The light in the studio had changed, it was dark outside now.

			Her hot flash vanished, as mysteriously as it had arrived.

			Sloane stood and moved to her desk. She should make notes on some of these ideas. She was probably a little high.

			Sloane’s phone was on the desk, silenced but lit up now with an incoming call.

			Roberta.

			Roberta never called, or even texted. She preferred email. Roberta would only call if it was about Mom.

			She was sweating again, but this was a cold sweat. Fear and something else. Release? Relief. She was relieved.

			Fear and relief. Sloane didn’t know it was possible to feel both things at once. “Please God, no,” and “Oh thank God,” simultaneously.

			

			—

			She would remember this, later.

		

	
		
			II

			 

			
			Laurel was in the laundry room folding clothes and listening to an audiobook about climate catastrophe and extinction. She found it impressive, erotic even, the way the author faced up to loss on a profound scale. He had an English accent, but not the fancy one. Gruff and slightly burred. Laurel imagined him in a thick sweater, at a cottage door, looking out over a denuded field where sheep no longer roamed. Steadily, gravely, inexorably, he put himself inside her and ended the world.

			Laurel clothes-pinned a pair of her “good” panties on the line suspended above her washer so they could air-dry. Tonight was date night. Laurel and her husband always had sex on date night, unless one of them had an upset stomach. It would be a strange request, to ask Michael if she could listen to her climate catastrophe audiobook while they did it. Awkward too, maybe.

			Laurel had often been told her sense of humor was “dry.”

			The environmental nonprofit Laurel worked for part-time was going to host the author for a book signing. He was conducting his tour in an environmentally responsible way and currently crossing the ocean with a crew on a sailboat. Laurel was so envious of this it made her mouth water. She wondered if the author had kids. Not that this would interrupt his travel plans.

			Not that acknowledging gender inequality in parenting roles ever made anyone feel better. Maybe the first woman who had her feelings about this validated. A woman of ancient Rome? Xia dynasty? Sumer? Now people said, “Yeah, toxic gender roles,” but nobody felt better, and the arc of human justice had bent the other way and there were women making tradwife videos. Although that was maybe more of a cosplay, fetish-type thing, it was hard to tell.

			Laurel’s audiobook was interrupted by an incoming text. Sloane. Chat soon? This weekend?

			Laurel had no time this weekend. She could talk now, but was she in the mood for Sloane? Her older sister could be annoying or intrusive or emotionally pushy or just too much, but on the plus side, Laurel didn’t have to feel guilty about having those thoughts. Sisterhood was being able to occasionally dislike or resent the same person you wouldn’t hesitate to give a kidney.

			Sure! Laurel restarted her book.

			More texts from Sloane arrived.

			Or now-ish?

			Otherwise tmrw after 5?

			Laurel answered. Now is fine!

			Laurel was brooding over the clothes. The clothes of her teenage children were like the ones Laurel had coveted at their age, the fashion all the rich coastal kids had worn at the boarding school where her parents taught. Tiny boxy midriffs, high-waisted oversize pants, limp flannels. Happily, Laurel’s kids were so much cooler than she had been, and more kind than her former classmates. At their age, Laurel had been a competitive gymnast and generally high-achieving person. She’d worked hard to be popular, which was difficult to achieve as both a faculty kid and a day student. (Sloane, of course, had wanted to be an outsider.) Laurel always felt bad for try-hard girls in teen movies.

			In teen movies, you never saw what happened to girls like Laurel. The day after graduation she’d slept for sixteen hours.

			“You’re a cool mom,” Michael said. Or sometimes “You’re a hot mom.”

			She was! Though in her socioeconomic group they were all Cool or Hot Moms. Some of her friends liked to call themselves Bad Moms, which was a way of boasting how you weren’t an over-engaged, hypervigilant, insufferable type of mom. Laurel had seen “World’s Most Okay Mom” on a coffee cup on Instagram and made it part of her social media profile. Environmentalist. Wife. World’s Most Okay Mom.

			The joke was about being self-aware of the whole reductive business of mom taxonomy.

			It was kind of a complicated joke, really.

			Laurel held up one of Vee’s black T-shirts.

			Vee had turned seventeen this year and had come out as nonbinary, changing their name and their pronouns. It was Laurel’s job to not make a big deal about this because it absolutely wasn’t a big deal, or any kind of a deal, except, occasionally, when it was extremely important. Laurel sincerely wanted to get gender right, so she’d joined an online group for parents of trans and nonbinary teens and watched videos and read books and articles and studied the glossary of nonbinary terms, so she could not make a big deal or discern when it was extremely important, in the correct way.

			Laurel understood being nonbinary was not some kind of fad, or a way to distinguish yourself, or hormonal confusion, or the kind of discomfort about becoming an adult woman that Laurel had once felt.

			Well, Laurel didn’t understand, but she understood she had a lack of understanding.

			

			—

			The other women—it was all women—in Laurel’s support group talked about the importance of holding space for their children. It’s what Laurel was there to do. Hold space. Be there. Like a planet.

			Not all of the baby came out, was the thing nobody told you. A bit of the baby stayed inside, maybe you kept it inside. An unreasonable, overwhelming, grasping claim that occasionally, in a place in your body you couldn’t see, turned around and kicked.

			Laurel smoothed the neck of Vee’s T-shirt and was reminded of playing some game with Sloane, fitting the necks of black T-shirts around their heads, flipping them backward so the shirts were like nun’s veils. They’d not been a religious family.

			Her phone rang. Laurel grabbed it.

			“Hey there,” said Sloane. “I’m so glad I caught you.”

			“I was just thinking about you,” Laurel said. “Do you remember putting T-shirts over our heads and pretending we were nuns?”

			“Oh my God.”

			Laurel smiled. They were five years apart and didn’t always remember the same things. Sloane’s “Oh my God” of recognition felt like a hand on her back.

			“Did you ever do that with Nanette?” Sloane asked.

			“I didn’t. I am not to blame.”

			“Okay now, easy.” But Laurel knew her sister enjoyed being a little punchy about Nanette.

			“Are you home?”

			“Doing laundry,” Laurel said. “Half-day at work, so now I’m catching up on chores before all the weekend activities.”

			“What’s happening at work?”

			Laurel had been a stay-at-home mom for years, and Sloane had always made a big production about honoring her work as mother and homemaker. That would’ve been nicer if Sloane had not inevitably included some version of “I could never do what you do.” Laurel always heard the unspoken “because I would lose my mind with boredom.”

			Laurel had once thought of a career in government. Before the kids, she’d been working full-time as a disaster research specialist for New Jersey’s Department of Emergency Management while getting her master’s in public administration. Having children had both reduced and radicalized her. Now she had less faith in systems, less confidence in the idea of progress, and much more anger. The thing Laurel hated most in life was people denying what was clearly happening right in front of their eyes. She enjoyed her current job at the environmental nonprofit but worried that telling herself every positive action mattered no matter how small was another form of denial, and what she should be doing was blowing things up.

			“We’re running a campaign to restore and protect the habitat of the New Jersey bog turtle,” she told Sloane, and then quickly asked about Sloane’s work.

			Sloane told Laurel she’d just been certified in something called somatic therapy, which had to do with trauma and the body.

			Laurel put her sister on speakerphone and started folding socks. Sloane always got a little carried away when she started talking about trauma and the body, just as Sloane had once gotten carried away about the role of the artist in society. Whatever Sloane was doing was the most meaningful thing.

			Not that Laurel didn’t value therapy. Vee was in therapy and doing great. But not all bad stuff was trauma.

			Even trauma might not be trauma.

			Laurel had experienced a rape, in college.

			That was technically trauma, and it sounded traumatic if you said something like I was raped. Saying she had experienced a rape gave it borders. Laurel’s rapist had worn a shirt whose color Laurel could describe, made in a fabric she could identify, had even been laundered in a brand whose scent she recognized. Not that she’d reported that, or any of the experience. A party, fingers on her ribs shoving her backward into a bedroom, she had been drinking, she could have screamed and didn’t, she was wearing a low-cut blouse, it was the nineties.

			Over the years it had even become possible to not associate that particular laundry detergent with the experience. Or anyway, not always. Laurel didn’t buy the detergent, because it was wasteful crap, but she could pass it by in the store without white-knuckling the cart.

			Rape victim was not how she identified. Laurel was not a person who had been raped any more than Vee, it seemed, was a “she.” Connecting these two ideas was oddly helpful but possibly problematic.

			Laurel rapped her chest with her knuckles, a habit she was aware of because it bothered her children when she did it. If Sloane were in the room, she would notice and probably want to say something about the body.

			Laurel continued making appreciative noises at Sloane, to show she was listening, which she wasn’t. They had, over the past decade, settled into a polite version of their former negligent but sporadically intimate, occasionally contentious, sisterhood. They tried now to be kind and supportive whenever they talked. Laurel felt that consequently they understood each other much less.

			“How are the kids?” Sloane asked.

			Audrey was codirecting the school play, even though she was only a freshman. Audrey had so many activities Laurel used a spreadsheet to figure out drive times and meal preparation. Audrey used her allowance to purchase an increasingly complicated skin care regimen.

			“Last couple weeks of school,” Laurel said. “Audrey wants to do a FaceTime with you to talk about theater.”

			“Of course. And how’s my Vee?”

			Vee was seventeen and brilliant and interested in global studies and had taught themselves sign language off YouTube and seemed a lot happier and more relaxed since coming out, but just the other day had described themselves as someone with “conditional touch aversion,” which meant, Vee explained, that under certain circumstances something like a hug could feel like an assault or cause intense anxiety. Laurel, secretly alarmed and exasperated in equal measure, had responded in respectful and measured tones, asking what Vee needed, etc. The entire conversation sounded as if they were role-playing a successful example of “Mom” and “Teen” in a mental health management video.

			Later, Laurel had researched conditional touch aversion online and been rabbit-holed to an article about mothers who were “aggressive huggers.” You could always find a link to it being Mom’s fault. The best response, the article suggested, was to open your arms and let the other person decide what to do, which Laurel thought sounded more aggressive than hugging.

			“Let’s roll with it,” Michael had said, because he didn’t need a support group, he had her. “Let’s let it play out.”

			“Vee is amazing,” Laurel said to Sloane.

			“Oh good, good. Yeah. Okay, I want to hear more, but the main thing I wanted to talk to you about is Mom. I spoke with Roberta yesterday.”

			Sloane paused. Laurel stopped folding and looked at her phone.

			“Everything’s fine,” said Sloane. “But I think she’s struggling. Mom, I mean. It’s getting worse.”

			“Alzheimer’s only gets worse.” Laurel heard the sharpness in her tone, knew Sloane would be hearing it too.

			“We don’t know it’s that,” Sloane said. “And even if it is, remember the book I sent you? They say it’s important not to conflate the way Alzheimer’s ends with the early and even middle stages, which can be managed in a positive way where the person can enjoy so much and—”

			Laurel let her sister make her “Alzheimer’s Can Be a Precious Opportunity” speech. What Laurel wanted was clarity, not sentiment. All the advice books and Reddit threads said: Get a diagnosis, get the person into a drug trial. But their mother claimed she was in perfect health. “My doctor says I’m doing great, just normal old-people stuff, no big whoop.”

			“You know Mom doesn’t like being managed,” Laurel said.

			“I don’t want to disrespect her agency and dignity,” Sloane said. “But I also think we’re at the point where her agency is—not consistent. We’re there now.”

			This meant Sloane was “there now.” Their mother had been “there” for at least a year.

			“I know you talk to Mom every few days,” Sloane said.

			“For like a minute. Three sentences and then it’s ‘Okay, well, thanks for calling.’ ”

			“She does that with me too.”

			“She’s covering,” said Laurel, who had said this before. “And I think Roberta is covering for Mom covering.”

			“I agree,” Sloane said. “I can see it when we do video calls. Although everyone is weird and awkward on FaceTime or Zoom unless they have a ring light. It’s been hard to read the situation. Now that we can travel—”

			“Yes.”

			They were both guilty of neglect. Laurel hadn’t seen their mother in person in over two years. But they’d had the pandemic, and Michael’s mother last Christmas, and Laurel had been so focused this year on getting the kids back to “normal.”

			“It’s amazing she has Roberta,” said Sloane. “But I don’t want Roberta to feel—I mean, we can’t ask Roberta to take on responsibilities for her care.”

			“I know,” said Laurel, although she didn’t think Roberta was exactly martyring herself. Roberta was retired and no longer paid rent for the room in her mother’s house, but “shared the daily expenses,” which were extremely low. With Roberta it was always, “I’m happy to do most of the driving” and then a few months later you’d find out Roberta had gotten rid of her own car and was only driving their mother’s.

			Laurel pulled Michael’s hoodie out of the dryer.

			“Here’s the thing. Roberta asked for my help,” said Sloane. And then with too obvious care, “I think because she thinks of me as being the one with the least going on. I mean, she knows you have Michael, and the kids, and Nanette is in the middle of her thing.”

			“Also, you’re nicer to her.”

			“I think you intimidate her.”

			Laurel was pleased.

			“Roberta wants to go to Florida for a few weeks,” Sloane continued. “To visit her brother and his family. She wanted Mom to come with her, but Mom is saying she doesn’t want to and she’s fine on her own. Roberta doesn’t think Mom can manage. So, I told Roberta I’d come and take over for a bit.”

			“You can do that, with work?”

			“I’d rather Mom came here, but she’s insisting she’s fine on her own. It’s just two weeks. I can do Zoom sessions. Two-thirds of my clients are remote now anyway.”

			“We need to get her to a neurologist,” Laurel said.

			People in Laurel’s friend group had parents with difficult stuff. Parkinson’s. Cancer. Holly’s mother-in-law had dementia. So did Ju’s. Dementia, unless it was early onset, meant the parent had lived to be old and you were lucky. Michael’s dad had died of cancer when Michael was fifteen.

			“We knew this might be coming,” Laurel said.

			It was in their family, this disease. Her mother never talked about being afraid of it, but she’d seen both her sister and her own mother die with it. Laurel thought of her aunt and her grandmother, who had not gone gently or quickly. “Nobody should have to live like that,” her mother had said, about Grandma Jean. But her grandmother had lived with it, for over a decade.

			It was a bad disease. Laurel would do everything she could to help her mother, but she wasn’t going to pretend it was a precious opportunity. She had a right to say it sucked.

			There was something in the pocket of Michael’s hoodie. Laurel pulled it out. It was a hairpin. A large, metal, U-shaped hairpin, professional looking, something a woman might use for a fancy updo.

			There was a woman’s hairpin in Michael’s pocket.

			Michael was having an affair.

			The certainty arrived with adrenaline, which shot through Laurel’s arms. In an instant, her body was filled with a kind of wild purpose. Run! her body shouted, and her body was sprinting toward the springboard in front of the vault, like the old days in gymnastics. Sometimes in competition, fear could be welcome, stimulating, releasing. A panic, curiously mixed with relief.

			It would be over! It would all be over!

			“We should do a group call with Nanette,” Sloane said. “I guess Mondays are the only times they let her do that, so it will have to be Monday.”

			Words seemed to be coming out of Laurel. She was answering Sloane. Something about her schedule on Monday.

			Focus. Focus. She wasn’t sprinting toward the vault. She was a forty-five-year-old woman in her laundry room.

			Laurel looked at the hairpin. Her hair was straight and on the thin side, so her bobby pins were small. Vee did not have hairpins; Vee had buzzed hair. Audrey had a little box in her room of rubber bands and pins and barrettes and clips. Nothing like this. This hairpin belonged to a woman. Why should Laurel be sure of that? What did that even mean?

			Michael’s hoodie was the one he took to the gym with him, for boxing, twice a week. He did this after work and often on Saturdays.

			Laurel and Michael were in a good place. They were solid. Once life got back to normal—

			There was no normal anymore, there’d never been normal, just degrees of illusion or protection depending on your class or skin color or bank account or gender or orientation. And what kind of observer was Laurel? She hadn’t even known her own kid wasn’t a girl.

			The hairpin could have come from another item of clothing, or, or, or any number of innocent places.

			“I know. It’s hard,” said Sloane, into the silence. “But we have resources, we’re lucky.” Sloane was crying, about their mother. Sloane was a good crier. It had been a special skill of hers, as an actor. Instant tears, you just had to give her a few seconds. Not that her crying, now, was insincere.

			Laurel thought, in a burst of resentment, that other women got things from tears. Sympathy, tenderness, compromise. In Sloane’s case, applause and admiration. Nobody reacted like that when Laurel cried.

			This was something Laurel had determined a long time ago. It was possible her tears would elicit sympathy and tenderness now, but she didn’t know. She had become something of a secret crier.

			“We’ll get through this,” Sloane said.

			“We will.” Laurel pressed the ends of the hairpin into her palm.

			“Like Mom would say. ‘No big whoop.’ ”

			“Right. Ha.”

			A woman could not drop everything—her entire life—and set sail across the ocean because of a hairpin.

			“Okay,” Sloane said. “I’m getting to a parking garage now. I’ll send a group text, and we’ll figure out a time to talk with Nanette—”

			“I could maybe come to Indiana too,” said Laurel.

			The words surprised her. She’d not meant to say them.

			“Oh wow,” said Sloane. “That would be amazing. Really? Laurel. I would love that.”

			Laurel heard the truth of this in her sister’s voice. For a moment it cut through the other thoughts, and she was moved. Her sister wanted her.

			Laurel said she’d look at her schedule, it was almost the end of the school year, she needed to get Vee through finals and Audrey had the play and choir recital and a swim team party, but Laurel could probably come to Indiana after all that. Sloane said again that she would love it. They ended the call.

			Laurel stared at the shelves in her laundry room. They were arranged almost exactly like the ones of her childhood: first shelf filled with cleaning products, second shelf with their collection of family board games and puzzles. Growing up, the laundry room was where they sheltered during a tornado because they didn’t have a basement and it was the only room in the house without windows.

			A tornado had not destroyed their home. That had been done by a lovely French teacher named Lise. And their father, of course.

			Their father had been happily married to Lise now for almost thirty years, which was longer than he’d been married to their mother.

			The sprinting, hand-springing energy of Laurel’s body was entirely gone. She felt she might weigh a thousand pounds. She pressed her hands against the dryer, in order not to sink through the floor. The hairpin dug into her palm.

			Laurel looked again to her nicely organized shelves. Everything in her life was something she had arranged. If there were accidents, she didn’t know about them.

			They had the board game Clue, which Laurel and Sloane had also played, with their parents. The goal was to find the murderer, the room the murder was committed, and the murder weapon.

			Mother in the Laundry Room with the Hairpin.

			But Laurel was the victim, not the murderer.

			Not the victim, that was ridiculous. Also, she was a person, not Mother.

			Catastrophizing was the thing you were not supposed to do. Not about personal woes, not when they’d arrived at actual climate catastrophe. It was too late to catastrophize.

			Laurel ran her thumb up and down the metal of the pin. This, she thought, is a hairpin. This is only a hairpin.

			Laurel thought, I have been betrayed and she thought, I hate when people say “cheating” like it’s all some kind of game and she thought, But it is all some kind of game, and she thought, I don’t have time to deal with Michael having an affair, I don’t have time to get divorced, the schedule is completely full, and she thought, Oh but it can be over, and it won’t be my fault and this last thought was exhilarating, in the sprinting, hand-springing sort of way, a momentum of excitement that would end not with the ending of the world, but with the ending of herself, which, after all, would be so much simpler.

		

	
		
			III

			 

			
			Nanette was going with Josie to a gun range. They weren’t planning a demonstration or a protest. Josie was documenting her discernment process on TikTok and today she wanted to film herself giving up recreational gun use. Nanette was going to be supportive and hold Josie’s phone. Apparently selfie sticks were not permitted while holding a gun.

			“Thanks again,” Josie said. “I kind of got in my head, about asking you. Maybe you wouldn’t say if you were uncomfortable because being uncomfortable is, like, sometimes part of our deal? But I did feel guided to ask you. And I thought, Trust that Sister Nanette Teresa will say if she feels pressed. So that’s what I’m doing.”

			Nanette was still pleased to hear herself called by her full religious name, though it had been almost two years since she’d begun her own discernment, taken her novice vows, received a habit, and added the name of a saint to her own. “Teresa” had been chosen for her, after Nanette confessed to being overwhelmed by the options. “Teresa of Ávila was a great reformer, mystic, and poet,” said Sister Superior Phoebe Catherine. “But don’t let that intimidate you. I mostly chose it because I thought it sounded nice with Nanette.”

			Teresa was also the patron saint of Spain, those in religious orders, those ridiculed for their faith, lacemakers, and people who suffered from headaches. (Nanette did get migraines.)

			“I was happy you asked me,” Nanette said to Josie. She was aware Josie wanted to be friends, needed someone at Our Lady to make jokes with, bond. There were days when Nanette found this annoying and days when her feelings for Josie were like those she’d once had for her dolls and stuffed animals: she got protective and a little anxious on Josie’s behalf, and had a desire to brush Josie’s hair. Nanette had never, in any sense, had a younger sister.

			Josie was still a postulant and had only been at the convent for three months.

			“I appreciate you,” Josie said. “You are the most calm person I’ve ever met.”

			Nanette, who was having a rough day, was pleased. She did feel calm these days! Not today, not the past few weeks, but generally.

			This morning, Nanette had woken up with the words fearfully and wonderfully in her head. Psalm 139. “I praise you for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.” The psalmist David had what seemed to her the right take on God’s omnipotence: it was beautiful, it was a source of exaltation, it could stress you out.

			The words fearfully and wonderfully were now stuck. A looping cadence, an earworm. She couldn’t shake them.

			“It’ll be interesting,” Nanette said, over the noise in her head. “Two nuns walk into a gun range!”

			Josie laughed. People also said Nanette was “funny when you got to know her.”

			They weren’t nuns. They all used the word, but technically, nun was only for women who never left their convent grounds, and the Community of Our Lady of Grace was not cloistered. They were sisters.

			Sisters could be in the world, teaching, conducting ministry or social work. Sisters had vacations and took Mondays off, like today, where they could go out to lunch, or see friends, or make videos about renouncing recreational gun usage.

			Nanette and Josie were walking down the convent driveway to the bus stop. (Our Lady had only one car.) Their driveway was long, almost a quarter mile, bordered by maple trees. Nanette and Josie passed the (empty) convent retreat house and the two (also unoccupied) guest cottages. Not visible from the driveway was the tiny convent cemetery, which was at capacity.

			Nanette had taken her novice vows just before the pandemic shut down most of the world. In many ways, she’d gotten an experience of cloistered life, though novices generally stayed close to the convent for the first two years anyway. There was so much to learn. The Rule of the Order, yes, and psalmody, and growing in your prayer life, but also lessons like how Sister Judith Bernadette liked the dishwasher loaded, or how not to get annoyed by the way Sister Patricia Maria ate her Cheerios.

			The community at Our Lady, like all convents, had needed to be especially careful during the pandemic, as their population was elderly. Nanette had grieved for and prayed for the world, but she’d loved the isolation, had taken to it. Now that the world had opened again, she was experiencing a reluctance to join it so extreme she worried she’d made a mistake. Perhaps she wasn’t meant to be a sister after all, but a technical nun, living in a cloistered community, focusing on contemplation and prayer. Was this a true calling? Or an expression of something like fear or anxiety, something she needed to work through or get over?

			It wasn’t a simple thing, to separate God’s will from your own preferences.

			Josie was talking about her videos.

			“I’m not trying to proselytize on social media,” Josie said. “But it’s the tool we have. I know so many people think being Christian means you’re anti-science, and anti-choice, and anti-inclusivity. I want to get our message out and say, hey, that’s not us. People need to know we’re here.”

			Nanette felt a pinch of guilt in her chest. She’d gone off social media when she came to Our Lady, with relief. Josie was using it to engage and interest people. To share. They were an Episcopalian convent, which a lot of Episcopalians didn’t know was a thing. The average age of the American nun was eighty. And that was for Roman Catholic sisters, who were far more numerous than Anglicans. There were only ten women at Our Lady, and Nanette, at thirty-five, dropped the average age of their community down to sixty-nine.

			Nanette saw her mother’s hand, moving quickly across a piece of paper, demonstrating how to do averages. Her mother hadn’t needed the paper. She could multiply or divide large numbers in her head, easily.

			Fearfully. Wonderfully. Fearfully. Wonderfully.

			They didn’t feel like God’s words, anymore. This was her brain, being weird.

			Nanette hadn’t been sleeping well. She’d been thinking a lot about her vocation, and she’d been thinking a lot about her mother, and trying to pray for her mother. Things seemed to be coming to, to a sort of point, and she was—

			It was out of her hands. Her mother. In some senses, her own life. Maybe all senses. (Nanette had her doubts about free will.)

			She realized she’d not answered Josie’s last remark and Josie was respecting her silence. But Nanette should make an effort. She should be of service to Josie today.

			“I think it’s great—generous—what you’re sharing on social media,” Nanette said. “I know people have a lot of questions about this kind of life.”

			“And assumptions, too,” Josie said. “Like we’re all traumatized, or brainwashed, or can’t handle the ‘real world.’ I want to show how much joy you can get by living an intentional life in Christ. How real this is.”

			The driveway curved, and Nanette turned for a last look at the graceful mother house: white stone, Norman inspired, a little worse for wear. The physical beauty of Our Lady had been a strong draw for Nanette. Perhaps too strong. On her first vocational visit, Sister Superior Phoebe Catherine had advised Nanette to visit as many communities as she could. “It’s about finding the right fit,” she said. But she’d said it while standing in Our Lady’s stone cloister, with its open colonnade, leaves blowing across flagstones that had been laid more than a hundred years before, and the breeze had made the skirt of Sister Phoebe Catherine’s habit flutter out with a crisp snap, and Nanette had felt no doubt.

			This had to be the right place.

			This was the right place. How much more hidden away did she want to be? They weren’t so very much in the world, at Our Lady. Most of their life was prayer, from the Angelus bell at six a.m. to the last prayers before bed. The daily office in chapel: lauds, mass, terce, vespers, compline. An additional two hours every day for private prayer and meditation.

			She was starting to get the hang of it. She’d already had a few experiences where the praying had opened something in her brain and she’d felt an incredible peace, a kind of profound expansion. It hadn’t felt strange, it had felt like affirmation. She’d known the expansion was there, was possible. She was meant to do this. Why had she been scared of it for so long?

			Because Nanette wasn’t Teresa of Ávila, a sixteenth-century Spanish mystic from a wealthy family who had run away from home as a child in the hope of being martyred. Nanette was a former graphic designer from Indiana. The log line of the company she’d worked for was “We spark opportunities to elevate brands!”

			Fearfully. Wonderfully.

			“That’s how you feel, right?” Josie prompted, as they continued down the drive. “That this is a joyful life?”

			“Entering a convent was the most reasonable thing I’ve ever done,” Nanette said. “I mean, I’m sure my life looked reasonable, to other people. I did all the steps you’re supposed to do. College, job, apartment. Getting married and having kids would have been next. Or adopting a pet.”

			“Exactly,” said Josie. “That’s another thing. People think this is an extreme choice, but I mean—wanting a space for female bodies to live independently from patriarchy and capitalism? That’s pretty effing reasonable.”

			Nanette was marching to the words fearfully and wonderfully now. Left foot, right foot.

			A memory. Her mother walking her to school. They’d just moved, it was the first day of second grade. Her mother had taught her a chant to match their steps.

			LEFT, LEFT, LEFT-RIGHT-LEFT. I LEFT my husband and forty-nine children with only one casserole LEFT.

			You had to concentrate so you were on your left foot for that final LEFT. Sometimes you needed to do a little hitch-step to make it work. Focusing on this had distracted Nanette from being nervous about her new school, which was the point. Her mother said she’d learned the chant at Girl Scout camp. Sort of a weird rhyme. Especially as her mother had just left Nanette’s father. Or he had left them.

			Her mother. Her mother. Her mother.

			“So today,” Nanette said, a little wildly. “Do you have a plan—is this more about how you used to be okay with shooting guns and now you’ve changed, or more like, as a woman religious this is something that probably won’t be an option for you?”

			There was no rule about not visiting a gun range as a sister—they couldn’t think of everything!—but it was something that cost money, and once you took novice vows, you only had a small personal allowance. As a postulant, Josie could still use her own credit cards and didn’t have to account for her expenditures. (Josie had recently posted a video about giving up shopping at Sephora.)

			“I’ve been thinking a lot about how God and guns have been so coupled together in American culture,” Josie said. “And I’ve heard the arguments some Christians make. People citing Scripture to say Jesus wants us to defend ourselves. I think I just want to stand up and say, ‘I’ve owned guns, and I’ve shot guns. I get it.’ And then I want to say I’ve decided I’ll never do it again, not for fun and not even if it was in a self-defense situation. Because I choose radical peace.”

			Radical peace sounded nice.

			“I’ve never touched a gun,” Nanette said. “Not as a choice or anything. I’ve just never been near one. I guess this makes me statistically unusual, as an American.”

			“You can touch one today if you want,” Josie said. “Although, maybe you might feel it’s wrong to—” she gestured to Nanette’s habit. On Mondays, the sisters of Our Lady were allowed to wear whatever they wanted, within modesty standards. This morning, Nanette had put on cargo pants and a button-down shirt and felt like she was wearing a clown costume. She’d changed into her habit.

			The habit was so comforting, so relaxing. Usually.

			She’d added a hoodie, for their outing. The skirt and surplice showed beneath it, but it wasn’t too obviously religious garb. Her head was bare. Our Lady had voted unanimously as a community to stop wearing veils back in the early nineties. As a postulant, Josie had not received a habit and wore her modest postulant clothing: a black skirt and a white, long-sleeved shirt. Here in central Ohio, they probably looked like Amish girls on the run.

			“I think I’ll just observe,” Nanette said.

			“The most important thing in making content is authenticity,” Josie said. “I’ll go however the Spirit moves me. But gun stuff is controversial. Might just be something I share with friends and family. Well, maybe just friends.”

			Josie had a lot of friends.

			“It’s okay to not have a lot of friends,” Nanette’s mother had told her. “You’re not like your sisters, they always had a big gang. I was like that too, until I got to college. Then I learned you only need one good friend. Just one is all you need.”

			Nanette couldn’t remember asking her mother anything more about that. Who had been her mother’s good friend in college? Nanette didn’t even know her name. So many questions she hadn’t asked her mother. Her mother. Her mother. Fearfully. Wonderfully.

			“My mother was my best friend, growing up,” Nanette said. “I guess I’m kind of a risk-avoidant person.”

			Josie nodded. Josie had been in therapy too.

			But Nanette had been happy, as a little kid. Alone in her room, drawing, feeling content. She hadn’t felt lonely or considered herself strange until adolescence, and even then it was other people who seemed off. She remembered her eighth-grade homeroom teacher asking each student to stand up and finish the end of the sentence “I’m the kind of person who…” How could a person possibly answer a completely insane question like that? Nanette had fled to the bathroom.

			“It’s nice you were close to your mom,” Josie said. “Is she supportive of your vocation?”

			Nanette hesitated and Josie said, “I’m sorry. Is she still with us?”

			Yes, but to what extent?

			“She’s not religious,” Nanette said. “My mom. But I think she has a sense I’m where I belong.”

			“That’s so nice,” Josie said. “You’re lucky your family gets it.”

			Nanette didn’t correct her. Josie’s family was Roman Catholic, and thought if Josie was going to give up being a wife and mother it should be for the real religion, not this weird one, this “Anglican” version. No pope, even! It was like they were making things up.

			It wouldn’t occur to Nanette’s family to distinguish a realness between Roman Catholics and Anglicans. When Nanette had been baptized five years ago, Sloane and her mother had come to the ceremony and during the Pax, when people said, “Peace be with you,” Sloane had used the suggested response “And also with you,” but her mother had replied with a friendly but firm “Hi, how are you, nice to meet you.” It was so exactly a Barbara thing to do—her mother’s sense of humor, her refusal to fake anything—and Nanette, full of the joy of the day, had nearly wept with gratitude to God for keeping her mother’s mind safe.

			Her mother was still in God’s hands.

			Nanette and Josie reached the end of the driveway. There was a sign there for their convent, and a statue of the Virgin Mary. They stopped. It was noon and they would recite the Angelus silently, as they did three times a day in their community.

			The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary…And she conceived of the Holy Spirit…Hail Mary, full of grace…Blessed art thou among women…Pour forth, we beseech Thee, O Lord, Thy grace into our hearts…

			Nanette had made a painting of the Annunciation. It hung in her cell at the convent. The execution was abstract, which Nanette thought was right for Mary. Nanette personally did not find Mary’s virginity—either at the moment of Jesus’s conception or in perpetuity—an important part of her story. What inspired Nanette about Mary was her grace and acceptance of something very strange and scary. God speaking to you was a much bigger deal than being a virgin.

			It was the first painting she’d made in years, and in working on it she’d felt her old sense of doing something selfless. She never felt her paintings were for her, exactly, nor for anyone else. They were—in some way she couldn’t articulate—for themselves.

			“You’re a gifted technician,” the head of the art department told her at university. “But I never see a point of view.” She’d been steered toward graphic design.

			Nanette and Josie finished praying and walked toward the bus stop. Josie pulled out her phone. She wanted to show Nanette a group she’d found on Instagram: @NunsAgainstGuns.

			“This one is fire,” Josie said.

			Nanette looked at a photo of Roman Catholic sisters at a rally. Women in their seventies wearing matching orange T-shirts and carrying signs that read “DISARM HATE.”

			Nanette could see the goodness in the women, still marching in the streets in their seventies. Josie was eager for the ministry part of their vocation. For Josie, the challenge of being a novice would be staying close to the convent. Josie wanted to get out and help. Josie said, “I want to be a nun so I can work for the Lord all my days.”

			Nanette’s reasons were personal, selfish. She’d said to Sister Phoebe Catherine: “I have known God was calling me to this life for many years. I need to understand why.”

			But, “We can help you try to understand that” is what Sister Phoebe Catherine said. At the end of their first conversation, Nanette had stood and seen she’d perspired right through the navy-blue wool trousers she’d been wearing, and there were two outlines of butt cheeks on the chair cushion, so great had been her release.

			There was no bench at the bus stop. Nanette was restless. She wished they’d chosen to take the bicycles, even if it did look like rain. She was hot. She fanned her legs with the skirt of her habit. They were in the chaotic weather patterns of a midwestern late spring, where any day might be ninety degrees or fifty.

			The bus arrived. They put on face masks.

			The road was uneven, and the bus made juddering sounds that were distinctly: Mother, Mother, Mother.

			

			—

			“If it happens and I don’t seem to know it,” Barbara had said to Nanette, five years ago, “then you have to tell me. You have to say, ‘Mom, you have Alzheimer’s and now you need to do what you planned.’ I’ll know what to do. Don’t be afraid of telling me, that’s the important part.”

			They’d had this conversation in her mother’s car, in the parking lot of the memory care facility where her mother’s sister was living. It had been a hard visit; Aunt Frances was combative. Nanette could remember her mother’s profile, her jaw, her voice, along with the smell of the new Dodge, which was still off-gassing plastics and adhesives.

			She had wondered if the conversation itself was a sign of something wrong. It wasn’t like her mother to delegate responsibility.

			The week before, there’d been an odd moment when it seemed as if Barbara had forgotten Nanette lived in Chicago. Nanette had told herself her mom had gotten distracted, or simply misspoke. And yet, she’d almost seen it—a moment when her mother’s thoughts had simply stopped. Nanette had pictured an empty cooking pot, polished stainless steel, ringing hollow. Later, she would read about the “plaques and tangles” of Alzheimer’s, clumps of protein that were thought to disrupt smooth signaling. She still thought of dementia as a sudden tip into a shiny, empty pot.

			“Promise me,” her mother had said. “Sometimes you hear people say, ‘Oh, stick me in a home and forget about me’ or ‘Oh, put me on an ice floe and shove me out to sea.’ If you hear people talk about ice floes, it’s because they don’t mean it. They don’t have a plan. I have a plan. I mean it.”

			Nanette had promised.

			What could she have said? “Mom, I think it’s coming for you. I think it might already be here.”

			Nanette would talk to her mother tonight. Her mother never liked to talk for long these days, but they could chat a little and Nanette could tell her that she loved her.

			It was out of her hands.

			She didn’t know if Sloane and Laurel had similar conversations with her mother. It was possible they were all keeping her mother’s secret, separately. Sloane, or Laurel, might have told her mother, “It’s time.”

			It was possible her mother had realized it herself.

			And Sloane would arrive in Indiana and find their mother dead.

			“We’re here,” said Josie.

			

			—

			Two not-yet nuns walk into a gun range.

			The range was a long, low, single-story brick building, with a large parking lot and an American flag by the entrance. Inside, the atmosphere was not immediately different from a place where you might rent camping gear or sports equipment. The weapons were displayed in glass cases, with branded merchandise and various gun-related accessories arrayed on a pegboard behind them. The clerk behind the counter mistook them as latecomers for the Guns & Gals League, already on the range.

			Josie chose a 9mm Glock from the case. They were read a list of rules. Taking video with a cell phone was permitted, but not with a gun in your hand. Maximum of two people in a stall at a time. Pregnant women should not enter the gun range; the noise and the lead exposure could damage the fetus. They were offered their choice of targets—a bull’s-eye or the figure of a person. Josie chose the bull’s-eye. “You ladies,” the clerk kept saying. He gave them large protective headphones, safety goggles, a tray with the gun and ammunition, and the Guns & Gals discount, as a courtesy.

			The shooting range itself was not unlike a very clean and high-tech bowling alley, each lane divided by a short partition. Even with the thick headphones, the sound seemed unbearable, unsustainable.

			Nanette could see the gals of Guns & Gals at the end of the range, clustered at the back of the stalls, watching whoever was shooting. A large group, all ages. A tiny Indian woman in a sari gestured with excitement to a tall girl with tattooed sleeves. They were both smiling, these potential killers. But of course everyone was a potential killer, whether they were holding a gun or not.

			There was a kind of console table, or altar, at the head of their lane.

			“Do you want me to explain anything?” Josie pitched her voice under the cacophony in a low shout and put down their tray. “My dad believes every woman should know how to load a gun.”

			Nanette didn’t know if her dad, who was now retired and wrote short stories, mostly set in fourteenth-century France, had ever loaded a gun. If he had general opinions about what contemporary women should know how to do, he hadn’t shared them. Her mother had quite a long list of skills every woman should have. Change a tire, rewire a lamp, understand how investments work, be able to do at least basic sewing and seamstress jobs, have a three-course-dinner recipe perfected, clean a gutter, cut your own hair. Guns were not on the list, but watching Josie load bullets into some kind of device that slid into the Glock, Nanette could see knowing how to safely load and unload a gun as something Barbara might approve of, in the interest of preparedness. Her mom was not someone who flinched.

			It was a saying: “You really dodged a bullet.”

			Her mother had not told her what her plan was. It would not be a gun. Drowning? Something quiet no one would have to clean up.

			It was out of her hands.

			Two weeks ago, Nanette had spoken to Sloane and Laurel on a video chat. She gathered that her two sisters had been conferring with each other and had decided to “loop her in.” Nanette was used to being the odd one out. She was the late arrival, the one who hadn’t grown up with their father around or gone to the fancy private school in Ohio. Her very name didn’t match. (Sloane and Laurel were chosen by their father, and Nanette had been their mother’s idea. “I just always liked that name.”)

			Laurel seemed distracted, on the call. Sloane had kept making prayer hands. Sloane wore rings on every finger, so every time she pressed them together there was a heavy clink, which Nanette heard quite clearly through her headphones.

			Josie was now explaining her plan. Nanette would film her firing at the target, then Josie would put the gun down and turn and speak her truth. It would be necessary to add captions, Nanette thought, because of the noise.

			Her mother might have changed her mind. God might have changed her mother’s mind. Her mother was in God’s hands.

			Nanette did a test video, so Josie could see how she looked in the frame. To get all of Josie in, Nanette needed to back up out of the lane. Nanette was now intensely aware of her heartbeat. She had gotten hot again. She took off her hoodie. In front of her, Josie fired several rounds at the target.

			Nanette heard her mother’s voice, so clear underneath the sound of bullets. “I mean it, Nanette.”

			Her mother didn’t lie, and she never flinched.

			Josie made some adjustment to the gun—the safety?—and placed it carefully down on what Nanette was still thinking of as the altar. Josie turned to face her phone, which Nanette was holding steadily, somehow.

			Nanette could only catch a few words of whatever Josie was saying. “That’s the last time”—“not here to judge”—“I’ve been learning”—“leading cause of death”—“children”—“Black children”—“murders”—“my own choice”—“my freedom”—“God’s will.”

			This was language. And yet. Was there any agreement about what these words meant?

			Josie finished speaking and took the phone from Nanette’s hand. She asked a question, which Nanette thought she answered, but maybe not.

			Something was happening. A curious sensation of lightness was flooding Nanette’s body, as if all the contents of her body, the muscles and bones and tendons, were dissolving.

			She had felt like this once before. Sixteen years ago. God had spoken to her on that day, and told her what she should do with her life. She had resisted God’s call, then, and for far too long.

			God was coming again.

			There was panic in this, yes. And relief.

			“I have to pray,” Nanette said. (Maybe said?) “I’m sorry. I have to pray.”

			She had to listen. God was coming and there was so much noise, and she had to listen. The Presence was coming into her.

			Nanette was so grateful. She was going to be instructed. This time she wouldn’t wait sixteen years. She was prepared now, she knew how to pray, she could meet God halfway.

			The Presence was in her body, moving her. There was rubber matting on the floor. Nanette could feel it pressing into her knees, then her hands, then her forehead. Her arms moved outward. Nanette heard a voice above her. Voices. There were so many women here.

			Was she praying? Was this prayer? God was reaching for Nanette and God was below and above and inside her.

			God was speaking to her, but not with words. God had accuracy. God’s message was deep inside her, a profound certainty, as real as her heartbeat. Every part of her body understood this certainty. It moved through her, like her own blood.

			Go home and help your mother die.

		

	
		
			Barbara

			(Five Years Earlier)

			
			It was a difficult subject. Not for her, but Roberta was sensitive. Barbara could write it all down in a letter, but that made it seem like writing a suicide note. That’s not how she thought of the whole thing.

			Barbara got on the cardio machine at the YMCA. (Great discount for seniors, and she and Roberta qualified as a two-member household, so that was additional savings.) Roberta was down at the pool for her aqua aerobics. Barbara hung her towel on the place where people put their phones. She wasn’t part of the headphone generation and had never acclimated to them. Her thoughts were company enough, especially just now.

			Barbara started her program. Twenty minutes of “Heart Healthy.”

			She had a reluctance, she could see this, about asking Roberta for help. She loved being the person who was helping Roberta. Not just giving her a room to rent or going with her to physical therapy. That was ordinary helpfulness. What Roberta said—quite a lot—was how Barbara was tremendous emotional support.

			In a way, Roberta was like her second chance at being not just a good friend, but a best friend. Barbara was nearly seventy. Cutting it close, you might say!

			Barbara had been without a best friend for so long.

			Funny how people said “just friends,” like it was less than being married or “in a relationship.” At this point, Barbara would say Bill was someone she had been “just married” to, and Roberta was a friend.

			Barbara doesn’t think about Bill these days, it’s almost a shock to remember him!

			She’d married young. Though pretty much everything under sixty felt like being a girl to her. Being a child when you were an actual child was exactly right, like her grandchildren, Audrey and Violet. Perfection. The problem was how long being a child stretched out, Jeez Louise.

			It had taken a long time, but she’d changed. Was it menopause that had sealed the deal? Men probably needed a menopause. Men’s bodies changed, but not their brains. They went on being boys until they dropped dead, most of them.

			Roberta was a good listener. Maybe if Barbara planned out what she was going to say. Got her ducks in a row.

			She could say—

			Okay, Roberta, I need you to hear me out!

			(And Roberta would sit down. Maybe they would be at the kitchen table, with their tea.)

			

			—

			She had to go back in time.

			Three days after Bill told her he had “fallen” for another woman. She’d gone up to Michigan. It was Mother’s birthday and she’d needed to tell her dad about what had happened.

			Mother had been in the home for six years by then. Barbara would stress that to Roberta. She would say:

			Mother was seventy-seven, the same age as Bill’s mother, and Bill’s mother was doing a bike tour in Belgium. My dad was eighty-two and in great shape, still volunteering with the Elks and going on fishing trips. Sharp as a tack and healthy except for high blood pressure.

			I didn’t want to tell him about Bill. It’s not a thing you want to say to your father. “My husband is leaving me for another woman.” I had worked so hard, my whole marriage, to sort of present Bill in his best light to my dad, because they didn’t have much in common and Bill was sensitive about Dad not thinking he was manly and so on.

			My dad said, “What a shame,” when I told him. That was maybe the worst moment.

			

			—

			Barbara paused the speech in her head. The genuine worst moment had been crying to Sloane. She couldn’t remember everything she’d said to Sloane on the phone, just a whole lot of “He left me, he doesn’t love me,” and who knew what else. The point was—the shame was—your daughters cry to you, you don’t cry to your daughters. Barbara had never been blackout drunk, but she thought something similar must have happened to her, only with feelings. Shock, maybe. She was deeply embarrassed about it, still.

			Barbara picked up the thread of her speech.

			

			—

			“Hard on the girls” was what my father said. All my life I adored my father, and I knew I was his favorite. His bright penny. That’s what he always called me.

			Had she already told Roberta this?

			

			—

			It was embarrassing, to tell your father you’d been left for another woman. And she’d felt such a fool. She had picked that man, loved that man, had his children, and then had to hear about another woman in front of the refrigerator with their kid’s coloring attached to it by a strawberry-shaped magnet.

			Her dad wasn’t a sit-and-talk person. When you did something with him, you talked about what you were doing. He liked whistling. She knew he had flaws. He could be a little careless with people’s feelings.

			Anyway, she would say to Roberta, she would say:

			The whole trip was hard. I was overwhelmed, thinking about everything I’d have to do, and worried about the girls. Sloane was off on her own and Laurel was about to leave for college, but Nanette was little. Anyway, this story is really about Mother. Me and Mother.

			Mother’s nursing home was no worse than any of those places usually are. They did a pretty good job. Mother was a wanderer. It was one of the reasons she needed to be in the home. Dad had said he couldn’t leave her alone, even for five minutes. “Jean will say, ‘Okay, I’m ready to go.’ She gets so insistent I have to put her in the car and drive her around. Sometimes we get home, and she’ll be satisfied and sometimes she’ll say, ‘Well, it’s just this place again.’ ”

			Dad and Frances had thought Mother was lost in time, and wanted to go to her childhood home. Bill had a fancier theory. He thought when Mother said she was ready to go, she meant she was ready to die.

			

			—

			Barbara broke her interior monologue once more. How to say the next part? It wasn’t like she’d ever been real close to her mother. Her mother was a taker. Barbara had needed care from her mother and Jean wanted Barbara’s attention. And pity.

			It was funny how at the end, Barbara felt she understood her mother better than her dad and her sister. She had insights. She could see that when Jean said she wanted to go, she meant she wanted to go to the place in her head where she felt okay, where she knew what was happening, where things made sense. And there just wasn’t a place on Earth left for Mother like that.

			Jean had been a depressed woman, for a lot of her life. Bill liked to imagine there were dark, complicated secrets for this. That’s because Barbara had told him about how her mother used to claim— Well.

			Barbara wasn’t a psychologist. She couldn’t say why her mother had been depressed, and why she drank. Probably no one could. Things just happened.

			There’d been a great gal at the nursing home who was good with Mother. Nicole was her name. A lot of the workers at the home were Seventh-day Adventists. They didn’t work on Saturdays and believed in eternal life. Death was just sleeping.

			Thinking about Nicole got Barbara back on track. This was what she needed to tell Roberta.

			

			—

			There was a great gal at the nursing home, she’d say:

			Nicole used to do jigsaw puzzles, in front of Mother. Mother couldn’t participate or even talk much, but she’d sometimes watch.

			When my sister and I were little, we’d done jigsaw puzzles with Mother. Dad would always take one piece and hide it someplace, and when Mother and Frances and I got the rest done, Frances and I would shout, “Dad! Dad!” or rush at him the minute he got home from work. First he’d make a show of pretending he didn’t know what we were talking about, what puzzle piece? He didn’t have it! Then he’d do a whole song and dance about finding it and make a big production of putting it in. We all thought it was so funny. We loved it.

			But the day I went to see Mother, just a few days after my marriage ended, and Nicole was there doing the puzzle, I just thought—I just realized—yeah, maybe it wasn’t such a great thing for my dad to do. Hide the puzzle piece. Frances and I loved it, but maybe Mother didn’t love it that much.

			What I mean is, maybe Mother didn’t think it was funny, so much, that he didn’t do the work, all those boring pieces of sky or grass, just swooped in at the end and did one thing, and we adored him for it.

			Mother used to drink too much and complain that Dad always thought everything was easy, he never saw how hard life was for her, he made her seem like she was a monster just for having any feeling that wasn’t happy. I thought she was a monster for the drinking, for the complaining.

			But that day, the day at the nursing home, I thought, well, shoot. Maybe the bad stuff Mother used to hint at, what my grandfather had supposedly done, maybe that really happened. They weren’t the worst things, probably not even illegal at the time. Still bad, though. I asked my sister once and she didn’t know anything about it. Mother had never told her. But you don’t always say the same things, to your different daughters. It doesn’t mean you love them differently, though in Mother’s case she definitely loved us differently. I can see how Mother might have told me about what Grandpa did because she thought it would make me love her more. That’s how she saw love. As pity.

			She didn’t see me, ever. Neither did Bill. Bill called me his Hardheaded Woman, because of the song, but he meant I wasn’t sentimental, and I had high standards. He also said I had a soft inside. He thought that was the real me. The softness.

			

			—

			Barbara wasn’t sure she could make it clear. How devastating this had felt, at the time. Bill had fallen out of love with her and in love with someone else and it still wasn’t about her. It didn’t matter if Barbara was a hard person or a soft person. Nothing about her mattered to his love. She wasn’t relevant.

			

			—

			Her mother’s hands had clutched at the edge of the table with the jigsaw puzzle in a feeble sort of way. Her mother’s hands had made her angry. Jean had tried so hard to keep her hands nice. She’d worn gloves for dishwashing. Barbara remembered being a child and seeing her mother pulling them on. Blue ones, with little white cuffs. They’d tried to make being a housewife seem powerful after women lost the jobs they’d gotten during the war. Be a Queen of the House, washing dishes in your fancy gloves. Her mother still ended up with the hands of a crone. That idea made her angry, too. Why should we all think smooth was better than wrinkled and gnarled? Gnarled trees were beautiful.

			Barbara remembered touching her mother’s hair, which had faded from red to a kind of pinky-blond, and then to white. She had stroked her mother’s hair. Maybe love was mercy.

			

			—

			What Barbara wanted to tell Roberta, what she thought would explain it all, was how she’d found her own puzzle piece that day at the nursing home. Barbara wasn’t a suicidal person. Not at all. But she had stood in the nursing home with her mother, and thought, Okay. She thought, life just happens and there’s no rhyme or reason but that doesn’t mean you can’t take control. Almost everything that happens to you, you can’t control. But Barbara could hold on to her own last piece. She could choose the time of her going out. She could decide not to die in a nursing home, or any home, if she didn’t have her mind. She could decide she was going to die as herself, on her terms.

			I am not insignificant, Barbara had thought. I am relevant to me. Life was going to do with her what it would, but she had the final puzzle piece. She would finish the picture of her life.

			In a funny way, it had given her something to live for. She wanted to be that person, the person who could do it. She was proud of future Barbara.

			Her last puzzle piece. It had given her a lot of strength. In some of her darkest hours, it really had. Knowing she had it in her.

			Could she tell this to her friend? Could she make sure Roberta understood this wasn’t a sad thing, or a terrible thing? It was power.

			Barbara had seen enough of the disease to know how it came in through the back door and made itself comfortable while you were in the other room, so to speak, and then it was there, part of the furniture, and you didn’t know you were living with it.

			Or you knew, but didn’t know. Like the recurring nightmare she’d had as a child, where she knew she’d been buried alive, and had been afraid to open her eyes to confirm it.

			

			—

			Barbara’s sister was in a nursing home now. Frances was going exactly like Mom. Frances was five years older than Barbara.

			Barbara was fine. Once or twice—she was fine.

			

			—

			It might be selfishness, to tell Roberta. Roberta was still struggling. Roberta had been suicidal, at one point. The real kind, from sadness.

			“Killing yourself” or “suicide” did sound terrible. Barbara understood that.

			“End my own life.”

			“Self-ending.”

			“Self-completion.”

			

			—

			Frances used to say, “If what happened to Mom happens to me, just put me in a car and send me off a cliff.” Or: “Just put me on an ice floe.”

			Everyone got scared about it, or sentimental, or tried to dodge the decision part.

			

			—

			Tomorrow Nanette was coming for a visit.

			For a moment, Barbara couldn’t remember if this visit had already happened or was about to happen. The confusion didn’t last long. She doesn’t need to worry about it.

			The visit was about to happen. Nanette would go with her to see Frances. Maybe Barbara could point to her sister and say, “This is what I will not allow for myself. I need you to understand and I need you to promise that if it comes to it, you’ll help me.”

			No, she couldn’t do that. Not to her Nanette. Her odd little duckling.

			She could ask Sloane. Sloane was someone you could trust.

			There was a wrinkle in Barbara’s mind about Sloane. Not an issue. Sloane always wanted a big connection kind of a deal from her. Innermost thoughts and feelings. (Oh, that crying phone call.) It made Barbara pull back and be a little bit more—or a little bit less—well anyway. She’d made Sloane the executor of her will and given her power of attorney and she hoped that sort of made up for it. Let Sloane know she trusted her and so on.

			She could ask Sloane.

			Or she could ask Laurel.

			Of course, Laurel might do it before she was ready! That was a joke she and Laurel could laugh about. They had a similar sense of humor.

			Sloane might feel bad, though, if it was Laurel. Like she was passed over. Barbara didn’t want her death to be a source of tension between her daughters. They still needed to learn how to be there for each other. Her wonderful girls.

			The thing was to do it before you needed help, obviously. Get your own ducks in a row.

			Barbara had completed her twenty minutes of cardio. She’d really gotten her heart rate up! There was a good joke to be made there, which probably only Laurel would laugh at.

			

			—

			Maybe Barbara should do it now, or soon. In a few years. Not yet. Surely she deserved at least a couple of years more like this. She felt good, she was happy, she was enjoying it all. She was really herself and she knew it.

			In a way, she could go tomorrow. Maybe she should! Maybe this day was enough. After all, she hadn’t expected to get this day.

		

	
		
			IV

			 

			“Thank you much!” said Sloane, to the Budget Car clerk. Ten minutes in the Midwest and she’d slipped back into dialect. “Very” was not an Indiana word. Neither were most adverbs. The clerk wished her a “real good day.”

			Sloane put her bag in the trunk of the rented Kia Soul. Her mother, daughter of a Michigan autoworker, would not like Sloane showing up in this car, and Laurel would arrive already stricken about the environmental cost of flying, but the choices were limited at the airport. She needed a car. Roberta was nervous of flying and was driving their mother’s Dodge to Florida. The cost for two weeks of car rental was just over five hundred dollars. If her mother were fully herself, she would have thought about this and already mailed Sloane a check. Her mother was very conscious of expenditures and budgets.

			At what point in someone’s dementia was it unacceptable to take their money?

			Sloane cued up the GPS even though the route from the airport was one she’d taken many times. Always in the passenger seat, though. This was the first year her mother hadn’t picked her up.

			Sloane took off her mask. She’d overtreated the inside of it with eucalyptus and blue tansy essential oils, and her eyes had watered the whole flight from Los Angeles. The airlines had recently lifted the mask mandate and only a few people still had them, but the woman sharing Sloane’s row—a lovely lady in her sixties—had kindly offered to put one on after she saw Sloane wearing hers.

			She’d been grateful for Karen, who after they’d introduced themselves and chatted for a few minutes had sat quietly and read her library book and eaten apple slices from a ziplock bag. Crones among us!

			Sloane herself had not been an ideal row companion. Her plan had been to use the flight for meditation; her practice would be crucial in the coming two weeks. Sloane knew exactly how she wanted to be for this visit, had been prepping for it since the phone call with Roberta. She was going to be great! She was going to be present! She was not going to make emotional demands, center her own needs. She was not going to fall into what her meditation teacher called the “neurotic cascade of self-regard.”

			Sloane had struggled on the flight. She felt bad for all the times she had to take off her sweater only to put it back on again ten minutes later, all the adjusting of the fan, and taking sips of water under her mask and fidgeting in her seat, collecting hair from her hoodie, her leggings, the seat tray. She’d spent at least half an hour of the flight worrying about her hair. The shedding was out of control. That morning, she’d found a strand wrapped around the carton of oat milk in her refrigerator. She was still covering her gray, which felt bad to do, and bad to feel bad about doing, because the whole issue was unrealistic beauty standards and misogyny and capitalism, which she participated in by taking biotin supplements and always clicking on ads for particularly formulated shampoos and conditioners and special brushes and silk pillowcases.

			Her witch friend Jocelyn had given her a potion for a hair mask—olive oil, egg, lavender, and rosemary—and a spell to cast while mixing it.

			
				Goddess I thank you and I feel no shame,

				for all the changes of my crowning mane,

				but let the remaining hairs remain!

			

			Sloane’s hair was still falling out, and she needed to change up the wording of the spell. She was resentful of being asked to claim she had no shame. She had shame! She had rage about shame!

			Rage and Shame were sisters. Sisters with long memories, inconveniently precise. For instance, Sloane maintained perfect recollection of the way it felt, at eleven, to have her mother say, “You need a bra,” and the subsequent clipped march to the sale rack at the “intimates” selection at J. C. Penney, the joyless rattle of those little plastic hangers against the dressing room door, her mother outside, telling her to get a beige or tan one, “so no one can see.”

			Was this a story of her mother’s shame or her own?

			The sources of her mother’s shame could be guessed at, her mother’s relationship to her own body traced. Sloane could consider, with compassion, how her maternal grandmother had certainly been clinically depressed and possibly an alcoholic as well and her mother had learned at an early age to hold parts of her body in alertness at all times.

			On the plane, when Sloane had taken her sweater off for the fifth time, she thought she detected a sympathetic look from Karen.

			“Perimenopause!” Sloane said. “Every five minutes I have a different body!”

			Karen looked embarrassed. She leaned forward so Sloane could hear her say quietly, “You know what my advice for perimenopause is? Just ignore it. Just ignore it until it’s over.”

			“I take it you’re from the Midwest,” Sloane said.

			She’d tried to distract herself from her own body by logging on to the airline’s internet service and doing some work. One free hour for her cache of saved articles. She would not look at her email or her Yelp page or obsess over her website or her social media engagement.

			Sloane hated social media. Self as performance, self as a brand. It was the opposite of what she was trying to do, what she thought she’d gotten away from as an actor. But she had a business to build. If she’d still been married to Shawn, she might have been able to hang her therapist shingle and let the clients come or not. Or if she’d decided to be divorced in a different fashion, one more conducive to her financial stability, she might have had a longer grace period to grow a client list.

			She was meant to be incredibly proactive. Establish a reputation, get a platform that would lead to hosting retreats, or being invited to speak on forums and at conferences, or writing a book. Because it was always supposed to be about growth.

			Even becoming a crone was a growth enterprise. The second women started talking openly about menopause they became a market. Their fears fed an algorithm. If you put #crone into the Instagram search field you got pictures of aspirational glamour crones wearing couture or statement jewelry, with sheaves of silver or white tresses and artful makeup on faintly lined faces. Also, beatific women from nonwhite cultures, faces wizened and furrowed, connected to the land and their ancestors. Fantasy renderings of wise women, with owls or crows or staffs. So. Many. Witches. “Normalize hag.” “Reveal your power beyond object of desire.” “Hot flashes as transformation.”

			She didn’t want to replace the male gaze with the Instagram gaze.

			Sloane, drowning in neurotic cascades of self-regard and working herself into a sweaty froth of rage on an airplane, had not felt like a magical wise woman. She was not someone who had gotten in touch with her #cronefreedoms or #cronepower.

			As an actor—and she’d been a good one—Sloane knew power was a thing granted by other people. You didn’t walk onstage and act powerful. You walked onstage and power was conferred by the rest of the cast bowing, or snapping to attention, or cowering, or whatever.

			Power was tricky. Even if you walked around filled with a sense of your own power—crone or otherwise—you could still have your head chopped off. Or have your rights taken away or be dismissed, disenfranchised, overlooked.

			Was the power of the crone about getting to the place where you didn’t care about not having any actual power? If that was wisdom, it didn’t seem—fun. Sloane wanted resplendent powerful hag magnitude. She wanted awesome witchy-poo menace. Well, she had some ground to cover. She was a white woman from a middle-class family in the Midwest. There wasn’t a midden or a forest or a lake or the seashore behind their house in Ohio growing up, there were the Petersons. Sloane hadn’t spent her youth talking to animals or believing in magic. She’d spent her youth wishing she could get to New York City and become a Broadway star.

			Eventually, Sloane had given up on trying to use the flight productively. Wasn’t there power in that? #cronedrift.

			In the past, she’d often spent at least part of plane travel lost in sexual fantasies. Something about the liminal space, she supposed. Was it the first flight where she didn’t feel like masturbating?

			Was she supposed to be sad about that, to feel that not being horny on a plane was a big loss? Was being a sexual person necessary for being a vital person? This seemed true for men, but Sloane disliked the idea that her vitality was somehow tied to an ability to catch the dozy throbbing fever of lust, work herself up or be worked up. Or that she should feel such a loss when people passed her by and didn’t think of boning her.

			It was like the assumption that visible aging was always a problem for women. That it was natural and expected to be terrified of becoming a sexless old gal, taking up space in her elastic-waist pants.

			There was a change, yes, but it needn’t be a loss.

			As a younger woman, sex had been mostly an attempt to capture someone’s interest, assert her personality, get applause. Three time-consuming occupations. Sloane had been surprised by the carnality she experienced in her forties; there’d been some fun times after her divorce. “It’s a whole thing,” Angelica told her. “Young guys are obsessed with divorced women in their forties and even fifties.” Some kind of math, they figured. For the guys, low cost/risk and high reward. For the women, low expectation/high reward.

			It was a thing, she’d found, and sometimes a fun thing, but not a whole thing.

			What she hadn’t liked was the emotional closed loop of the apps and the physical act of holding her phone and putting her finger on someone’s face and swiping. Also, porn had made people unimaginative. Porn made everyone the star performer in a movie only they could watch. Being an actress had exhausted Sloane’s interest in figuring out which minor character with limited range she was expected to perform.

			Now the thought of dating seemed bizarre. She’d become intensely bored by romantic stories, especially movies; could not possibly care if two good-looking young people got together or not. Oh, you’ll be fine either way, she wanted to shout at the screen.

			Middle-aged romance was maybe more compelling, but she had reservations. Have fun but don’t give up your house, she thought. She couldn’t imagine feeling electrified, struck, unbalanced by a person, at this stage. She’d had the thought, a few years ago, that she wanted to be passionately in love at least once more. To have that bell inside her rung. But without biological imperative or loneliness or credulity it would have to be a big bell. A new bell.

			

			—

			Sloane shifted in the car seat. Her glutes were tight. Her stress always manifested in sciatica. Pinching or guarding the gluteal muscles could be a sign of fear of processing, or fear of elimination. It could also be a sign of sitting.

			She had thirty more minutes before she arrived at her mother’s house. It wasn’t a homecoming. Her mother had moved to this suburb of Indianapolis after their father had blown up their lives. Well, her mother’s life and Nanette’s life. Sloane had already been on her own in New York, Laurel just about to leave for college.

			Within a month, her mother had secured a job teaching junior high in Indiana and their childhood home had been put on the market. Her mother had left almost everything behind. A few photo albums, a few beloved Christmas ornaments, Nanette’s bedroom furniture, and her mother’s filing cabinets were all that survived the purge.

			Sloane had admired Barbara’s courage, but she’d wanted a nicer new house for her mother, one that would comfort and inspire. She was not a fan of the budget-conscious prefab, which Barbara described as being easy to clean and “made sense.” No separate dining room and two bedrooms instead of three.

			The new house was organized for Barbara and Nanette, not for them all as a family. Laurel was told she could stay in the sunroom/alcove off the living room when she was “home.” Her mother put a tiny convertible sofa in the den/office for Sloane. Laurel, perhaps understandably, was hugely resentful of these arrangements. Sloane was too, but not for herself, for her mother. “The mattress is pretty good,” said Barbara, and Sloane had wanted to howl, because how could it have happened that her mild, moody, nerdy father should be in Europe, fucking the French teacher, while her mother budgeted for the most affordable sofa bed from Sears?

			Still, Sloane had understood her mother’s decision to move, had backed it. Their father had been the assistant head of Plover’s English department and had run off with the French teacher. There wasn’t a person on campus who didn’t know. Students knew. Barbara had taught at Plover too, but as a substitute and for the lower school. Of course, it was her father who should have been ashamed, but she knew it was her mother who experienced the humiliation.

			“I gave him everything,” Barbara had sobbed, on the phone. “I gave him my whole life. I carried his children. I could have died, carrying Nanette so late, and left you all without a mother. Well, he can’t have her.”

			Sloane had just enough sense, at twenty-two, to let her mother cry. To listen. It had been horrible circumstances but thrilling, to be let into her mother’s emotions and vulnerabilities.

			“I guess I wasn’t good enough,” her mother had sobbed. “His family always thought I was beneath him. They always made me feel like I was just this lucky nobody who snatched up their prince and then jailed him. Like if he hadn’t married me he would’ve written a million bestselling books or be teaching at Princeton. He was afraid. He was afraid he couldn’t compete and used me as an excuse. And I made him strong and now he’s strong and can go off and get everything he wants.”

			The Barbara of that phone call had never appeared again. By the next day, her mother had shut the doors of her inner life. “Mom, how are you?” “Oh! Well, you know, you get up and you get going. I’m just going to focus on what I have to do! Get my ducks in a row!”

			And later, her mother had expressed disappointment that Sloane was “carrying a grudge” against Bill. “I don’t want you thinking being upset with him helps me. What helps me is everyone being happy.”

			Laurel was right. Their mother didn’t like being helped, and she hated being handled.

			This wasn’t going to be easy.

			Sloane and Laurel had both noticed changes in their mother, the past couple of years. An expensive or inappropriate gift. Repeated questions. Too-quick phone calls. In a way, their noticing was like the disease itself. They had noticed before they noticed. By the time they started talking about it, it seemed obvious.

			Laurel wanted their mother tested. Cognitive impairment tests were covered by Medicare, although not all doctors issued them, and Barbara’s had not. There had been back-channel emails between Laurel and Roberta, who had been a district school nurse for thirty years before retirement. Laurel wanted Roberta to be in the room for the doctor’s appointments. They didn’t think their mother was self-reporting accurately.

			“Doctor said I’m doing great, regular getting older stuff, no big whoop. He wished all his patients were like me.”

			“The doctor did say there was possible mild cognitive impairment,” Roberta had emailed. Barbara had been told to take B-12 and eat blueberries and exercise, do brain games like crosswords and Sudoku.

			“She ALREADY walks two miles every day,” Laurel had railed. “She DOES puzzles. She’s been putting blueberries on her cereal since the eighties.” Laurel wanted their mother to get an MRI and see a neurologist.

			Nanette had not been a part of all these discussions, as they happened around the time she became a postulant at her convent. There was probably something both protective and peevish in their keeping Nanette out of the loop. Their baby sister, who’d found a way to escape all the messy parts of life. Sloane could admit irritation, a little jealousy.

			She could also admit a reluctance to intervene in her mother’s current setup. If Roberta was okay with keeping an eye on Mom, then why should they insist on a different strategy?

			It was maybe a fantasy, that Roberta would take care of their mother until—until. Something.

			Roberta had been someone Barbara had known casually, from Friends of the Library, but then—one of those shocking events—Roberta had lost her house to a fire. An electrical fire, Roberta had barely escaped with her life. Barbara had gone to the hospital, with a group. When they were leaving, Roberta had grabbed her mother’s hand and asked her to come back. They had all heard this story, many times. Barbara had been touched. Literally. Every time their mother told the story, she described Roberta reaching for her hand.

			Barbara had invited Roberta to take Nanette’s room. That had surprised them all. Not that their mother was ungenerous, but typically, her style was to send a thoughtful card. And she’d talked so much about how she loved living alone.

			Sloane had hoped Roberta was her mother’s girlfriend. Barbara had never had a serious love interest after her divorce. There’d been a couple of men. “Boyfriend? No. He’s just a nice man I know.” They never rated more than a mention or two.

			Her mother—when directly asked—said Roberta was not her girlfriend. “Nope. She’s my best friend.”

			Her mom could be a contrarian, though. She would have guessed how delighted Sloane would be to have a gay mom.

			Sloane had lately wondered if queerness was something to aim for, during menopause. If you weren’t born a lesbian, you might have a better chance of survival—or happiness—if you became one. The Ascent of Woman. The only other species in the wild to outlive their reproductive years were a handful of whales. Killer, beluga, narwhal, short-finned pilot. Scientists thought this was because whale societies were matrilineal, and whales lived a long time and were social, and older whales could communicate their knowledge and help care for the young. The “Grandmother Effect,” they called it. Sloane believed there was another purpose for herself than caring for the young but liked the idea of communicating knowledge to her tribe. Maybe there was a Grand-lady Lesbian Effect. Old-lady whales, leading each other home in the deep, echolocating love.

			It was hard to picture her mother as a lover, and not—Sloane thought—for the usual squeamishness one had about one’s parent in this regard. Her mother was not a physically relaxed person. Barbara always hugged Sloane while holding on to her shoulders, as if ready at any moment to spin her around.

			The first time Sloane had attempted to do bodywork on her mother, she’d been moved almost to tears at the opportunity to touch her mother in a sustained and intentional way, to be present and hold space and communicate empathy.

			Her mother had kept her arms pinned to her sides on the rented massage table. “It feels fine,” she’d said, when asked. Or “It’s very nice.” It had been like holding emotional space for an ironing board. Sloane had felt so foolish. At the end, her mother was off the table and back in her clothes before Sloane had finished washing her hands.

			She knew she should smile at the memory now. Herself, always wanting Meaningful Exchange. Her mother, wanting to nip that shit in the bud.

			Thinking about her mother’s body made Sloane feel fond and fondly helpless and also gave her a version of Barbara’s restless leg syndrome.

			For her mother, the body was a thing to be marshaled, managed, tidied. She’d taught her daughters this, although Sloane should only speak to her own childhood. (Which she had, in therapy. These were not stories of abuse or neglect, and Sloane tended to rush through them and get to the point of her own issues, which she already knew.)

			Sloane had enough experience, in her practice and in her friend group, to know precisely how lucky she was, in the mother department. Barbara had not been abusive or neglectful. She maybe wasn’t even emotionally withholding; it only seemed like that, sometimes, because they were such different women, and if there was any kind of issue between them at all, it was simply: being a completely different person than your mother sometimes made you sad.

			Her mother liked to have all her ducks in a row. It was a favorite expression. Sloane could picture this row literally. But Sloane had never been a fluffy little chick, and so instead of trotting neatly and cutely behind her mother she’d often felt like this large snuffling snorting creature, an aardvark or something like that. But that was Sloane’s issue.

			Sloane always traveled to her mother with a list of good intentions about how this time, she wouldn’t push or press and feel defeated. Her mother loved her. Her mother was a good person. Her mother, no matter what level of cognitive competency she was at, was still a person.

			Anyway, traveling to see if your mother had dementia was probably a good time to stop feeling like an adolescent around your mother.

			

			—

			“She’s here! Sloane’s here!”

			The garage was open, and the two women stood in front of her mother’s Dodge, waving. Sloane, in her rental car, had stopped halfway up the driveway.

			Her mother looked good. Cute haircut, the tunic and loose pants Sloane had sent at Christmas, the chunky earrings her mother had always favored. New Balance sneakers. Trendy glasses frames. Sometimes on FaceTime—often, lately—her mother looked dazed or fazed or otherwise disconnected. Perhaps technology had exaggerated the symptoms. In three dimensions she seemed much more with it.

			“Sloane’s here!” Roberta cried again, as Sloane embraced her mother.

			“I know,” said her mother, releasing Sloane’s shoulders, and turning away to look at her car. “What’s going to happen with this now?” She gestured to the car in the garage, and then to Sloane’s Kia on the driveway. “This isn’t going to work,” she pointed out.

			“I know, I know, it was all they had at Budget,” said Sloane, hugging Roberta. “I’ll move it later. Hi, hi. So good to see you.”

			“Your mom has been so excited for your visit. We’ve both been so excited.”

			Sloane saw that Roberta was nervous. She wanted to put her at ease. No one was going to blame Roberta for taking a trip, or for perhaps not fully reporting their mother’s condition. “You know what,” Sloane said, “let me just get my bags and we’ll all go inside—”

			“She has to go,” her mother said, pointing at the two cars again. “She can’t get out. I don’t know what you’re going to do about this. This isn’t going to work.”

			“We’ll switch later,” Sloane said. “It’s not a problem. Roberta doesn’t leave until tomorrow.” But her mother was exhibiting a stubbornness familiar to Sloane. If they went inside without moving the cars, her mother would not be able to think of anything else. These ducks were not in a row! The quickest thing was to comply. In a way it was reassuring. Her mother was herself enough to demand organization.

			

			—

			Sloane backed down the driveway into the street. Roberta, in the Dodge, pulled up beside her.

			“Buh-bye now,” Roberta called through her open window. “I left all the info you’ll need with your mom!”

			The back seat of the car, Sloane could see, was completely packed with luggage and boxes.

			Confused, Sloane looked to her mother, who had already turned away and was entering the house through the garage.

			Roberta’s tires did not actually squeal as she took off down the street, nor did the Dodge leave skid marks, but it felt to Sloane like this had happened. Emotionally.

		

	
		
			V

			 

			“And apparently Roberta’s room is empty,” Laurel said. “The closets are cleaned out; all her stuff is gone. She didn’t say anything to Sloane, she just fled. With the car. She’s not answering any messages or picking up her phone.”

			Michael was taking a quick post-work shower before their date night and Laurel was talking to him from the doorway.

			Her traitorous husband? Her unfairly maligned husband? Her ordinary husband?

			“The good news is we don’t think she stole anything but the car,” Laurel said. “Which Mom claims she gave her. Sloane said Mom’s bank accounts are okay. But Roberta is clearly not coming back.”

			“That’s not good.” Laurel waited for him to say everything would be okay, it was all going to work out. This was their operating procedure. Michael reassured her everything would be okay, and she did all the things that would make it okay.

			Michael said nothing. Perhaps he was dreaming of the owner of the hairpin. Michael turned off the shower and used the squeegee against the glass door; his naked body became visible, in strips. Michael was conscientious about using the squeegee. “My wife runs a tight ship,” he used to say to people, before she’d asked him not to. “She’s got me trained,” he used to say.

			Laurel could tell him the reason they’d been having so much sex in the past two weeks was that she’d changed from pretending it was the apocalypse to imagining she had left him and had snuck back into the house to revenge-fuck him after she discovered his infidelities.

			It would be easier to murder him than to explain this.

			Laurel had kept the hairpin in her pocket, switching it out of different pants. It gave her a feeling of power to secretly squeeze it while she told Michael about saving money on a better window replacement option. It was power to hear him say, “good job,” and think, I know what you did, and I could throw you out anytime I wanted to.

			Laurel watched Michael dry himself. They’d started dating their senior year of college. He had been a little pudgy, diffident, an overgrown puppy still, at twenty-two. She had liked that his body was large, but also soft and clumsy. He was more fit now.

			Michael had included wanting to have children with her in his marriage proposal.

			He knew she would be an incredible mother. His own mother practiced what Michael saw as a willed helplessness—always frazzled, always complaining, always late or lost or limping. Even casual examples of Laurel’s competency impressed him. On their first date, she had driven them both, and the quick and unfussy way she’d parallel-parked on a hill had given him a boner. Months later, he’d told her this. The story was an important part of their lore, as a couple.

			“Oh, Shelli Connor said she could do pickup from play rehearsal next week,” said Laurel, and closed her fingers around the hairpin. “So that’s Audrey covered. World’s Most Okay Mom.”

			“World’s Most Okay Mom. You put Shelli Connor on the schedule, right?” Michael asked. “I don’t know if I have her number.”

			“Yep. On it.”

			Laurel released the hairpin and fussed with her hair in front of the bathroom mirror. Michael had always said she was a natural, at being a mother. But motherhood had changed her nature. The young woman who had parallel-parked on a hill so smoothly had been joined by this creature, this anxious person who was not going to confront her husband about infidelity because if it was imaginary it was exciting and if it was real she just did not have the fucking time or energy to deal with it.

			“Duck lips,” said Michael.

			Yes, Laurel made a pouty model face at herself in the mirror when she did her makeup. It would be easier to murder Michael than to explain why it wasn’t funny for him to notice or comment on this.

			“Ready in five.” Michael left the bathroom to get dressed. The steam had flattened Laurel’s hair a little.

			Laurel had not told anyone about the hairpin. Somehow sex wasn’t something she talked about with her friends anymore, except for Kathy, who was an oversharer. Kathy said she and her husband went eight, nine, ten months without sex. Kathy said their friend Jael and her husband both liked to watch a specific kind of porn, which Jael had declined to name. Kathy said Sheri and her husband explored bondage after the kids were born and Sheri had lost all interest in penetrative sex.

			Laurel had brought these stories home to Michael. “Are we boring?” they’d asked each other, laughing. Laurel and Michael had their own little ways of doing things, of course, which might be stretched to be thought of as kink, but only in the most generous sense of that word. Although Jael said—she adjunct-taught at Rutgers and knew this from her students—anything could be kink, including the missionary position. Kink wasn’t what you did, it was how you treated it.

			How did they treat it? There had been dips over the years, and changes, and compromises. After two vaginal births, the moment of entry didn’t feel the same for Laurel. Michael said he didn’t notice anything different, but of course he must. For masturbation, Laurel had a running fantasy about a three-way with two strangers, but in the fantasy she had to make herself a different person for it to work, because there wasn’t anything sexy to Laurel about having an affair and she didn’t think she’d enjoy a three-way in real life, as herself. When people had affairs in a movie or a TV show, Laurel lost interest in that plot. She thought it made the characters unsympathetic.

			What would be the worst version of Hairpin Lady? No. She would not stand in her bathroom and audition imaginary women for her husband to cheat on her with, to see which one hurt the most. She was not whatever the acceptable term for “crazy” was. Ridiculous? She was not ridiculous like all women are supposed to be, or say they are, or are fighting not to be, or claiming it is their privilege to be.

			Now the inevitable shout from a kid who needed an escalating series of somethings. Laurel would sail the world for her children. Her children did not need her to sail the world. They needed printer paper for a school project.

			“Let’s ask Vee what they’re in the mood for, for dinner,” Laurel said to Audrey. “I have options in the fridge.”

			Laurel had helped Vee turn their bed into a canopy by hanging curtain rods from the ceiling. The curtains were open now, revealing a tableau: Vee lying with their head toward the door, legs sprawled against the wall, surrounded by books, laptop, assorted beloved stuffed animals, a portable Casio keyboard, and Lyra, one of their two cats.

			The room was not a disaster. Laurel had taught the kids, in stages, to clean their rooms. “You’re old enough now to make your own bed, so here’s how to do it.” “You’re old enough now to handle the vacuum. Here’s how it works.” Her children could go to therapy and talk about how this had ruined them.

			Vee did not look up from their book, and anyway had on headphones. Lyra raised her head and did teenage work, treating Laurel to an assessing and unimpressed stare.

			Vee had a different body than Laurel’s. Vee was lanky, taller than Laurel now. Vee had not asked for hormone blockers. They’d not asked for a binder. They did always wear a sports bra. They’d stopped shaving their armpits and legs. They often showed quite a lot of their body, which seemed like something you’d do if you felt good about it, but not necessarily. Their body was beautiful. Their body would surely be looked at as beautiful. Laurel both admired Vee’s displays of skin and fought a throat-clenching desire to cover, cover, cover it.

			“It’s not about hating a female body,” Vee said. “It’s about not seeing myself as female so doing whatever I need to do, to balance the way my body is.”

			“This is really good,” said Vee now, without turning around or removing headphones. “They should literally teach this in school.” Vee held up the book and Laurel vaguely recognized the cover, one of those pseudoscience things about trauma that people ate up, because everyone wanted to believe they’d been traumatized. Laurel hadn’t read it.

			She came closer to the bed, with some caution. Her teenage children’s hormones worked like solar flares: densely packed, radioactive, tricky to predict. Surely more pungent than the sun, though, which was odorless. Vee would be getting their period either today or tomorrow but was currently emitting, as Laurel advanced, nothing more dangerous than tea tree oil soap and mild contrariness.

			“Did Sidney suggest the book?” Sidney was Vee’s therapist.

			“It’s yours,” Vee said. “It was on your shelf.”

			“Oh right. I think Aunt Sloane gave it to me.”

			Laurel straightened one of the curtain panels as an excuse to move closer. She looked down at Vee’s book, open to a chapter titled “How Biology Becomes Pathology.” Laurel scanned the paragraphs below. Sentences like “the freezing response,” “reptilian brain,” “rage or helpless.”

			“You should read it,” Vee said.

			“What’s it about?”

			“Animals get attacked in the wild all the time,” Vee said. “And they don’t seem traumatized. So why are humans? It’s kind of about that. Like, how and why we hold on to trauma in our bodies.”

			“Who has trauma?” Audrey was in the doorway, her arms full of cat. Pan was more receptive to cuddling than his sister, Lyra. “Pan’s a big dummy who likes scritches,” Michael always said. “Like me.”

			“People in Vee’s book.” Laurel kept her voice calm.

			“Also, like, everybody,” said Vee.

			“Not everybody,” said Laurel, with perhaps too much emphasis. “Not everything is trauma. Some situations are just uncomfortable, or upsetting, or difficult. Some experiences are hard. That doesn’t make them traumatic.”

			Vee had an actor’s sense (Sloane’s sense) of the slow take. They gave Laurel a considered look and then said, “Okay.”

			Laurel needed to confront Michael with the hairpin. She needed to figure out what exactly was happening with her mother. She needed to kill Roberta. She needed to protect her children. She needed to not have to read a book about trauma, she needed to not be diagnosed by her seventeen-year-old kid. She needed to get away from all these people.

			“Your eyebrows don’t match,” Vee said. “You did one more than the other.”

			“Okay,” said Laurel. “Thanks for letting me know. I was rushed. I had a lot to do today.”

			“I’m not criticizing,” Vee said. “I’m just saying. Sorry. I would want to know if it was me.”

			“You look pretty, Mom,” said Audrey.

			“Thank you,” said Laurel. “Okay, Dad and I are going now. And tomorrow night we’re going to have a family meeting about my trip and how everything’s going to work around here.”

			Vee was still studying Laurel’s face. Laurel fought the urge to cover it.

			Laurel had been Vee’s age when she’d guessed that her father was having an affair. She had been angry with her mother, for not noticing. For not trying to be alluring or interesting. For being a boring mother. She’d pointed out her mother’s gray hair. SAVE IT, she’d wanted to yell at her mother. Save your looks, your marriage, our life.

			Michael appeared in the doorway.

			“We should get going,” he said. “Kids, don’t burn down the house.”

			

			—

			In the Chevrolet Volt, Laurel went on a little too long about how society was pathologizing everything and probably she had just traumatized Vee by not “making space” for whatever of Vee’s experiences they were finding traumatic.

			She sounded like her mother, taking someone down a peg.

			“Teenagers like trauma,” said Michael. “I don’t think it’s a big deal.”

			Michael’s simplification of their children’s emotions wasn’t a reason to leave him. That being a dad gave him more confidence was not a reason to leave him. That it was so easy for him, that he could point at the kids and say, “That’s what life is all about” and feel absolutely located by his role as a father and then think of other things, was not a reason to leave him.

			Her envy was not a reason to leave him. And she was envious, in the teeth-aching way she was envious of the environmentalist, on his sailboat. The space men had. Their brains were not twisted around by the planetary nature of their bodies. They could afford not to notice so much.

			That she couldn’t tell him she had mean thoughts about Vee, resentful, exasperated thoughts that were probably leeching out in ways she couldn’t control and ruining her gorgeous, incredible child, wasn’t a reason to leave him.

			Nor was it a reason to leave Vee.

			“You’re tense with Vee,” Michael said. “You two need a time-out.”

			Laurel was too angry to respond. She felt she hated Michael.

			He touched Laurel’s hand as they were pulling into the parking lot.

			“I get it,” he said. “You’re worried about Barbara. It’s a tough situation. Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”

			Michael wanted a nice dinner.

			On Laurel’s wedding day, her mother told her, “My one piece of advice is to not make lists in your head. Lists are great for groceries or chores but not for feelings.” What Barbara meant was, don’t collect resentments. Don’t keep a running list of faults or grievances. Either deal with it or get over it.

			(Her mother had been incredible at Laurel’s wedding. She had walked up to Laurel’s father and said, “Bill, I’m so glad you’re here, it means so much to Laurel,” and shaken hands and smiled and then walked away.)

			Laurel and Michael were shown to a table. Laurel made a list in her head. It was good her teenager was investigating their feelings and fabulous they were reading an actual book. People were fascinated by trauma, it was true. Nearly all the adult women she knew were obsessed with true crime podcasts and murder shows. It was almost relieving for women, to get confirmation that they walked around fundamentally hated. They weren’t imagining it! Laurel had just finished watching a British crime show about a girl who got raped and murdered, which was even better than the American crime show she’d loved where several girls got raped and murdered. Michael didn’t hate her. Michael was committed to their marriage, he was a great father, and sometimes explanations were simple. Hairpins showed up in the world. She was going to help the survival of the New Jersey bog turtle.

			Laurel reviewed her list. She should probably cross out quality programming about girls getting raped and murdered as a blessing. She ordered a cocktail.

			When the drinks arrived, Michael described, at some length, how he would improve his own cocktail. Laurel let him go on because she owed him for secretly hating him in the car.

			The food arrived and Laurel ordered a glass of wine. Michael started talking about his radiatori with tempeh. There was some kind of aromatic in the dish. Fennel?

			They needed to talk about Barbara, about what kind of situations might work. Laurel organized this, in her head. With Roberta, they’d had something like a full-time home health aide, which was out of Barbara’s financial reach, and theirs too. Sloane would be unlikely to be able to contribute much, Nanette was obviously out. Would Michael agree to Barbara living with them for a while, until they found a decent nursing home situation? Yes, of course he would, he was a great partner. Plus it would mean he could go on fucking Hairpin Lady, and that was only fair, with Laurel putting this added burden on their family. Or he might use this moment as an opportunity to leave her.

			“You know what we haven’t talked about in a while?” Laurel leaned forward over her cacio e pepe. “Our sex life.”

			Michael was quiet for a moment. She couldn’t read his expression. He might still be thinking about the fennel.

			“I’ve been afraid to say anything.” Michael smiled. “I didn’t want to interrupt whatever was happening over there.”

			Laurel put down her glass.

			“What do you mean? Happening where?”

			“Happening with you,” Michael said. “Not that anyone is counting, but nine times in two weeks. Also, like all the stuff.”

			Blow job until completion, he meant.

			“Well, I’ve been thinking—” Laurel said, and then stopped.

			Michael put down his fork.

			Just confront him, she thought. Clear it up right now.

			She looked at Michael’s face. She probably loved him deeply. She didn’t have time or energy to remake her life, unless she was allowed to blow it up entirely, which she could not. She had children.

			SAVE IT, said a voice in Laurel’s head. Her gymnastics coach from years ago. Laurel, on the balance beam, arms pinwheeling after a back handspring stepout. You got points deducted for breaking form and for balance checks, but the biggest penalty was for coming fully off the beam. You fought like hell no matter how awkward or ugly it got. You fought to save it.

			“We have a strong marriage,” she said. “We’ve always had one. I’ve just been thinking about systems in general and trying to examine where I’ve been internalizing and externalizing. I’m thinking out loud. You know, a strong marriage can look however we want it to look. Maybe I’m not being the most generous partner I can be to you.”

			What in the fuck was she saying?

			“Are we still talking about sex?” Michael asked.

			Laurel had told Michael, some months into their dating, about her experience with the rape. He said knowing made him love her even more. In the moment she thought that was sweet, but later had an imaginary fight with him where she screamed and said rape wasn’t something to love her more for. (She’d calmed down, privately.)

			Laurel became aware she was rapping her knuckles against her chest. She put her hand in her lap.

			“If there are things you need—” Laurel stopped, appalled. She was going to make this about what she could give him?

			She needed the hairpin. It was in her purse, which was hanging off the back of her chair.

			Michael’s face was red. Why was his face red?

			“What’s happening?” he said. “What are you trying to tell me?”

			“I love you and I want you to be happy,” Laurel said, and wanted to die.

			“I love you and I want you to be happy, too.” Michael spoke in his gentlest tone, the one he used on the children when their imaginations got ahold of them, or they overinflated some minor event. The tone for monsters under the bed, for worrying everyone might hate them.

			Infantilizing, to use this tone. Infantilizing. Men and their certainties. Every girl knows there are monsters under the bed. Every girl knows they can be hated.

			“Sorry,” Laurel said. “I’m stressed. I’ve been kind of in my head. I’m not making sense.”

			The waiter returned. How was everything? Were they still working on it?

			“We’re still enjoying it,” Michael said, smiling at Laurel. He knew she didn’t like when waiters said “working on it.” Michael didn’t get bothered by those common phrases people used.

			“Great, enjoy.” The waiter backed off, no doubt forgetting them instantly. Straight marrieds in their forties on a date night.

			Michael reached out his hand.

			“We’re good?” he asked.

			It was never a great idea, to badger Michael into noticing her inner life. If she contained multitudes, at least half of them were banalities.

			“We’re good.”

			They held hands. They decided to table discussing Barbara’s options until they had more information. They started talking about the kids. They reminisced about how wild they’d been at Vee’s age to learn to drive, to have their own car, to be free. They listened politely to points they had already made to each other. They did their inside jokes. Michael took a few sips of her wine.

			Michael asked for the check and Laurel went to the bathroom. The bathrooms at Fiona’s were so pretty. There was a cheeky wallpaper, a sort of Art Nouveau pattern of a naked lady on a swing. Gold mirror above the sink, extremely nice hand soap. Black-and-white-tiled floor. An attendant must have just cleaned, there was the unmistakable smell of Swiffer floor cleaner and a few wet swipe marks along the tiles. Laurel loved a clean bathroom.

			On an impulse, Laurel took off her shoes. The tile was cool.

			She needed something to be over.

			If Michael was having an affair, the entire conversation they’d just had was unforgivable.

			SAVE IT.

			Her mom had taken her to a free gymnastics class at the YMCA when she was seven. Barbara was always on the lookout for activities outside the Plover School community. She wanted the girls to be around other “normal” kids, like themselves. (Not rich kids.) Free pottery class at the public library. Free nature walk sponsored by the city park. Free day of gymnastics.

			The coaches of the city team had been interested in Laurel. Fast learner, nice build, good attitude, seems mature, they wrote in their notebooks. Laurel liked the drills. She liked the competition. She liked how the uneven bars hit her hips, how it felt to chalk up her hands with rosin. She liked power. Once a girl learns she can do back handsprings, it’s hard to get her to stop doing them.

			Like all gymnasts, she took a lot of falls, especially when learning new elements. She’d added back handspring stepouts on the balance beam to her skill set when she was twelve. She drilled on crash mats, on a special taped section of the floor, with her coach assisting her, and on the low beam they used for training.

			One day, for no particular reason at all, she got scared. She’d been on the beam, arms raised, about to bend forward before launching herself up and backward. NO HESITATION, Coach yelled. YOU GOT THIS.

			Laurel knew she didn’t have it. She would not be able to see the beam. She would come down face-first. Her neck would crack.

			She’d frozen.

			Coach Kaminski, who had seen this before, talked to her mom after practice. “Sometimes the girls get spooked,” Coach said. “It happens around this age. Skills they didn’t think about before now scare them. They second-guess themselves. It’s the hormones.”

			Barbara told Laurel it was okay if she wanted to stop gymnastics. The competitions were expensive. Entry fees and travel that sometimes included hotel rooms, and the special leotards that had to be ordered. “Kind of a racket,” Barbara said. Later that night, over dinner, Barbara repeated all this to Laurel’s father and Bill said, “Barbara. If Laurel wants to do it, we can afford it. Laurel’s not a quitter.”

			She’d gone back to gymnastics and competed until senior year of high school, when she’d torn a tendon in her rotator cuff. She became a peer tutor and a global youth leader and joined the NHS and Future Business Leaders of America. Her father barely noticed she’d stopped gymnastics. That was the year Lise came to teach at Plover.

			Her father, stopping her in the hall at school. “Honey, tell your mom not to hold dinner for me, I need to do some work in my office for a few hours.”

			It had been her instinct to cover for him, to deliver the message casually. She’d rushed to hug her father when he did come home, to make sure he didn’t have lipstick on his face or smell like Mademoiselle’s perfume. He never did, but often came home with wet hair. “Did some sprints on the track to clear my head.” It was her shame that her instinct had been to cover for him, instead of protecting her mother.

			

			—

			Someone tapped on the bathroom door. Laurel put her shoes back on.

			

			—

			In the car, Michael drove with one hand on Laurel’s thigh. She put her hand over his.

			The kids rushed at them when they opened the door. Both had phones in their hands.

			“Look!” they said. “Look, it’s Nanty. Nanty’s gone viral.”

			“Nun Prays at Gun Range,” ran the caption. It took Laurel a moment to understand what she was seeing.

			“Oh my God, there’s a nun here,” narrated a woman with an Australian accent, as the camera zoomed in on Nanette. She was dressed in her habit, eyes closed, lips moving. The camera moved closer, and the screen acquired captions. “I can do only this. Offer sorrow,” Nanette was saying. “All of us. All of us need to offer sorrow. Offer sorrow. Offer sorrow.” Then Nanette went down on her knees, then hands and knees, then walked herself out until her face was on the ground and her arms spread out so her body made the shape of the cross.

			Laurel began to cry.

		

	
		
			VI

			 

			
			Sloane finished making the bed that had lately been Roberta’s and once been Nanette’s. The sheets were old, but in perfect condition and quite soft because Barbara ironed her sheets and rotated the stacks of linen in the linen closet and always followed care instructions unless they said “Dry clean only,” which was—according to her mother—only for rich people, or those who didn’t know how to hand-wash properly, or maybe your wedding dress.

			Sloane sat on the bed. She needed Laurel.

			Laurel would know how to help their mother.

			Their mother was not in good shape.

			Sloane’s head was throbbing.

			No. Someone next door was playing basketball. Thwack, thwack, thwack, swish. Thwack, thwack, thwack, bang, swish. Thwack, thwack, pong. It was almost ten. Sloane pulled the curtain back. She had a view of the square front lawn, their own driveway, and the house across the street, which was dark. The noise was coming from the neighbor to the right. Last she knew, this was still the Brodens. Mr. and Mrs. Broden. They had a son a few years older than Nanette; their driveway still had a basketball hoop. Beyond the Brodens was what was beyond most things in Indiana: a small field that belonged to a church.

			Good-neighbor actions had been performed, but the families were not intimate. Midwestern friendliness sometimes met midwestern reticence and collapsed on itself.

			Barbara had never been the lean-over-the-fence-have-a-gossip type.

			Perhaps the Brodens had sold and there was a new family. Sloane realized she’d forgotten to close the garage door. She was reluctant to go tell someone to stop making noise, like a crabby old person. If she just stepped into the garage and shut it, that might send a polite signal.

			Barbara’s garage was neatly organized. So was the house, which, like her mother, took a second or third glance before you noticed anything wrong. In the den there were about fifty Post-its surrounding her mother’s desk, covered in handwriting Sloane didn’t recognize until she watched her mother try to write down a new password. The nervous, crabbed printing had given Sloane a pang in her chest. There was also a large calendar on the wall, and a whiteboard with “TODAY: SLOANE ARRIVES!” printed across it, in Roberta’s hand. This, too, had made her chest constrict.

			Sloane felt bad for how quickly she’d jumped to the conclusion that Roberta had stolen from her mother. “Let’s change all your passwords, Mom,” she’d said. “For security.” Her mother had gotten testy about halfway through the process, which was appropriate. It felt like the exact wrong thing to be doing.

			The neighbor had some kind of flashlight or floodlight in his garage, pointed at his basketball hoop. She couldn’t make out the player. Male. Tall. This was suburban Indiana, statistically less crime ridden than Los Angeles, but with different rules. People had intense feelings about their yards. She hesitated. The figure turned.

			“Oh hey, Barbara.” A deepish male voice.

			“Sloane,” Sloane corrected. “Barbara’s daughter. The oldest one.”

			“Oh! Sloane—Barbara’s daughter. Sorry about that. I couldn’t see you at first.”

			“That’s okay. And you are—?”

			“Daniel. Daniel Broden.”

			The son, then. Sloane had the impression of a solid build, unshaven face, a possible fauxhawk or maybe he was just sweaty.

			“Right, I remember,” Sloane said. “We’ve said hello a few times. You know my younger sister Nanette.”

			Laurel had forwarded Nanette’s video last night. The video had more than seven hundred thousand views. About twenty of them had been Sloane. She’d watched with fascination, admiration, jealousy, protectiveness, fear, and a desire to laugh.

			Guilt, too. She should have made better efforts, earlier, to be a resource.

			“Sure,” said Daniel. “I know Nanette.”

			Sloane adjusted herself for what would be two to three minutes of desultory conversation. She was exhausted. Her good and grounded intentions on the flight to Indiana had vanished, along with her mother’s Dodge. The day and evening had been incredibly long, and Laurel wouldn’t be there for three more days. Her mother was maybe worse than they thought. Or she was better than they feared, but depressed.

			Daniel was holding the basketball on his hip. There was a short strip of lawn between their driveways. Sloane felt reluctant to cross the Midwestern Rubicon of the side yard.

			She had forgotten the stillness of Indiana, and how in summer the air barely changed temperature at night.

			“Home for a visit?” Daniel asked.

			“Yes, here for a visit,” said Sloane, but after what was probably too long a pause. “And you?”

			“I’m cleaning out the house. I mean, I’m supposed to be cleaning out the house.” He bent down to pick up a beer.

			Sloane couldn’t stop herself from being interested. “Your parents are—”

			“Yeah, they both, um, passed.” Daniel said the word as if it had been forced on him. “Mom had pancreatic cancer. And then Dad got COVID and—yeah. But. Anyway.” He raised his can of Miller High Life and inclined his head, offering. “Would you like one? I have this shitty beer, which I recommend after a shot of whiskey. Which I can get you. I also have some nerdy Belgian stuff in the house. Also weed. Running a full-service operation here for adult children.”

			“Oh, no thanks, I’m good for the moment.”

			There was wine in her mother’s refrigerator. Their mother had never been much of a drinker but had poured herself a glass at five o’clock and Sloane had not stopped her. She’d needed a drink too. With the wine, her mother’s mood lifted, she laughed at Sloane’s jokes, seemed more herself. They’d watched television and Barbara had a second glass of wine. This was apparently a new habit.

			“Daniel, I’m so sorry for your losses.” Sloane remembered Mr. Broden shoveling Barbara’s snowy driveway in a Pacers hat with a pom-pom. Mrs. Broden, waving hello and clapping her hands at a little dog. These people were dead. Parents.

			“Thank you.” Daniel put down his beer and flipped the basketball around in his hands a few times. “Wanna shoot some hoops?”

			“I do want to throw something,” Sloane said.

			She crossed the yard. They did not shake hands but nodded at each other.

			Daniel dribbled a few times, took a shot, made it, then gently passed her the ball. Sports had never been her thing, but when she had to, Sloane did them aggressively.

			It helped that it was dark. She couldn’t really dribble, but she bounced the ball up and down a few times and then hurled it toward the basket as hard as she could. The ball blammed against the rim and ricocheted backward at her face. She batted it away wildly. Daniel chased the ball down the driveway.

			“Don’t worry,” he said, returning. “I did the same thing a few minutes ago. It’s like a metaphor.”

			“For what?”

			“I don’t know. For coming home. How’s your mom doing?”

			“Mom, I just want to make sure you have everything you need,” Sloane had said, at one point during the day. “Sometimes, when we get older, we process things in a different way and our memory changes, and that can make certain things difficult. Do you think that might be happening to you?”

			“Oh well, getting old is no fun,” Barbara had said, through a rigid jaw. “But I’m fine. I don’t need any help. My dad used to call me Penny. As in ‘bright as a new penny.’ ”

			She had repeated this phrase, at dinner, about twenty times.

			“Mom’s struggling a little but she’s okay,” Sloane said to Daniel. “Hey, did you—do you know Roberta at all?”

			“Sure,” Daniel said. “Wait. Did something happen to Roberta?”

			“She left,” Sloane said. “She took Mom’s car. We don’t—we thought she was going on vacation, but it looks like she moved out.”

			“Shit,” said Daniel, after a moment.

			“Yeah. Mom’s not—I mean she’s great, but we think she needs care now. I mean she can’t live alone.”

			“Right.” Daniel bounced the ball a few times.

			“I don’t know if you noticed anything—”

			“Your mom sent a really nice card when my mom was diagnosed,” Daniel said. “My mom had it up on the fridge. She really liked it. And your mom came to the funeral, with Roberta. But yeah, every time I’ve seen Barbara since, she’s asked me how my mom is doing. Sometimes it seems like she remembers something is wrong. I feel bad saying, ‘She’s dead.’ I mean, I don’t want your mom to feel bad. So now I just say, ‘She sure liked that card you sent.’ I don’t know if that’s the right thing to do or not.”

			Sloane didn’t know either. Her plan to be clear and honest with her mother, to not treat her like a child, to listen and meet her where she was at with patience and good cheer, had already gone sideways. Sloane was too used to being able to see clues in people’s bodies, clues to the inner life, because the mind and the body were one thing. And they weren’t one thing, for her mother, anymore. She couldn’t read her mother.

			“There are two schools of thought,” Sloane said. “Whether to try and correct their version of reality or meet them where they’re at.”

			“Well,” said Daniel. “You have to do that with a lot of people.”

			“True.”

			“Hey, how’s Nanette doing?”

			Sloane suppressed a desire to confess her inadequacies in the role of Oldest Sibling. She had a vague memory—enforced by Barbara’s stories—of being excited about Laurel’s arrival, of feeling the importance of her role as big sister, which of course hadn’t lasted. The reality of baby Laurel must have been the first time she’d been bored by a baby. Later, the five years had been mostly too big a gap for shared intimacies, although they could find themselves allied. On family trips, or in the desire for a pet, or over an awareness of the power dynamics at school.

			They’d had opposite reactions to the arrival of Nanette. Sloane had mostly been concerned with not getting stuck with free babysitting. There’d also been the up-close view of her mother’s body as a fertile, feeding, nurturing thing, which she hadn’t been as sensitive to with Laurel. Watching her mother breastfeed had made Sloane feel claustrophobic.

			Laurel had wanted to help, with Nanette. Laurel acted more like the oldest sister, always.

			Daniel had probably not seen the video. Seven hundred thousand views was a lot, but there were almost eight billion people on the planet. Or he had seen it, and not recognized her. There couldn’t be many thirty-five-year-old redheaded American nuns, but Nanette’s face had been only briefly visible.

			“Good. She’s good.”

			Daniel dribbled the ball and moved into the light. He was smiling.

			“I always thought she was cool,” Daniel said.

			Cool? Perhaps. From an early age, Nanette had been able to make a realistic drawing of anything. She’s an artist, Sloane had declared. But whenever her mother and Nanette visited New York and Sloane propelled them to art museums and galleries, her little sister had displayed no special interest in painting or sculpture. If you asked her to name a favorite thing, she’d do it, but she wouldn’t express herself passionately.

			In the living room, there were paintings Nanette had made their mother, to “go with” her mother’s décor. Green geometric shapes in a white field. “Pretty. Like nice hotel art,” Shawn had said about them, during a visit. Sloane had chewed him out for being a snob, although he hadn’t meant to sound condescending. He’d also not been wrong. The paintings were obviously well made. They were pretty. They told you nothing and could have been done by anyone. Or no one. A robot. But she’d seen her sister gaze at them with satisfaction, a little smile on her face.

			Sloane had asked her sister for a painting and stressed that it didn’t need to “go” with anything. “An expression of you,” Sloane insisted. Nanette had said okay, but if she’d made such a thing, she’d never given it to Sloane.

			“I mean, she was younger than me,” Daniel said. “So we didn’t hang out or anything, but I’d always sort of look out for her. She’s still in Chicago?”

			Had Daniel nursed a crush on Nanette? Her sister’s romantic life was as opaque as her artistic opinions. Sloane had met one boyfriend—Thomas—but could remember nothing about him except that he told her he “didn’t watch television.”

			“She’s in Ohio now,” said Sloane.

			Daniel was still smiling, as if remembering a secret Nanette. Sloane was provoked. She needed to work on her feelings about Nanette, her anger and jealousy.

			Nanette didn’t have to worry about rent or health care or savings or retirement or getting clients or how she was viewed in the world, or power or agency or dating. Or, apparently, family obligations like their mother. Nanette was off having mystical adventures at gun ranges.

			“I remember she was a good artist,” Daniel said.

			“She’s becoming a nun.”

			Daniel caught the ball and held it.

			“Huh,” he said.

			“Yes.”

			“A nun nun?”

			“Yes. Well, she’ll be an Episcopalian sister, and I guess they’re more relaxed than Catholics. Are you—?”

			“Religious? No. My dad was a big church guy, but he was also racist, so I ended up pretty atheist, I guess.”

			This was interesting, professionally speaking, but Sloane was in a punchy mood. She didn’t want to explore Daniel’s issues with his father.

			“So, apparently Catholics can be snobs about Episcopalians, I’ve learned. Like they think it’s sort of a Ren Faire version of Catholicism. All the same costumes without the real torture. And there’s high and low versions of being Episcopalian, which is like the American version of the Church of England. But they can be nuns. They live in convents and take vows. Poverty, chastity, obedience. Married to Jesus, the whole shebang.”

			“Huh,” said Daniel.

			Sloane felt guilty now. Gossiping about her sister in this jokey way. Sloane wasn’t anti-religion, like Laurel. She could appreciate that Nanette’s faith and community were LGBTQ+ positive and pro-choice and acknowledged the harm they’d done to Native culture and communities by coercing or outright forcing Indigenous children into government-sponsored boarding schools. But even if Episcopalians could be progressive politically, that didn’t alter the fact that when Nanette said “the Lord” she truly meant THE LORD. It was unnerving. It was so extreme! Nanette hadn’t even had a Goth stage. Becoming a nun was the first ambitious or fully committed move Sloane had seen her make. And now Nanette would never live alone, or have sex, again. Sloane would have been more comfortable with Nanette joining a coven than a convent.

			Sloane didn’t want to pathologize her sister’s religiosity, in the same way she didn’t want to pathologize the behavior of her clients. As a therapist, she had all kinds of problems with the DSM, and the patriarchal and heterosexist and reductive ways of diagnosing mental health in America. Nanette was possibly neurodivergent, yes, but that meant she saw the world in unique ways and those ways might be finding their perfect complement in convent life.

			Laurel thought their sister was having a psychotic break. She talked about schizophrenia. Sloane had pointed out that if you were a nun, or an almost-nun, prostrating yourself wasn’t outside the religious tradition. Nanette had said “offer sorrow” not “Jesus says I alone am the anointed one.”

			Daniel retrieved his beer and took a long swallow.

			“I guess I can see it,” he said. “Sometimes she used to come outside at night and just stand. Like, in the driveway or the yard. Not looking up at the sky or anything, just standing.”

			“She did?”

			“I thought it was sort of a— I don’t know. I felt like I understood it.”

			Sloane doubted this. Apparently Daniel thought better of it too.

			“Maybe not,” he said. “If she was praying.”

			“I should get back inside,” Sloane said. “Although—” She paused. “I apologize if this sounds—I didn’t grow up here and I don’t know who to ask and you mentioned weed—”

			“Continue.”

			“Do you know a reliable person who I might buy mushrooms from? Psilocybin.”

			Daniel smiled.

			“For my mom,” Sloane explained. “In this case, for my mom. I think she’s depressed, and anxious, and I’m wondering if microdosing might be helpful. I just want to put all the options on the table. I’d want a good source.”

			“Did your mom tell you I got high with her once?” Daniel asked.

			Sloane was stunned and immediately, intensely, jealous.

			“You got high with my mother?”

			“No, I mean, I was smoking a joint in my parents’ backyard, and she hung out with me and was very cool about it. This was like fifteen years ago. She might have gotten a little contact high. She ended up walking barefoot in the grass.”

			Sloane could not imagine this. Sloane was annoyed. Sloane did not like Daniel’s habit of explaining secret sides of her mother and sister.

			“Anyway, yeah, I can hook you up,” Daniel said. “My friend Jeff grows them. He’s a medical tech and mycologist and I know he’s a careful guy.”

			Sloane, somewhat grudgingly, admitted she also had a friend named Jeff who was a trustworthy source of mushrooms.

			“Mushrooms are the future,” Daniel said. “We’re all going to have a mycologist friend named Jeff. Do you want to give me your number?”

			He took his phone out of his back pocket and stepped closer to her. He smiled and looked into her eyes.

			Was he being charming?

			They exchanged numbers.

			“Hey, I hope it’s not weird—” Daniel said. “Um. I wanted to say you were really great on that show.”

			Sloane prepared herself. She’d done two episodes of Star Trek, and it was the thing she most got recognized for and now she’d have to join—or rather listen to—a discussion about the complicated lore of her character’s race.

			“Shadow Dancers,” Daniel said. “I was so bummed it got canceled. I really liked your character.”

			Shadow Dancers had been the last show Sloane worked on, a recurring role as the pathologist Jane Gregson. She’d really fallen in love with Jane, who was written as a typical TV tough gal who doesn’t take any crap and is utterly unfazed by the grisly. Sloane had gone into the audition and taken a big swing, not playing her as written. Hyperfocused, yes, but eccentric and tender. (Jane bowed to the corpse on her table before she touched it.) After the show got canceled, one of the writers had reached out to her. “You were just so good,” he said. “You were a muse! We were really excited about a bigger storyline we had for you for season two.” It had been her last acting heartbreak.

			She had been good on that show.

			She didn’t want to miss acting.

			“Thanks,” Sloane said to Daniel. “Seems like another lifetime. I’m a therapist now.”

			“Oh, well that’s cool too,” Daniel said.

			Sloane considered. Maybe once she would have found Daniel sexy. No, she did now. He was her type, physically. Dark hair, not a gym body, scruff. What she didn’t feel was the impulse to try to get him to like her. This was new. She’d always been goal oriented when it came to men. Not marriage and certainly not children, but connection, or at least response.

			Sloane thought she might be hearing some distant bell ringing in her body. A call to service? A death knell?

			“I’ll be in touch about the shrooms,” Daniel said. “And let me know if I can help with anything else. I’ll be around.” He tipped his head toward his parents’ house.

			“Thank you. I think I’ve got everything under control,” she lied. “Good night.”

		

	
		
			VII

			 

			“I would like to share something with you.” Sister Phoebe Catherine rummaged through various objects on her desk. It was warm in the Superior’s office. (They had air-conditioning units at Our Lady, but used them sparingly.) Nanette patted her knees, an invitation to Brother Floyd, the convent cat. Floyd ignored her and began to ostentatiously clean his own anus. Nanette took the pillow from behind her back and held it in her lap. She felt the need to clutch something. The pillow was embroidered with the word GRACE.

			“Here we are.” Sister Phoebe Catherine held up a piece of paper. “I printed this out for you. It’s a poem by Saint Teresa.” She brought the poem to Nanette.

			
				Christ has no body now but yours,

				No hands, no feet on earth, but yours,

				Yours are the eyes through which He looks compassion on this world,

				Yours are the feet with which He walks to do good,

				Yours are the hands with which He blesses all the world.

			

			“I thought it might be helpful for you.” Sister Phoebe Catherine turned on a second fan and settled herself in the chair opposite Nanette. “Teresa wrote some beautiful things about how prayer must always lead to deeds, to work in the world.”

			Saint Teresa was also said to levitate, during prayer. She instructed her sisters to hold her down when it happened.

			“I know it wasn’t your choice to be filmed,” Sister Phoebe Catherine continued. “And I do feel protective of you. I feel protective of your privacy, of the privacy of our community. We have our hidden lives, and our responsibilities to the outside world. It’s not always easy to balance these. I admit I’m finding this challenging right now, even stressful. I’m certainly not blaming you. We’re all trying to understand what God is calling us to, in this moment.”

			It was difficult to read Sister Phoebe Catherine’s expressions because she took her eyeglasses on and off frequently, or pushed them into her hair, and the lenses were always smudged.

			A week ago, Nanette had been worrying that Our Lady wasn’t the right place for her because she wanted to go deeper into her contemplative life, further away from the world. Now she was the face—or the body—of Our Lady. Exposed to the world, available for sharing and comments.

			Nanette shifted in her chair. Her body, which had gone viral, felt viral. Her muscles were twitching and cramping. She couldn’t make physical decisions, literally didn’t know what to do with herself. Just now she held the poem in one hand, and clutched the GRACE pillow with the other.

			Grace was what Nanette no longer had. A grace period. A moment—hers had lasted nearly twenty-four hours—when Nanette had known she’d heard God’s voice and not wondered if she was a full-on insane person.

			After leaving the gun range (they hadn’t known they’d been filmed), Nanette and Josie had returned to the convent. They’d sat on the bus, quietly. Nanette felt as she did when a particularly violent headache had finally passed. A sensation of being able to feel the texture of her own brain, which was dense but light, like a giant cotton ball. The loop of “fearfully and wonderfully” was over. She felt each small movement of her body as a kind of miracle. Her limbs, her lips. Her hands. Every part of her had such purpose, such potential. Nanette had never been pregnant (that she knew about) but felt as if she were carrying something inside her. Alone in her cell, she had stood before her painting of the Annunciation. How brave Mary had been.

			“It was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen,” Josie said to Sister Phoebe Catherine, when they’d gone to her the next morning. “I felt so privileged to be there.”

			Josie described how Nanette had spoken of offering sorrow.

			“That just seemed huge to me,” Josie said. “Right? People mock ‘thoughts and prayers’ as being useless, or like, just a political thing to say. People don’t see the connection between prayer and processing. How it’s not just mumbling some words, it’s this whole offering. I felt so humble because there I was talking about statistics, and Sister Nanette Teresa offered her whole self.”

			It was like being shaken awake from a dream. What was Josie talking about? God had not been talking to Nanette about gun deaths in America! Nanette had no memory of “offering sorrow.”

			That’s when she’d fully taken it in. God had told Nanette to go home and help her mother die.

			She hadn’t forgotten the message God had given her. The physical experience had momentarily overwhelmed her. Also, she was kind of a slow processor.

			It was the moment to explain everything, in detail. To ask Sister Phoebe Catherine for instruction, help. Why had she not done so?

			Sister Phoebe Catherine had raised her eyebrows at the description of Nanette’s prostration but said only that lying down in a place where bullets were flying was not a terrible idea. Turning serious, she spoke of Timothy, where Paul writes that men should pray everywhere “lifting up holy hands, without wrath and doubting.” And of Matthew, where Jesus seems to be criticizing public prayer, but a closer reading reveals this has more to do with the reasons one is praying publicly. She encouraged Nanette to meditate on the concept of offering sorrow to God. It was a beautiful prayer, which Nanette might develop further. Too many people felt they must suffer alone. Too many people felt isolated by their sadness. She counseled Josie against making comparisons, in terms of whose offering was more sincere.

			Nanette had gone back to her cell and seen a message from Sloane on her phone.

			Sloane had arrived. Roberta had gone. Their mother was alive.

			“It’s clear Mom can’t manage on her own,” Sloane had written. “I’d love for us all to think about next steps and make this an open conversation.”

			Nanette thought, What have I done? even though she hadn’t, yet, done anything.

			By the end of that day, the video had been released. Nanette watched herself saying words she had no recollection of saying.

			Now, four days later, almost a million people had seen and heard this. Nanette had not been identified, but the original poster had included a location, and internet detectives had correctly identified Our Lady of Grace. #NunsAgainstGuns was trending. Also #offersorrow. Our Lady’s website had crashed six times from all the engagement. Our Lady had no media or public relations deputies; Sister Phoebe Catherine had been besieged by queries from both press outlets and gun rights activists, religious and secular.

			Laurel had arrived in Indiana today. Their mother was still alive.

			Nanette felt she had created a terrible disturbance at the convent. At her last evaluation, Sister Eleanor Clare had said, “It’s not enough to fit in, you also have to contribute.” But she’d meant that Nanette should be using her skills to make art for the convent gift shop, or coming up with convent-improvement projects rather than waiting to be assigned chores. Nanette had redesigned the promotional materials for the retreat house.

			“There are talks about planning a kind of National Sorrow-in,” Sister Phoebe Catherine said now. “And there’s interest from an anti-gun initiative about having their planning session here. They’d love our involvement.”

			Nanette cleared her throat. She would say to Sister Phoebe Catherine, “I feel strongly that God told me to go home and help my mother die, and this meant, specifically, to help her kill herself, which was something she planned to do if she got the disease she has. She asked me to help her, if she couldn’t help herself. She wanted me to promise I would. She never asked me for anything before, never made me promise, she wasn’t that sort of person. And it seems God sent me this message to let me know it was time, and to give me strength, and I’m sorry but I don’t think God sent me a message about gun laws in America, this is about my mother, and I need to go home and help her die.”

			It was a lot to express. Nanette was taking too much time to think it through.

			“You’ve certainly put us on the map,” said Sister Phoebe Catherine. “Sister Patricia Maria tells me we’ve had two messages about vocational visits, five emails about the retreat house, and thirty inquiries about the guest cottages. Thirty. I won’t lie, Sister Nanette. You’re good advertising.”

			Gun laws in America made no sense, if there was even a chance a new movement might inspire change, then this was God’s work. And Nanette would be helping Our Lady. They needed the revenue from the retreat house and guest cottages badly. The convent plumbing. The new roof.

			“People have been moved by the video,” Sister Phoebe Catherine said. “It’s speaking to people in a profound way.”

			“THIS ME WHEN I GET LOW BLOOD SUGAR,” someone had commented below the video of Nanette’s prostrate, praying body.

			“But I’m mindful of where you are, in your discernment. And your mental health.”

			There was a reason you had to have a thorough psychological evaluation and take several psychometric tests before being invited to join an order. A convent was not a substitute for medication or therapy. The women of Our Lady were accomplished and sincere. They were Brides of Christ but also Nerds for Christ. They accepted the mystical, but they were not ecstatic, not strange. (Unless you viewed them through the lens of atheism, in which case they might be considered Deluded Fangirls of Christ.) They did not fling themselves down in public. And while they often talked about being in conversation with God, or listening to God, or for God, they meant this in the contemplative sense. Not a literal “I said, He said” situation.

			“You don’t have to have a ‘God told me to be a nun’ kind of moment,” Sister Phoebe Catherine had explained to Nanette during her first vocational visit. Sister Phoebe Catherine had made jazz hands during the “told me” part. No razzle-dazzle here, was the implication. In certain Episcopalian circles, ecstatic visions could even be considered a little tacky.

			

			—

			The problem was, God had spoken to Nanette, and told her to be a nun.

			Sister Phoebe Catherine knew about this. It happened when Nanette was seventeen and since she didn’t even get baptized until she was thirty she’d hoped, when she recounted her experience, that it was obvious she was not a razzle-dazzle mystic, but a healthy person who had come slowly and deliberately to the church and, ultimately, this way of life.

			

			—

			Spring Break of her senior year of high school. Nanette’s father had invited her to join him and Lise in France for two weeks. It was meant as an early graduation gift and a gesture toward Nanette having a relationship with Lise. His wife—they’d married immediately after her parents’ divorce—had never come with him on his visits to the States over the years.

			By the time Nanette was in middle school she could no longer clearly remember life before Indiana. She maintained a visual sense of the old house—long curtains, slapping cards down on the kitchen table with her sisters, a broken glass on the floor, her father saying, “Nobody’s fault!” (It was possible this was a conflation of several memories. She did not remember the day her father left the house for good.)

			It was clear to Nanette that everyone wanted her to be happy. Life in their new house in Indiana was peaceful. Her room was larger. The visits of her older sisters were like the visits of royalty, much planning and anticipation, followed by relief.

			Her father sent letters or postcards—good ones, funny ones—nearly every month from Lyon, where he taught history at an international school. He always called on birthdays and holidays. “I understand he has a very nice lifestyle” was what her mother said, because she was not going to bad-mouth him. (“I’m not going to bad-mouth him” was how any mention of him, which was not common, began.) He came to the U.S. once a year, to see his parents and visit his daughters, once Sloane resumed speaking to him. He had come for Laurel’s wedding, without Lise. He’d stood with Laurel and Barbara for a photograph and Nanette thought her parents looked quite strange, standing near each other. They occupied such different places in her head.

			She’d been nervous about going to France. She was convinced people would hear her name, think she was French, and start speaking to her. Nanette often didn’t know what to say to people when they spoke English.

			Her mother had known she was nervous. She’d taken Nanette shopping at the Gap and Limited Too and didn’t say “Well, I could make you this” or “This isn’t a quality garment.” When she helped Nanette pack, she suggested taking Percival, Nanette’s little stuffed pig. “I think Percival wants to go with you. He’ll make sure you’re okay.” It was a quirk of her mother’s decidedly un-whimsical personality that she also liked stuffed animals. They didn’t have live pets.

			In Paris, Nanette stayed with her father and Lise at the San Régis. She knew from her sisters that Lise was from a wealthy family. Lise wore jeans that looked ironed and linen blouses buttoned all the way up and carried a tiny shoulder bag. She had more than one of those bags. She didn’t wear makeup. She kept a handkerchief in her tiny bags, scented with her perfume. “My little trick,” she’d told Nanette. “For crowds.” The perfume smelled like lilacs and was called Vie Privée, which meant “Private Life.” “My father chose this perfume for me,” Lise said. Lise’s father had died when she was twenty-six.

			Nanette’s mother never wore jeans and had one purse and gray hair, which she kept short because “gray hair needs to be short.” A teacher at school had once thought her mother was her grandmother. That happened in stores, too.

			Her father kept saying how important it was to have life experiences.

			At breakfast on the sixth day, he announced that he would be making a solo trip to Les Invalides, which he said would not interest Nanette or Lise. “My two ladies,” he said, were going to have “female time.” This turned out to be a visit to a salon, where Lise had her curly hair straightened (le brushing) and Nanette had a manicure (la manucure). After, they went to a boutique. Nanette picked out a scarf, which Lise paid for, and they had lunch together at a café. To the people at the salon, the boutique, the café, Lise referred to Nanette as her belle-fille, which meant “stepdaughter.” “When Sloane was here,” Lise said, “people thought she was my little sister.”

			Nanette couldn’t imagine Sloane being anyone’s little sister. Lise had long, dark brown hair like Sloane, but didn’t fill the room with her presence and personality, like Sloane did. She also wasn’t obviously pretty and confident, like Laurel.

			“It is good you’ve finally come,” Lise said, at lunch. “It makes me so happy.”

			Lise put her hand on top of Nanette’s, which was resting on the table. “Now that you are grown up and everything—you know—is long in the past, I hope we can all be friends.”

			Nanette saw that Lise was a grown-up woman in the world, as her sisters were grown-up women in the world, and this was the future, this becoming a woman, and by letting her hand stay there passively on the table she was agreeing that she would join their ranks. Scarves and les manucures and boyfriends and husbands and children and divorces and private lives. She had to do it, or some version of it, because she wasn’t going to be allowed to stay by herself in a room and make a drawing for the sake of the drawing.

			Nanette had started to cry, at the table. Lise looked terrified, so Nanette had to pretend she had a headache, which she didn’t. Lise suggested a coffee and ordered herself a glass of wine. Nanette pretended the coffee worked on her pretend headache. When Nanette’s father arrived, Lise and Nanette pretended together that it hadn’t happened, which made Lise smile at Nanette like they understood each other. This, too, was the world of being a grown-up woman. Secrets with other grown-up women. Being a woman was telling lies or not being angry if another woman told a lie, or being the woman who was lied to.

			Nanette did not sleep that night, in her beautiful San Régis bed. She wished she didn’t have to be alive. But there was her mother. She would have to stay alive for her mother.

			She waited until it was light enough to walk.

			It was the first time she had walked by herself in a foreign city. She crossed two streets and an avenue and came to a church. (She liked the churches in Paris, found their vastness relaxing.)

			It was still early, but the entrance door was open. There was a little vestibule, with an unoccupied reception desk. She’d hesitated. In Paris, churches were for tourists but also, she supposed, for church. It wasn’t Sunday. Were there services on the other days? Nanette and her mother didn’t go to church. She entered the cathedral, which was not vast, but pretty. The stained-glass windows high on the walls had a sweetness; at the altar Mary had on a pink dress underneath her cloak. Instead of benches for kneeling, the pews had little footstools, covered with needlepoint.

			Nanette put her hand on one of the pews. She shut her eyes.

			How could she explain what happened next?

			She no longer felt herself to be inside her body. She was not looking out from some hidden part. There was no her. The relief was pure. She saw herself as joined with the space. She took a breath, and everything breathed with her.

			She was not alone because there was everything. There was everything and everything was a kind of—Presence. The Presence placed, not a hand, but some kind of understanding upon her.

			Nanette breathed and felt herself inside another kind of breath. Nanette was filled with joy. She would not hate being a person, even being a grown-up woman in the world, if it was like this. For a long time, everything felt beautifully and perfectly quiet. She decided to be brave and move with this body—her body. She opened her eyes. She turned.

			Three figures were grouped together near the door, not far from Nanette. They wore black dresses, with narrow round collars, and roughly made wooden crosses hung from long cords around their necks. White veils flowed around their shoulders. They weren’t women. They were nuns.

			The oldest of the nuns, who had a cane in one hand and was a little stooped, turned away from the other two and looked Nanette straight in the eyes. The nun’s lips parted, breaking into a smile, eyebrows raised, as if recognizing a friend. The nun raised a hand. Nanette raised a hand back. She took a step closer. The nun’s eyes were clouded completely white. She was blind.

			The two other nuns had not seen this interaction. They’d turned to leave the cathedral, paying no attention to Nanette at all, and one took the elbow of the blind nun, who, still smiling at Nanette, swung a stick around in front of her and tapped the marble floor with it.

			God gave Nanette a message then. She felt it inside her, all of her, as if it came from her own bloodstream.

			That is who you are, said the Presence. Go with them.

			And then it all vanished, became ordinary. Nanette was a person standing in a Gap sundress, aware of her sandal strap digging into her heel, aware of the time and her father and Lise, waiting back at the hotel, and of her mother, waiting at home, and of the rules of the world, which meant you couldn’t be a seventeen-year-old girl from Indiana and just follow nuns in Paris.

			After a few minutes of standing by herself in the church, someone had come up to her and asked, in English, if Nanette was part of the event. If she wasn’t part of the event, then she would have to leave, they said. The church was not open for visitors. Nanette had gone back to the San Régis and waited for her father and Lise in the hotel lobby. Her head felt dense but light, as if it were filled with cotton balls.

			“I love how you take everything in,” her father said to her, at the end of her visit, and Nanette congratulated herself as having appeared more or less normal. By then the feeling of exaltation had worn off.

			Nanette had not thought much about God, prior to this experience. She knew most of her classmates went to church and said they believed in God, but she’d never noticed how this manifested in their behavior. She’d heard the Lord’s Prayer and not been particularly impressed. It was just words.

			God had spoken to her, God had entered her body, a blind nun had seen God in Nanette’s body and waved. Those things had happened.

			Or there was something wrong with her.

			“Sometimes you just have to put one foot in front of the other,” her mother always said. “Just get on with it.”

			The alternative was to stand still and quiet and understand that there was no person inside her, and she was part of everything, and everything was God.

			She wasn’t even baptized.

			She was supposed to go to school and get a job and have life experiences.

			Back in Indiana, Nanette made lists of specific, ordinary things she liked. The sound of electricity at night, mechanical pencils, plain omelets. These were not nun things. She wasn’t religious, she was fussy. She indulged herself and was indulged. Her mother still removed or sewed down the tags in her clothing because Nanette didn’t like the way they felt. She should try harder to expand her list, take risks, engage with others. Life was scratchy.

			Because she never had crushes on boys she decided she might be queer, and was briefly excited by the idea. Maybe she was confused, maybe she was “different” because she didn’t know she was gay.

			She had one girlfriend in college, who always wanted Nanette to say more about how she really felt and articulate what she wanted and liked. Nanette decided she might be queer enough for sex but not queer enough for talking. After that, she had boyfriends who were specialists in hobbies like birding or jazz or Chinese food, and who preferred to talk about these interests. She could think her own thoughts while they talked.

			What thoughts? To say meant using words, which always ruined it.

			Her list of ordinary likes expanded. She liked Project Runway. She liked putting things together with her tool kit. She liked swimming.

			Nanette continued to meet people who said they believed in God, or trusted the idea of something bigger than themselves “out there.” Sometimes they substituted the words “the Universe” for “God.” People would say “It’s in God’s hands” or “I feel like the Universe is guiding me” as if the notion didn’t completely freak them out.

			God’s hands, not such a big deal. The hands of God. People made no sense.

			“You should check out Buddhism,” her boyfriend Thomas said, and Nanette got some books from the library but didn’t read them. She also got a Bible, which Thomas rolled his eyes at. When a work friend explained how she couldn’t even eat one bite of chocolate, because if she did then the next thing would be her, dead on the floor, covered in empty chocolate bags, Nanette recognized herself. She was afraid to take a bite of—God. She kept the Bible in a drawer.

			When she was twenty-six, Nanette had a headache every day, at six in the morning, for three months. “Cluster headaches,” her doctor said. None of the medications helped much. Knowing the headache was going to happen made her unable to fall asleep, and she lost a significant amount of weight. “Sloane says you should see a therapist,” her mother reported. “But I think you need to get outside more! Long walks, get some air in your lungs.”

			Nanette did both. The therapist said Nanette met some of the diagnostic criteria for ASD, but by no means all, and was clearly high functioning. She put Nanette on an antidepressant, which made her shaky and constipated. Nanette discovered she could get some relief if she walked while wearing noise-reduction headphones. And so it was that one Sunday morning, an exhausted, nauseated, and constipated Nanette found herself in front of St. Thomas, an Episcopal church. She would rest, she thought, just for a moment. In fact, she fell asleep in a pew and was woken up by Father Wilcox, who invited her to stay for Holy Eucharist.

			Maybe if she’d fallen asleep in a temple or a mosque she’d have ended up Buddhist or Muslim, but Nanette suspected not. God had been specific with her. Over time she discovered that the American Cathedral in Paris was an Episcopalian church, and those had almost certainly been Anglican sisters she’d seen.

			“I want to understand why God called me to this life,” she’d said to Sister Phoebe Catherine. But by that point, she already understood. God understood. God knew her.

			She would never push away God’s message again.

			Go home and help your mother die.

			There was biblical precedent for people receiving a message from God, and it being a test.

			There was also a precedent for people having a psychotic break or suffering from schizophrenia, and believing they were talking with God.

			Thou shall not kill.

			Help your mother die, God had said. Not, Kill her.

			

			—

			“I feel you could use more time for reflection,” said Sister Phoebe Catherine. “You mentioned a few weeks ago that your mother wasn’t doing well, and that your sisters were going to visit her. You expressed some anxiety about this.”

			“She’s fine,” Nanette said, clutching the GRACE pillow. “I mean, she’s alive. My siblings are there. They’ll make decisions.”

			But Sister Phoebe Catherine, it seemed, had settled on a plan. Nanette should be protected from the spotlight. The community needed more time to discern the way forward. “No hot takes!” Sister Phoebe Catherine said, with a smile. Although Nanette’s vacation was not scheduled until the end of August, an exception could be made. Nanette should take a week or two and be with her family. Family was important. Nanette should be with her mother and her sisters, reflect, pray. Several women at Our Lady had been in exactly Nanette’s position and would be happy to offer counsel both to Nanette and to Nanette’s sisters.

			“I’m happy to release your credit cards back to you,” Sister Phoebe Catherine said. “In order that you might rent a car for the trip.”

			“Jesus, take the wheel” was a joke even nuns might make.

			
				Christ has no body now but yours.

				Go home and help your mother die.

			

		

	
		
			VIII

			 

			“Laurel’s here!” Sloane held up her hands in victory. She was practically vibrating with relief.

			Watching her beautiful sister—so trim and polished in her bougie organic fiber travel outfit, like a mini Gwyneth Paltrow—hug her mother, their heads briefly together, Sloane’s relief acquired a tinge of envy. Of all of them, Laurel was the daughter Barbara meant to create: a sort of Barbara 2.0. Laurel had a happy marriage to a family man with a good job who had not, so far, left. She had two smart and well-behaved children. Laurel ironed her sheets but also understood legislative processes and other incredibly boring topics. It was hard to intimidate her.

			“Okay, so you just got here,” Barbara said.

			“I did,” Laurel said. “I just flew here from New Jersey. Here I am!” She waved her arm, and her purse smacked into another person exiting the arrivals area. This was more of a Sloane move—she was a committed gesturer. Laurel was rarely clumsy. Sloane’s memory held her sister’s body at sixteen: compact, confident, a smug superhero.

			“Where do we go now?” Barbara asked.

			“To the Kia!” Sloane cried, and then launched into a riff on her rental car as they navigated toward the parking structure. Sloane felt her face might actually crack and fall off, she was making so many expressions.

			She would let Laurel take over for a spell. Laurel would do better. Laurel had stamina forged through parenting small children. Laurel would cheer her mother up.

			

			—

			The four days she’d been alone with her mother had lasted one hundred thousand hours.

			Sloane had arrived well stocked with advice on caring for a parent with dementia, and bolstered by essays she’d collected from people who’d found Alzheimer’s (either their own or a loved one’s) to be a gateway to new perspectives and relationships: guardrails removed, unexpected moments of affection. She’d committed to a course of empathy and stimulation.

			Unfortunately, Barbara wasn’t interested in Sloane’s ideas of stimulation. She didn’t want to listen to music or look at photo albums or play games. She agreed to go to the natural history museum, but seemed bored while they were there, had no comments on anything past “Oh, well, look at that.” She wasn’t entertained at the farmers market, didn’t want to browse inside any shops, seemed to be waiting for all these amusements to be over. She walked away from puzzles after a minute, appeared insulted by the idea of a craft. She would do yoga, or take walks, but these failed to shift her mental state, which was both guarded and restless.

			What did she want to do? “Let’s get going,” Barbara said, and then stared at Sloane in expectation, waiting. Or, “I guess nothing is happening,” after Sloane had once again failed to locate the correct stimulus.

			A few times her mother became almost manic, and asked repeatedly about Roberta.

			“Do you miss Roberta, Mom?”

			“No, I just didn’t know where she was.” Or, “You know, Roberta wasn’t really helping.”

			“It seemed like she was doing a lot.”

			“Oh. Well. I didn’t know that.”

			The day before Laurel’s arrival, Sloane made an appointment at an adult day-care center. “I’ll stay with her,” Sloane said to the staff member on the phone. “I just want to see if she’d enjoy the activities more, you know, than what I’m trying at home. Like, maybe in a group setting or with an instructor.” Her mother had always been the kind of person willing to paint a cup or learn origami.

			The center had looked better online, possibly because the online photos featured close-ups of flower arrangements and smiling caretakers. Barbara had taken one look at a room populated with walkers and wheelchairs and various extremely old-looking people, some with marked dementia, and immediately asked to go home. The craft time was not origami or throwing a pot, it was simple coloring books and crayons. “That’s for children,” Barbara pointed out, correctly.

			“That place was no good at all,” she said in the car. “Bunch of blue-hairs.” And then later, “We’re never going back to that place.” She repeated this all evening, with increased agitation.

			“Yeah, I messed up, Mom, I’m sorry,” Sloane said. “We’ll find you a real class.”

			“No, thank you,” Barbara said.

			

			—

			Angelica, whose mother had Alzheimer’s, said, “Girl, just keep yourself together. This shit is rough.”

			

			—

			In the car, Laurel took the back seat and spent most of the drive texting.

			“Sorry,” she said a couple of times. “Just need to check in with everyone.”

			Every few minutes Barbara interrupted her running commentary on the cars surrounding them to swivel around and regard Laurel.

			“So you just got here.” Her mother was good at making a genuine question sound neutral, as if she were merely affirming something she knew quite well. It was amazing, in a way, to see how someone could be totally confused and cunning.

			At the house, Sloane made a big ceremony of showing her to Nanette’s room. “No sunroom for you this time! You get the suite! I’m happy on the foldout!” but after Laurel had used the bathroom and unpacked a few items, it was true there wasn’t much to actually do. Laurel seemed disinclined to take over. Sloane felt she now had to entertain two people.

			Laurel had brought their mother an exquisitely wrapped present. “A gift from Vee and Audrey, Mom.”

			“Am I supposed to know who they are?” Barbara laughed, without mirth.

			“Laurel’s kids,” Sloane said, quickly. Vee had appeared on FaceTime over the past year with buzzed hair, and had patiently repeated “I go by Vee now, Gramma,” but as far as Sloane knew, there’d been no concentrated effort to explain gender expression to Barbara. There were pictures of the kids on their mother’s fridge. Sloane had been priming her for days. “Vee and Audrey.”

			“Of course I know that,” Barbara said. “I thought you said something else. Thank you very much.”

			The gift was pajamas. For a moment, Barbara seemed to soften. “Isn’t that nice. That’s very, very nice.” She even inspected the tag. “Let’s look at the washing instructions.” This was their mother. Sloane felt tears in her eyes. She grabbed Laurel’s arm but felt her sister, slightly, resist her touch.

			“Let’s catch up,” Sloane said, trying to make her voice brisk. “Sit down and tell us everything. How is work, how is the New Jersey frog, how are the kids, how is Michael, we want to hear it all.”

			Sloane was rushing but my God, four days was an incredibly long time to go without meaningful and sustained conversation. She wasn’t used to it. Texting with friends helped, but Barbara got agitated when she saw Sloane on the phone and would hover. “I guess you’ve found something more interesting.” (This was also not wrong.)

			She’d forgotten it usually took a full day for her and Laurel to find their rhythm. “Catching up” wasn’t their best move, probably they both felt like they were submitting results. They’d ease into sharing memories, making jokes. They would talk about Nanette. Laurel needed to acclimate to how their mother was now. They’d get through the day. One foot in front of the other.

			

			—

			The next morning, Sloane woke early on the sofa bed in her mother’s den, stretched, shifted her legs, and thought, Oh no. Six months of not getting her period and now a pool of blood, bright red, a color she hadn’t seen come out of her in a decade. Right through the sheets and into the mattress. One of the fun perimenopause facts spreading among her circle of friends was that in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England, the transition into menopause had been called “the dodge.” Dodging between irregular periods, was the idea. Sloane was reminded of school games of dodgeball, where you either cowered against the gym wall, trying not to be whacked by a bloodthirsty fourth grader, or you became bloodthirsty yourself. She had always chosen violence.

			Sloane had no tampons or pads with her. Nanette’s door, behind which Laurel was sleeping, was closed. Sloane constructed a makeshift pad out of paper towels, stood bleeding in the living room, equidistant from the spaces occupied by her avoidant sister and her avoidant mother, and thought, Well, this is a metaphor.

			Even after their mother had gone to bed last night, Sloane had failed to connect with her sister, although Laurel had briefly come to life, showing Sloane the spreadsheet she’d made of different care options for their mother. Sloane knew this was Laurel’s way of participating, but it left Sloane with her ass hanging out, emotionally speaking. The harder Sloane tried to encourage communication, the more Laurel had reacted with dryness and reserve.

			Now Sloane returned to the den and gathered up the sheets. Six months without a period. She’d almost begun to hope this was it, the end. Though they said menopause symptoms could continue for several more years. (Or not! No one knew!)

			And people called Alzheimer’s the long good-bye.

			She needed to get back to her meditation practice. She needed to at least take a moment to feel what was happening in her body. She was bleeding out. Her anxiety, her exhaustion, her frustration, the deep, deep feeling she had of being done with it, done with this business of being a woman, a category that seemed designed to kill you.

			Sloane had managed to get the sheets into the sink when the door to her mother’s bedroom opened and Barbara came into the kitchen. She wore the nice pajamas Laurel had brought.

			Sloane felt her throat constrict. Barbara always made a point of wearing the gifts you gave her, when you visited. Sloane could perfectly imagine the thank-you card Barbara would traditionally write Vee and Audrey. Thank you so much for the beautiful peach pajama set! The material is so soft, and I love the color. They feel especially good after I use that luxurious shower balm you sent on my birthday! Thank you for spoiling your old grandmother.

			All three of Barbara’s daughters wrote those kinds of cards. Laurel had taught her kids to write them. This was their family’s emotional inheritance: the thank-you card.

			Barbara observed Sloane at the sink with her sheets and then said, drily, “Did you wet the bed,” which was a classic Barbara-style joke.

			Sloane lunged after it: her mother was in there!

			She chattered away; she thought she was done having her period, she’d stopped counting missed ones, health care for women was a joke, ten minutes with a doctor, most of which was spent confirming your birthday and whether you still took vitamin D, the degradation of the mammogram, the kabuki pose you had to assume while the technician prodded and stuffed your boob between plates so it could be smushed, only so you could (hopefully) get a letter saying the results were clear, but also inconclusive, because your breast tissue was, like every other woman you knew, “dense.”

			“And now here comes menopause,” Sloane concluded. “You didn’t warn me about menopause, Mom!”

			It was like she was doing open mic night at Laugh-In. To one person.

			“Oh, menopause.” Her mother inspected the stain. Her mother had always been the kind of mother—the kind of person—who knew how to get the stain out. Barbara seemed to still know this about herself, even if the information wasn’t readily to hand. She leaned with authority over the stain. “Huh,” she said. “We have to get this out.”

			“I think you told me once that hydrogen peroxide was good for bloodstains.”

			“That’s right. Hydrogen peroxide.” Barbara moved to the pantry door. Sloane watched her mother’s body. Barbara was only seventy-five. Upright, strong. She wasn’t shuffling or losing her balance, which was an Alzheimer’s thing. Could this all be depression, or an undiagnosed stroke? A brain tumor?

			There were several lists pinned to the inside of the pantry, cut from magazines or printed off the internet. “Cooking Conversion Charts.” “Homeowner’s Checklist.” “Laundry Do’s and Don’ts.”

			“Roberta needs these,” her mother said, pointing. “I used to know them all. You know my dad used to call me Penny. ‘Bright as a new penny.’ ”

			“That’s right, he did.”

			“You know I’ve had ten doctors tell me there’s nothing wrong with me.”

			“I didn’t know that.”

			“Yes, they checked me out, top to bottom. Not a thing wrong. That’s why we need to find the thing now, before anything else happens. Oh.” Barbara turned her face to Sloane. There was a new expression, an alertness. “Maybe it’s here.”

			“Yes. The hydrogen peroxide,” Sloane prompted. She knew how to control her voice, to not sound artificially bright and cheery and like she was talking to a child. She could play the part of a woman who was extremely good with—with whatever was happening. This was good casting for her.

			“Is it maybe in the bathroom?” Sloane suggested. “Or the laundry room?”

			“I looked there,” said her mother, with exasperation. “Damn it. Goddamn it.”

			Her mother never swore. Her mother said “Fudge” and “Jeez Louise.”

			“It’s okay,” said Sloane. “No, I think it’s here.”

			The laundry room was an alcove off the kitchen. The cleaning products were neatly arranged on a shelf above the machines, as they had been in the house of Sloane’s childhood. Sloane found the bottle, which her mother took from her with some eagerness, nodding. Sloane was suspicious of how much her mother was capable of reading these days. The library books on her bedside table were still in the same position. Barbara looked at the newspaper every morning, but whenever Sloane asked her about a story, her mother just turned the paper around so Sloane could read for herself, or said something like, “Well, the usual nonsense.” Which was appropriate.

			“What’s this for?” Barbara asked.

			“For my sheets.”

			Barbara examined the sheets.

			“This is a mess,” Barbara said.

			“I got my period,” Sloane said. “This morning. I wasn’t expecting it.”

			“It happens,” Barbara said. “Good riddance.”

			“I’m thinking of doing a workshop, or maybe some kind of retreat, around menopause transition,” Sloane said. “But I also have feelings about the commodification of menopause transition, anyway, I want to get the information out there in a way that doesn’t scare women, a way that says yes, your body is going to do all this stuff and, like, maybe we don’t have to pathologize change. At least more people are talking about it now. Your generation had it much harder, I think. I mean, were you prepared for it?”

			“Prepared for what?”

			“Menopause. I’m in perimenopause.”

			“Right.” Her mother was intent on dabbing the sheets. “Well, it happens, and you keep going. No big whoop.”

			All over the world, Sloane thought, daughters were trying to get their mothers to have something other than completely superficial conversations, and all over the world, mothers were saying, in hundreds of languages, No big whoop.

			Or they, the daughters, were asking the wrong questions.

			Or no big whoop was the meaning of life.

			As an erratically needy teen Sloane had yelled, “You don’t care what I’m really like!” In her chaotic twenties, it had been, “I’m in therapy now because there’s a lot of stuff I actually need to talk about.” As a woman in midlife who had done a lot of work on herself, she knew her mother gave what her mother could give. And that was just fine. They loved each other. Barbara had been, all her life, a good teacher. Sloane could stand to become a better student.

			Possibly menopause had been no big whoop for her mother. Who knows, maybe Alzheimer’s would also not be a tremendous whoop. There were stages, it didn’t happen all at once. If Sloane could just find the right stimulus, her mother would engage.

			“You must have started going through it after Dad left,” Sloane said.

			“Started going through what?”

			“Menopause. You must have started perimenopause right around the time Dad left. At the time, I didn’t realize. Like, it was enough that your marriage was ending after twenty-four years, and you had a seven-year-old.”

			“I was happily married right up to the day my husband left me,” said Barbara.

			Technically, her mother had thrown her father out of the house, but Sloane was encouraged by this statement. It was kind of deep.

			“Do you think that made it better or worse,” Sloane asked, “when he left?”

			“I don’t know,” her mother said, and then gave Sloane that measuring, expectant stare, as if waiting for Sloane to get it right. Guess the question, or answer. Reveal the mystery, or fraud.

			“You did a great job,” Sloane said. “You really handled it well.”

			“I don’t think so,” Barbara said.

			“No, you did. I know it was hard.”

			“It seems hard to other people,” Barbara said. “But not to me.”

			In the past, her mother’s inability to talk about her feelings in anything but basic clichés used to make Sloane nearly frantic with frustration. People were complex. If they didn’t exhibit complexity it had to be because of something else. A lack of vocabulary, cultural conditioning, trauma. Grandma Jean’s problems would have been affecting, no matter how much Barbara shrugged after repeating one of the four or five fairly appalling stories she told of her mother’s neglect and manipulation. It meant something that those were the stories she chose to tell.

			Try, Mom, Sloane wanted to say. Go deeper. I know it’s there.

			“I feel sick,” her mother had said on the phone, weeping. “I talked to that woman, in front of everyone, three weeks ago at Commencement. I shook her hand. Everyone must have known and watched me touch her. Your father watched me touch her.”

			Sloane treasured that phone call and counted it as one of the most significant moments of her life. The time her mother trusted her enough to be vulnerable in front of her. They had never been so close. And Sloane had realized that being the person who tells the story isn’t the only power. There was power in being the person who is given a story to hold.

			A flash, at twenty-four, of the crone to come?

			Do it again, Sloane wanted to say to her mother. Tell me how it feels to be you. Really tell me.

			The shape of her mother’s shoulders, working over the stain in the sheet, defeated her.

			“You’re a tough cookie, Mom,” said Sloane, fondly, hopelessly.

			“Oh, not really,” said her mother, scrubbing.

		

	
		
			IX

			 

			
			There wasn’t anything so dramatic as a hill in her mother’s neighborhood, so Laurel was running fast, to make it harder. She wasn’t a daily runner, and her right ankle ached. She assessed the pain and absorbed it.

			Laurel’s route was circumscribed: too many blocks in one direction and there was a freeway; in the other, she’d hit a sad-ish run of fast-food restaurants and tire replacement centers. The streets were empty. This was suburban Indiana. People didn’t get up with the chickens, they got up to get to their shift at the Amazon fulfillment center.

			Laurel ran not in circles but in rectangles, flat rectangles. Ranch house, two-story, ranch house, two-story. After that, a neighborhood where you had your choice of three slightly different style houses. Lawn ornaments: bunnies or Virgin Mary. Later, some of the garages would open and their occupants would sit in folding chairs, facing the street. What would happen if Laurel pitched herself forward onto a person’s lawn, prostrated herself in the shape of the cross, and offered her sorrow to God?

			The thought made Laurel run faster. Early that morning, scrolling the news, she’d read an op-ed in The New York Times about Nanette’s gun range video.

			“At this point, to simply lie down and grieve,” speculated the columnist, “may be the most appealing option for an exhausted America.”

			Reading that sentence had jettisoned Laurel off Nanette/Roberta’s bed and into her sneakers. Nanette was having a mental breakdown, no doubt augmented by or perhaps exemplified by her belief in a misogynistic fairy tale, and the Times could see how it was an appealing option for an exhausted America?

			Sloane said she’d watched Nanette’s video “like a hundred times.” Laurel hadn’t looked at it since her first viewing. She did not tell her sister it had made her cry.

			Audrey had burst into tears when Laurel had burst into tears. Audrey still looked to her to know how good or bad things were. Vee had said something along the lines of “Don’t overreact.” Laurel had shouted. It was possible she’d shouted, “Leave me alone,” because everyone had scattered except Michael. He’d said, “Hey, hey,” in a calming way, and patted her back like she was a horse.

			Shouting and crying never made Laurel feel better, but that was her. The kids should know they could express themselves and—most importantly—raise their voices. By God, her girls, her people, would know they could shout. If Vee ever got shoved backward into a dorm room by a man, it wouldn’t matter to him that Vee wasn’t a woman.

			So, Laurel had pulled herself together and gone to Audrey’s room and explained she’d had a strong reaction, and that was okay. What did Audrey think of the video? What feelings did she want to share?

			Audrey thought the video was amazing. Nanty was a warrior.

			To Laurel’s surprise, Vee had apologized for their remark. “It’s not okay for me to police your emotions,” Vee said. Laurel was moved, and proud of her child’s maturity. It had taken Laurel a lot longer to get good at apologies.

			Vee had rolled over on their bed and asked Laurel to rub their back, which was such a remarkable thing that Laurel had abandoned all speeches. She’d made space for herself on Vee’s bed, and rubbed Vee’s smooth back, under their T-shirt. She breathed deeply. This wonderful animal she had made.

			She looked for the moles. Vee had been born with these. Laurel hadn’t known babies could have moles! Congenital melanocytic nevi, they were called. The doctor had said that while all moles were at risk for developing cancer, Vee’s looked harmless and all Laurel needed to do was watch them. Do nothing unless they caused pain or itching or bleeding or changed shape. No one knew why moles happened. Random genetic mutation, maybe.

			Forty-six chromosomes in every cell of Vee’s body, in pairs, one from Laurel and one from Michael. Only two of the forty-six determined what sex Vee was. The other twenty-two pairs were autosomal, non-sex.

			For seventeen years, she’d watched the moles. Vee’s body had more of them, now. A few small scars. Would there be tattoos? In New Jersey you needed to be eighteen to get one without parental consent, and a few of Vee’s friends already had them. Michael hated the idea, but Laurel said she was willing to listen to arguments. So far, Vee hadn’t asked.

			Laurel put her hand on Vee’s back, over the two moles she’d watched all of Vee’s life, and felt, for a moment, that nothing had been lost between herself and her child.

			“I have my period,” Vee said, in a small voice.

			Vee experienced terrible cramping, but usually only for twenty-four hours. Laurel said she was sorry and asked what she could do to help. Heating pad? Ibuprofen? Ginger tea?

			“You can help me get a hysterectomy,” Vee said.

			Laurel told herself to keep moving her hand, in circles.

			“I actually mean it,” Vee said. “This isn’t drama. I’ve done a ton of research.”

			“I know it hurts.” “Let’s take some time.” “Tell me more about your thoughts.” Laurel considered all of these responses. Which one would allow her to keep touching Vee’s back?

			“It’s something I can do when I’m eighteen,” Vee said. “Without parental consent, I mean. Although all the laws are under attack, so who knows.”

			It was not something Vee could just “do.” It was a major surgery, irreversible. There would be health implications. Vee would need help, support, finances.

			“Promise me you’ll read the stuff I send you about it,” said Vee. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”

			You could, at seventeen, think about things “a lot.” You could not make good decisions about what you thought a lot about, because that part of your brain wasn’t fully formed. That you should have a fully working uterus for many years before you had a fully working brain was incredibly bad design. Or good design, from the evolutionary point of view.

			“I promise,” said Laurel.

			

			—

			Later, Laurel had found Michael naked in bed instead of wearing his boxer briefs. This was one of their sex signals.

			She thought about his red face, at dinner. There was something he had not said.

			She didn’t want to tell him about Vee. Or think about it.

			They had sex, Laurel on top. She put all her concentration into feeling him inside her. This turned her on, but also made her sleepy. It was like being on a train. She wished she could fall asleep while moving. Michael made his “I’m very into this” noises, which were good noises, and usually helped her climax, but not this time. She didn’t want to have an orgasm. She wanted the sex to go on and on, blotting out first the stars and then the sun. “Oh God,” said Michael.

			After, he had fallen asleep, and Laurel had googled.

			Getting your period as a person who doesn’t identify as a woman can cause distress and anxiety—especially in a society (currently, all) where people equate menstruation with femaleness.

			A sudden increase in thinking about or practicing spiritual or religious activities can be a symptom of bipolar disorder.

			Women who had hysterectomies had an eight percent greater risk of dementia than those who did not.

			Many factors are involved, but in most cases, a person in the earlier stages of dementia is likely to handle a move better than someone in the later stages.

			While some studies show that ninety-two percent of open relationships end in divorce, another survey reported seventy percent of people in open marriages reported a better-than-average relationship.

			The next day, Laurel had flown to Indianapolis, where her mother and her sister had met her at the airport.

			On the phone, on the brief video chats, her mother seemed to be in the early stages of the disease. In person, Laurel saw they’d been fooled.

			Funny what upset you. Not her mother briefly forgetting the names of Laurel’s children. (Or possibly that Laurel had children.) Nor Barbara reading out every sign they passed and commenting on the actions of cars near them. “Oh boy, that car wants to get in there. He’s gonna get in there. All right, he’s doing it. Okay, mister, yeah-boy. This is the exit. Shelbyville, huh.” Not swiveling around to Laurel every couple of minutes. “So, you just got here.” Or how, at the house, she’d wanted to run the dishwasher even though it wasn’t full, and checked on this about thirty times, opening and shutting the door. Not even how she interrupted whatever Sloane or Laurel was saying to dive after a thread, or ball of lint, or crumb on the floor or carpet.

			No, it was her mother’s struggle with the passenger seat belt in Sloane’s rental car. The way her mother had held the clip and seemed to not know what it was for.

			“How are you feeling, Mom?” Laurel asked, when Sloane was in the bathroom.

			“Well,” her mom said, sharply. “How do you think?”

			In an instant, they were mother and teenager again, only it was upside down. Laurel was trying to be careful and patient, her mother was defensive, accusatory.

			Sloane was big on Alzheimer’s being a gateway to new relationships. What would Barbara say to “Hey Mom, I think my husband is having an affair, any advice?”

			“Don’t do what I did.” Or: “You’re married?”

			Maybe: “Now you see how it feels.”

			

			—

			Laurel had not caught her father and Mademoiselle Lise Barrande having sex, or even kissing. She had merely seen them look at each other, across tables, at a Plover trustee event in November of her senior year. Laurel had been one of the servers. She remembered the high-necked white shirt with the tuxedo frills she’d worn. She could remember how the frills of the shirt felt beneath her hand, the starched edges, a perfectly useless memory she could not rid herself of. Laurel had put down the tray of water glasses she was carrying and pressed the front of her shirt, and looked at her mother, seated next to her father, nodding along to whatever Mrs. Linklater was saying. If her mother wasn’t smiling she often looked like she was scowling, a thing Barbara always accused Laurel of doing. “You’re a very pretty girl when you’re smiling.”

			Her mother was oblivious. Laurel had been so angry. Her father and Mademoiselle Barrande! How could her mother not see it?

			For the rest of that year, Laurel had tracked her father’s increased absences from the house. His restlessness during the weekends, when it was family time. At every school function her mother attended, she saw him not talk to Mademoiselle Barrande, not stand next to her. But she’d seen them in the halls together. The expression on her father’s face.

			There must have been more clues, things her mother noticed.

			Had her mother pulled a hairpin from the laundry, and put it in her pocket, and said nothing?

			After graduation, Laurel had gone with her friend Annette to her family’s place on Cape Cod for two weeks. Her father picked her up on her return and explained in the car that he had moved out. He had a little speech, which included the phrase “formed an attachment,” meaning Lise Barrande. Laurel did not say “I know.” Her father had cried, and after they got out of the car, had hugged her hard and cried again.

			The house was already filled with boxes. Her mother hugged her too, but did not cry.

			Laurel, at seventeen, had trailed behind her mother at a Linens ’n Things sale in 1993, silent, furious, guilty, watching her mother choose bath mats and mugs for the new house.

			Those items were still there. Her mother took good care of her possessions.

			Sloane had reacted to the divorce properly. Sloane had stopped talking to their father for a year, and then made him work to earn back her affection.

			Laurel had told Michael how she’d known about her father’s affair. She’d sworn him to secrecy, as she had about the rape experience. She didn’t want her mother and her sisters knowing these things about her.

			When, years later, Laurel tried to apologize for her behavior during the divorce, Barbara said, “Oh sweetheart, I knew you were upset, and I just felt so bad I couldn’t take all that away from you. I figured it was better if you were mad at me rather than your dad. Because you’d never lose me.”

			Her mother’s generosity, her love, her selflessness. Laurel didn’t say “But I knew about it, Mom. I guessed.” She knew her mother would forgive her.

			At seventeen, Laurel had rolled her eyes at the way, taking something out of the oven or the pan, her mother would claim the broken piece, the slightly burned thing, the portion that fell apart. At forty-five, Laurel not only understood this, she did this.

			She wasn’t as strong, though.

			

			—

			Laurel, running, didn’t want to return to her mother’s house. She didn’t want to return to any house. She wanted to run to a train station, get to a boat, and sail across the ocean. But she would have to rid herself of her body, which could not stop being a planet. No place on this planet for her planet to hide.

			Laurel missed her children’s bodies and felt a sadness for their bodies. Vee asking for their back to be rubbed. That was huge. Huge. Did Vee know how much it meant to her?

			Laurel stopped running, stood panting on the sidewalk. Vee knew exactly how much it meant to her.

			Kids were manipulative, it was instinct. It existed alongside innocence and purity, somehow. They faked, they lied, they provoked. You got them over the instinct by standing your ground and not being fooled and with a consistent display of consequences. Sometimes, you missed a step.

			Vee had—unconsciously or not—offered their body as an exchange. Here, you can touch me if you give me what I want. There was something feminine about that, also perverse and horrible, the body as currency to procure a hysterectomy. It was grotesque.

			Vee was not to blame for this. Vee had been assigned female at birth and still had those parts. They had a historical she, which understood their female body in this way, as a thing to exchange.

			Or was that what Laurel had done? If you let me touch you, I will be quiet and not judge.

			Laurel turned. She needed to go back to her mother’s house and try harder.

			At least twenty times yesterday her mother had said, “You know my dad used to call me Penny. ‘Bright as a new penny.’ ”

			When Sloane had texted, “Mom is a little worse than I expected. Pretty out of it,” Laurel had imagined a sort of drowsy, feeble version of her mother. Barbara did not seem feeble. She seemed hard, like a shell, like the shell of a suitcase whose contents had been stolen.

			“So, what happens next?” she kept asking. “I guess nothing.”

			People with dementia did not need to be treated like children. All the advice books and articles insisted on this. And then they listed what you should do, and it was exactly like advice books for parenting a toddler. Break down tasks, issue clear instructions, make things engaging with creativity. She was being asked to play with her mother like a mother.

			The idea froze her. It was possibly freezing Barbara too, who was refusing to be played with.

			“She’s depressed,” Sloane said.

			They’d waited until their mother had gone to bed to talk over next steps. Doctor’s appointment, an MRI. Could Sloane stay longer? Could Laurel go and come back? Laurel felt her sister willing her to take control, take over, do the hard stuff. Laurel had made a list of assisted living and memory care places in New Jersey. A similar list for Los Angeles.

			Sloane had reacted to the spreadsheet like it was oppression of some kind.

			“I want to empower Mom,” Sloane had said.

			Sloane had given a speech about how they needed to hold space for their mother, and hold space for each other, and hold space for themselves, as they experienced the process, which would be what they made of it. What if they removed all their ideas about the disease and simply met their mother where she was? Sloane got carried away in this monologue, in a way that was familiar to Laurel. Sloane’s eyes shone; she made circles with her arms.

			Sloane had cast herself in the role of the daughter caring for the mother, breathing and discovering and sharing ancient wisdoms. Sloane needed that. Sloane didn’t have children of her own, so had never replaced daughter with something else.

			Would this be Vee and Audrey, in thirty years, trying to figure out what to do with her?

			

			—

			Laurel wanted to wrap her arms around her mother, seated at the breakfast table, eating oatmeal and looking at the local newspaper.

			“Oh, there you are,” said Barbara. “I thought you were going to sleep all day.”

			“I’ve been up,” Laurel said. “I went for a run. I left a note on the door.”

			“Yes, I saw that,” her mother said, sharply. “But I didn’t know where.”

			“Where’s Sloane?”

			“Well, she didn’t find this interesting at all,” Barbara said. “So she probably left.”

			This was her mother’s sense of humor, but something had been removed. The thing that made it a joke, maybe.

			“You should take a shower,” Barbara said.

			Sloane was in the sunroom, her arms filled with sheets and pillows.

			“Nanette just called,” she said. “She’s coming tomorrow. Do you want to fight for her room or sleep in here?”

			“Nanette’s coming?” Barbara’s hearing was perfect. “Did you say Nanette’s coming?”

			“Yep, Nanette is coming tomorrow.” Laurel wondered how many times this had already been confirmed.

			“Thank God,” said Barbara, with some force.

			Sloane widened her eyes at Laurel.

			“Did the nuns kick her out?” Laurel asked. Sloane’s mouth twitched.

			“Girls,” Barbara shouted. “Stop whispering.”

			“She’s been given a leave or a vacation or something, for a couple of days.”

			“Huh. I didn’t know that was even an option.”

			Sloane and Laurel stared at each other, silent calculation and speculation flying between them. Was Nanette leaving her convent, was she coming to assume responsibility for their mother’s care, was she insane, would they need to take care of her too, how had they become these two women, when yesterday they had been girls, sharing the back seat of a tan Chevrolet, thighs hot on the seat, fighting over a box of raisins?

			Mom at the wheel. Dad listening to the radio.

			The sunroom curtains were open, giving a partial view of their neighbor’s backyard. A man was out there, swatting at something in a tree with a rake. Sloane followed Laurel’s gaze.

			“That’s Daniel Broden,” Sloane said. “The neighbor’s kid. Well, son.”

			Laurel remembered him as a teenager, all hair and sneakers, though she’d seen him once or twice since then. Merry Christmases called out from driveways. Some casual gossip from their mother. “The Broden boy is getting married” or “I guess the Broden boy is living in Australia.” Now here they all were, adults, middle-aged, shaking their parents’ trees.

			Daniel’s shirt was sticking to his back with sweat, but his pants were sliding down his hips. Laurel had a quick fantasy of him naked, swinging his rake in the air, leaves falling.

			“The mom got pancreatic cancer a few years ago,” Sloane said. “And the dad got COVID and died last year. He’s clearing out their house.”

			Laurel could take revenge on Michael and fuck the neighbor guy.

			The rake emerged from the leaves with a deflated Mylar balloon.

			“Those are horrible, horrible,” Laurel said. It was the kind of absolutely stupid and pointless thing that made her frantic. Mylar wasn’t biodegradable and posed all kinds of hazards for animal and marine life. And who, who, had ever been made happy by a balloon who couldn’t be made happy some other way?

			“He said Nanette used to stand outside by herself, like in a trance state or something.”

			“When did you get all this?” A silly question. Sloane was always getting people’s life stories, instantly. “Is he still married?”

			“Oh!” Sloane put down the pile of linen and plucked several Sloane-colored hairs from the top of the stack. “Probably not, since he didn’t mention it. If I’m the least bit friendly to a man, they’re like ‘My wife, my wife,’ immediately. They say ‘my wife’ like they’re waving garlic or holding up a crucifix.”

			“Okay. That sounds like you’re bragging.”

			“No! It didn’t happen when I was married. It’s Fear of the Single Gal. Or maybe it didn’t happen when I was younger. Fear of the Crone.”

			“Hmmm.” Laurel was glad to get information about menopause from Sloane, but thought she overdid it with the crone business, and also why not just do hormone therapy? Laurel would, the minute she saw the signs.

			She’d also like to think that if someone as charismatic and sexy as Sloane started chatting with Michael, Michael would say, “My wife, my wife.” Not that words were guardrails. Not that you could go by actions, either. She’d seen her father be affectionate and loving to her mother, during the year he was fucking the French teacher.

			“Maybe we should throw Nanette at him,” Sloane said, nodding at Daniel. “Maybe he can seduce her away from Jesus.”

			Daniel turned and saw them grouped at the window. He lifted a hand in greeting and pumped the rake with its Mylar adornment up and down a few times.

			“Is he saluting us?” Laurel asked. “Is he inviting us to joust?”

			Sloane made an appreciative closed-mouth “ha,” and waved back.

			Laurel wished she had the hairpin, to squeeze. It was in her luggage.

			“You don’t have tampons, do you?” Sloane asked.

			Laurel did not. She was on her second IUD since Audrey and only needed a moon cup for the first two days.

			Their mother entered the room.

			“Why is everyone in here?” she asked. She spotted something on the carpet and dove forward to pick it up.

			“We were just trying to figure out what the neighbor was doing,” Sloane said. “Daniel Broden.”

			“His mother isn’t doing well,” Barbara said.

			“We’re hoping he wants to date our sister,” said Sloane.

			Barbara looked out the window. “They used to say, ‘Well, what if someone tried to rape your sister? Would you shoot someone then?’ For that war.”

			Laurel glanced at Sloane. Was their mother talking about Vietnam?

			“I think I would shoot someone who tried to rape my sister,” Sloane said. Sloane had no trouble talking to their mom in a normal tone of voice, no issue with the repeated sentences, or the bizarre non sequiturs. “Not in the heart,” she continued. “Or the head. I’d aim for the legs or the feet.”

			“That’s good,” said their mother, with the first sign of approval Laurel had heard her make. “Good for you.”

		

	
		
			X

			 

			Now they were all in the house. It was time for lunch.

			Sloane was hiding in her mother’s den. Not hiding. Checking in with her body and her nervous system, for a moment. Girding her loins.

			Nanette had walked in the door thirty minutes ago. Her mother had at last perked up, with the arrival of Nanette. Her mother had stared at Nanette like she was Jesus Christ. Sloane needed a moment.

			“Lunch,” shouted her mother, from the kitchen.

			

			—

			It was helpful, maybe, to see it as a kind of play or screenplay. Four women, one small and inexpensive set. A couple of light cues.

			LUNCH, a play

			SETTING: A kitchen in the suburban Midwest, summer 2022.

			CHARACTERS: Three daughters (SLOANE, LAUREL, and NANETTE) and a mother (BARBARA).

			COSTUME NOTE: NANETTE wears a nun’s habit.

			BARBARA: Lunchtime. Everyone makes their own.

			The daughters move to the granite counter that divides kitchen from dining area and stand, watching, as their mother unpacks the refrigerator and cupboards. BARBARA names each item as she puts it on the counter, even though anything not in its original packaging is in a clearly labeled piece of Tupperware.

			The daughters watch, with tension. SLOANE and LAUREL sneak glances at NANETTE, who has been in the house for fifteen minutes. They only learned yesterday that she would be here at all. LAUREL has moved her things to the sunroom, to give the bedroom to NANETTE.

			BARBARA: We have lunch meat. There’s turkey. And there’s ham. (Puts down a Tupperware container of deli slices.) We have this. (Holds up a container of low-fat cottage cheese, puts it doubtfully on the counter, looks at her daughters in turn, her expression half wary, half defiant. She reaches for a bottle of Kroger brand sugar-free pancake syrup.)

			NOTES FOR PROPS:

			BARBARA’s notions of healthy eating formed sometime during the seventies, when there’d been a Senate report on cutting fat and salt and recommending skim milk and margarine. She has never revised her methods. Even after retirement, she favored labor- and time-saving devices: a gizmo that cored, divided, and sliced apples. Egg whites in a carton. Lean Cuisine.

			There is a new item in the kitchen, an electric kettle, for BARBARA’s tea. SLOANE had gotten her this last Christmas, a suggestion of ROBERTA’s. Possibly so she wouldn’t burn down the house.

			BARBARA: We have this if you want this. (Puts syrup on the counter.) Low calorie.

			LAUREL is thinking all the food is all crap, but is holding back from saying so in case SLOANE accuses her of being classist about food.

			LAUREL knows what BARBARA is trying to do. LAUREL and her mother share this trait: it makes them anxious to see someone looking for something. One of their least favorite sounds is the sound of cabinets or drawers being opened and shut repeatedly. LAUREL always knows where every single thing in her house is and can give precise directions to it. “Third drawer from the top, left-hand side, next to the box of candles.”

			BARBARA pauses, possibly lost in thought, possibly lost in a non-thought. But, of course, it is not a sign of dementia to be a woman, in a kitchen, thinking of something else. Or nothing.

			BARBARA: Peanut butter. (Puts down the peanut butter.) That’s everything. (Looks at NANETTE, who has her eyes closed.)

			NANETTE is possibly praying.

			NANETTE had walked through the door (Stage Left) fifteen minutes before. SLOANE had said, “Look at you!” and cried, a little. LAUREL had said, “I’m so glad you could come” and had not cried. “You’ve got on a costume,” BARBARA had said. Everyone had admired the fact that NANETTE’s habit had pockets. BARBARA seemed to realize that NANETTE’s presence was new and that NANETTE was her favorite, her easiest child. She had clutched at NANETTE’s arm. “Nanette is here,” she’d announced to SLOANE and LAUREL. “Nanette came home.”

			Now, BARBARA moves to the dining table and sits down, waiting, staring at NANETTE.

			SLOANE: Want me to fix you a plate, Mom?

			BARBARA: Okay. Sounds good. Thank you.

			The sisters move into the kitchen.

			After six days of eating her mother’s food and currently in a hormonal freefall, SLOANE is constipated almost to indifference by the options. She cuts a twig of enormous grapes with the kitchen scissors and puts a piece of bread in the toaster. She tries to will LAUREL to look less like a horrified vegetarian and NANETTE to look less sanctified or whatever. Yes, the past ten minutes of watching their mother unload half the fridge and cabinets has been, in its own way, upsetting. A useful thing might be to—but she can progress no further with the sentence. She can’t be a therapist right now. She feels sweat beneath her bra strap and a surge of aggressive energy course through her arms. She sets the scissors on the counter before she slices off her own shirt.

			LAUREL and SLOANE watch as their mother returns to the kitchen, picks up a tomato, rotates it in her hands, and holds it out to NANETTE, who hates tomatoes.

			BARBARA: You can do this one. You can get this going.

			NANETTE: Thank you.

			CASTING NOTE:

			Once seated around the table, it is possible to trace the genetic links between the four women. This would be easier if the father were present. All three daughters are an even—though different—blend of both parents.

			SLOANE, the firstborn, is the one who most closely resembles the father. She has his hair, a thick mane of brown waves she’s been dyeing or highlighting since her teens. Her eyes are blue like the father’s, but she has her mother’s snub nose, and her wide mouth. She is not beautiful, but she has a memorable face and, possibly still, charisma.

			SLOANE has seen LAUREL covertly assessing her waistline. LAUREL has noticed the ten pounds SLOANE gained in the last year.

			LAUREL is always said to look “just like” their mother, but this has more to do with shared mannerisms. BARBARA has always said that LAUREL is “much prettier than I ever was.” LAUREL is universally acknowledged as pretty. LAUREL is a natural blonde, though it can’t all be natural at this point. LAUREL has hazel eyes like BARBARA and their figures are similar: petite and athletic, especially noticeable in LAUREL, a former competitive gymnast. LAUREL has their father’s finely shaped nose and pale pinkish skin. She doesn’t look forty-five and her boobs do not look like they’ve breastfed two children.

			SLOANE stares at LAUREL’s smooth forehead and suspects LAUREL has gotten Botox.

			NANETTE is a redhead. (Like her maternal grandmother and her paternal uncle.) NANETTE had been petite until adolescence, then surprised everyone by becoming the tallest woman in her family, nearly as tall as the (not very tall) father. She has her father’s bad posture. Also, his pinkish skin and blue eyes. Her mother’s sharply defined jaw. Since joining a convent, NANETTE has stopped wearing makeup and had her straight hair cut to a blunt bob, a mistake.

			NANETTE is unaware that both of her sisters think she looks dowdy, a judgment that makes LAUREL angry (goddamn church) and SLOANE ashamed (goddamn internalized beauty standards).

			SLOANE is watching her mother. Her mother’s jaw and shoulders are rigid with tension. Her mother wants so badly to be alert, on top of it. “Bright as a new penny.” Her mother’s repeated phrases seem to act like tent poles, structural, supportive. Maybe it had meant too much to BARBARA, to be called a bright penny by her father. Maybe BARBARA had fashioned herself around that identity, the perhaps careless idiom of her whistling, careless father?

			LAUREL looks angry. Nobody is doing anything the way LAUREL would do it, which would be the correct way. Every muscle in LAUREL’s body appears braced for NANETTE to start praying out loud.

			NANETTE appears to be praying, silently.

			SLOANE drops her napkin, and in picking it up, sees that all four women have their ankles crossed. All four right ankles over all four left ankles. She finds this incredibly moving. When she straightens, she knows her eyes are teary and this will annoy LAUREL.

			SLOANE: When was the last time we were together like this? Just us. Without spouses or kids or boyfriends or other family?

			LIGHT CUE:

			The specter of the girls’ father wavers briefly over the table.

			BARBARA: Roberta’s not here. (Looks at LAUREL, seated in ROBERTA’s chair.)

			NANETTE has her eyes closed. LAUREL and SLOANE look at each other while NANETTE prays, if that is what is happening.

			BARBARA: Now you’re here. (She places her hands flat on the table, as if to start a meeting. Looks at NANETTE, expectant, the muscle in her jaw jumping.)

			LIGHT CUE:

			Something to indicate that in another city, another country, SLOANE and LAUREL and NANETTE’s father, at seventy-nine, makes jokes about misplaced glasses or the forgotten name of a college friend from sixty years ago. He is able to make these jokes because he is in great shape. He plays tennis. His wife has him doing yoga. He’s retired from teaching but is still writing. He has published some historical mysteries. He has a Substack.

			NANETTE: I’m here.

			NOTE FOR THE DIRECTOR:

			SLOANE, LAUREL, NANETTE are the daughters. They are like the mother, but also like the father. What has happened to the mother might not happen to them. They are ducks in a row, and they are sitting, but they are not sitting ducks.

			

			—

			Lights out, curtain, end of play.

		

	
		
			XI

			 

			
			God had not delivered any messages during lunch.

			Possibly because Sloane had not shut up. When was the last time they’d all been together? Remember the old house? She’d found it recently on Zillow, someone had added a sunroom and a shed in the back, like a mini barn, she’d seen a lot of those fake barns around town here too, the house had last sold for one hundred and forty thousand, which was probably about the price of the BMW Shawn had bought, no, she hadn’t seen him but she and Shawn’s boys still texted and followed each other on Instagram, remember when Nanette was born, she didn’t get her own room till Sloane went to college, their mother had made a space in the den, remember, Mom, you did a whole thing with curtains, it was cool, we all wanted to sleep in there, remember, remember, remember.

			“Oh yeah,” their mother said, when appealed to, and “that’s right.” Nanette wished they were alone. Her mother was staring at her. Expectant.

			I know, Nanette wanted to say. I know. Let me think.

			It seemed to her that Sloane and Laurel were screaming, but that was the culture shock. Apart from Sunday dinner or feast days, they didn’t speak during meals at Our Lady. The convent observed Great Silence from nine in the evening until ten the next morning, except for chapel. They were encouraged to not speak more than necessary to each other as they moved about during the day, conducting business and doing chores. Each sister had a “retreat” day every month, where they didn’t speak at all. Silence was where God entered.

			Nanette forced herself to participate.

			“I don’t remember the old house much,” she said. “I remember the curtains. I remember the kitchen tiles.”

			Nanette thought she sounded calm.

			She was definitely having some kind of vertigo. Nothing at home seemed the right size. Not the house, which felt too small, not the bodies of Sloane and Laurel, which seemed enormous even though Nanette was taller than them both. Not, suddenly, the shape of her own habit, which was custom-made for Nanette’s body and now felt both too big and too small. Everyone had admired its pockets.

			It was a theme, for girls in stories. Alice and her cake and potions, shrinking and expanding. Goldilocks, confused by bear furniture. The glass slipper in Cinderella.

			The chair Nanette was sitting in was the same chair she’d sat in since she was seven, when her feet hadn’t reached all the way to the floor, and she’d kicked the legs.

			She should have prepared better, for her sisters. During the drive to Indiana she’d thought about her mother. She had prayed. She’d prayed Saint Teresa’s poem Christ has no body now but yours until she became afraid her brain would start cycling that, the way it had done with “fearfully and wonderfully.” She’d turned on the radio, but not noticed when the station became static.

			Sloane and Laurel ate up all the space. She’d forgotten.

			“I feel bad you didn’t get more of your sisters,” her mother used to say. “Although who knows? They can be a handful.” It had been a little secret between them. How Barbara didn’t always see her older daughters through rose-colored glasses. Sloane and Laurel didn’t know how perceptive their mother was. They didn’t realize what she noticed or what she forgave.

			“Sloane just soaks everything up,” her mother used to say. “She’s like a sponge. You have to give her a mess to soak up or she gets crackly.”

			“Hard to be a perfectionist,” was her mother’s line about Laurel. It was not said with empathy. Barbara didn’t consider herself to be a perfectionist.

			Nanette had seen her mother get anxious before Sloane and Laurel came home. Barbara always hoped for the visits to go well, for everyone to have fun and get what they wanted or needed. Sloane was unpredictable, Laurel could be critical. Nanette always felt bad that only she had her own room.

			“My sisters are ten and fifteen years older than me” was a thing Nanette usually said, to explain her family. People generally—correctly—took this to mean she wasn’t “close” to them. They weren’t even of the same generation.

			It had always been important for Nanette to find the right clothes for visits with her sisters. Like finding the right armor. Her sisters forced her to be present, answer questions, display herself. It was tiring. It was not her preference. Her sisters were quick, they didn’t wait for her to get words out. Sometimes she made them laugh. Laurel was kind and bossy. Sloane, kind and erratically generous. They swooped in, they descended. They were bigger, older, more.

			Sloane, visiting from New York, stretched out across Nanette’s bed—any room with Sloane in it became Sloane’s room—her shirt riding up so Nanette could see the latest tattoo, a seagull, a reference to a play. Sloane usually came to them, it was always thought “easier,” her sister’s living situations being either small or shared, her schedule likely to change on the hour. Twice, Nanette had gone with her mother to New York to see Sloane in plays. Her sister, in a red coat, so casual on the subway, her face still marked with stage makeup. Sloane on television. The shock, sometimes, of seeing an expression of the real Sloane pass across the face of whoever she was playing. Sloane in her own swimming pool, after she married Shawn. Sloane doing Reiki over Nanette’s feet.

			Laurel. Nanette’s earliest childhood memory was watching Laurel on the balance beam, blond ponytail, a shiny white Lycra leotard, her sister flipping backward and then coming upright with a whoosh, arms in a triumphant V. Then a time when Laurel’s body, which could coil and strike, had changed. Nanette could not say how, could only feel that Laurel had covered herself in some way. There was perhaps some confusion, in her memories. The time of her parents’ divorce, when it seemed as if Laurel had been the unhappiest one. Her sister home from college, suddenly bone thin under a layer of sweaters. Or was she thinking of herself, at fourteen, zipping up Laurel’s wedding dress. When Nanette was eighteen, she’d held Laurel’s firstborn child and kissed the baby’s cheek and smelled Laurel’s milk on Vee’s breath.

			Sitting with her sisters at lunch, Nanette was overwhelmed by these memories, their details and colors. She was aware of Sloane and Laurel looking at her. There had always been breaks when she’d largely escaped their scrutiny, they were so busy being themselves. When she thought of it, Sloane insisted Nanette was special. Sloane had wanted her to be an artist. At least bisexual! Laurel had a checklist, for Nanette’s growth as a person. Nanette always had a sense of Laurel looking at her and mentally ticking off boxes, or circling areas for improvement. Before her attention shifted to her own family, for whom she was the center.

			Sloane had tried to be understanding about her vocation, which Nanette hadn’t asked for or needed. Laurel was angry, which Nanette thought was too bad but did nothing to alleviate.

			The truth was, Nanette had not thought about them much, these past two years. Her biological sisters.

			“Nanette.”

			Everyone looked to Barbara, who had pushed away her plate.

			“I need to ask you something.” Barbara stood and walked toward her bedroom.

			“Are you okay?” Sloane asked, and Nanette said, “Yes,” and avoided Sloane’s eyes.

			Laurel was typing on her phone.

			Sloane and Laurel. Her sisters clearly didn’t know her mother wanted to die. They might be obstacles. They might stop Nanette from helping. But that, too, would be the work of God. She couldn’t control this.

			Her mother was waiting for her.

			She had to help her mother. She would have to do it alone.

			No. Her hands were Christ’s hands. She was never alone.

			Nanette followed her mother into the bedroom. Barbara shut the door behind them and looked around, hands on hips.

			“I put it in here,” said her mother. “But it’s gone. Someone moved it. So we have to look.”

			Nanette touched the edge of the bed. Its soft yellow comforter was new to her, but her mother’s arrangement of decorative pillows was the same. “Décor items,” her mother always called such things. There had never been many, in their house. Barbara hated clutter.

			In front of the smallest pillow was Percival the Pig, the stuffed animal from Nanette’s youth. Her mother had kept him after all the others had been donated or thrown away. “I like his little expression,” her mother always said. “He has a good attitude.”

			She’d tiptoed into this bedroom, as a child. “Mom, I have a nosebleed.”

			She had no prickly agitation, no dissolving, no sense of infinite, bodiless, powerful space. She was alone in her body, with childhood versions of herself. None of these could help her mother.

			No, she was not alone. Her hands were Christ’s hands, her strength was God’s strength.

			“I put it in here somewhere,” Barbara repeated. “So, yeah, we can just do that. Roberta knows the deal. How the cookie crumbles. If you can find it.” Barbara’s voice was exasperated, not tragic.

			“Find what, Mom?” Nanette thought she knew, but maybe she didn’t.

			“Well,” said her mother. “I think it’s a gun.”

		

	
		
			Barbara

			(The Past)

			
			It was Barbara’s sixtieth birthday, which sometimes fell, as it did this year, on Good Friday, so she didn’t even have to go to work. All three girls had called, and she’d opened their gifts that morning with her coffee. Sloane had sent a very nice and probably too expensive sweater, but Barbara knew Shawn was well-off and it made Sloane feel good to give Barbara items she wouldn’t pick out for herself. She’d never had a cashmere sweater. You had to hand-wash cashmere, but that was fine, she wouldn’t wear it often. It was very soft.

			Laurel had sent flowers, a book of New York Times crossword puzzles, and three wonderful new photos of Violet. Barbara already had the photos up on the fridge. That Violet was too cute. The Easter dress she’d made for her was a big hit. “The little pockets!” Laurel had said on the phone. “The bow with the snap!” Barbara was proud of that. She’d altered the pattern. A premade bow with a snap fastener would be easier to keep neat on a child, and for ironing.

			The box from Nanette turned out to be graham crackers and a tub of vanilla frosting, which was Barbara’s favorite indulgence, and one they’d shared together over the years. Her Nanette.

			What great kids she had. Each gift was so perfectly them, and it made her feel close to her daughters to recognize this.

			Best thing she’d ever done. Was still doing. The one bad thing about being an older mom was that she wouldn’t get to see Nanette’s whole life. Well, she wouldn’t get to see any of her kids’ whole lives, but Nanette was still practically a child. Twenty years old. Nanette might be a late bloomer, but Barbara knew she was a special person.

			She hated the phrase: an “oops” baby. It wasn’t dignified. Nanette was a surprise but not a mistake. Maybe from Bill’s point of view, whatever that was, but not from hers. Sloane had come so easily, but they’d almost stopped hoping until she’d finally started Laurel and then it was like “whatever happens, happens.” Pregnant at forty. At the time, she hadn’t known anyone who was pregnant at forty, and she’d had concerns, for sure. She’d braced herself for miscarrying, practically right up until the end. Then Nanette had been her easiest delivery of the three. Slid out like a little eel in three pushes. After the second push, Barbara had said, “Bill, hand me my glasses.”

			They’d put the baby in her arms and Barbara had the thought—This one is for me.

			Her sweet Nanette. And Sloane was her brave girl. Barbara couldn’t imagine doing half the things Sloane did. Laurel had been a real hot potato at times but becoming a mother had brought them close. Her beautiful granddaughter, so smart.

			Well.

			Well.

			Barbara had the whole day to do whatever she wanted. Sloane would say she had her whole life to do whatever she wanted. Probably Sloane meant traveling to Patagonia or learning a musical instrument. Barbara was going to eat graham crackers with icing. In bed.

			Alone. Thirteen years divorced. But you know what, she was pleased she wasn’t married. She was! She was pleased. A person should get a special medal for being married for twenty-three years before your husband left you for a woman ten years older than your eldest daughter and after you’d had three kids together, one of whom was only seven, and you needed to entirely remake your life. Barbara was going to give herself this medal.

			But the old litany of her marriage and its ending pulled, like someone tugging on the back of her sweater.

			Bill was the first person she’d known who seemed secure. His family was well educated and well-off and Bill was handsome, and she thought those things meant nothing bad would happen to him. She was the kind of person who would normally be Bill’s secretary or teach his children, or bring him his dinner in a restaurant, which was a thing she’d actually done, it was how they met. But he wanted her to marry him. Also be his secretary and teach his children and go on bringing him his dinner, but that was a fair enough exchange for being in the circle where bad things didn’t happen. She’d been kind of shocked at how much he needed her, but then proud. Too proud. She had her comeuppance. Though she was right. Nothing bad ever did happen to Bill.

			Bill had signed his name with a heart, as he always did, on the note he left her the day before he told her what was going on. Headed in early, meeting Frank for coffee [heart] B.

			Barbara was never milk and cookies, yes dear, no dear, whatever you say dear. She had been on to him, on to all his tricks, and she still loved him.

			Bill wouldn’t have been any kind of father at all if she hadn’t held him up to scratch, told him how to do it.

			“I fell for someone” was how he put it, as if it were an accident. Was she supposed to catch him? He’d looked at her in a pleading way, like that’s what he expected. For her to catch him from this accidental fall. As if loving people weren’t a choice! She had chosen to love him, she hadn’t fallen.

			She could have forgiven him. She did think of it, because of Nanette. But she had cried. Bill reacted poorly to that, her crying made him mad, and he accused her of not loving him the way Lise did. You fool, she’d wanted to say. I made you the person this little girl loves. Like she made him the person his daughters loved.

			She knew the way Lise loved him because she had loved him that way too. Only she’d had to hide some of that because she hadn’t been some rich French gal with long brown hair, and Bill hadn’t wanted to be adored when she met him, he had wanted to be made.

			Of course he would end up happy, and having his cake.

			Barbara got to the end of her list, the one she wasn’t supposed to keep, and thought, Okay now, that’s probably enough of that.

			She only remembered the hurt. It didn’t hurt now.

			She had been a little girl when she’d married Bill and her ideas about Bill were a little girl’s ideas. Safety, and so on. Bad things not happening. Fairness. They’d had great times together, and they’d made a family. Now she was having frosted graham crackers in bed, which was her own kind of cake, and she was happy. She wasn’t a little girl anymore.

			She did wish she could hear her father sing “Happy Birthday.” A kid’s song and not even a good one, but her father had such a beautiful voice. She wished she could hear him call her his bright penny, one more time. But she was glad he hadn’t suffered. He’d died the way you were supposed to, a quick heart attack, after a fishing trip, with all his marbles.

			What else was hanging around her heart? This seemed like an inventory kind of day.

			Well. Probably Carol. Almost forty years ago now since Carol had died.

			It was a small place, in her chest. Amazing how much anger could get in a small place. Especially for a person who had done nothing wrong except die, forty years ago.

			Maybe Barbara wouldn’t think about that.

			Eleven in the morning, just unheard-of to be in bed still. What would her life be like if she didn’t work? She’d be eligible to retire with benefits in a few years. Imagine that: not working, in her own house, by herself, no kids. And no husband.

			Barbara picked up Percival the Pig and straightened his ears. He was a little worse for wear, but she’d jazzed him up with some carpet cleaner. They were both a little worse for wear, but they had good attitudes.

			Yes, she had aches and pains, and the gray was going white (she couldn’t be bothered with a box of Clairol every month), and her boobs looked like tennis balls in tube socks, but she suspected that despite all this, she looked pretty great. She felt like she’d won something.

			Time, maybe.

			Maybe she was on the other side of that thing, the one you always felt over your head or around your ankles or in your throat, or in your stomach or between your legs. As if someone else had power and you were trying not to get them upset, or be in the way, or do it wrong, or not be enough or be too much or clean up.

			She was on the other side of all that and she wasn’t dead!

			Barbara looked around her bedroom, with pleasure. Everything neat as a pin. Ducks in a row. What she hadn’t done was drag her life behind her. She never regretted leaving practically everything behind in North Ridge and starting fresh. She hadn’t even wanted the wedding china, though Frances scolded her and said she was throwing the baby out with the bathwater. It was just plates, Barbara said. She didn’t want to pick up the pieces of her life after Bill shattered them. Who wants broken pieces of anything? Even if you glue it all back together, the cracks are going to show. Just get new plates!

			Days, or maybe years, when her face hurt at the end of the day from holding it all together. Days when the imaginary conversations in her head outnumbered the ones she had in life. And here she was, on the other side of it. Who knew? Who knew there even was another side?

			Here she was eating iced graham crackers in bed, and she was happy to be alone and not having to think about making anybody happy or productive or soothed. She didn’t have to correct or hold to account anybody but herself.

			Steve Schwartz had asked her if she thought she had “room in her life” for “companionship.” Good Lord, if she met Mr. Wonderful of the Universe today, she’d tell him she was only free on Thursdays.

			Barbara kicked back the covers. The sun was shining, and she felt like going outside for a minute, breathing in the fresh air. She could do whatever she wanted with her body.

			It was still a cold day, so she put on her parka and the fancy-shmancy Ugg boots Sloane had given her for Christmas, and stepped out the patio door.

			

			—

			Barbara had been sunning herself for several minutes when her neighbor’s patio door opened. The Brodens were away, on one of those giant cruise deals, but Daniel was staying there, dogsitting Zeke. Barbara was glad they hadn’t asked her. She was fine with dogs, but Zeke was a yapper.

			See there you go. Poor Gail had to be saddled forever with Phil and here was Barbara, not having to go on cruises or stay at home and think of a new way to do chicken for someone else after forty years of thinking of a new way to do chicken. Tonight, Barbara could eat crackers and tuna fish out of a bowl while watching figure skating on TV, if she wanted to, which she absolutely did.

			“Oh hey, Ms. Richardson.”

			“Hi there, Daniel.”

			It was annoying to have her solitude interrupted but Barbara enjoyed Daniel, who seemed to have turned out all right although she’d picked up from Gail that he was a little aimless. Handsome, though he needed to shave, and his pants needed pressing. Zeke yapped at her and overstimulated himself, running in circles and leaping on and off the deck.

			They stood on their separate patios. Daniel had a cigarette in his hand but didn’t light it. Barbara didn’t feel the need to make conversation.

			“Nice day,” Daniel said. “Finally, we have some sun.”

			“It’s my birthday,” Barbara said, to her own surprise.

			“Oh! Happy birthday, Ms. Richardson!”

			“You can probably call me Barbara,” she suggested.

			“I don’t think I can.” He laughed. “Hey, congratulate me too, I’m engaged.”

			Barbara congratulated him. She was a little surprised, because she’d thought he was more of an artistic type of person. A gay, maybe, and that’s why Phil Broden shook his head over him. Though probably not, the gays were better about ironing and grooming.

			“We’re not going to do a wedding,” Daniel said. “Just a courthouse with some of our friends.”

			“Oh well, I did that myself,” Barbara said. “One hundred years ago.”

			She could tell Daniel wanted to light his cigarette. She didn’t mind but also didn’t feel like telling him she didn’t mind. This was her day. She didn’t have to make it easier for other people.

			“Nina’s not too close with her folks either,” Daniel said. “We thought we’d skip the whole spectacle and be with people we actually like.”

			Daniel’s voice was casual, but his ears had turned a bright red. He was angry with his folks or something.

			She wasn’t going to lecture him on family being family.

			Family was family, but it wasn’t everything. Marriage wasn’t everything either. Should she tell that to Daniel?

			What was everything?

			Her children were everything. But.

			Barbara tilted her face toward the sun.

			Daniel tossed a ball for Zeke.

			She loved her girls, and being a grandmother, and Nanette was barely grown up, of course, but she wouldn’t mind having some time away from them all, to do her own thing.

			Not disappear.

			Zeke ran to Barbara and dropped the ball at her feet. It was disgusting, but she had a tissue in her coat and dogs needed to be played with.

			“Nice throw,” Daniel said, after she tossed the ball.

			Barbara would have loved a pet when she was little, and her father wanted one too, but her mother disliked animals in the home. She thought cat litter boxes were nasty objects, and a dog would track all kinds of filth inside. “And fish die,” her mother always said. Barbara could still hear her voice. “And fish die.”

			What was funny was how Barbara ended up saying more or less the same to her own girls, who had also wanted pets.

			“You’ve got a good arm there, Barbara,” Daniel said.

			She did have a good arm. She didn’t really know that. Or had forgotten.

			Daniel held up something in his hand.

			“Ms. Richardson, would you mind a lot if I went ahead and smoked this?”

			“I don’t mind.”

			“It’s, um, a special cigarette.”

			Barbara was not an idiot. “A marijuana cigarette,” she said.

			“Would you like to share it with me?”

			Barbara smiled. She’d been through the sixties, for heaven’s sake, but the reefer crowd had never been her scene. There was something sweet about the neighbor boy thinking she was someone who would do drugs. She liked the “share it with me.” Not “have some,” but “share it with me.” Polite.

			“I’m not a smoker,” she said. “I don’t mind it, though. I mean you go ahead and enjoy yourself.”

			“Okay, thanks,” Daniel said. “Hey, what are you doing for your birthday? If I’d known, I would have baked you a cake.”

			“You bake?”

			“I love baking,” Daniel said. “It’s relaxing.”

			This was true. It was the measurements. Soothing.

			“My daughter sent me graham crackers and frosting,” she said. “That’s secretly my favorite thing.”

			“I love secret favorites.” Daniel’s marijuana cigarette had a nicer smell than regular cigarettes.

			“Which daughter?” he asked.

			“Nanette, the one you know. She’s at IU.”

			Daniel told a little story, of seeing Sloane on TV in one of her shows.

			“And there’s also—” Daniel exhaled. “Lauren?”

			“Laurel. Lots of people get that wrong. Her father named her. He knew this poem, by Yeats. ‘A Prayer for My Daughter.’ There’s a line in it. ‘O may she live like some green laurel.’ ”

			“How does a green laurel live?”

			“Well, rooted, I guess,” Barbara said. “Or just sort of flowering and nice. It was one of those poems where the man thinks about how his daughter should be.”

			“Oh boy.”

			Barbara nodded. Once, she had thought the poem nice. Or she had been impressed by Bill knowing poems and understanding them. She usually skipped over lines herself. She hadn’t known you could be critical of Yeats.

			“There’s also a whole section on how he hopes his daughter doesn’t have too many opinions because that leads to judgment,” she said. “And that she be pretty but not too pretty.”

			“This poem sucks,” said Daniel.

			Barbara agreed.

			“But it’s a pretty name,” she said.

			“It is.” Daniel drew on his marijuana cigarette.

			Barbara had never liked her own name. She put her hand to her chest, thinking again of her friend Carol.

			“I didn’t think I’d be getting married so young, to be honest,” Daniel said, as if she’d asked a question. “But it’s important to Nina, and she’s important to me.”

			Barbara could see a potential problem, but it was none of her business.

			“I met my husband when I was very young,” she said. “I was the same age my daughter Nanette is now.”

			Now, Barbara was almost old.

			But she was herself. And she would be herself right up until the end, because she had her plan.

			“Me,” she nearly said aloud.

			Daniel drew on his marijuana cigarette.

			“What exactly does that do for you?” she asked.

			“It helps with anxiety. Also, it helps with—ideas, I guess. I stop worrying about small things and see the bigger picture.”

			“I usually relax by making a list.”

			“I like lists too,” Daniel agreed. “I’m thinking about learning how to meditate. There’s a guy I work with who does it.”

			“You should talk to Sloane,” Barbara said. “She’s into all that stuff. I guess there’s probably something to it.”

			Barbara decided she wanted to try the marijuana cigarette. Or something. She watched Daniel exhale a stream of smoke.

			“I have to quit smoking,” Daniel said. “Nina hates it. Her grandfather had lung cancer.”

			“My best friend got cancer,” Barbara said. “When we were in college.”

			She hadn’t meant to say that, about Carol. Or maybe she had.

			There was something she could try. She could try talking about Carol.

			“Did she die?”

			Barbara approved of Daniel asking. People should face these things.

			“She did.”

			It was too long a story. Her roommate. Her first true friend. One of those people who change your life. Who almost change your life. Daniel wouldn’t see it was important. And maybe it wasn’t, maybe if she said the whole thing out loud, it would seem small and not something you carry around for forty years.

			The summer after junior year, Carol writing from Florida to say she’d finally gone to the doctor about the sore throat she’d had for much of the last semester. Carol calling on the phone. “It’s not too serious. Well, it’s serious but it’s not going to be fatal.” Barbara sending a care package with travel magazines and funny crosswords she’d invented herself.

			“They got the tumor in her throat,” Barbara said to Daniel. “But it was in her lymph nodes too. I started going to the Presbyterian church on Sundays, although I didn’t believe in God.”

			“Did she believe in God?”

			“She did but she was real practical. She was studying to be a nurse. She felt sure she was going to come through it. She was mostly worried about losing her hair. Carol had the most beautiful hair.”

			Carol had cried, on the phone, about her hair. Barbara went straight to the fabric store to stock up on yarn in cheerful colors. She planned a series of hats to make for Carol.

			Later that same day, Barbara had gone to work at her restaurant job and met the man she would later marry.

			“She didn’t come back to school,” Barbara said. “On Thanksgiving break I took the bus to Florida to see her. I’d never been anywhere so far. In those days you didn’t just get on a plane. You didn’t even call long distance unless it was important.”

			It had been a long and horrible ride to Fort Walton Beach, and Barbara found Carol in a terrible state. Her best friend was a stick of a person. She couldn’t even get out of bed.

			“It’s going to be fine,” Carol said. Barbara had been afraid to take Carol’s hand. It wasn’t going to be fine.

			“I had to try and hide how—how angry I was,” Barbara said. “After she died, I almost felt like I hated her, that’s how angry I was.”

			We were going to have adventures together, Barbara wanted to say. She knew the person I really was. I could have had an entirely different life. I was selfish. I wanted her to stay alive for me.

			Barbara had gone back to school; she’d continued to send letters and postcards to Carol, but she’d given all her real attention to Bill. Bill was handsome and polished and smart. His background was so different from hers. He seemed like the kind of person nothing bad would happen to, and he needed her.

			“It sounds like you really, really loved her,” Daniel said.

			Oh she did! But somehow Carol the person had gotten wrapped up in a lot of other things. Anger. Regret. Even Bill. But most of all, a sense that Barbara hadn’t become the person she was meant to be. The person who Carol saw. The person who Carol had left.

			Barbara would have been perfectly fine, if she hadn’t ever met Carol, but she had, and having a friend like that opened all these doors in her that then had to be shut when she died.

			That wasn’t fair to Carol.

			It didn’t honor her, properly.

			Barbara was more loving than that. She had even loved her mother, in the end.

			Love was also mercy.

			She wasn’t done. She could still be whatever kind of person she wanted.

			When Barbara was a little girl, she’d sometimes sneak away from her sister or friends and go to the woods near their old house on Edwards Street. The “woods” was really a friendly neighborhood park, but Barbara had a secret spot, secluded and almost magical. There’d been a special tree.

			She had forgotten.

			“I feel like walking in the grass,” she said to Daniel. “In my bare feet.”

			“Okay.” He laughed. “Actually, I think you might have gotten a little stoned just standing there, Barbara.”

			Barbara laughed.

			“The grass is going to be cold,” he said.

			Young people worried about the strangest things. The grass would be cold, and sharp. They were in that part of April when sometimes it rained and sometimes it was sixty-five degrees and sometimes it was frost. Daniel would have a young man’s feet. It would take him forever to get feet like hers, and until then he’d be sensitive. Oh, but he was a man, so he’d probably always be real sensitive.

			Her daughters would get feet like hers. She’d be gone by then, but they would have each other. Anyway, this was sort of her moment.

			Barbara took off her boots. A part of her knew it was a silly thing to do, to walk around the yard with bare feet. A part of her knew that if she didn’t do it right then, she would have missed something.

			She could see it. Time moved forward but also time moved backward.

			There was a woman walking in the grass with bare feet. And that woman was her, that woman was waiting for her. That woman was holding out her hand.

		

	
		
			XII

			 

			“I don’t think she’s doing well,” Laurel said.

			“Mom or Nanette?” Sloane began gathering up dishes. Nanette and Barbara were still secreted in their mother’s room.

			“I mean our sister.”

			Laurel had seen Nanette’s body, on the first day of her life. Babies were not like dolls, they were much harder to look after, it was an actual job. Holding, bathing, changing, wiping, rocking, swaddling. Coaching. When Laurel was twelve, her mother had given her a quiz, on paper, to assess her maturity as a potential babysitter. Laurel had loved taking that quiz, and been extremely proud of her perfect score. (Sloane had deliberately failed it.)

			Laurel was paid for babysitting Nanette, the first and last time she’d been paid for the work of childcare.

			Laurel had lost track of Nanette, and look what happened.

			“It’s not a good haircut,” said Sloane. “But otherwise she’s better than I expected. I mean, she was quiet, but she smiled and said stuff. She doesn’t seem flat, or affectless. She’s always done that eye thing.”

			Sloane did a quick, uncannily accurate impression of Nanette’s way of only looking at you after she finished speaking.

			“It’s great she’s here,” Sloane continued. “Mom might respond to her more.”

			“Well, at least Mom has Nanette” had always been Sloane’s theme, when it wasn’t “At least Mom has you.” Sloane loved being an outsider.

			Nanette looked so young. Nanette had been cheated of the nice things she and Sloane had gotten. A father, a private school education, a bigger house. Laurel had left for college, setting Nanette down like a doll. Picking her back up at her own convenience, depending on time and energy, being satisfied with a checklist of questions. Putting her into simple boxes. “My baby sister.” “A late bloomer.” “Gentle.”

			Laurel, who prided herself on being a detail-oriented person, had missed everything. Her own child not being a girl, her husband having an affair, her mother losing her mind, her baby sister joining a cult.

			“We need an activity for this afternoon,” Sloane said. “Hey, maybe we should do pedicures. We can give them to each other. Let’s look in Mom’s bathroom. See what polish she has.”

			The suggestion sounded obscene to Laurel, who wanted to stand still and let the waves of self-recrimination wash over her. Her failures! Her failures! But what a childish thing to do. Laurel had seen both her kids descend into tunnels of self-blame, self-hatred. “I’m ugly,” “I’m stupid,” “I suck at everything.” Sometimes, after they’d genuinely done something wrong, their remorse was painful to watch. She tried to make these teachable moments. Apologize, take responsibility, and then forgive yourself and move on because “We are all human and none of us is perfect” and “Sometimes our feelings overwhelm us, and we can’t see the end of them, but it’s there, I promise.”

			Was it?

			She had a desire to yell, to slam the door of her room and fling herself across a bed. She was forty-five. She knew there was no solace in dramatics. Also, she didn’t have a room in this house.

			Laurel followed Sloane into their mother’s bathroom, which was accessible by two doors, one from the hallway and one from the bedroom itself, where Nanette and her mother were secreted.

			Sloane was standing near the door to their mother’s room, in a cartoon posture of eavesdropping, one hand cupping an ear. For a moment, they both listened, but all they heard from the bedroom was the sound of a drawer opening and shutting.

			Sloane crouched in front of the cabinets under the sink.

			“Well, no one can say she lives in squalor,” Sloane whispered. “Still the same OCD-level of organization. The cleaning sponge has its own special caddy, for Christ’s sake.”

			Sloane always tried to make practical household conveniences sound insane. Randomly tossing a wet sponge into a cabinet wasn’t a sign you were a cool person.

			“Sorry,” said Sloane. “Do you have a sponge caddy?”

			“I have cellulose scrubbers and bamboo cloths,” Laurel said. “So I can pretend there’s a future.”

			“Hey.” Sloane put her hand on Laurel’s ankle. “Are you okay?”

			Sloane wore rings on every finger and had a tattoo on her wrist of an arrow, pointing outward to the world. Sloane had her hair in a clip and wore no makeup and looked fantastic. Laurel remembered the first time she’d seen Sloane on television. Junior year of college, her roommate’s television. Sloane, in leather pants, talking to TV detectives about a dead girl. “She was sweet, ya know. Girl Scout type. I wouldn’t say we were best friends.” The old detective had flirted with Sloane’s character.

			“You look fantastic,” Laurel said.

			“Oh thanks.” Sloane was quick to dismiss compliments. “Look at my old hands. I’m getting age spots. Crone hands. You’re the beauty.”

			Laurel had always known that pretty didn’t add up the way people thought it did. You lost as much as you gained. And it was like a stamp, a pretty stamp. The design didn’t change, it just faded. Michael thought she was pretty—or said so—because he’d met her when the ink was still fresh. He remembered. Probably no one would ever think she was beautiful like he did.

			Well, maybe Sloane.

			Laurel looked down at her sister. Sloane defied stamps. She’d gone through every hair color, every style, over the years, and was still changing. She looked better. She didn’t look like she was trying.

			“You see my middle-aged spread?” Sloane stood and gripped her waistline. “Perimenopause starts and it’s like a seal appears and wraps itself around your stomach.”

			“You can’t tell.”

			Laurel had noticed the weight gain, had felt briefly triumphant that she was thinner. This kind of comparison wasn’t something Laurel did with her female friends. There was something a little bit wrong with being sisters. Not incorrect but twisted, a funhouse mirror. You were too close and too far away at the same time, you couldn’t control the angles. You judged and were judged inside this distortion; you couldn’t correct it. It was stupid how the funhouse mirror felt more real than the others.

			Sloane began searching through the vanity drawers while continuing her hormonal laments. Her period was like a crime scene. Her skin was leather. She’d soon be bald.

			“I don’t get why you don’t just take hormones,” Laurel said.

			“Because I have crap insurance and they cost money,” Sloane snapped. “And if I have to read another study on women’s health that ends with saying the research is incomplete, I’m going to lose it. Maybe it would be different if I could afford a good doctor, but I don’t have that luxury.”

			Right. Sloane was the scrappy outsider. Even when she’d been on television every other month, “I just booked an ER, you don’t need to watch, it’s mostly me crying and saying ‘Thank you, Doctor.’ ” Even when they did Christmas in California because wouldn’t it be fun for the girls to jump in a swimming pool in December, and could you believe she was living in this house, wasn’t that nuts? Sloane, always pleasing herself, leaving her husband because she was bored, not taking his money because she was principled.

			“I think about every dollar I spend, too,” Laurel said.

			“Right.”

			“Most of which is not for me.”

			“Sure.”

			“I’m not a millionaire, Sloane.” Saying her sister’s name made it a fight. “And maybe instead of pedicures we spend the afternoon talking to Mom and getting her to a place where she understands she needs to move?”

			“Excuse me? What do you think I’ve been doing here?”

			The door leading to their mother’s bedroom opened. Barbara looked angry.

			“It’s not in here,” she said. “I looked in here. Stop talking.” She shut the door with some force.

			The doorbell rang, a sound rarely heard, at least in Laurel’s memory.

			For the moment it seemed as if the house froze.

			“I’ll get it,” Sloane said.

			“There’s someone here,” shouted their mother from her bedroom. Nanette’s voice murmured something.

			Sloane went to the front door and Laurel went to the sunroom, to plug in her phone. The sunroom was where a twenty-two-year-old Sloane had grabbed a seventeen-year-old Laurel’s arm and said, “You want to stop with all the pouty shit and start being nicer to Mom? You know she called me, sobbing. Sobbing. She’s been incredibly hurt, and she’s doing everything to make this right. Grow the fuck up.”

			They’d been at odds with each other for the next few years, until Sloane started therapy and began wanting to have meaningful conversations where she could demonstrate how thoughtful and compassionate she was. She’d even brought up that moment in the sunroom, just after the divorce. “I’m sorry I was so judgmental. You were just a kid, and you were hurting too, and you weren’t supposed to be taking care of Mom. You got tipped out of the nest too soon. The move, having the house disappear, Dad disappear.”

			Maybe that had been the moment to confess how Laurel had known about the affair. Or it might have been the moment to talk about the rape experience, and how Sloane should have been the person Laurel called, only they weren’t close at the time, and she called no one.

			Laurel had said nothing, because maybe Sloane’s apology was another kind of performance. Sloane as a person who was “doing the work.”

			In a way, she missed the honesty of Sloane shaking her.

			Why did she assume people being angry was more honest than people being nice?

			You could hear everything in this house. Sloane was being charming to whoever was at the door. “Oh, amazing, thank you so much.”

			

			—

			Laurel checked her phone. The kids were in school, Michael was at work, nobody was texting her. She had fifteen work emails, nothing urgent. She leaned against the cabinet that held her mother’s sewing machine.

			Once, Barbara could make anything. The clothes Barbara had made Vee and Audrey when they were small were little masterpieces. Her mother could have sold the dresses and rompers on Etsy. “Pff,” Barbara said, when anyone suggested it.

			Nanette and Barbara were still behind the closed door.

			Sloane was now in the living room, pulling paper out of a FedEx envelope. “It’s addressed to all of us,” she called. “You, me, and Nanette, I mean.” She flipped to the last page. “It’s from Roberta.”

			Sloane sat at the kitchen table. They probably weren’t in a fight anymore. They were grown-up women now.

			Sloane was reading. This would be Roberta apologizing for abandoning their mother. At length, it seemed.

			“Sloane.”

			“Hold on. You can start with the pages I finished.”

			Laurel didn’t want to read Roberta’s letter.

			Laurel wanted the dress back, that her mother had made Vee, with the snap-on bow at the back. No, she wanted Vee back, inside that dress, a little daughter she had hugged without even thinking about it. She wanted Michael’s soft clumsy body back.

			Barbara’s door opened. Nanette moved into the living room. She looked tall, and odd, in her gray nun’s habit. Medieval.

			Laurel stepped out of the sunroom.

			“What’s going on in there?” Laurel tilted her head to the bedroom.

			“Mom’s looking for something.”

			“What is she looking for?”

			“She said,” Nanette spoke slowly, “it’s a gun.”

			Laurel laughed. She felt something release inside her. A surge of energy. The beginnings of a sprint, a flip. She looked to Sloane, who had put the letter down. Sloane had no expression on her face. You never saw Sloane blank faced.

			“I don’t think it’s an actual gun,” Nanette said, and touched the wooden cross that hung around her neck. Was Nanette going to prostrate herself in the living room?

			Somebody needed to do something.

			Sloane picked up the letter and held it out.

			“You should read this,” she said. “You both should.”

			“What is it?” Laurel asked.

			Sloane shook the pages. “It’s the gun.”

			
				Dear Sloane, Laurel, and Nanette,

				I’m sorry I haven’t answered your calls and messages. I was driving and I always have everything turned off while I drive. Also, I needed some time to think about what to say. I have decided to write instead.

				Your mother is my best friend. It’s maybe the biggest surprise of my life, that I should have made a best friend when I was in my sixties and had been through the worst time of my life. These past ten years have sometimes been hard for me, but they’ve never been lonely. That was the big surprise, I guess. To not feel lonely. Your mother always said some things didn’t get going for her until she turned sixty.

				You know I lost my house in a fire and I was in the hospital for a long time, and it was then that your mom and I got to be close. I was surprised she visited me in the hospital, because I’d known her a long while, but not all that well. She really liked that I wanted to hold her hand. Sometimes it’s the little things.

				I was struggling, even before the fire. My mother’s illness, and then her passing, was hard. People think a long illness will prepare you for death. Or someone being old will prepare you for their dying. Maybe it does for some folks. I thought I was prepared but I certainly was not. And then I had to put Jenny, my sweet, sweet dog, down. She was in so much pain. Dogs die and you know it’s coming, and this wasn’t the first time I’d been through it, but it hit me real hard.

				Your mom is five years older than me, but we are from the same generation and the same kinds of families. We weren’t brought up to think there were special things about us and we were entitled to this and that. Even my mother didn’t say, “You can be anything,” and I was her best friend. As you know, I never married or had kids. There were times in my life when I was sad about that, but not so sad that I got married! I loved each and every dog I ever had. The thing I was really proud of was owning my own home, which I paid for with my own money and everything in it was something I had picked out. I was happy to come home to that house, every single day. I was happy to wake up in it, every single day.

				But after I lost Mother and Jenny, I started taking a pretty strong drug for sleeping and that’s why I slept through the start of the fire. Also, I hadn’t replaced the batteries in my smoke detector. This was one of the hardest parts for me to face. I loved my house so much, after my mother and my dogs it was the most important thing to me, and I had gotten so sad I stopped taking care of it right. I couldn’t understand how I let that happen. I had a lot of self-blame and sometimes I couldn’t get out of bed. Your mom was real kind and patient. I had a lot of thoughts that went “I wished I died in the fire.” I had put Jenny down myself, because she hated the vet so much and I wanted us to be alone together. I knew how to get the drugs. I had some other pills too. You know I was a nurse. I wasn’t going to get it wrong. Sometimes I’d take out the little baggie and look at it. Barbara said, “Roberta, if you can remember your mother and you can remember Jenny and all the dogs you had, and you can remember your house, then you haven’t lost anything.” I told her about the little baggie. She said, “Give me that and I’ll hold on to it for you. I’m not saying you can’t have it back, I’m saying, make sure.”

				Your mother had the best attitude. She said it was possible to start again, and she was right.

				When I saw your mom was having memory issues, I guess it gave me a purpose in life, that I might help your mom when she had helped me. Saved my life, truly.

				Barbara always said she wasn’t scared of getting Alzheimer’s because she wasn’t going to let it happen to her. I always thought she was talking about determination. Maybe I knew what she meant, I don’t know.

				I guess having seen it with her mother and her sister made her determined.

				Her doctor didn’t tell her. They don’t, about half the time, when it’s dementia or Alzheimer’s. They don’t have a legal obligation. Her doctor wrote the prescription for Donepezil and said it was something he gave to all his seniors to keep them sharp. He said mild cognitive impairment was normal for her age group. He didn’t want to scare her, and since there’s nothing they can really do, why upset her, was the thinking.

				The Donepezil did seem to help for a couple of months, but it also gave her nausea and headaches, and terrible nightmares. She’d scream and sometimes get out of bed in a panic. I could see she was anxious about what was happening. Her last checkup, the one we could do in person, she got a pretty bad score on the test. I was a little surprised about the score. She was good at pretending she knew things with me, but it’s different when it’s just a doctor sitting there. He told her to exercise and have a healthy diet and that was about it. He said she didn’t have to take the Donepezil. I did ask about antidepressants, but those can also cause night terrors.

				She asked me on the way home if I thought there was something wrong with her. And finally, I said, “Well, I guess you have dementia, Barbara, but I’m taking care of you.” She got very upset, and I just tried to comfort her as best I could. This happened a couple of times. She couldn’t hold on to it for very long, but when she got aware she would try to do things.

				She began telling me that I needed to go, I had to take a trip. I asked her why and she said I had to go, I had to go right away. And I just sort of knew, I said Barbara what are you planning.

				She said she’d had it worked out, for years and years. She had a plan. She would leave her car on in the garage. Carbon monoxide poisoning, is what she meant. She said that’s what the brick on the shelf in the garage was for. To hold down the pedal, so it wouldn’t take too long. She said if I didn’t go, then she had my pills. She said, “If you were sure enough they’d work on you, they’ll work on me.” That felt very cruel to me, and I was upset. She had talked me out of those. We had a fight.

				She got more confused. I took the car keys. She started getting up at night and going to the garage and sitting in the car. Not with it on, because I kept the keys. She’d just sit there, and I’d find her out there and she’d be just sitting, and I’d say you have to come back inside and go to bed, Barbara, and sometimes she’d cry and not want to come, and I’d have to pull on her. That’s when I thought I had made a mistake. She knew what she wanted. It took me a while, but I found my pills. She had taped them to the underside of her bed.

				She wouldn’t be able to take them on her own now. I knew I would have to explain and help her.

				I’m sorry. I’m really struggling with this. She was brave and she knew what she wanted. It wasn’t her fault she couldn’t do it.

				I want you to know my leaving isn’t because I don’t want to stay and care for her. I will come back and do that. I also understand if you make a different choice.

				I don’t need to know anything more about that. You can burn this letter.

				I can say, if anybody asks, that she did talk about ending her own life. I am willing to say that.

				I will bring the car back, of course. Or sell it and give you the money. Whatever you think is best. If you say you want me to come back and take care of her, I will do that. I will do my best for her. In some ways, I am a pretty strong person, I think. I wish, for her sake, I was a little stronger.

				Yours very sincerely,

				Roberta Landsman

			

		

	
		
			TWO

		

	
		
			I

			 

			
			Nanette was still reading the letter when their mother had come out from the bedroom. Sloane had panicked and said, “Mom, let’s go to the Kroger, we need some milk,” which was an extremely midwestern way to panic.

			On the road, Barbara pointed out every sign they passed, pressed invisible gas and brake pedals, and kept a running commentary on Sloane’s driving. “Oh, we’re turning here. I guess we’re stopping. We’re going left now.” She is locating herself, Sloane thought. Physical observation was an excellent trauma response. Although Barbara seemed to be confusing left and right now.

			Barbara was trying to show she still knew what was going on.

			Sloane should not make assumptions about what was happening in her mother’s head.

			She remembered her mother’s anxiety about the cars when she arrived. “This isn’t going to work.” Roberta fleeing the scene. Her mother saying, “She wasn’t helping.”

			My God, was there a brick in the garage still? Sloane hadn’t looked when they’d left the house.

			It was a terrible image. Her mother sitting alone in her car, in the garage, waiting to die, not knowing she had to turn the car on. Sloane imagined herself in Roberta’s place, pulling her mother inside, searching for the pills, finding them underneath the bed.

			She wished it had been her to do all these things. It should have been her.

			What happened to the pills? Sloane needed to read the letter again. Roberta had seemed to be hinting—something.

			Roberta had said she would come back and take care of their mother. For friendship? For penance?

			They should forget about that letter. The letter didn’t change anything. Those might have been their mother’s wishes at one point, but that was because their mother had internalized a catastrophic view of the disease.

			Aunt Frances had died seven years after her diagnosis. She developed a urinary tract infection in the nursing home, and it didn’t respond to antibiotics and turned into sepsis. Their uncle had wanted to sue for negligence. Her mother had words with Uncle Howard, outside the funeral home. “Our mother lived twelve years like that,” she’d said. “Twelve. I am sorry Frances went in pain, but I am not sorry she went.”

			They needed to shift the narrative. It was possible for people to have rich lives, with Alzheimer’s, with the right support. Better drugs, therapies, resources.

			Her sisters would be upset by the letter, it was good she’d gotten Mom out of the house so they could process. (She had maybe panicked a little.) Sloane was rattled but she wasn’t upset. Mostly she felt bad for Roberta, for the responsibility Roberta had felt.

			They all needed to cool out, slow down, regulate themselves.

			She shouldn’t have snapped at Laurel, earlier. A silly argument. Sloane could afford to take hormones! Yes, she was on a budget, but she had nonsense expenditures of thirty or forty dollars every month. Buying a friend a drink when the friend could totally afford it. Some new skin care crap. Yam extract for menopause.

			Was she setting herself up as the person who couldn’t afford to take over Mom’s care, whereas Laurel could? If so, she needed to speak openly about that, and not make little digs at her sister. They were all going to contribute to Mom’s care. (Except possibly Nanette.)

			The thing to concentrate on was how to make their mother feel safe and loved for as long as possible.

			The letter changed nothing.

			“Here’s this place,” Barbara said. “Kroger.”

			“Should we get some bananas for Nanette?” Sloane asked, as they collected a cart in front of the store.

			“I have no idea who you’re talking about,” Barbara said.

			“Oh sorry, I was mumbling. Nanette. Your youngest daughter.”

			The expression on Barbara’s face went suddenly candid, exposed. Like a hand passed over it, smoothing out the years. It was like seeing her mother as a child, a little girl.

			There was shock in her mother’s eyes, then fear. Every emotion so clear. Like a child.

			“I know my daughters,” Barbara said. “I wake up in the morning and I think, ‘Where is everybody?’ I lie there waiting. And then I think—that’s not even my life, that I’m waiting for. I was thinking of something else, some other thing, or life. But I loved my life. I was happy. I hate this.”

			Barbara’s eyes filled with tears.

			“Goddamn it, I hate this,” she said.

			Do not cry, Sloane told herself. Do not cry.

			“I hate it for you too, Mom,” Sloane said. “I know it’s scary. But we love you and we’re here to help you and remind you of the life you had and there’s lots you can do and enjoy.”

			“That’s not what is happening,” Barbara said. Her face closed. She walked away, pushing the cart.

			

			—

			Daniel found Sloane crying in the household cleaners aisle.

			“Oh, hi,” Sloane said, weeping. “Mom, look, it’s Daniel.”

			Barbara was farther up the aisle, looking at the bleaches with great attention.

			“Hello, good to see you,” her mother said, without inflection, her attention on the labels.

			Daniel pulled a Kleenex box from his cart, tore open the top, and handed Sloane several tissues.

			Sloane had forgotten all about Daniel until seeing him in his yard yesterday. She’d been pleased with herself for forgetting about him, it seemed like a mark of maturity amid the usual regression that happened around her family. And wasn’t it nice not to have sex on the brain! Why should women fear the end of craving? Craving was so repetitive. It never did a new thing. Gobble, gobble this, gobble, gobble that.

			“I was just about to text you,” Daniel said. “I explained your, um, mycological situation to my friend Jeff and he’s happy to help. He’s going to stop by my bar tonight.”

			Sloane realized a hot flash was coming.

			“Can we—” Sloane stopped. “Do you mind if we talk in the freezer aisle?”

			“Sure,” said Daniel.

			Her mother was not so bad she couldn’t be left alone for a few minutes. Her mother could walk up and down a grocery store with a list. She might even find the items. But she wouldn’t know what they were for, or be confident they were the correct ones. That didn’t matter, who cared about names and items and lists. Her mother’s loss of confidence was the cruelty.

			“Mom, we need hydrogen peroxide,” Sloane said, sweating.

			“That’s right,” Barbara agreed. “I can get going on that. I’m fine,” she added, with irritation, then looked at Sloane more closely. “Are you crying?”

			“Allergies.” Sloane scrubbed at her eyes.

			“Don’t do that,” her mother said. “It’s bad for them.”

			

			—

			In the frozen vegetable aisle, Sloane opened a freezer door and leaned forward. She considered trying to fit her entire body inside and closing the door behind her.

			“Perimenopause,” she said, over her shoulder. “It comes in waves. Give me a second.”

			“Sure. Hey, was that your sister Laurel? Yesterday?”

			“When you were raking the tree? Yes.”

			“Yeah I was showing off how, you know, handy I am. I’m a real handyman.”

			“That’s nice.”

			“I’m hundred percent not a handyman. Laurel lives in New Jersey and has two little kids, right? I remember Violet, because that’s such a great name.”

			Sloane grabbed a bag of peas and shut the freezer door.

			“They go by Vee now. But yes, two kids.” Sloane had forgotten what they came to the freezer aisle to talk about. Daniel had a nice-sized chest. She could see herself diving toward it, or sort of thunking it. If she weren’t a thousand degrees, she’d press her nose against it.

			Grief response, Sloane told herself.

			“I saw the—” Daniel fiddled with his cart. “I guess that’s Nanette, in that video? At the gun range.”

			“Oh,” said Sloane. “Yes. You saw that?”

			“There was a thing in The New York Times, with a link.”

			“Right, right. I guess it’s a matter of time before they identify her. She’s here now.”

			“She’s okay?”

			Sloane had no answer for that.

			She considered Daniel. One of her first acting teachers had told the class, “Every time a person opens their mouth and says something to another person, they are trying to get something. Every single time.”

			“What if someone doesn’t know what they’re trying to get?” a student asked.

			“Sometimes people aren’t consciously aware,” the teacher said. “The character you’re playing won’t always know. But you, the actor, have to know.”

			Sloane had forgotten what she needed to get from Daniel. She also didn’t know what play she was in.

			“Nanette seems okay,” she said. “We haven’t talked about it. Laurel doesn’t like anything religious and we’re not a religious family, so she isn’t—I mean I guess we’re just going to act like normal people. It’s—you know.”

			Sloane gave up. Nanette’s gun video felt like something that had happened last year.

			“Acting like normal people is a good strategy,” Daniel said. “You can also come to my bar and drink heavily.”

			“The mushrooms!” Sloane remembered what she needed from Daniel. “Does your Jeff have Venmo, or how should I pay him?”

			“I’ll ask. Don’t worry about it.”

			Sloane, fully sweating, put the bag of frozen peas she was holding on her chest. Daniel watched her. She wondered what he was trying to get.

			“Is it annoying?” Daniel asked. “Random people wanting to tell you they saw you on television?”

			“Mostly people just think I look familiar,” Sloane explained. “Or that we’ve met before.”

			“You have a memorable face,” Daniel said.

			Sloane knew she did. She wasn’t interested in talking about her face.

			Daniel waited. Sloane wondered how old he was. Forty, maybe? Less?

			The bell in her vagina trilled.

			This kind of thing was sometimes called maladaptive coping.

			“I should get back to my mom,” said Sloane.

			“Okay. Well, I’m done shopping, so I’m going.”

			They seemed a little caught up in each other’s faces. Sloane was also intensely aware of his forearms.

			“Do you want these?” She held out the bag of peas. Her chest was wet.

			Daniel smiled and took the bag from her hands. He put it in his cart.

			“I do want these,” he said.

			

			—

			Barbara was in the bread aisle.

			“Well, they’ve moved everything,” she said. “I don’t know why all this is here.”

			There were shelves and shelves of bread, bread of all kinds and nearly identical kinds and bread sliced thin and bread without this or that, each loaf encased in a plastic sleeve. It seemed horrible to Sloane.

			“Where’s—” Barbara flapped her hand. “The neighbor boy.”

			“Daniel? He had to go. Hey, he told me you two once smoked weed together?”

			“Weeds?” Barbara frowned. “I wouldn’t do that.”

			“Pot,” Sloane supplied. “Marijuana.”

			Barbara’s eyes searched Sloane’s. “No. I don’t think that’s right.”

			“Maybe with Dad,” Sloane said. “Bill. Your husband.”

			“I was happily married—” Barbara began, and then stopped. “Wait, what happened to that guy? Did he die?”

			“He’s in France.”

			“Figures,” Barbara said.

			“Mom, I wonder if you’d like to try this herbal medication I know about. It helps with your mood and feelings; it helps you be less anxious or worried.”

			Barbara looked skeptical.

			“It’s a mushroom,” Sloane said, because she was trained in consent-based practices. “It’s a mushroom that contains a drug called psilocybin.”

			“You want me to eat a mushroom.”

			“Well, it will be in a capsule. Like, pills.”

			“Oh, Sloane.” Barbara gripped Sloane’s forearm. “You found them.”

			Sloane tried to hug her mother. Barbara held Sloane’s shoulders, as if she might spin her away. She was still capable of this. They gripped each other. It was almost like they were wrestling.

			“Not those pills,” Sloane said, at last.

			“I have no idea what you are talking about,” said Barbara. “I mean I simply haven’t a clue. You’ll have to find—” She held out the list. “They’ve changed everything in here. It’s a mess. Really, Sloane. It’s a disaster.”

		

	
		
			II

			 

			“Okay,” Laurel said. “I’m going to assume Roberta threw out her little suicide packet and didn’t actually put it back under Mom’s bed.”

			The level of her rage at Roberta wasn’t containable. Her vision was blurred, that’s how pissed she was. She could make out Nanette’s little white collar and that enormous honking cross hanging from her neck.

			“Oh,” Nanette said. “I assume the pills are there. I think the letter implied that.”

			“You think she left them there for us? Like in case we wanted to do what she couldn’t?” The minute she asked the question, Laurel knew the answer. Fucking Roberta.

			“Mom told me, a few years ago,” Nanette said, in the direction of her feet. “About her plan. For if she got Alzheimer’s.”

			“What?”

			“Not the specifics. Just that she had one.”

			Laurel had never physically fought with Nanette, not even play fighting. They’d not had the right age differential. Laurel had fought with Sloane. Sloane had always been bigger and would laugh right up to the last second, before she meant it. There was something wonderful about hitting your sister. It was almost like hitting yourself, which was hard to do.

			“She asked me if I would help her, if she needed help, and I said yes.” Nanette looked at the ceiling fan. “But I didn’t know what the plan was. We didn’t speak about it again.”

			Nanette turned and walked back into Barbara’s bedroom. After a moment, Laurel followed. Her hands were tingling. She was so angry she was going numb.

			To get under her mother’s bed, Nanette assumed a pose very like the one she’d made at the gun range. Face down. Arms outspread. She had on a pair of quilted blue slippers, one of which came off, revealing a white sport sock.

			Laurel remembered being a teenager and trying to put tights on a five-year-old Nanette. Pinning her sister down, trying to stop the wildly kicking legs. That was the most they had physically struggled with each other’s bodies.

			They hadn’t even yelled at each other, as adults. Sometimes Nanette spoke slowly, and it got on Laurel’s nerves, and she snapped at her. Nanette never snapped back.

			“You knew about this,” Laurel said. She was starting to feel a little nauseous, or something.

			Nanette’s reply was muffled. There was the sound of tape being pulled off.

			A literal monster under the bed.

			Nanette wiggled out, rolled over, sat up. She had an envelope clutched to her chest. Nanette had extremely smooth and pale hands, with long fingers and tiny wrists. As a baby, her long fingers had been noticeable. Nanette was the only one of them who was left-handed.

			Nanette got to her feet, her pale, bare legs visible for a moment as she squatted and stood.

			“A few years ago,” Laurel prompted. “Mom told you she was going to kill herself.”

			“If she got Alzheimer’s,” Nanette said. “Yes. I’m sorry, I don’t know what else to say about it.”

			“You didn’t think you should share that with us?”

			“Us?” Nanette said, after a pause.

			Laurel threw up her hands, and Nanette stepped back. Like Laurel was going to hit her? Like Nanette was a victim? Laurel took a few steps backward too and rammed her shoulder blade hard into a corner of the open bedroom door.

			“Are you okay?” Nanette asked. “Ouch.”

			“Did you tell Sloane?”

			“I didn’t tell Sloane. I do—”

			Laurel’s shoulder hurt. There was no room in her mother’s house for fighting because there was no room for retreat.

			“I do see why you’re upset,” Nanette said. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t a secret. It felt like—not my story to tell.”

			“Give me that.” Laurel pointed to the envelope.

			Nanette shook her head.

			“This has all been mishandled,” Laurel said. “This has been extremely mishandled.” Her voice sounded strange. Mishandled?

			“Why didn’t you say anything?” Laurel continued. “Did you think God would take care of it all?”

			Laurel held out her hand for the envelope. Nanette didn’t move.

			“Seriously, Nanette. Give me the thing.”

			“They aren’t ours. They’re Mom’s.”

			“What, are you going to give them to her?”

			Nanette said nothing, but she did look at Laurel.

			“This isn’t a game, be serious, what’s wrong with you.” The phrases spilled over each other. “You can’t,” Laurel said. “I mean, look at you. Look at what you’re wearing. Isn’t suicide a big sin against God?”

			“We pray in hope,” Nanette said. “We don’t condemn.”

			Laurel could see Nanette was trembling. They were both trembling.

			“Nanette, give me the envelope.” Laurel tried to make her voice calm. The voice for monsters under the bed.

			“I don’t think you should have them,” Nanette whispered.

			“Me?” Laurel felt something coming out of her chest. Laughter. “You don’t think I should have them? What do you think I’m going to do with them?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			Laurel suddenly yawned, then yawned again. She felt for the hairpin in her pocket, but her fingers had gone numb. She had the idea she was on the ground.

			She was. She was sitting.

			Nanette’s body was next to hers. Nanette’s cool, thin hand was on her back, Laurel could feel it through her T-shirt. Laurel had learned about panic attacks, because Vee sometimes had them. You weren’t supposed to say “Breathe” or “It’s okay.” (It wasn’t okay.) You were supposed to talk about normal, orienting things that helped the person locate themselves, their bodies. You said the time, or the date, or directed the person’s attention to something like their feet. That worked for Vee. Laurel would say, “Point and flex your toes,” and Vee would start to take deeper breaths.

			Nanette was not saying “Breathe.”

			Laurel was aware of Nanette breathing, beside her.

			Laurel shut her eyes and pointed her toes.

			SAVE IT, Coach had yelled. Laurel had strong toes, still. She had gripped the balance beam and not fallen off. Sometimes she had fallen off. Mostly she’d saved it.

			Nanette had put the envelope down. It was on the carpet, in front of them. Laurel picked it up. There was another envelope inside, glassine. It contained a number of pills, what looked like three different kinds. A note, in their mother’s handwriting. Which ones to take first. An expiration date for one of the pills, for the end of this year. This was her mother’s handwriting, still legible.

			Nanette took the envelope out of her hands.

		

	
		
			III

			 

			
			No one had objected to her taking their mother for a walk. Probably Sloane and Laurel wanted to talk to each other, with them out of the way. Us. Sloane and Laurel were the us. Nanette was not included.

			Laurel was very angry with her.

			Nanette had left the envelope on top of the dresser in her room. It was not in her hands.

			They’d taken a plastic bag with them for their walk. It was her mother’s habit to pick up any trash they might find on the sidewalks.

			

			—

			There’d been a moment when Nanette truly believed her mother had hidden a gun in her bedroom. Did it not make a terrible sort of sense? God had come to Nanette at a gun range. But it wasn’t a gun. Her mother didn’t have control of language.

			Nanette was still trying to calm herself.

			“Let’s go the fun way,” Barbara said, when they were on the sidewalk.

			The fun way was to take the route that went by Lucy’s Ice Cream. Barbara and Nanette both had a sweet tooth. They walked.

			This was her childhood. Summer in Indiana, her mother not working, both of them released from school. Summer was also when her father had made his annual trips to the States. He didn’t come to Indiana, he went to his parents’ home in Michigan, where Nanette would join him for two weeks. “And how is your mother?” Nana would ask, exactly one time each visit. Her father didn’t solicit information on this topic, which she appreciated. He preferred to make observations about things, or give explanations.

			Her mother was good, she would say to Nana.

			The therapist Nanette had seen in her twenties, the one who’d told her she’d had a panic attack and not a religious experience, had asked a lot of questions about Nanette’s mother. The therapist had given her a list of attachment styles, like it was a menu. Secure, anxious, avoidant, or disorganized. “Secure,” Nanette had picked.

			“The bond with the primary caregiver can have tremendous influence on how the child will interact in relationships when the child is an adult,” the therapist said. “So, for example, the child of a secure attachment style of parenting will find it easy and safe to express their feelings. They’ll be warm in their interactions, open, they’ll trust themselves.”

			This did not describe Nanette, was the inference.

			She hadn’t been a messed-up kid. She had her comic books, her drawing, projects of her own invention. There was a nice Sikh brother and sister down the block—Harjap and Aasha—who she sometimes rode bikes with. After dinner in the summer, Nanette and Barbara would walk to get ice cream from Lucy’s nearly every day, then go home and watch movies or TV shows they’d rented from the library. Renting from Netflix was the big thing then, but her mother preferred to patronize the library. They played games. Her mother had taught her chess.

			She’d been shy! She sometimes felt like her head was made of cotton balls and she liked standing by herself, outside, at night, when it was quiet enough to hear electricity. Lots of things people said or did or seemed to want didn’t make sense to her. She hadn’t asked to be like this.

			She was as God made her. Like the psalm said: For you created my inmost parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.

			Barbara nodded when they passed Fiddler Drive. “Took a long time for them to clear that up,” she said. The street had flooded badly one year.

			Her mother could remember a flood.

			Waiting for a light to change, Barbara considered Nanette’s habit.

			“People will think,” Barbara said, “I’m taking you out for the candy thing. With the kids.”

			“Trick-or-treating,” Nanette said. “Halloween.”

			“That’s right.”

			“It’s not a costume, though,” Nanette said. “This is what I wear all the time now. It’s part of my life. My vocation for a religious life.”

			“That’s right,” Barbara repeated.

			“I’m studying a lot,” Nanette said. “And training and becoming stronger in my prayer practice. I’m learning to live with other women who have chosen to live this way. It’s hard work, but it’s joyous. I have a lot of joy.”

			Nanette knew she wasn’t describing it well. She was only beginning to understand what she was doing. She needed more time.

			“Must be nice,” Barbara said, with a kind of feeble sarcasm. She fingered the sleeve of Nanette’s habit.

			“It’s well made,” Barbara said.

			“They’re made by hand, for us.”

			“It needs pressing,” Barbara said. “I can do that for you.”

			She bent to pick up an empty cigarette package.

			“Mom, I’ve had experiences,” Nanette said. “I’ve had experiences where I’ve been told what to, to do.”

			That was the wrong way to say it. Nanette also did not have control over language.

			“Oh sure,” Barbara said. “People have told me what to do too.”

			They crossed the street to walk in the shade. Nanette had walked this route with her mother almost all her life. She could not remember her mother holding her hand. Perhaps by the time you were old enough to remember, you were too old for hand-holding.

			Nanette took her mother’s arm, which was tense and resisted being taken before it relaxed, slightly.

			“I made you a promise once, Mom.”

			Barbara stopped walking and freed her arm. She looked at the plastic bag she carried, now filled with trash. She shook her head.

			“I can’t believe this happened,” she said.

			“I know,” Nanette said. “I’m sorry.” But then Nanette saw her mother’s expression change. Nanette was visited by the image of a shiny, empty pot. Her mother’s mind had tipped over.

			“Let’s go up here.” Barbara gestured to the street ahead. “Let’s get to this place.”

			Lucy’s was a freestanding shack surrounded by picnic tables. There was a rickety gazebo too, next to a not-great-smelling creek. Barbara had not eaten very much of her lunch earlier and seemed interested in ice cream. The menu hadn’t changed since they’d first discovered Lucy’s. Corn dogs, bratwurst, BBQ pork tots. Ice cream. Toppings. Shakes and malts. The most expensive item was the banana split for two, which was six dollars.

			The after-school rush had finished, but there was still a short line. A small boy with a military haircut was scolded out of staring at Nanette by his mother, who looked mortified. Two teenagers stopped playing on their phones and stared openly, exchanging comments while barely moving their lips. Nanette wondered if she should have changed before going out in public.

			The man at the window paying for his caramel apple sundae had a gun tucked into the belt of his pants.

			Nanette could not remember holding her mother’s hand, but her mother’s affection had always been physical. They liked to lean on each other. On the couch, watching TV. Or standing sometimes, in a line at the grocery store. They’d lean into each other’s shoulders. Nanette wanted to lean on her mother now, but hesitated. What if her mother had forgotten how to do it?

			Nanette got her mother a scoop of vanilla with caramel sauce, and herself a cup of mint chip. There was no one in the gazebo, so they sat there. The wooden latticework of the walls had half rotted away, but Nanette was glad of the partial camouflage and shade. The day was hot.

			“I made kind of a spectacle of myself, Mom,” Nanette said.

			“Oh no,” Barbara said.

			“Yep. It’s all over the internet.”

			“Right now?” Her mother looked around.

			“No, last week.” Nanette briefly outlined the event at the gun range. She wasn’t a great storyteller, like Sloane, but she usually didn’t need to be, with her mother. Now she watched her words swirl around the shiny pot of Barbara’s attention, fail to find purchase, disappear.

			“Well, you look like a little kid,” Barbara said. She caught hold of Nanette’s sleeve again. “This needs pressing.”

			“The thing is,” Nanette said, “I seem to have had a direct experience of God speaking to me, or maybe through me, and guiding my body. You have to be careful about this kind of thing. It takes a lot of practice, a lot of meditation. There are rules, guides really. That’s part of our discernment process. Understanding God’s direction for us. There are ways you can hold up what you feel is God’s message and say, ‘Is this God or is this me?’ ”

			“Probably not,” Barbara said. She frowned into her ice cream. “Right?”

			“God spoke to me,” Nanette said.

			“Probably not, though,” Barbara said, with more force. She looked around and Nanette guessed she was looking for napkins. She handed one over.

			“This thing is going to fall down,” Barbara said, indicating the gazebo. “They should fix it.”

			But Nanette thought her mother was listening. Somewhere, her mother was listening and waiting for Nanette to take her hand.

			“I wondered if you would pray with me, Mom.”

			“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Barbara said. “You can, though. You go ahead.”

			She would bring her mother forward. She would pull.

			“Your mind is going, Mom,” Nanette said. “You have dementia, or Alzheimer’s. Like your mom and your sister.”

			A wave of surprise passed across her mother’s face.

			“That’s no good,” Barbara said. She crumpled the napkin in her hand. “I didn’t know that.”

			“I’d like to pray with you, Mom,” Nanette explained. “So I can best know how to help you.”

			“That’s—” Barbara said, loudly. “I do not want to do that.” She stood and threw her napkin on the ground. Nanette picked it up.

			“Put it in the bag,” her mother said. “Where’s the bag?”

			Nanette held up the plastic bag.

			“The thing is,” Barbara said, “I think I’m dying.”

			“I know,” Nanette said. “But you aren’t. It’s your brain.”

			“It’s definitely that,” Barbara said. “I can feel that.”

			“What do you want to do, Mom?” She stood now, too. Nanette was three inches taller. She could smell her mother’s Dove shampoo.

			“Mom, do you want me to help you die?”

			“No,” Barbara said. “No, I can do that by myself.”

			Nanette could not lean on her mother, the way they were standing. Touching her hands or taking her shoulders didn’t seem natural. Her mother would feel controlled.

			“You can’t do it by yourself,” Nanette said.

			“Then you should just leave me alone.”

			“We can’t leave you alone.”

			“Then I better do it,” Barbara said. Her tone was hostile, impatient.

			“You know,” Barbara said. “You know it.”

			It was quiet. No, it wasn’t quiet. There was traffic and children and a metallic churning sound coming from Lucy’s. It was quiet inside Nanette’s head. Where was the Presence? Where was her mother?

			“I know I’m dying,” said Barbara. “I wish it would happen already.”

			Nanette took her mother’s hand. For a moment Barbara returned the pressure. Nanette was distracted by the sharpness of her mother’s nails, which dug briefly into Nanette’s palm.

			“Well,” Barbara said. “Well. Shoot.” Barbara shook her head and withdrew her hand.

			Pain arrived in Nanette’s head. Like an explosion. Like a gunshot.

			“We should get going,” said Barbara. “We should go home.”

		

	
		
			IV

			 

			
			Sloane sat on the edge of her mother’s desk while Laurel went through the filing cabinets. This was a self-soothing activity for Laurel, and Sloane needed to let her do it. Nanette had taken their mother for another walk around the neighborhood after breakfast, which was a relief. Laurel wasn’t speaking to Nanette. The house was not made for division.

			“I really think microdosing is worth a try,” Sloane said. “We might also look into transcranial magnetic stimulation. It’s legit. I’ll send you a link.”

			“Okay,” said Laurel.

			Fight, flight, or freeze were the typical responses to trauma, or perceived threat. Also fawn (excessive pleasing or accommodation) and flop, which was essentially playing dead. In their mother’s case, you could add file. Laurel was the same. It was touching, really.

			Laurel was sighing over the filing cabinets, like they weren’t perfectly organized. Like Sloane hadn’t already gone through the cabinet with Barbara, in the days before her sisters arrived. She knew what was in there! There were folders for the house and insurance and car and taxes and health and investments and the advanced care directive. There was a folder containing the warranty and operating instructions of nearly every appliance or device in the house. Sloane had been moved—her mother’s wit, her mother’s lack of sentimentality—that the will and prepaid cremation contract were in a folder labeled “Death.”

			Sloane plucked strands of hair off her T-shirt. She leaned over to put the hair in her mother’s wicker trash basket and felt something in her lower back twinge. She stood, put her foot on the desk, and tried to get in a position to stretch her back.

			“My thinking,” Sloane said, “is we try to manage Mom’s mood first. Let’s take our time with the rest.”

			Sloane did compressions along her abdomen, to encourage her intestinal tract. Laurel let out another ten-pound sigh.

			“What are you looking for?”

			“I don’t know,” Laurel said.

			Laurel wanted to be the one to handle things. The fixer. She liked to choose that persona, muscle everyone less capable than her out of the way, and then resent them all. But Sloane was a capable person too, she could handle logistics. And this was a situation where they needed to share responsibility. It could bring them all closer together. Well, Sloane and Laurel, at least.

			“So when do we try these things with Mom?” Laurel asked. “What’s the actual plan here?”

			“Maybe I stay for a little,” Sloane said.

			“A little.”

			Sloane was provoked.

			“Well, maybe I give up my apartment. I give up my office space, since I don’t own it, I don’t own anything, and also I have this weird made-up job where I’m not a real shrink and I can run that con anywhere, ha-ha.”

			Whoa, Sloane had overshot there. And now she was sweating.

			Laurel straightened the houseplant on top of the filing cabinet with exaggerated care. “In no way was I suggesting any of that,” she said. “I’m just trying not to step on your toes.”

			“Step on my toes!” Sloane cried. “Let’s work together. Mom should have given power of attorney to you. Disaster logistics are your specialty. Also, you’re married to an attorney. You have power of an attorney.”

			“Mom trusted you to make decisions,” Laurel said. It was clear she found this incredible.

			“Not necessarily.” Sloane jutted her chin at the cabinets. “You saw her advanced care directive. In the place where she could have said why she chose me as representative? Blank.”

			“She trusted you,” Laurel repeated.

			“I have no sense of that,” Sloane said.

			Laurel raised an eyebrow. “Really? We’ve all heard a thousand times how Mom called you after Dad left and cried. How you were there when Mom cried.”

			Sloane was stung. She had shared that story. She’d wanted Laurel, and Nanette too, to know that vulnerable side of their mother. To show there were depths there, Sloane wasn’t imagining them! She wasn’t their high-drama sister who always pressed for feelings, who needed to explore every nook and cranny of people’s souls, who insisted there was more, more, more.

			“I wasn’t bragging about it, Laurel.”

			“I had emotional conversations with her too, you know.”

			“I’m absolutely sure you did,” said Sloane, and then immediately thought, You did? When? What?

			“It’s not like you invented feelings, Sloane.”

			“If you don’t want to be involved in her care, that is absolutely fine. You get to say how involved—”

			Laurel shut a filing drawer with a bang.

			“Do you have any idea how much of my day is committed to other people’s feelings? I have two teenagers in the house.”

			Oh, here we go, Sloane thought, with some relish. Laurel had thrown the mom card.

			“And I have always honored your role as a mother,” Sloane said. “Not that you needed it, because everyone honors the role of the mother, but—”

			“Yeah, I’ve heard you talk about this,” Laurel interrupted, waving a hand. “How a woman can say ‘My kids’ or ‘As a mother’ or ‘When you’re a mom’ and everyone agrees on her importance. All a woman needs to do is be a mother and everyone agrees she has a reason for existing. But if you, brave and independent childless, unpartnered woman, question or complain about this, you’re an asshole as well as being selfish and—”

			“When did I say this?” Laurel was such a grievance hoarder, it was incredible.

			“You did a whole monologue about it at Thanksgiving dinner. After you left Shawn.”

			“Okay, that was like seven years ago.”

			“It was memorable. And condescending,” Laurel said. “And wrong. Literally no woman ever thinks, Okay I’m a mother, look at all my status and power.”

			“That wasn’t my point. And you can’t see the circle because you’re inside it.” Two could play the memory game. “Remember how, after I married Shawn, you were like ‘You seem so much calmer now you’re married.’ ”

			“You were calmer,” Laurel said. “Michael thought so too.”

			“Of course he did. But I wasn’t calmer, you were both calmer because I was more like you.”

			“Right, and that was boring and so you left him.”

			“What do you care if I left him or not? You didn’t love Shawn. You just wanted me to stay in the club of being married. And I know that marriage is a club with privileges, so don’t try to act like it’s not. I was in the club for long enough to know. It’s like a social credit card.”

			“And in your case,” Laurel said, “an actual credit card.”

			Laurel being straight-up mean gave Sloane a moral advantage. She took her foot off the desk, for dignity, lowered her voice, and spoke slowly.

			“I didn’t take anything from Shawn. You know that. You’re the one who told me I was making a mistake with the mediator.”

			“That was Mom.”

			“She never said that.”

			“She said it to me. I thought you were making a mistake too but I—”

			“She walked away.” Stupidly, Sloane felt tears in her eyes. “She didn’t take a dime from Dad after Nanette was through school.”

			“Yes, and that’s why I want to look at her finances,” said Laurel. “I’m not trying to take your job, I’m assessing. Grandma Jean was in care for twelve years. Mom obviously planned to be perfect until she dropped dead or killed herself. She didn’t get long-term care insurance. She got a brick.”

			Laurel was being brutal, but what could Sloane say? What could any of them say. Their mother had a brick.

			“She told Nanette,” Laurel continued. “She asked Nanette to help her, if it came to it. Five years ago, apparently.”

			This was another wound. In the end, Sloane had not been her mother’s confidante. Nanette had been the one.

			Roberta, too. Roberta, having those conversations with her mother, fighting with her mother. Seeing her mother raw and vulnerable.

			Sloane should have been the one to pull her mother from the car.

			Laurel’s phone rang.

			“I need to take this,” Laurel said. “It could be about the kids.”

			Laurel left the house through the door in the sunroom. Sloane watched her walk in the backyard, in circles.

			I need to take this, it could be about the kids. Sloane had observed the magical properties of this sentence many times. In a way it was splendid. There could never be a war, with mothers, because someone’s phone might ring, and it could be about their kids, and everyone would have to wait to kill each other while the mother took the call.

			Sloane continued the fight, solo. She might not be married with children, but she had a deep community of friends, and they were her family. No, she hadn’t stayed up all night with a feverish child, but she’d stayed up all night with a friend going through a divorce. She was three people’s emergency contact. In her twenties, she was the friend you asked to go with you to your abortion. In her forties, she was the friend you asked to go with you to your cervical biopsy. Okay, that wasn’t the daily, detailed work of childcare, but Laurel had put those children in the world, she had signed up to do that work.

			And Sloane wasn’t obligated to stay married, for any reason! It was fantastic for Laurel that she’d found her life partner in fucking college, and they were solid and wonderful. Maybe Sloane had gotten married because she was bored with feckless, elusive, angry guys and overappreciated the appeal of someone who lived an unexamined life, and thought, I don’t need him to be interesting, not everything has to be a fucking uphill climb every second, and maybe she’d been more grateful for a break than “in love,” but she had tried her best to fulfill her own emotional needs, and Shawn hadn’t fought for her, he hadn’t even wanted to do therapy. “I did all that already once, Sloane,” and anyway he had his new wife now, he was totally fine. Sloane was the one who had to face her mother’s illness without a partner to back her up, she couldn’t walk away from conversations because kids.

			Sloane took out her phone. What she needed now was a friend, to replay the entire fight she’d just had with Laurel. Angelica always gave her a reality check.

			Angelica’s mom had dementia. She was in a nursing home in Atlanta, near Angelica’s brother and sister and their families. Angelica normally visited twice a year and always said it was incredibly sad and then told some hilarious story, like how her mother had briefly ended up with a white roommate and every time the white lady’s son visited, her mom would sit up and yell, “Oh hell no.”

			This was what happened, for a lot of families. The lucky families who still talked to each other and who had access to resources. Your parents got ill and the children who lived closest, or the children with the most money, managed the labor or arranging. The other ones tried to visit as much as they could.

			What if she just did it. Took over her mother’s care. Moved into Nanette’s old bedroom. Mom had Medicare and a pension. She’d been careful with her money and there was enough to—for a little while—hire occasional home health aides for when Sloane needed a break. Sloane could work remotely, maybe even find an office space in Indianapolis to see clients. There was a good theater company there, too. Maybe she’d find herself back onstage. She could create a community here. Her friends would rally, would visit, would offer help. The whole experience might be the richest of her life.

			Sloane and her friends talked about forming collectives, for their old age. She and Angelica made jokes about going into the home together, wearing funny hats. Sloane didn’t think it was necessary to envision it too closely. Sometimes she pictured herself, walking with a stick, in some windy, grassy place like Ireland. Coming back to a stone cottage and sitting in a chair. There were herbs and possibly some dogs. This was a fairy tale, of course. She’d never be able to afford a house in Ireland.

			Away! Sloane’s mind flew away from the thought—old age, losing it, her mind going, no one to care for her. Away!

			Her mother had not flown away from the end. She’d faced it.

			Almost.

			Sloane deleted the text she’d started to Angelica. She needed to think.

			Her mother should not feel her life had no value just because she wasn’t at the same cognitive level as before. And what about all the things caring for her would teach them? The opportunity to give love and care was a gift.

			Her mother didn’t want her to have that gift.

			Sloane stood still and tried to tune in to her body, which was still shedding cells and tissue from her vagina at an alarming rate. Her uterus had been saving up for six months, apparently. (Or not! Why listen to women and conduct robust research when you can control their choices and market to their fears.)

			Her mother had wanted control. Her mother had wanted choice.

			They had to choose for her now, and they would all have to live with that choice.

			“I want to be with Mom for a while.” That’s what she would say to Laurel and Nanette. She would manifest this want. She would grow.

		

	
		
			V

			 

			“Oh shit, we’re underdressed,” said Sloane. “Except for you, Nanette.”

			

			—

			Nanette had not worn her habit to Daniel’s bar. She’d brought two changes of clothes with her to Indiana: yoga pants and a long-sleeve T-shirt, and the shirtwaist dress she had on now.

			The dress was camouflage.

			Nanette had spent a full hour today looking at her phone. At Our Lady, phones were silenced and rarely visible, except for the one belonging to Sister Phoebe Catherine, who needed to conduct a lot of business on the convent’s behalf. There was no making or receiving calls except in the first-floor office, at designated times. But if you wanted to wear headphones and look at TikTok while you were on the toilet, or in your cell by yourself, that was between you and God (and possibly China). Nanette did not do this.

			She’d gotten a lot of texts since the video. She’d been recognized by her friends from the outside world. Her old roommate Jeremy, her friends Maggie and Chalondra from All Souls, Father Wilcox. Not everyone mentioned the video, but Nanette hadn’t heard from Thomas in four years and his “Hi! I was just thinking about you. Hope you’re doing well, maybe catch up soon when you can?” was surely not a coincidence.

			She was in the search engine. You could google “nun gun protest” and it would be her. People had written essays. There were criticisms.

			Although gun-reform activists have leapt to claim the unidentified nun’s action for their own, its intention remains ambiguous. The action criticizes no one, makes no political demands, calls for no change. Who can protest this kind of non-protest? That may be its genius. But however much a nation might be in need of collective grieving, it is in greater need of collective action. Our children deserve better than our sorrow. We must not, and cannot, take violence lying down.

			Sister Phoebe Catherine had been sending lovely emails, every day. They were all praying hard for Nanette at Our Lady. They had asked God to be with Nanette and her sisters as they comforted and supported each other, and for Nanette’s mother as she moved through her next transition in life. They had prayed the prayer of Saint Francis, which was dear to their hearts at Our Lady. Where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness, light; where there is sadness, joy.

			Sister Patricia Maria had sent emails too. Our Lady now had two bookings for the retreat house, one by members of a Roman Catholic organization for commonsense gun laws. Seven more groups, not all connected with gun initiatives, had sent inquiries for availability this year. The guest cottages were now booked through November. NOVEMBER! Sister Patricia Maria had written.

			Our Lady had discerned that they would like to join the National Sorrow-in demonstration that was being planned. If Nanette wanted to be a speaker, the organization was eager. Nanette should not feel pressured. Sister Phoebe Catherine wanted to stress that.

			

			—

			A not-technical nun walks into a bar.

			There was no rule against a sister going to a bar, although they were expected to always behave with decorum, in accordance with their beliefs. Nuns, they knew, could seem comical in the wild, or in situations where you don’t expect a female religious to appear. During a recreation hour at Our Lady, they’d watched an episode of a funny British television show, because the program had invited a nun to drive a monster truck over a row of cars. (“Thank you, God,” the nun had whispered, when she’d done it safely.)

			“What’s this place again?” Barbara asked.

			“It’s called High Dive,” Sloane said. “It’s your neighbor Daniel’s bar. The Broden boy.”

			Sloane had been the one to propose the outing. “I need to stop by Daniel’s bar tonight. Anyone want to come?” Laurel had put on her shoes even though at that point it was two in the afternoon. Nanette had volunteered to stay home with their mother and then Sloane said, quickly, “Let’s all go. It’s an activity.”

			Did Sloane think Nanette would give her mother the pills while they were at Daniel’s bar?

			Nanette had seen herself doing this. She had stayed up half the night, watching a movie in her head where she’d done this.

			Today, Nanette had not helped her mother die; she had played backgammon with her.

			Her mother had been a good chess player. Nanette had been too, before she learned about the Shannon number. Her mother had explained, quite casually. The mathematician Claude Shannon had calculated that there were more possible chess games than estimated atoms in the observable universe. Barbara had replicated the math on a piece of paper. Nanette remembered her mother’s hand, moving quickly. Ten to the power of one hundred and twenty possible chess games. Knowing this made any move seem—infinite. She’d not been able to play after that.

			Backgammon kept her mother seated, at least. Otherwise she was restless. “Well,” she kept saying, and standing, or pressing her hands down on the table, or going to her bedroom door and opening it. (And, twice, to the garage door.)

			They all knew what she wanted now.

			Her mother had refused to pray with her. Her mother had not said, “Help me.” But that also wasn’t her mother.

			Her mother appeared in flashes. A flickering light, a radio station coming in and out of static. It was enough to make Nanette feel that elsewhere, a perfectly intact mother was waiting for Nanette to do what she promised.

			Daniel’s bar looked expensive. They were underdressed for the room, Nanette thought, but not the crowd. Lots of people were wearing jeans. She didn’t see Daniel, although she was terrible at recognizing people and hadn’t seen him in many years.

			Sloane stepped forward. Sloane was always stepping forward. Nanette remembered her sister as Antigone, stepping into a spotlight. Sloane’s physical confidence had overwhelmed Nanette. Sloane onstage, trembling and sobbing and sweating through her costume. Nanette and Barbara had looked at each other after, with identical expressions. Embarrassed, bewildered, impressed.

			“Hey, you came!”

			This man was Daniel. Nanette relaxed, watching him greet Sloane. He wasn’t so different from the Daniel who’d come over to shovel their driveway after snowstorms. Nanette had been sent out to offer money, which he always refused, and cookies in a ziplock bag, which he always accepted. “Perfectly capable of shoveling my own drive,” Barbara would say. “But it’s good for young people to have chores.”

			He’d always been nice to her, but now Nanette dreaded the moment they had to say hello. She reminded herself that social interactions were rarely as bad as she anticipated.

			They were opposite a large mirror, and she could see herself. So normal. A redheaded woman in a blue dress, in the world, as if the world were no big deal, as if she belonged here.

			In the past couple of weeks, Nanette had been in a gun range, a viral video, the pages of The New York Times, and now a bar. What was next, Nanette wondered, shaking Daniel’s hand. Jail?

			Possibly, jail.

			

			—

			Laurel was immediately irritated by the bar, although it looked like the kind of place she and Michael would choose for date night. Low-key trendy, a bit sexy, no televisions. Daniel had on a dark denim shirt and jeans. Her irritation transferred from the bar to him. She was jealous. Oh, to be a man with a bar and no sisters.

			Her mother had always liked Daniel. “The Broden boy looks you in the eye, I’ll say that for him.” She greeted him curtly now. It was clear she didn’t know who he was, but knew that she should. “Oh, hi,” Barbara said, nodding.

			Laurel’s own greeting was deliberately frosty. When she was younger, light hostility had always made men lean in, try harder. Sometime recently, this response had stopped.

			Sloane was still doing her full charisma thing.

			Nanette was pretending to be a full person.

			This evening was going to be a shitshow.

			

			—

			Laurel had tried to have a frank conversation with her mother this afternoon. She’d wanted to talk to Barbara by herself, partly because her mother seemed to focus better one on one, and partly because Laurel didn’t want her sisters to watch and interfere.

			Sloane had been in the den, on a Zoom call with a client. Nanette and Barbara were playing backgammon at the kitchen table. (Barbara didn’t seem to enjoy playing, but the game worked to hold her attention, even if she needed to be prompted for her moves and the rules.)

			“Mom, can I sit down with you for a minute and talk?”

			“We’ve got this game going.”

			“When you’re finished with the game.”

			“Are we finished?” Barbara frowned.

			Nanette rose. “We can come back to it.”

			Her sister didn’t go to her room, though. Nanette offered to make tea.

			So Laurel had to wait while Barbara anxiously oversaw the opening of a cupboard, wait more while Barbara joined Nanette so she could slowly read out the labels of every box, wait still more while Barbara literally watched the kettle boil.

			Nanette finally disappeared into her room with a mug. Barbara returned to the backgammon board.

			“Are we doing this?”

			“In a little while. I wanted to talk with you if that’s okay.”

			It was the voice Laurel used when she checked in with Vee about gender and mental health stuff. The voice Vee now occasionally used with her, although Vee had less control, could still slip into tears or outbursts.

			“That’s okay,” Barbara said.

			Her mother seemed uncomfortable in her chair.

			“Mom, we got a letter from Roberta that said—that explained—Mom, it’s been made clear to us that you had a plan if you were diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.”

			“You’re saying this because I might be dying.” Barbara’s face had a strange expression. Almost sly. Almost cunning.

			“You’re not dying, Mom.”

			“I know what’s happening,” Barbara said. “I used to be smart. My dad called me Penny, as in ‘bright as a new penny.’ ” Barbara scrubbed at her eyes, like a small child. Laurel fought the urge to stop her, to grab her mother’s fist.

			“We have to make decisions for you,” Laurel said.

			“You don’t,” Barbara said.

			Laurel had felt her own cruelty in trying to force the pieces of her mother’s mind together.

			“You can’t live alone, Mom. We need to take care of you.”

			“No thank you.”

			“You can’t live alone. It’s not safe.”

			“You don’t know what’s going to happen.”

			“What’s going to happen?”

			“I’m saying you don’t know.”

			“Mom, you can’t stay here alone.”

			“I am trying,” Barbara stood. “I am trying to get you all to leave, frankly. If you want to know the truth. I would prefer you all to go and leave me to it.”

			“Leave you to what, Mom?”

			They stared at one another. Say it, Laurel willed.

			Then, Sloane’s voice was heard from the den. Sloane saying, in her deep, rich therapist voice, “Yes. Whatever you’re noticing in your body.”

			Earlier, Barbara had moved to put her glass of water down on the counter and missed the counter, even though she’d been staring at the counter. She’d known to get a broom and sweep up. She’d known to tell everyone, “Don’t step there.” But she’d not known what to do with the pieces in the dustpan. She’d almost put the broken pieces in the sink before they’d stopped her.

			“Well, I guess if nothing is happening,” Barbara had said, her voice full of accusation, “then I guess I’ll go to bed.”

			“It’s not bedtime.”

			“You’re not calling the shots,” Barbara had said. “Obviously.”

			

			—

			In the bar, Laurel trailed behind her mother and her sisters. Daniel was showing them to a back garden, seating them around a wooden table. He hovered, answering Sloane’s questions, pointing out features of the menu. The cocktail program was “High” and the “Dive” referred to the range of beers. The food was mostly inventive takes on bar staples, except for Tater Tots, which Daniel said were an “unimprovable food.” The décor was all his partner. He was the food and drink guy.

			Their mother glanced at the cocktail menu and pointed to something. “I’ll have this one.” Laurel scanned the listing and saw her mother was ordering a tiki drink for two.

			There was also a black vodka and coconut cream cocktail called the Flying Nun.

			Daniel said he’d make their drinks himself. “Almost anything can be made nonalcoholic. You can also say what you generally like, and I’ll come up with something.”

			“I don’t care,” said Laurel. “It could not possibly matter less. Choose what you think I would order.”

			Daniel melted away.

			“Wow,” said Sloane. “That was rude. Or were you flirting?”

			“You’re the one who is flirting.”

			“Please, I could be his mother.”

			“He’s like Nanette’s age.”

			“Yeah, well technically I could be Nanette’s mother.”

			“I’m her mother,” said Barbara, and then to Sloane. “You don’t have kids.”

			“I don’t.”

			“Well, I have three,” Barbara said. “And here I still am. So put that in your pipe and smoke it.”

			Sloane began to point out features of the garden to their mother.

			“So, look,” Laurel said, interrupting. “I go back at the end of the week, Nanette goes back on Monday. Sloane, I don’t know your schedule, but here’s what I propose.”

			She was going to propose that Barbara come home with her. She would take care of Barbara until she found a nursing home or memory care place that wasn’t depressing. Michael was not going to leave her, because he was a good guy. He would be nicer to her mother than she was. She would do the work, and he would be nicer. He’d continue fucking Hairpin Lady, and Laurel would never know the truth, and she would have to live pretending that what was clearly happening, wasn’t happening.

			By God, she’d take Mom’s baggie of pills, though. She wasn’t going to let this happen to her.

			The table had been silent, for some time. Or perhaps not. Laurel was gripping the hairpin tightly, in her pocket.

			“What?” Barbara asked.

			“You’re going to come home with me,” Laurel said.

			“Yeah, right,” Barbara said. “No, thank you.”

			“Mom, why don’t you say more about what you want,” Sloane said. “Talk to us.”

			“Just forget about me,” Barbara said. “Just leave me.”

			“Okay,” said Sloane. “We hear you.” Sloane began talking about the garden again.

			Daniel returned, balancing drinks on a tray. Laurel remembered her instruction to him. What did he think someone like her would order? If he puts down a glass of mid-price Chardonnay in front of me, Laurel thought, I will take out his throat with a fork.

			

			—

			Daniel put an exquisitely garnished martini down in front of Laurel. Sloane was so relieved and impressed by his tact, she could have blown him. Also, he’d translated Barbara’s tiki-for-two drink into what looked like an Aperol spritz. She appreciated the backup; she was holding this operation together by a fucking thread.

			Nanette had ordered a seltzer with lime. She did not look substantially less nun-y without the habit. Sloane couldn’t say for sure Nanette was not listening to voices in her head. She seemed nervous, her fingers pleating and un-pleating, her posture ramrod straight, but her smile was almost calm.

			Nervous but determined not to be, because you were in God’s hands. If Sloane were ever to play a nun, that’s how she would play it.

			Some part of Sloane would always look at another person and think, That’s how to play it.

			Nanette’s dress was nice. She’d always had good taste in clothes.

			Sloane could see Daniel hesitating, assessing the situation, the silent table. They exchanged a glance.

			Sloane rose from her seat. “I’ll be right back,” she said to her mother. “Daniel is going to give me something.”

			“Well, get it,” said Barbara. She looked irritated. “Don’t make a big deal about it.”

			

			—

			There was a private dining room on the second floor of the bar, and two doors marked “Employees Only.”

			“My office,” Daniel said, pointing to one.

			“What a great place,” Sloane said, as they entered. “I forget Indianapolis has all this cool stuff.”

			“The winters are long and there’s no decent public transport,” Daniel said. “But, yeah. You don’t happen to want to buy a house, do you?”

			“You’re selling your parents’ place?”

			“I’m thinking of setting fire to it.” Daniel sighed. “Every closet and drawer is just packed with stuff and almost none of it feels right to throw away. I don’t mean emotionally. I mean it’s a bunch of functional, fair-to-moderate-condition, half-used, could-be-useful crap. I don’t need three half-used tubes of superglue. I don’t not need them. I was raised to think of starving children. I swear to God I’m never buying anything, again, ever.”

			Sloane thought of the sponge caddy underneath her mother’s sink.

			“Do you have anyone to help you?” she asked. “I know I’ve always been grateful when a friend who’s going through something difficult gives me a task or chore.” Daniel made a slight shrug, rebuffing the suggestion. The gesture was familiar to Sloane, from her male clients. She called it the no-it’s-not-that maneuver.

			Jokes, then. “Perhaps you would like to rent a sister?” Sloane held up her hands. “We come in a variety pack and we’re tripping over ourselves at Mom’s. If there’s a dish to wash everyone lunges for it.”

			Daniel laughed. “I was picking up a vibe from the table.”

			“It can be humbling,” Sloane said. “To have sisters.”

			“How so?”

			“Oh, you might get to a place where you think you understand motivations and intentions and have, I don’t know, basic listening skills and level-one kindness and maybe first-degree self-awareness,” Sloane explained. “And then your sister says something, and you go apeshit.”

			“Ah.”

			“It’s even more humbling when you’re a therapist. I’m like a Bad Takes training video right now.”

			“That sounds fun,” Daniel said. “I’d watch that.”

			“Thank you for not bringing my mother a flaming mai tai.”

			“Thanks for coming. I was hoping you would.”

			Sloane remembered the way Daniel had taken the frozen peas from her at the grocery store.

			“It’s nice to see Nanette,” Daniel said.

			“I couldn’t remember if you were in school together, I mean at the same—”

			“Oh, no,” Daniel said. “She was maybe five years behind?”

			He was forty then, maybe forty-one.

			“I’m forty,” said Daniel.

			She had an expressive face.

			Okay, she wanted to have sex with Daniel. Could she walk over to his desk, and put her hand on his dick? Sloane had once done that—pretended to do that—in a scene for a movie with Gene Hackman. Sloane had been playing a junior lawyer, trying to entrap the head of the firm.

			The scene ended up getting cut from the movie.

			If Daniel held up a hand and said, “Whoa, whoa,” or “I’m sorry if I sent the wrong signals,” he’d be entirely in his rights, but she would be so annoyed, and she liked him and didn’t want to stop liking him.

			She still had her period, and her entire family was downstairs. Sloane pressed her back against the door.

			“I’m sorry you have to make all these decisions about the house,” Sloane said. “That sounds hard. My mom isn’t dead, and my dad lives in France, but I’m also feeling oppressed by objects and sort of generally, psychically, cluttered.”

			“Houses are weird,” Daniel said.

			“I never wanted one. When I was a little girl, I took all the furniture out of Barbie Dreamhouse to make Barbie Dream Apartment. I wanted Barbie to have a cooler life. I’ve always thought that was a defining act, for me.”

			“Yeah, I was the same, sort of,” Daniel said. “I wanted all my GI Joes to live.”

			“GI Joes probably didn’t come with houses,” said Sloane.

			“They did not. That’s a good point. Neither did my Star Wars action figures. They did have a bar.”

			“Which you have now.”

			“I’m not sure it was a direct line,” Daniel said. “But yes. I did once have a house, in Australia. Also a marriage, and my own restaurant, and living parents. And now I’m—” He looked down at his body. “Whoever this guy is.”

			“I had some of those things too!” Sloane said. “Now I’m just a girl, standing in front of a boy, asking if he can give her psychedelic mushrooms to cheer up her seventy-five-year-old mother with Alzheimer’s.”

			“Speaking of.” Daniel opened a desk drawer and pulled out three small tins, each labeled with a dosage amount, from 0.1 to 0.3.

			“Jeff’s also doing a blend with niacin,” Daniel said. “Vitamin B-3. He said if you wanted to look at a study he read on psilocybin and niacin, he’d email you. I’ll get you a bag for these.”

			“I really appreciate this,” Sloane said. “What do I owe your Jeff?”

			“He’s more interested in sharing data. He wondered if you’d keep a journal and record whatever results you have. Not an official thing, he belongs to a sort of psychonaut collective that shares information.”

			“Oh sure. That sounds interesting. I mean, I assume we’ll get Mom into an official drug trial as well but right now—” Sloane lost her train of thought, watching Daniel’s hands bag up the mushrooms. He looked up.

			“I don’t think we’re doing so badly,” he said. Sloane wasn’t sure what he meant, but said yes. She felt tired, and old.

			When they left the office, Daniel placed his hand briefly on Sloane’s back.

			At the table, Laurel was putting down cash. Nanette and their mother were gone.

			“Apparently the drinks were on the house,” Laurel said. “I’m leaving a tip. Mom wanted to go, she’s agitated, she wants to go home. I canceled our dinner reservation. Nanette took Mom to the car.” Laurel drained her martini.

			Her beautiful sister. So smart and capable, destined to be over-relied on, perhaps chronically resented. With a family of her own, who had brought forth her tenderness. Sloane had seen the kids, seen Michael, reach for her, seen the way Laurel held them all. When once her sister had been a pure, solitary, self-willed object, poised on a balance beam. Running at top speed toward a vault.

			“I would like to stay with Mom for a while,” Sloane said. “I think that’s probably the best solution. She’s going to resist coming with you, right now. I’ll stay and work with her. We can reevaluate in a few months.”

			“A few months?”

			“Six months?”

			The sisters looked at each other for a moment, assessing.

			“What are you blowing up your life for now?” Laurel asked. She seemed genuinely curious.

			It was Sloane’s pattern, yes.

			Why had she ever blown up her life? Sloane couldn’t say why she’d stopped acting, why she’d gotten married, why she’d decided to become a therapist, why she’d gotten divorced, even why she’d just volunteered to stay with their mother five seconds ago.

			As an actor, Sloane’s greatest desire was to be exhausted of herself. To stand, dripping with sweat and tears, every muscle depleted, and to know herself emptied of every trick in her bag, every gun in her arsenal, until the core of her had at last been reached, and offered too.

			As an actor? As a person.

			It would maybe look like she was helping their mother, but Sloane would know the truth. Their mother didn’t want this help.

			Sloane had a bag of magic mushrooms. Their mother had a bag of pills and a brick.

			Sloane tried smiling. She held up the bag of mushrooms.

			“Oh you know me. I’ve always wanted to be a witch.”

		

	
		
			Barbara

			(The Past)

			“Girls, calm yourselves,” Barbara said.

			Sloane, fourteen, and Laurel, almost nine, quieted down. They were in a stage where they either ignored each other completely or egged each other on until they got hysterical. This was a five-hour car trip and Barbara would do everything she could to keep Bill from starting a headache, to which he was prone.

			“You can have the rest,” said Sloane, grandly, to her sister. She corrected herself. “You may have the rest, dear girl.”

			Oh brother, thought Barbara. The disputed remains of a box of raisins were handed over. Sloane was getting into character. At first Sloane had been disappointed to be given the role of Fairy Godmother over Wicked Stepmother for the upper school’s production of Cinderella, but Cathy Clark, who ran music and drama, explained that this had been done in the name of diplomacy. “Sloane as the Stepmother would run away with the whole show,” she’d told Barbara. “And it’s Sloane’s first year. We don’t want to seem like we’re playing favorites.”

			Bill had told Sloane the thing about how there were no small parts, only small actors, and Barbara told Sloane to consider how other girls would feel, the ones who were in the chorus or didn’t have any kind of name part, if they heard Sloane complaining.

			“I think the Fairy Godmother is really a witch,” Sloane said now.

			“She’s obviously not,” Laurel said. “She’s obviously a fairy.” Obviously was Laurel’s big word at the moment.

			“They had to call her that,” Sloane said. “Because it’s a fairy tale. But she can do magic and has special powers, like a witch.”

			“Fairies can do magic.”

			“Fairies aren’t real.”

			“Neither are witches,” Laurel said, changing course. “It’s all imagination.”

			Bill, in the passenger seat, was smiling. He loved these kinds of exchanges between the girls.

			“Actually, the story of Cinderella doesn’t start with the Perrault version,” he said. “It goes back to antiquity. We have it from the Greek historian Strabo. There’s a young girl, called Rhodopis, who is bathing by a river when an eagle snatches up one of her sandals and carries it off, eventually dropping it in the lap of the King, who is so amazed and so intrigued by the beautiful shape of the sandal that he sends his men out to find the woman who fits it.”

			The girls had nothing to say to this and Barbara felt bad for Bill, who loved sharing facts.

			“Did the King marry her?” she prompted.

			“He did.”

			“Well, there you go.” She directed her words to the back seat. “The Cinderella story goes all the way back to antiquity. So, it might be imagination but it’s old imagination.”

			She could feel Sloane rolling her eyes. Sloane’s getting into character didn’t extend to being nice to her mother. Sloane was still mad Barbara hadn’t let her get a double ear piercing. They’d had words this morning over Sloane’s sweatshirt. Barbara was fine with Sloane cutting the neck out, she just wanted to hem it after. Otherwise, the material would fray, and the sweatshirt would be ruined. These were not the actions of a tyrant.

			Barbara checked the rearview mirror. Laurel had opened one of her puzzle books. Sloane was making kindly and gracious Fairy Godmother faces at her reflection in the window. Barbara sent a silent prayer of gratitude to Cathy Clark for not giving Sloane the part of the Wicked Stepmother.

			Bill, who had been humming, now burst into a song from Cinderella. They had the Rodgers and Hammerstein record at home. Barbara and her roommate Carol had watched it on the television in the student lounge. Ginger Rogers was the Queen. She and Carol loved Ginger Rogers.

			Barbara took a sharp little breath. Carol.

			Her family didn’t notice.

			Barbara always thought about Carol this time of year, because this was when Carol had died. June seventh. Today.

			Barbara was maybe pregnant. She hadn’t told anyone. She was almost forty. Any second now, she’d get her period. Or there might be a miscarriage. She’d probably had one, in between Sloane and Laurel. You weren’t always certain about these matters. They’d felt so lucky to get Laurel.

			Bill had started singing.

			
				Do I love you because you’re beautiful?

				Or are you beautiful because I love you?

				Am I making believe I see in you a girl too lovely to be really true?

			

			Bill had a nice tenor voice. Not as lovely as Barbara’s own father, but it didn’t matter. Girls loved to hear their father sing.

			Sloane was now singing Cinderella’s response to the Prince.

			Am I making believe I see in you a man too perfect to really be true? she warbled. Sloane could sing in tune, but her range was not wide.

			“Nope!” Bill broke up the song. “I really am that perfect.”

			He continued, making up the words.

			
				Do you know that I’m the most perfect dad?

				Or am I the most perfect dad because you know me?

			

			The girls took it up. Were the cows they were passing the most wonderful, was the station wagon passing them the most hideous, etc. Laurel, like Barbara, had trouble holding a tune, but she kept up, making even Sloane laugh. Laurel was smart as a whip and a good little athlete too. Those coaches had snatched her right up over at the Y for gymnastics.

			They were so lucky, in their girls. Good girls. Healthy, smart, funny.

			Barbara would get through this weekend, and then she would go to the doctor. There were home pregnancy tests now, but she’d heard they weren’t reliable.

			She was three weeks late. What else could it be, it was too soon for the change. Though her friend Pauline was only one year older, and said her periods had started going kerflooey. Barbara had nearly mentioned it to Pauline the other day, but she hadn’t. Pauline wasn’t that kind of friend. Not like Carol.

			Barbara took herself in hand. She would focus on this weekend, stay positive. She would not fight with her mother this visit; she would be relaxed and kind. It helped that the girls were excited about the wedding. Usually, they liked going to Bill’s family much more than hers. Bill’s side was the one with the big houses, the cousins, the opportunities for water-skiing.

			The first Thanksgiving with Bill’s family, Barbara made a comment about how potatoes were the most versatile vegetable and Bill’s mother asked, sweetly, if Barbara had read that in Reader’s Digest. Bill’s father had said, “Susan,” and then, “Don’t.”

			At the time, Barbara had been mortified because she thought she’d been caught repeating an opinion that wasn’t her own. She had read that, about potatoes, in Reader’s Digest! It was another year or two before she’d realized Susan was shaming her for reading Reader’s Digest. Bill’s family took magazines like The New Yorker and Scientific American and Harper’s.

			The memory still stung, all these years later.

			Barbara knew she wasn’t an intellectual, but she also knew she was smart. When Sandra Day O’Connor had been appointed to the Supreme Court a few years ago, Barbara had thought, Well, I could have done that! In a million years she would not admit this to anyone. Carol would have understood, though. Barbara only meant that she was capable, not that she was special. There were about two hundred and thirty-eight million Americans, and about six million more women than men, so Sandra was a one in a one hundred and twenty-two million kind of gal.

			Barbara had exactly the life she wanted.

			In the passenger seat, Bill sighed and rubbed his temple.

			Bill wanted to be able to write more. Barbara knew she didn’t keep him from writing. Also, it wasn’t about Bill not having time. She didn’t know what it was about. Not her. If anything, she kept up his spark, motivated him, organized him. She let him have his moods, she reeled him in when she had to, but she let him have his moods. She was his Hardheaded Woman, which wasn’t Cinderella, but hey.

			Barbara reaffirmed her vow of being calm and kind this weekend. It would help that it was a celebration, and her mother had apparently stopped drinking.

			It was hard on Bill’s nerves to be with her family, no matter how she tried to arrange it so he could at least get his reading in. But this would be nice. Frances was, at last, getting married, and even though it was a simple ceremony—Howard was a dentist who’d lost his wife three years before to cancer—there would be a party.

			Frances said she’d gotten a cream-colored dress for herself. Barbara hadn’t worn a proper wedding dress, either, because she and Bill had eloped. Bill had thought it daring of her to suggest it, a sign she wasn’t conventional, didn’t need all the trappings and trimmings of a church wedding. Really, Barbara had just wanted to avoid all the social stuff with her family and Bill’s family, and because it was the bride’s family that was supposed to pay for everything, and there wasn’t Carol to be her maid of honor.

			Barbara had a store-bought outfit for herself, the first store-bought thing she’d gotten in ages, but a skirt suit would be perfect for a lot of school functions and the style was classic, she’d wear it forever. Yesterday she’d put on her favorite denim jumper and suddenly thought it was maybe a little young for her.

			She was young enough that she might be pregnant.

			She was almost forty, the time when you didn’t just wear a one-piece bathing suit, you started wearing one with a little skirt. Her mother had said something about Barbara’s suit, the last time they were all at the beach.

			Apparently her mother hadn’t touched a drop since her emergency appendectomy, six months ago. “The first time she asked for a drink, I put 7Up in a glass for her and she never said boo,” according to Frances.

			“Wait,” Laurel said from the back seat. “The King fell in love with Greek Cinderella because of her shoe?”

			“The shape of the shoe was so beautiful, he knew the woman who wore it must be beautiful too,” Bill said.

			Barbara heard scuffling in the back seat as the girls removed their shoes.

			“It’s just a story,” said Barbara. She had horrible fat feet and she’d gotten the Prince to marry her.

			Her ducks were in a row. She had a plan. Once the girls were off to college, she and Bill might downsize and become dorm parents. Jeremy Cohen would have retired by then, and Bill would be head of the department. They could begin taking trips again, like they had in the summers before the kids. Bill had brought her to Europe for their honeymoon. London, Paris, Florence. In Paris there’d been that funny bathtub, she and Bill, making love in the tub, then on the floor. Barbara, a girl from Lansing, Michigan, being made love to on the floor of a Paris hotel bathroom.

			But, the baby. The possible baby.

			The baby might not live. Or she might die, in childbirth, and the girls would have no mother. Barbara felt herself getting emotional, even angry. And that, too, made her think there might be a baby, because she’d always gotten real emotional when she was carrying.

			Today was Carol’s day. Carol, dead now for sixteen years. They’d met freshman year of college. Carol was the first person who had ever borrowed Barbara’s clothes. Every time Carol asked to wear Barbara’s plaid miniskirt, she’d felt herself glow with pride. It was something she’d made herself with a cute fabric she’d gotten on sale from Jo-Ann Fabrics. Most of Carol’s clothes were store-bought, some of them from Marshall Field’s in Chicago. Barbara had been tickled pink to think she’d made a skirt just as good as or better than something you’d get at Marshall Field’s.

			She’d never had a best friend. Oh, she’d been a popular girl in high school, even though she’d also been a smart girl. She’d always had a crowd to run around with, though no boyfriends until senior year, when Kyle Cash finally noticed her, and asked her to the winter formal.

			She’d been happier at school than at home, when the only nice time was when she made her father breakfast while Mother slept, and she and Daddy could talk. After her sister went to college, Barbara initially refused to take over Frances’s job of cleaning and airing and getting dinner started before Daddy came home so it looked like Mother was on top of things. And she’d had no desire to be her mother’s confidante, listening to complaints after Daddy escaped to the Elks Club or bowling league.

			But someone had to do chores, the only choices were to refuse to do anything and worry constantly, or to make things better and worry constantly. At least with the second option, the dishes were done.

			She’d worried about leaving Daddy alone with a terrible wife. Her relief about getting away was equal to her guilt.

			Before Kyle left for Purdue, she’d given him twelve stamped envelopes, addressed to her dormitory house in Iowa City, which would see him through until Thanksgiving break. He’d given her a heart for her charm bracelet, engraved with their initials.

			Carol had been assigned to her as a roommate. Carol was getting her bachelor’s degree in nursing. Carol had three brothers and was from a military family. The store-bought clothes from Marshall Field’s came from her aunt. “They don’t have children,” Carol explained at first. “So they spoil me.” Carol had a job too, at a nursing home. She didn’t have a boyfriend. Her family moved a lot, she said. They both liked things neat, and they both liked the color green, and the Shirelles. It seemed like enough in common to get through freshman year.

			Barbara wanted to be a home economics teacher. It was the class she’d loved most in high school. She was good at sewing, and following recipes, and planning, and making a budget, and knowing the best, most efficient, and cost-effective ways to manage. It gave her a feeling of calm to plan, to measure. She could do conversion charts in her head. Not just easy ones, like four cups to a quart. She could do gallons to liters and inches to centimeters and ounces to grams in her head, quite easily.

			“They keep saying I should be a math teacher,” Barbara complained to Carol, midway through the year. “Because nobody is good at math—no girls, I mean—and so nobody wants to teach it but boys, and the boys all want to teach high school math, so there’s no one to teach middle school or junior high. If I have to teach math, I’d rather teach trigonometry or calculus, but they’ve got boys for that, I guess.”

			Barbara was an excellent student, and she knew this made her father proud. His bright penny.

			Carol had always wanted to be a nurse; she’d grown up playing nurse to all her dolls and had been the one her brothers and his friends had gone to, if they needed patching up after a scuffle. She loved her psychology classes, and her psychology professor told her she was one of the best students he’d ever had; she would make a terrific psychiatric nurse, or maybe a school nurse, which required a lot of patience and gentleness. He did not tell her she would make a good psychiatrist.

			“I don’t know,” Carol said to Barbara. “Sometimes I don’t know if I’m a good enough person to be a nurse. Sometimes I’m really angry.”

			It was the start of their confidences.

			Carol told Barbara she’d been hefty, practically right until coming to college, and she’d been sent to a reducing camp, two summers in a row, paid for by her wealthy aunt. All the nice clothes, she confessed, were her “prize” for having slimmed down, and so even though the clothes were so nice, they also made Carol angry. Now that she was slim, people treated her differently.

			“It sounds strange, but I almost wish you had met me when I was at my heaviest,” she said to Barbara. “Because that’s how I feel inside, and I want you to like that girl too.”

			“My mother drinks,” Barbara told Carol. “She thinks she doesn’t have a problem because she only drinks at supper but really she only starts at supper and then keeps going. If my dad’s not there for her to pick fights with, she complains to me. Sometimes she comes into my bedroom, when I’m trying to sleep, and wakes me up so she can tell me about her horrible childhood, or all the—all the terrible things people have done or said to her.”

			Her mother told her she’d married too young, because she wanted to get away from her father. Her father had tried to put his tongue in her mouth and touch her breasts and put his hand under her skirt.

			Barbara doesn’t believe these stories, because they went to Sunday dinner with Grandpa and Gramma at least once a month, and Grandpa had never done anything remotely like that to Barbara or Frances and if her mother had been so terrified and hurt by what she said Grandpa had done, why did she still want to go for Sunday dinner? Why did she always dress up and do her hair and makeup so carefully on those occasions, which were also practically the only dinners where she’d put her hand over her wineglass and say, “Oh, one is more than enough for me.” Why did her mother always say, to Barbara, “Give Grandpa a kiss”?

			Carol said people who have been hurt often hurt others, but she said it in a way that made it clear she didn’t think Barbara was a bad person for not liking her own mother.

			At the end of their first year, Barbara gave Carol a set of self-addressed stamped envelopes, so Carol could write her letters over the summer. And it turned out Carol had done the exact same thing and had self-addressed stamped envelopes ready for her!

			Even boys didn’t come between them. Carol started dating Bob in their sophomore year, but she always made time for Barbara, who still had Kyle. Junior year, they shared a large corner room, because they were honors residents. They saw each other through heartbreak, when Bob turned out to be a two-timer, and Kyle stopped writing letters and returning phone calls and made her break up with him, because he was a coward.

			Barbara and Carol were a bit square for their times. They didn’t smoke dope or listen to Jefferson Airplane, but they both believed strongly in civil rights, especially Barbara, who was a great arguer and could remember all kinds of facts and figures to back up her points. “You could be a lawyer,” Carol said.

			Carol’s two brothers were both in Vietnam, and Carol worried about them all the time.

			“Someone has to do it,” Carol said. “And it’s easy to say you are a pacifist. But it’s like my dad says. ‘What if someone was coming to rape your sister? Would you be a pacifist then?’ ”

			They were lying on their beds, at night, for that conversation. And Barbara said, into the darkness, “I’m against the war but if someone tried to do anything like that to you, I would shoot them dead in the face.” And Carol didn’t laugh, which Barbara had been expecting. She said, “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.” Her voice had been hoarse.

			“You’re the best friend I’ve ever had too,” Barbara said. She put both hands over her heart as she said it, to seal the words into her own body. If you had a best friend, you didn’t have to worry so much about what might happen, because you’d never have to be alone.

			Barbara took Kyle’s heart charm off her charm bracelet and put in its place a little gold Tweety bird Carol had given her. (They both loved Tweety bird.)

			They decided they wouldn’t go right to work, after they graduated. They would take a year off and travel together. They would see the world. “Before we get married and have kids,” Carol said. “We should have one year for us.”

			A whole year, for them, for her. Almost frightening, the possibilities. She might disappear. Or become someone entirely new, who didn’t answer to anything or anyone but herself.

			They didn’t get to do that, though.

			

			—

			Three hours later, Barbara and her family pulled up her parents’ driveway. Everyone flowed out the front door. Dad had put the American flag out on its special bracket, which he did on the Fourth of July but also on special occasions. There was Frances, who’d had her hair frosted and permed and looked pretty terrific. There was Howard, who got nicer when you got to know him but always had something a little mean to say right at the start, a trait Barbara had learned to recognize in seventh-grade boy bullies at Plover. He’d have something now to say about the car, or their being thirty minutes later than Barbara had said to expect them, on account of their stopping for a “proper” lunch. (Despite the singing and the fun in the car, Bill hadn’t been in the right mood for Arby’s, to the tune of sixteen dollars more than Barbara had budgeted for meal expenditures on the trip.)

			There were her parents. Her dad in a flannel shirt and work pants. Her mom, with her hair freshly set. Her mom held on to the screen door as she came down the steps, moving awkwardly.

			“Glad you finally made it,” Howard said. “I didn’t want to imagine poor Bill having to change a tire.”

			(Barbara knew how to change a tire.)

			“Give your Gramma a hug,” she told the girls, while she made for her dad.

			“I think they might have taken your mother’s brains out when they took the appendix,” he said, when he hugged her. Her dad was getting shorter. Their heads were at the same level now. Barbara felt a wave of love and something else. The familiar sense of loss that came over her whenever she visited the house she’d basically fled from, as a teenager. The loss she felt when she thought about Carol.

			She might have become a different person! She could have become anything!

			Sixteen years ago, chatting from their separate beds in their room, after turning out the lights. They’d confessed how each of them hated their own names.

			“Carol,” said Carol. (In the husky voice of that last semester.) “It’s the uhl part. Care-uhllll. Nurse Care-uhhhhllll.”

			“I swear my mother named me Barbara out of revenge,” said Barbara. “She already knew she hated me. Barb.”

			“Let’s at least change our names for each other,” said Carol. “Secret names. Our real names. Or is yours Penny?” (Carol of course knew about her father’s nickname for her.)

			“I like having names just for us.” Barbara put her hands over her heart. “I always liked the name Charlotte. I think I’m supposed to be a Charlotte. But you call me Charlie.”

			“Yes!” Barbara heard an excited squeak of springs as Carol sat up in her bed. “Charlotte is the perfect name for you. Well, the second perfect because to me you really are a Charlie.”

			“Exactly.”

			“Everyone else thinks Charlotte is perfect,” Carol elaborated. “Because it’s feminine and you always have every hair in place, and you iron your sheets. But I know that you’re really a tough babe. You iron your sheets because you’re a tough babe.”

			“Heh heh,” said Barbara, pleased to the bone. “Some people have a hard shell and a soft inside but I’m the opposite.”

			“A soft outside. Inside: tough as nails.”

			“Like stone fruit.”

			They laughed.

			“Charlie Peaches,” said Barbara. “That’s my secret, real name. What’s yours? What’s the name that is really, truly, secretly yours, and only I know?”

			There was a long, happy pause, while Carol thought, and Barbara waited for her best friend to name herself.

			“I have it,” said Carol. “It’s Nanette.”

			

			—

			Nanette, thought Barbara, putting her hand on her belly, where she didn’t feel anything yet, and Bill was shaking her father’s hand, and the girls were returning to the car to get their little bags, and her sister was opening the door of her parents’ house, and her mother was bending forward to pick up a leaf from the driveway, and for a moment Barbara felt terribly lonely, just the loneliest person in the world, but this was her family, and this was her life, the exact life she wanted, and she was probably smack dab in the middle of it, but on the other hand maybe it was all about to change, and so there you go, Carol, Barbara hadn’t lost her chance to become a different person after all, the possibilities were endless, and this was a lonely and frightening thought but there was a certain power in it too, you could almost disappear, and when she heard the girls shouting, “Mom, Mom,” and Bill saying, “Barbara,” she didn’t answer all at once, and they had to call for her several times before she answered.

		

	
		
			VI

			 

			“They’re organizing a Sorrow-in for Thursday,” Vee said. “Anyone who wants to can walk out of class at eleven, and go to the parking lot. People are going to lie face down, like Nanty did, and offer sorrow for ten minutes.”

			“What do you think about that?” Laurel asked, carefully.

			“I think it should be more,” Vee said. “We were going to lie down and sorrow for a whole hour. Then everyone was like ‘That’s too much.’ I’m like ‘That’s the point.’ But I can see how an hour is ableist.”

			Laurel pictured Vee’s body, prostrate in the school parking lot. She thought about sunscreen. She thought about someone coming to shoot children who were lying down in a parking lot, to offer sorrow about how children were shot.

			“I guess there’s a lot of stuff online about Nanty,” Laurel said. This morning there’d been an alarming “What We Know About the Gun Nun” article on BuzzFeed, but in the end that was clickbait, and they only had Nanette’s religious name, her order, and a photo from Nanette’s old LinkedIn profile. Thankfully Nanette’s social media accounts were private. Some of the comments to the article were brutal. Could a woman do a public thing, ever, without someone saying she should be raped or killed?

			“Dad’s already talked to us about that,” said Vee. “Why is your voice weird?”

			“I was jogging. It’s hot today.”

			Laurel put a hand on the maple tree she’d taken shelter under to talk with Vee.

			“Wait, so when are you coming back exactly?”

			“Sunday night. Your dad has all the flight information.”

			“Can you text me the details? I don’t know if Dad has them.”

			“He has them. He’s picking me up.”

			“Oh. Yeah. Just. What time? In case he forgets. Sometimes he gets busy.”

			There was a voice your children used when they were lying, and one they used when they were pretending not to care.

			Laurel pressed her hand into the trunk of the maple tree. A sugar maple. The bark cut into her palm.

			Vee was watching Michael. Vee knew what Michael was doing. Vee wanted to make sure Laurel didn’t come home at the wrong time and catch him. Vee wanted to establish that Michael was busy, could “forget.” Vee was covering for their father, as Laurel had covered for her father.

			“Bus is here,” Vee said. Laurel ran through everyone’s schedule in her mind. Vee getting the bus home from school, Audrey staying an hour later. Michael doing pickup for Audrey.

			Tonight was Michael’s boxing class night.

			“Love you,” Vee said. Vee was kind, kinder than Laurel had been at their age. Vee was maybe trying to protect her.

			Laurel continued to her destination, the public library. She hadn’t told her sisters or her mother that this was where she was headed. They moved as a pack, in the house. There wasn’t enough to do. Sloane would have definitely said, “The library! What a great idea! Let’s all go!”

			The library was clean and carried the pleasing scent of a just-unplugged vacuum cleaner. There were two floors of gleaming shelves filled with lending materials and an area for kids and an area for teens and a media room and a display of local art and a listening booth and an art studio and a printing room and a row of computers where she could anonymously search for ways to legally kill her mother.

			She hadn’t wanted to do this on her laptop.

			She wanted information, was all.

			Sloane wasn’t the only one who understood Barbara.

			Laurel had heard people talk vaguely of “going to Oregon” if “things got bad.” In fact, she learned, there were ten American states with right-to-die laws, but they all had the same restrictions. You needed to be a resident of the state, be evaluated by at least two doctors, be mentally capable of making your own health care decisions, and, most importantly, have a terminal illness with a prognosis of six months or less to live. In short, you needed to be almost dead already. Dementia and Alzheimer’s were not terminal illnesses, and didn’t qualify you for a right to die.

			Physician-assisted suicide was legal in a few European countries. Switzerland, the Netherlands, Belgium. There was a clinic in Switzerland that would accept requests from anyone with a terminal illness, a hopeless illness, unbearable pain, or an unendurable disability, and this did include Alzheimer’s. (A hopeless illness? An unbearable one?) Barbara would need to submit a biographical sketch of her life and explain her reasons for wanting to die, provide medical reports of her case history, diagnosis, and treatment, have two in-person interviews with physicians connected to the clinic. She would need to demonstrate she had what they called discernment. To be of sound mind and psychological competence and aware of what she was doing. She would need to be able to say some version of “I have Alzheimer’s, and I am not depressed but I do not want to live with this disease as it progresses and I understand you will give me a drug that will result in my death and I would like to have that, please.”

			Laurel thought of her mother last night, on the sofa, watching Jeopardy! and Judy Woodruff. She looked like someone who was capable of discernment.

			She wasn’t. They had missed it, maybe by a matter of months.

			Laurel had the name of the doctor who had not disclosed her mother’s illness to her. She would like very much to confront this doctor. She would like to call him a coward to his face.

			Her mother would not have liked the idea of Switzerland because it cost about twelve thousand dollars, before travel expenses. Laurel could hear her mother asking, “Do they have a discount for seniors?” and then smiling very slightly.

			Laurel did a little more googling. She thought she was able to identify two of the pills from the envelope.

			Google became concerned about Laurel’s mental health. The name and number of a suicide prevention hotline appeared at the top of the screen.

			Laurel asked Google what the laws were about helping someone die in Indiana.

			It was a Class 5 felony. There might be a fine, or there might be jail time.

			If someone died in the home, and it wasn’t a hospice situation, the police would come and interview whomever was there.

			Laurel returned to the website for the organization in Switzerland. According to Roberta’s letter, her mother had stopped the Donepezil, but what if they got her back on it and she improved, even for a short time? What if Sloane’s mushroom plan removed the depression and anxiety? Her mother could sharpen. They could help coach her through the interviews. There might be a window for Switzerland.

			Her mother would do it herself, if she got a window.

			There was an application form for the Swiss clinic. She could fill one out for Barbara. Get the process started.

			Fuck it, she could fill one out for herself.

			There were genes for Alzheimer’s, or at least genes that, when present, indicated an increased risk. There were more obvious ones, for early-onset Alzheimer’s, but her mother was seventy-five. They said you had probably had it for years before you showed symptoms. Laurel was forty-five.

			Did she have less than thirty years left?

			Was that more years, or fewer years, than a habitable planet? Even odds.

			Laurel cleared the search history.

			

			—

			Michael called while she was walking home. Michael was waiting for Audrey to finish rehearsal. It was a novelty for Michael, to be in the pickup line. He usually did drop-offs.

			“Can you talk now?” Michael asked.

			She’d avoided speaking to him last night, citing the problems of the house, fatigue. She hadn’t wanted to explain the evening at the bar, because it was both funny and wretched, and she didn’t want to hear him say one-sentence supportive things.

			She rubbed her jaw and then pulled her hand away. Her chin was breaking out.

			“Yeah, I’m just walking back from the library. I’m by myself.”

			“How’s Barbara?”

			“Not great. Sloane is saying she’ll stay here now, for a couple of months. The idea is to try and get Mom in a better emotional place, or more receptive. Sloane wants to try micro-dosing magic mushrooms. On Mom, I mean.”

			Michael laughed. Michael said it wasn’t a terrible idea. She pictured his body, in his car, and felt a longing for it. This made her feel sad. What would she overlook, for comfort? What truth would she dodge, so she could have his body cover hers?

			“Any news there?” Laurel asked.

			“Actually,” Michael said. There was a pause. “Yes. But I don’t know if this is the best time.”

			Laurel stopped walking.

			“Okay, Vee asked me not to tell you, but I don’t feel okay about that. I mean, they said they’re going to tell you, but I feel like, when you know, you’re going to ask if I know, and then you’ll know that I did—”

			“For God’s sake,” said Laurel.

			“No, it’s not bad. Vee had sex.”

			Vee?

			“I caught them,” Michael said.

			“You caught them?”

			“Laurel,” Michael said. “It was the most embarrassing—it was—okay, so everyone went to bed last night. I couldn’t sleep because I was missing you. So I was awake and I heard Vee come out of their room and open the garage door.”

			There was a highly specific way Michael was sensitive. Laurel had loved it since they first met in college. It was this sensitivity that made him kind, and so his kindness was genuine, not a quid pro quo situation.

			“I was just going to let Vee do their thing, you know,” Michael said. “Maybe an art project? But then I started imagining what else it could be. Or maybe Vee wasn’t in the garage, maybe they were off with someone, and you know how your mind goes to all kinds of places.”

			Yes, she did.

			“So, I went out to the garage, just to check. And they were in the car. I mean, they, the two of them. Vee and another girl. Vee and a girl, I mean.”

			“In your car?” Laurel was trying to focus.

			“In your car actually.”

			Vee had picked her car as a safe space!

			“I felt terrible,” Michael said. “I turned on the garage light and—they were in the back seat. It was—like in the moment it was shocking, like I was actually scared. We all sort of panicked, I guess.”

			“What did you do?” This was good, this was all healthy and good. Vee had sex. Vee was okay, Vee was only conditionally touch averse. Laurel hadn’t ruined them.

			“I was like, ‘Ah, ah, ah, okay,’ and then I tried to pull it together and I said, ‘Sorry, sorry, just wanted to make sure everything was okay’ and tried to shut the door in a way that indicated, you know, respect. And that I hadn’t seen anything.”

			“Did you see—”

			“I’ve wiped my memory!” Michael half-shouted. “Thinking of your kid, it’s worse than thinking of your parents having sex. I saw nothing, I have no memories.”

			“Who’s the girl?” Laurel asked. “Do we know her? Or maybe it’s not—”

			“Vee and I had a talk this morning,” Michael said. “She’s a she. Her name is Halley, like the comet. She’s a senior, she’s going to Rutgers in the fall.”

			“Are they dating or is it a hooking-up situation?”

			“I gather there’s been a lot of ambiguity. Vee did use the word ‘girlfriend.’ The garage thing has apparently been going on for a few months. Please act surprised when they tell you.”

			“I talked to Vee like an hour ago. They said nothing.”

			“Maybe they were checking to see if I’d told you. I said to Vee, ‘You know your mom will be happy for you,’ and Vee said yes and then started to cry. I’m not really sure why. Is that a thing?”

			“Is what a thing?” Laurel was still processing. Vee, meeting in the garage for months. A girl. Haley.

			“I don’t know!” Michael cried. “It’s their first time having a sexual relationship. Aren’t you supposed to make sure they’re okay, and it’s safe and consensual and everything? If it had been a boy I definitely would have asked.”

			“Right.”

			Her own first time had been rushed and awkward and, in the end, forgettable.

			And the second time had been—

			“They seemed okay,” Michael said. “The crying didn’t last, and then we both made some jokes.”

			Vee was going to be okay. Vee could use their voice.

			“I’m still worried I biffed it,” Michael said. “I wasn’t prepared.”

			Laurel had gotten pregnant the summer she was twenty-seven. Michael had passed the bar and been invited to join an excellent law firm. Laurel had just finished grad school. They’d not taken a real honeymoon, three years before, just a few days at a friend’s cabin in the Outer Banks, but now their schedules aligned and they could manage a week off. The Bahamas!

			A lost suitcase, containing her clothes and shoes and bathing suit and sun hat. And her diaphragm.

			How angry she’d been, not with the airline, but with herself, for not putting the thing in her carry-on. Some whisper of shame? What if her bag were opened in the security line for some reason, the little pink plastic case pulled out and examined?

			Michael said not to worry, Michael said, “Good excuse to be naked as much as possible,” Michael said he would pull out, which he mostly had, but hadn’t she gripped him and held him to her, once or twice or more like four or five times.

			Barbara was the first person Laurel told. Before Michael! She’d peed on the stick in the bathroom at work and then called her mother from the employee parking lot.

			She wanted kids, they both wanted kids, Laurel even knew herself “ready” in some essential way, for kids, but they’d planned—she’d planned—to wait a few more years at least. The week before, Laurel had been offered a job as a legislative assistant to a (female!) state representative.

			She hadn’t needed to explain her ambivalence, or defend it. Barbara had gotten it right away. “Oh sweetheart,” she said. “That’s a doozy, I know.

			“You get to choose this,” Barbara said. “We deserve that, as women. So whatever you choose, I stand behind you one hundred percent.”

			“Hold, please,” Michael was saying, in his ordinary, funny Michael voice. “I’m moving the car. That weird Renny kid almost hit me with his bike. Now his mom is looking at me.”

			“That’s the nanny.”

			“She’s wearing a suit.”

			Paula was divorced and had a big finance job in New York. She had long hair, always very done, maybe extensions. Possible hairpin user.

			But that was a story Laurel had made up. She felt a wave of grief roll over her. She was going to have to stay.

			“Are you okay?” Michael said. “I mean, other than everything that’s going on with your mom.”

			“I’m okay.”

			“Laurel.” There was a pause. She tried picturing her husband sitting in his car and failed. She panicked. She couldn’t see Michael’s body. He was already gone. No, that was her.

			“I’m not sleeping well,” she said. “This is sad. I’ve been uptight over a bunch of things. This isn’t my best moment. Can I get sort of a pass here?”

			“You can.”

			“Thanks for telling me about Vee,” she said. “It sounds like you did great. I mean, you handled it all well. Perfectly.”

			“The whole time,” Michael said, “I was like ‘What would Laurel do?’ ”

		

	
		
			VII

			 

			
			Nanette could hear Sloane, in the little hallway outside her room. Sloane was hovering. Nanette cleared her throat and opened the door.

			Sloane had a laundry basket.

			“Sorry,” Sloane said. “I thought I’d collect towels and any dirty clothes? I wasn’t sure if you—” She gestured to Nanette’s habit, which Nanette had put on again this morning.

			“I do wear underwear,” Nanette said.

			“Right, right. Ha. It’s not a kilt situation?”

			Nanette’s underwear was in a net bag. Her underwear was labeled. They all did this, at the convent. Sloane loved details, was a big storyteller. She might miss something like Barbara wishing they would all leave so she could kill herself, but Nanette was sure Sloane would notice the name tags. Sloane would describe it to all her friends, and be funny. “So I’m standing there, with a bag of holy panties, and they’re labeled.”

			“Were you afraid of being recognized last night?” Sloane asked. “Is that why you wore the dress? Can nuns go to bars?”

			“We can,” Nanette said. “But we have a limited allowance, so we tend not to eat or drink out much. And only on our days off, when most of us wear regular clothes.”

			“Got it,” Sloane said. “It seems easier, to have a uniform. But you were always particular about clothes. And you and Mom loved Project Runway. You’re the only one of us who learned how to sew.”

			“Laurel can sew.”

			“I meant like Mom.”

			Nanette had been particular about clothes because certain fabrics or garments—corduroy, jeans—were disturbing. She hated the feel of tags and when drawstrings got twisted. Her mother had always treated these as perfectly reasonable preferences.

			“I liked making things,” Nanette said. “I still do.” She touched a fold of her habit. “I’m comfortable like this.”

			“How was it for you, seeing Daniel?”

			“He was always nice.” Nanette could hear, in her voice, an echo of their mother’s way of handling Sloane.

			Sloane was looking at the stack of books next to the bed. Nanette’s Book of Common Prayer, the Bible, Teresa of Ávila’s The Interior Castle.

			“Do you miss being there? Must feel safe. Easy. Not like here.”

			Sloane made a circle with her hand, indicating either their mother’s house, or the world.

			Nanette thought of the convent. The light, the sounds, the textures, the leaded windows and the wooden floors and the white walls, the known bodies and movements of her sisters. Sister Amelia John, choosing a banana from the bowl in the refectory and sitting down at the place left open to her, closest to the radiator.

			Nanette missed being there, intensely. But, safe? Easy?

			Spending hours in prayer and contemplation was much more difficult than doing graphic design. Living in community with other women was harder than living alone.

			“Convent life makes sense to me,” Nanette explained.

			“Makes sense,” Sloane echoed, but without the conviction.

			“How can you believe any of that?” Thomas had said, meaning Christianity. They had broken up shortly after she started going to church. Thomas had many opinions, and facts, but mostly he had himself. Thomas was his organizing principle. It got to be that every time he spoke, Nanette pictured an infinite series of Thomases.

			God had been waiting for her in the silence.

			Sloane sat on Nanette’s bed.

			“You get good health insurance?”

			“We do,” Nanette said. “Dental, too.”

			“Is it okay if I ask questions?” Sloane asked. “I’m curious. Nun life and all.”

			Nanette hoped Sloane would not ask about masturbation. It would be a very Sloane question to ask.

			“What happens with nuns, if they get dementia or Alzheimer’s?”

			“If they need more care than the convent can provide, there are memory care places for religious women,” Nanette said. “Faith-based nursing homes.”

			There were two members of Our Lady in such a place now. Sister Estelle Maria could still say the Angelus and most of the Nicene Creed, when they prayed together. She was very sweet, affectionate. They always brought Brother Floyd, in his cat carrier, when they visited, so he could sit on Sister Estelle Maria’s lap.

			Sister Susannah Inez was having a harder time. She seemed to be in either pain or distress, and sometimes tried to stop them from praying. “No, no, no.”

			They had talked about euthanasia and suicide, at Our Lady. They were supposed to discuss spiritually uplifting things with each other, but they also debated issues. It was part of discernment.

			The Episcopalian Diocese of Newark had voted that suicide, and assisting someone with suicide, could be morally acceptable for the terminally ill. There were conditions. When pain was persistent and all the means of lessening the pain had been exhausted, when the choice was truly informed and voluntary, “free from external coercion.” But that broke with the national church, which stressed the intrinsic value of life in all stages. Life was a gift, but it was also a mystery, it was not for them to set the rules and conditions for it. There was concern, too, of the spiritual burdens that would be placed on anyone assisting with suicide.

			How do you live with yourself, after you have helped someone die?

			Nanette could not tell how hard this would be.

			“I’ve told Laurel that I’m going to stay,” Sloane said. “Try to get Mom to a place where she’s less anxious, buy us a little time to find the right next step. It’s the best we can come up with, unless you have a better idea.”

			Should Nanette volunteer to stay?

			Sloane and Laurel might think so, might believe that since she was “giving up everything” anyway, she should do it here. Nanette could live a religious life in her old bedroom. She knew other sisters had taken absences from the convent to care for seriously ill family members. Weeks, though. Maybe a few months.

			If Nanette stayed here with her mother, she would not have to be the nun who laid down at a gun range. She would not have to make speeches, take stands, speak as if she understood a single other human being in the world.

			“We haven’t really discussed the idea of asking Roberta to come back,” Sloane said. “Maybe there was a point when Mom wanted her to leave, but I’m not sure she’s still there. Emotionally, I mean.”

			Nanette wasn’t listening. She was thinking of Saint Teresa, who said a transition would come, in your religious life, from a state of being where you did things for God, to a state of being where God began to do things in you.

			Nanette was being called to act.

			“I didn’t really know Mom as someone with close women friends,” Sloane continued, stretching herself out on the bed. “Growing up, she and Dad had couple friends, you know. People would come over in couples. There was the whole Plover School community, and she knew everyone, but I can’t remember her having a group of girlfriends. There was a woman she used to take walks with, I think her name was Pauline. She was tough, she had this big laugh, real attitude. I always wanted to walk with them, because they walked to the McDonald’s to get a coffee.” Sloane laughed. “Mom never let me come. I was just weirdly fascinated by that. I knew they were talking, and I wanted to know about what. I couldn’t imagine what she was talking about.”

			Nanette was drawn in by Sloane’s description. Sloane was a good storyteller. She could say something like “She was tough, she had this big laugh,” and you immediately got an image of someone, just from that.

			“Do you think Mom and Roberta were ever lovers?” Sloane asked.

			Nanette didn’t think so, but also thought the question unimportant.

			“I think it was the way Roberta grabbed her hand,” Nanette said. “When Mom visited her at the hospital.”

			“You’re right,” said Sloane, after a moment. “Roberta let Mom be a good friend. I think that made her happy.”

			Nanette sat on the bed. It was nice to think they both saw, for the moment anyway, the same mother.

			“It’s such a huge part of my life, my women friends,” Sloane went on. “I can’t imagine not having that kind of community. Well. I don’t have to tell you about communities of women.”

			Nanette was still feeling warmed by the shared idea of their mother. Possibly Sloane understood that the convent was not “giving everything up.”

			“I think Mom avoided intimacy for a long time,” Sloane continued. “She didn’t want to be seen.”

			This was wrong.

			“She wanted to be seen,” Nanette said. “She didn’t want to be discussed.”

			Discussed was the wrong word.

			“I think—” Nanette tried again. “Maybe for you, to talk about things makes them more. And for Mom, talking about things made them less.”

			Sloane sat up.

			“Huh,” she said. “Is that Mom or you?”

			Nanette felt her face turning pink.

			“Like, you didn’t tell us, about Mom and the pills.”

			“I didn’t know about the pills.”

			“You can be expressive when you want to be.” Sloane stood. “And hey, I think it’s wonderful, the whole offer sorrow deal. It’s powerful. The lying down, the prostration. It doesn’t have to be religious, even, it’s somatic. But this situation with Mom, we have to communicate, Nanette. We have to use our words and contribute. You know, even if it’s ‘I have nothing to contribute, I’m going back to the convent on Monday, and you can figure it out yourselves.’ ”

			Something had gone wrong. Sloane was angry.

			“I’m inviting you into the space,” Sloane said.

			Nanette pictured the shiny, empty pot her mother’s thoughts had emptied into. She felt the rubber matting of the floor of the gun range, pressed against her forehead.

			Offer sorrow. Of her sorrow. Off her sorrow.

			Whose sorrow? Her mother’s? God’s? Her own?

			Sloane was at the dresser now, where her mother’s pills lay, waiting.

			“Would you have done it?” Sloane asked. “If we weren’t here?”

			“You could,” Nanette suggested, “leave.”

		

	
		
			VIII

			 

			“We just have some things to do in the garage,” Sloane said to Barbara.

			“What do you have to do out there?” Barbara half-rose from the sofa where Laurel had settled her with a basket of clean placemats and napkins to fold.

			“We have to, to take some measurements,” Laurel said. “For the house assessment.”

			Barbara nodded and sat.

			“I can be by myself for ten minutes,” she said. “You don’t have to make things up.”

			

			—

			The garage was organized in the same way it had been throughout Nanette’s childhood, with only minor alterations. Basic tools for home maintenance hung from hooks or were arranged in tidy rows on shelves. A large broom, a snow shovel, clippers, coiled hose, coiled rope, fertilizer, antifreeze, a propane torch, paint cans, a toolbox. A large plastic bin labeled “EXTRA PILLOWS” and one labeled “CHRISTMAS.” Once, there had been a lawnmower, but Barbara paid a service for that now. Several bins in one corner were labeled “NANETTE.” Those contained some of her clothes and personal items.

			Sister Phoebe Catherine recommended not giving away or selling all your possessions until you took living vows. The process of becoming a full sister took about eight years. “A lot of things can happen along the way.”

			The garage was hot but clean and smelled blamelessly of metal and plastic. Her mother was so good about storing things properly.

			Nanette prepared herself for confrontation.

			How many more times would God reach out to Nanette, try to show her what needed to be done?

			There were stories in the Bible of people who hesitated to obey the word of God, and those who did not hesitate.

			Did she hope God would come to her and move her hands, at the final hour?

			Christ has no body now but yours,

			No hands, no feet on earth, but yours.

			There was nowhere to sit, so they stood in a kind of circle.

			

			—

			Laurel scanned the shelves of her mother’s garage. There was a caulk gun. She did not see the brick. It was possible Roberta had taken the brick. Laurel’s phone pinged, and she moved to silence it.

			Michael had sent a picture of Vee, wearing Michael’s gym hoodie. The one Laurel had found the hairpin in.

			Vee was making a funny face, and holding their hands up.

			“Finally found the hoodie thief!” Michael had written.

			Laurel saw it, quickly. How it all could have happened. Halley, like the comet. A girl with perhaps long hair, hairpin hair. Vee, throwing on her father’s hoodie to meet the girl in the garage. Loose hair, a pocket.

			Michael had not ended her world. Nothing had ended. Not her marriage, not her mother. Not herself. Not even America was over yet, nor the planet. They would all have to keep going on, in this almost-over world.

			

			—

			Sloane, who had called this meeting in the garage, was boiling.

			How dare Nanette?

			Sloane had overlooked all of it, had been kind and compassionate, hadn’t frozen her out, like Laurel. She’d been friendly. She’d collected her labeled panties without saying anything.

			How dare Nanette show up to their mother’s house like some stunned, spectral thing. Disappear with Mom and whisk her away for a private talk and return with “There’s a gun.” Hoard their mother’s secret plan for five years. Hint that Sloane and Laurel should leave while she did some sort of Angel of Death routine.

			Sloane had been vulnerable and allowed that she might have been “too much” for their mother. And Nanette had basically said, “Yeah, you were too much.”

			Nanette’s wan face in between wings of hair. The habit, the whole deal. This whole haunted doll act she was pulling.

			

			—

			Sloane held out the envelope of pills.

			“Just to be clear, Nanette. You think Laurel and I should leave, and you should give Mom these.”

			Laurel was excited. Sloane was going to break. This meant Laurel could break. Something would finally be over. She looked to Nanette, who bit her lip and gazed at her feet and put a hand to her temple.

			“Oh, do you have a headache.” Sloane’s tone was flat. “I’m sorry. I understand talking isn’t your deal, and you and Mom had this understanding.”

			Laurel was annoyed Sloane was making it personal. This would waste time.

			“Oh, who cares about that,” Laurel said. “It’s not important that you’re jealous of her relationship with Mom.”

			Two scarlet spots appeared on Sloane’s face. Even Sloane’s embarrassment was theatrical.

			“You’re pissed it wasn’t you who Mom confided in.” Laurel waved her hand. “Get over it.”

			“Right, right,” Sloane said. “Yep. Selfish monster Sloane. Who was here first, who has said she would stay, who has said she would blow up her life and take care of our mother. Which I will do, which I am happy to do.”

			“No,” Nanette said. “You know that’s wrong.”

			Nanette was angry. Why were Sloane and Laurel, always so quick, being so slow?

			“Mom was wrong,” Sloane said. “She was wrong to assume her life would become pointless if she got Alzheimer’s. Or that she would be a burden to us.”

			It wasn’t that Nanette disagreed. It was wrong to hurt yourself, because everything about you was God’s wish.

			But God had made her mother as she was, and the person she was wanted to die.

			“And more silence from Nanette,” Sloane said. “Of course.”

			“Let’s talk about the obvious thing,” Laurel said.

			“There’s no obvious thing,” Sloane corrected.

			“You’re holding the obvious thing.” Laurel pointed to the envelope of pills. “Nanette gave them to you.”

			“I didn’t give them to her,” Nanette said. “She took them.”

			“They’re not yours,” Sloane said.

			Nanette had done this wrong. Nanette should have been strong enough. When Abraham was going to kill his son, he dismissed his servants so they wouldn’t stop him.

			No. Nanette’s mind was playing tricks. That was the kind of thought for people who believed God was sentences in a book.

			“How do you imagine this goes?” Sloane shook the envelope. “You would have to talk her through the entire thing. And what if she takes them and twenty minutes later you hear her throwing up? What if she starts choking and saying help or screaming in pain or something? What are you doing while all that happens?”

			Nanette had not imagined anything like what Sloane had described. Now she could see it. Would God tell her to lie down and offer sorrow while her mother choked to death? This was not of God, this thinking. This was not God.

			“I don’t think that would happen,” Laurel said. “To be fair, I think Roberta knew what she was doing.”

			Laurel wasn’t mad at Roberta anymore. It took a certain amount of courage for a woman to drive away.

			“She could just end up in a coma,” Sloane said. “She could end up with liver damage.”

			“There are ones for nausea and ones to put her to sleep and ones that will stop her heart,” Laurel explained. “Mom wrote down the order to take them. She made a list.”

			“What are we talking about here, dark web stuff?” Sloane made a sweeping gesture. The pills shook in their bag. “This is what you were doing at the library?”

			“I don’t know where she got them,” Laurel said. “That’s the point of the envelope. She was protecting her sources.”

			“So you agree with Nanette’s plan?”

			Laurel wished Sloane would stop waving the envelope around like it was a prop in her big scene.

			“It’s not my plan,” Nanette said.

			“None of us can do it,” Laurel said. “It’s illegal. We could go to jail.”

			“We can’t do it because it’s illegal?” Sloane had never been so theatrical, she was giving a performance for the back row.

			“There’s a place in Switzerland,” Laurel said. “Physician-assisted suicide. But she needs to be able to talk about her condition clearly. What they call ‘discernment.’ She needs to be able to answer questions.” Laurel did not look at Nanette. “But realistically, I think it’s too late. That’s the help she could have used. Someone saying, ‘Now is the time.’ ”

			Sloane saw that Nanette had gone still inside her habit, like the habit was a house and Nanette retreated to some inner sanctum inside it. This did not make her look vulnerable. A woman with a house just for her was enviable.

			“Look, we don’t even know,” Sloane said, “what the experience of Alzheimer’s is. We know what it looks like from the outside, but it could be different inside. And it’s not one thing, there are changes and stages. Right now she’s struggling, clearly. There’s dissonance. But the next stage could be happy or joyful.”

			“You just said we can’t know what her experience is,” Laurel pointed out.

			“We have a lot to learn from her,” Sloane rolled on.

			“You’re trying to make this magical.”

			“I’m not trying to make anything magical.” Sloane’s voice was rising.

			“It’s fine if you want to do that,” Laurel said. “Fire away. You can knock yourself out stuffing meaning into an absolutely pointless situation like someone having to spend the last years of their life with their brain rotting inside their own head.”

			“Nice,” Sloane snapped. “Frame it in the ugliest possible way. Then act like you’re the only one who is dealing with it.”

			“Please explain to us all again”—Laurel matched Sloane’s extravagant arm gestures—“how Alzheimer’s is all about having a great attitude. Or how Alzheimer’s is going to be such a wonderful opportunity for you to finally become a caring person.”

			“You think I want to get into a contest with you about who cares better or more? Because I absolutely know that will happen and that you’ll win, because you’re the one who’s going to keep score. And don’t make me sound like an idiot just because I look for what can be powerful or transformational.”

			“You’re not a witch.”

			Sloane was a fool, Laurel thought. No, Sloane was a fraud.

			“There is nothing powerful here.” Laurel drew a line in the air, where there was no magic. “There will be no miracles. You stay, she comes with me, we take care of her at home, we put her in a nursing home. It goes on and on, for years. She gets worse, until she gets really worse, we keep her alive so she can die slowly. Yay us.”

			“Well, why don’t you do it then?” Sloane shouted.

			“I wish I could! But I have to think about my kids.”

			“Oh, so it’s just that you want us to feel bad about not killing her?”

			“I want us to not pretend—”

			“I’m not pretending—”

			“Your whole life is pretend!” Laurel shouted. “Both of you.”

			“Laurel,” said Nanette.

			“No,” Laurel shouted. “You had your chance to speak.”

			The garage door opened.

			“You’re shouting,” Barbara said.

			“We—we were talking loud,” Sloane said.

			Barbara looked angry.

			“Am I supposed to go to bed now?”

			The sisters were still.

			“No, we haven’t had dinner yet,” Sloane said, at last. “Are you hungry, Mom?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” Barbara said. “What are you all doing?”

			“We’re just planning dinner,” Sloane said. “We got excited. We’ll be right in.”

			Barbara didn’t slam the door, but she shut it with force enough that the shovels and rakes rattled against the garage wall.

			“She knows,” Nanette said.

			“Yeah, we know,” Sloane snapped. “We don’t need you to interpret.”

			“I mean, she feels it.”

			“Fuck, Nanette, we know.”

			It was like the ultimate catastrophe, Laurel thought. Everyone knew what was happening to the world and they didn’t do what needed to be done. They refused to face what was coming, what was here. Or thought they could escape. It was just like—everything. The terrible thing was coming, and you didn’t fight, and you didn’t run, you froze. And got shoved backward into this room, which was life, and were fucked.

			“We’re all frauds,” Laurel said. “We’re all trying to make ourselves feel better and we’re all frauds.”

			“Mom isn’t a fraud,” Nanette said.

			“She blew it,” Laurel said. “Like we all blow it. Like we’re going to blow it now, by trying to keep her alive and telling ourselves she might feel something somewhere, or because God has an ultimate plan, or the Universe is somehow involved, or because we think caring for her might make us better people. Fairy tales and lies.”

			Sloane didn’t think they should keep fighting. She wasn’t sure they were sisters enough to fight.

			She was also tired of her own argument. But it was the argument she had to make, because if there was even a single percentage of her that didn’t want to take care of her mother, then she couldn’t help her die. And there was a percentage.

			But that was about her.

			It wasn’t about what was best, for their mother or for them. It was about their mother being able to make a choice.

			All their lives, women had to fight for rights over their own bodies. Even here, at the end, a woman could not take her own life into her hands and say, “Enough.”

			Even now, women had to form a secret coven, in a garage in Indiana, to help another woman exercise her choice.

			“Mom wasn’t an idiot,” Laurel said. “She had a plan. And maybe she didn’t do it because she started lying to herself. Like everyone else does. She pretended somehow it wasn’t happening, or it wasn’t going to be that bad. She told herself, ‘Oh, just put me on an ice floe—’ ”

			“She never said that.” Nanette’s voice was low. “She would never say that.”

			“Yeah and soon no one will be able to say that. Because the ice floes will all have melted.”

			“She didn’t start lying to herself,” Sloane said. “It’s the disease. It can take away your belief in yourself, your will. It’s not her fault her will went first.”

			“She should have known that would happen,” Laurel said, and then looked at Nanette. “Well, she did. She told the wrong person. I would have gotten her to Switzerland.”

			She would have been so proud. Her mother’s courage would have given Laurel courage. To know you could do that. It was a reason to stay, to know you could leave.

			“It might as well be a gun,” Nanette said. “That place in Switzerland. A gun looks worse than a pill. But it’s just how it looks. If we hand her something to kill herself, then it doesn’t matter if it’s pills or a gun. Sloane is right. I would have to load a gun and hand it to her. I would have to say, ‘Here is where the trigger is. Point it at your head and pull.’ ”

			Sloane shook her head. Not at the image but at hearing herself declared “right.” She wasn’t right.

			Laurel was trying to imagine a gun.

			“I think I could do it,” Nanette said. “Help her do it. I mean, I think I’m supposed to.”

			The Presence was not coming. Nanette’s body was not diffusing, not imploding, not dissolving. The garage was the garage.

			“She needs my help,” Nanette said. “And God’s. God told me to come home and help my mother die.”

			“Nanette, please say you understand,” Sloane said. “I’m not saying anything against your conviction. But look, even if, even if we all agree it’s what Mom wanted, or even if all three of us believed in God and believed God wanted us to do this, giving Mom something to end her life is illegal. Roberta could come forward. We could go to prison.”

			“I could,” Nanette said. “I could go to prison.”

			Nanette’s eyes were clear. She stood tall, in her house, her habit of a house.

			“I don’t care about that,” Nanette said. “I answer to a higher authority.”

			It was impressive. They couldn’t help it. Sloane and Laurel admired their sister very much in that moment.

			“Discernment is a word we use too,” Nanette said to Laurel. Please, she thought, let me finish. Please wait for me to say this. “It has a Latin root. It means: to separate. It’s the process of understanding our calling, understanding God’s will for us. I might be wrong about what God wants. I do understand that. But I’m not wrong about what Mom wants.”

			Her hands curled into fists.

			

			—

			“Why can’t I do it?” Nanette asked. “Why can’t I do it?”

			The door into the house opened again.

			“I can hear you yelling,” Barbara said.

			

			—

			Laurel looked at her mother, her wrinkled arms by her sides, her short haircut sticking up on one side. It was too much, all their bodies. Not only the four of them but all bodies, everywhere. It was awful, the amount, the mass of them. And inside the bodies of her children were cells for more bodies.

			Sloane looked at her mother’s body, still a tough cookie, somehow even tougher, as if bolstering itself. She saw that the body of her mother would not go quickly. Her mother’s body had forgotten it didn’t want to live. Her mother’s body would try.

			Nanette could not look at her mother. Nanette knew that her mother’s spirit would rest with God. But her mother’s body would be the thing Nanette had failed.

			

			—

			“No one is making dinner,” their mother pointed out. “You’re all here.”

			“Yeah we all just started chatting,” said Sloane, because she was the fake, the fraud. Every family needed one. “We’re talking about what’s going on with all of us.”

			“What’s going on with you?” Barbara asked.

			“Oh, you know, life,” Sloane said. “Regular old life. No big whoop.”

			“You’re not little girls,” Barbara said.

			“Nope, not anymore.” Sloane pointed at Nanette, Laurel, and herself in turn. “Virgin, Mother, Crone,” she said.

			“No, I’m the crone,” said their mother. “I’m the crone.”

		

	
		
			IX

			 

			
			Daniel’s garage was empty except for a freezer chest and a few stuffed trash bags.

			“You can come inside,” he said. “But the house is kind of sad looking. Everything’s in boxes.”

			“We can hang out in here,” Sloane said. “Here’s fine. I needed a break.”

			Sloane had left her sisters and her mother in the house, watching last night’s recorded Colbert. After coming in from the garage, Nanette had gone to her room and Laurel prepared dinner. Barbara was agitated, so Sloane had taken a ball of yarn from her mother’s sewing and crafts cabinet, unwound it, and handed it to her mother to wind back up. Sometimes a metaphor was so obvious it was embarrassing.

			“What can I get you?” Daniel asked. “A beer? A glass of wine? Water? A cushion?”

			Daniel’s parents were both dead and he was handling everything himself, without siblings who suggested hypothetical situations where they shot Mom.

			“I’m fine,” Sloane said.

			She’d had two glasses of wine at dinner. She was a lightweight and she’d barely eaten.

			It was clear to her what she was doing right now, in Daniel’s garage. She was not in the mood to apologize for it. But how to start, exactly?

			They looked at each other in silence for a few seconds.

			“It’s nice for me,” Sloane said. “That you recognized me, as an actor.”

			“Why did you stop acting?”

			“It didn’t exhaust me enough.”

			Daniel nodded, as if this made sense.

			“I got tired of wanting more,” Sloane said. “I thought stopping would free me from that.”

			“It didn’t?”

			“Apparently not.”

			Sloane couldn’t remember how she’d done it, in the movie scene. Walked across the room and placed her hand on Gene Hackman’s dick. He’d been professional, kind. He’d given her an approving nod when they’d wrapped. “Nice work.”

			How did she play it then? How would she play it now?

			Now, if she were doing that same scene, there’d be a whole discussion, and an intimacy coordinator talking through every move, and the male actor might wear something protective under his pants. But that was good, that was safer.

			How would she play an almost exhausted woman, avoiding the loaded gun of her mother’s house?

			Sloane crossed the space between them and put her hand on Daniel’s chest. She was not in a movie.

			“Oh thank God,” Daniel said. “I worried I was playing it too cool.”

			He kissed her. She appreciated that he didn’t gobble at her, but she was not in the mood for anything exploratory or tender. She grabbed his man body.

			“Good lord,” said Daniel, after a while.

			Sloane wasn’t wearing a bra, which made things easier. She moved half on top of Daniel, and half on the freezer, which was actually a great position for her sciatica. She reached inside his pants. She felt gratitude, for his erection. What a comfort. She couldn’t say that, of course. Men liked to think their hard dicks were indomitable. Context was everything.

			“Oh, I have my period right now,” Sloane said.

			“That’s not a problem.”

			“If we have sex we need a condom. And I need to use your bathroom first.”

			“We can go inside my sad house. I have a bathroom you can use, and I have a box of condoms.”

			“You do?”

			“I got them at the Kroger, after you did your sexy thing with the peas. I’ve basically had a boner since then.”

			Sloane loved this. But would going inside the house, using the bathroom, seeing the boxes, evidence of dead parents, perhaps Daniel’s childhood bedroom sheets, spoil her excitement? Sloane didn’t want her head to interfere with her body. She didn’t want her body to dodge the moment.

			They went inside the house, which didn’t seem sad to Sloane, but nicely liminal. She used the bathroom quickly. Stay with me, she addressed her vagina. In Daniel’s dark bedroom there was a frightening moment when her body lost the plot, or rather, got distracted by the plot happening next door, with her mother and her sisters. And she wondered if Daniel was attracted to her because he’d seen her on television, and whether she was attracted to Daniel because she was in crisis.

			To his credit, Daniel noticed. He slowed. She felt her vagina had an ally, so to speak, and realized she was smiling. Her feet, in the air, made little circles. She was twirling, she was ringing. Daniel, too, was ringing. She heard his bell, alongside hers.

		

	
		
			X

			 

			“Sloane. Wake up.”

			Sloane, who had parted with some reluctance from Daniel and returned to her mother’s house, had only just fallen asleep. She was dreaming an actor’s dream. She was in her dressing room and knew she had to make her entrance, but what was the play? The sound of Laurel’s voice fitted perfectly into the dream. Laurel was the stage manager. Sloane became conscious of her dream and instantly annoyed by it. She had the least magical subconscious. All her dreams were too ordinary to deconstruct. She would never be a crone.

			“Sloane.”

			“I’m awake,” said Sloane, who wasn’t. Where was the light? Why was Laurel on the bed next to her? “What’s going on? Is it Mom?”

			“It’s me,” said Laurel. “I just had a question.”

			Sloane’s eyes adjusted. Laurel’s shape next to her.

			“God, your sheets are soaked,” Laurel said.

			Sloane shifted, alarmed. But it was only sweat. She groped for her glasses, encountered Laurel’s hand.

			“You don’t have to get up,” Laurel whispered. “I just have a question.”

			Sloane shoved her way out of the top sheet, scooting to find a dry spot.

			“What’s happening?”

			“I took one of Mom’s mushrooms,” said Laurel. “I think it might be—I think maybe they’re strong?”

		

	
		
			XI

			 

			
			There’d been a moment, while Laurel waited for Sloane to return from obviously having sex with the neighbor, when she’d contemplated telling her sister everything. The hairpin, yes. Also, what happened to Laurel in college. Also that she’d known their father was having an affair. Sort of known. Known and not known.

			Then Sloane had come back, glowing and surprisingly self-conscious. Like a teenager. Like Laurel’s own teenager, apparently. She had let Sloane jabber on about the mushrooms. They had both gone to bed.

			Laurel had lain awake and told herself fairy tales. Maybe it would be okay. Maybe the mushrooms would lift her mother’s fog enough for her to state her wishes clearly. Maybe there’d be a nice place in New Jersey where her mother would be comfortable. Maybe Roberta would come back and lovingly tend to Barbara until the end.

			They would take care of their mother, and they would tell themselves they did the best they could.

			Laurel would stay with her children, her husband.

			Michael loved her. He even liked her.

			Laurel thought about her mother’s pills.

			Laurel wasn’t a suicidal person.

			It was almost like there was a different person, in her body, who was.

			

			—

			The sisters stood in the kitchen.

			Sloane was thinking fast. Daniel’s Jeff had prepared the dried mushrooms in capsules, the same way Sloane’s Jeff did. They were labeled neatly, three different strengths, ranging from .01 to .03. Jeff had also written out the number of capsules in each tin.

			For several minutes, Laurel insisted she’d taken only two of the .03 capsules.

			“Maybe a few more dropped on the floor,” Laurel said. “I think that happened. I think I dropped some.”

			“Laurel.” Sloane counted pills. “It’s okay. You’re okay. You’re not going to— You’ll be fine.”

			“You know, I wanted to see,” said Laurel. “I just wanted to see, to know, what you’d be giving Mom.”

			“Right. What you’re experiencing isn’t what I would be giving Mom. But that’s okay.”

			“It didn’t do anything. I waited twenty-five minutes, and the internet said you could take more if you didn’t feel anything. I didn’t feel anything.”

			“How do you feel now?” Sloane asked.

			“Well,” Laurel said. “I would really like some orange juice.”

			Sloane opened the fridge.

			“We don’t have any,” Laurel whispered. “Mom has that frozen concentrate stuff in the freezer but that’s too much sugar.” Laurel shook her head. “Oh shit,” she said. “Did I take too much?”

			“You didn’t take too much,” Sloane said. “You took a safe amount, and you’re probably going to feel different sensations, and all of those sensations and thoughts are going to pass. I’m not going to leave your side, and you’re safe. Let’s get you settled in a way you can relax.”

			Laurel did not have great “set” and “setting.” Sloane would have to scramble. Before a proper dose like Laurel had just ingested, you were supposed to have conversations about expectations, concerns, boundaries. You talked about intentions and laid ground rules, and explained the breathing exercises you might introduce if at any point they experienced paranoia or mistrust or anxiety. You could do a ritual. Sloane had already started working on hers: one where they honored María Sabina, the Mazatec healer and shaman from Oaxaca who had first introduced mushrooms to white men in the 1960s, who in turn wrote about her for Life magazine and essentially ruined her life.

			Laurel needed water, maybe a piece of fresh fruit, something nice to smell, blankets, a pillow, soothing music, someone to listen.

			“I feel fine,” Laurel said. “I just thought. You know.”

			(Laurel was thinking about the New Jersey bog turtle. They were very small. They only got up to four inches as adults. They liked mud. Bogs, preferably. They liked to bask in the sun. It made them want to mate. If they survived predators, they lived a long time. Fifty, seventy, maybe even a hundred years. They were extremely sensitive to their environments, so their presence indicated a healthy ecosystem. They were tiny beacons of hope, really. The female laid eggs in a clutch of three or four.)

			“A clutch of eggs,” Laurel said. “Like us.”

			“Absolutely,” Sloane said. “Let’s get you a pillow.”

			Nanette’s door opened.

			“Oh shit,” Laurel whispered. “Don’t tell her.”

			Sloane moved to cover the tins with a dish towel. Nanette came blinking into the kitchen. This was the most Sloane had seen of her youngest sister’s body during the visit. She’d forgotten about all the freckles.

			“What’s happening?” Nanette asked.

			“I’m sorry, did we wake you?”

			“Look, we’re all wearing the same thing,” Laurel said.

			They were. All three sisters had on gray cotton sleep shorts and gray tank tops.

			“Did Mom give you these?” Laurel asked. “Mom gave me mine.”

			Yes, they had all received the pajamas from Barbara.

			“There must have been a sale,” Sloane said.

			“I was always a little jealous,” Nanette admitted. “That you two had matching dresses. I didn’t have anyone to match with.”

			“We match now,” said Sloane.

			(Laurel was thinking of eggs. Every baby with ovaries was born with the complete supply of egg cells they would ever have. Eggs within eggs. She had been born with the eggs that made her children. She had been inside her mother with the eggs that made her children. Her children had eggs that had been inside their grandmother.

			“Well,” Vee had said, with some gentleness. “It all has to stop somewhere, doesn’t it?”

			What a wise child. Laurel was so grateful. It all had to stop somewhere. No big whoop.)

			

			—

			“I feel like going for a walk,” Laurel said. “Does anyone else feel like going for a walk.”

			“It’s still dark out,” Nanette said.

			Sloane knew that nature could be calming, or inspiring, for someone having a psychedelic experience, but Laurel also needed to be safe. Maybe they could walk up and down the street. There wouldn’t be cars, at this hour.

			“We could walk,” she said. “It’s almost light out.”

			“You two can go,” Nanette said. “I’ll stay here in case Mom wakes up.”

			“I’m talking a lot,” said Laurel, who wasn’t. “But not because I’m on drugs.”

			“You’re on drugs?” Nanette asked.

			“I took some of Mom’s mushrooms,” Laurel explained. “I was curious.”

			“She’s taken a safe dose,” Sloane said, for Laurel’s benefit. “She might have thoughts and sensations she’d like to share, or she might just want to relax and breathe with us, in a safe place.”

			Nanette laughed and then, at a stern glance from Sloane, clamped her hand over her mouth.

			“I’m sorry I said you were crazy,” said Laurel, to Nanette.

			“You didn’t say that.”

			“I thought it.”

			(But that article about Nanette was wrong, Laurel decided. A gun law might change symptoms in America, but it wouldn’t cure the disease. The only way to take violence was lying down. If everyone lay down and dealt with their sorrow, then no one would take up a gun.)

			“Can we sit outside?” Laurel asked.

			Sloane thought that was a better idea than walking. They moved to the small patio connected to the sunroom. It didn’t have much of a view: a rectangle of grass, a ditch, a thin canal, and on the other side, the property of the Methodist church. There were geese out there, but they’d be bedded down for the night. A possible raccoon element.

			The night was warm, but Sloane pulled several blankets from the linen closet. Her mother had purchased new patio furniture sometime after Roberta moved in. Sloane lit the citronella candles. It wasn’t absolutely dark. There was the moon, and two distant sensor lights, from the church parking lot. She could see Daniel’s porch.

			Sloane smiled.

			The sisters fit their three bodies on the loveseat for two and pulled the blankets over their knees.

			“My mind feels like it’s working fast,” Laurel said.

			“You can talk about that if you want to,” Sloane said. “Perfectly okay.”

			Laurel tapped her sternum.

			“Do you know what this means?” she asked.

			(It was a little bit of trauma. Probably because she’d been raped. Or had she started making the gesture on the day she first became afraid of her body—a balance beam, a knowledge she wouldn’t be able to save herself—and she knocked on her own chest to say: You were once entirely mine, come back, come back, come back.)

			“Do not do therapy on me,” Laurel said to Sloane.

			“Okay,” Sloane said. “I will not do that.”

			“I should have pushed him back,” she said. “I froze, like I did on the balance beam.”

			Laurel wasn’t doing secret crying now. Laurel could hear, or anyway feel, that Sloane understood the problem. Sloane knew about the body. Sloane would help her answer the knocking of her own chest.

			It was true, what Sloane was saying. You could carry a scream around, inside you. How interesting, and how wise of her sister, to suggest that letting out the scream could sound like anything, look like anything. It gave you so many choices.

			Laurel saw the girl who had not pushed back, or screamed, and felt a great tenderness toward her. She was a woman now, and could help this girl. She held out her hand.

			

			—

			Laurel was walking on the grass. She walked slowly.

			

			—

			Nanette had been impressed with the way Sloane had talked to Laurel. Sloane hadn’t stepped forward. It was more like she’d drawn a circle around Laurel, to keep her safe.

			Nanette had cried. She had a memory of Laurel, coming home from college that first year, so thin. The wings of her shoulder blades.

			Nanette leaned against Sloane. Sloane, touched, leaned back. They watched their sister, walking.

			

			—

			“Nanette.” Sloane paused. “What do you think happened to you, at the gun range?”

			“I’m not sure,” Nanette said. “There was a lot of noise. It was Guns & Gals Day at the range.”

			Sloane pulled the blanket up to cover her lips.

			“No, I know. It was funny,” Nanette said. “And strange. I’ve been thinking, oh, that people got it wrong. They think I was praying for all the people killed by guns, and I wasn’t. I’d been thinking about Mom. And myself.”

			“What about yourself?” Sloane asked.

			“I’d been wondering if maybe I wasn’t meant to be in the world. But maybe that’s a kind of selfishness. Or laziness, even. We all have to do things we don’t want to do.”

			“True.”

			“And Mom. I thought she might already have done it,” Nanette said. “You were about to get here, and I thought—maybe she was already dead. I think I might have—hoped.”

			“And so you offered sorrow, for that.”

			“Maybe.” Nanette frowned. “I’m not totally sure I was captioned correctly. But now there’s going to be a National Sorrow-in, and my convent is involved, and the retreat house and the guest cottages are booked, which does help the convent, a lot. And I do think that people should not shoot guns at each other, ever. I can see that there is great meaning, value, in doing whatever I can to promote an idea of radical peace. Prayers and deeds. And that calling is of God. But the calling I heard—”

			Nanette felt Sloane’s hand, reaching for her.

			“I heard God say to come home and help her die. I do know this is inside me. God’s message came from inside me. It brought me to my knees.”

			

			—

			Laurel had stopped walking in the grass. Laurel could see her sisters, leaning into each other. Behind them, the house where their mother was sleeping. Her mother was, in some ways, there. Her mother was, in some ways, gone. Laurel was afraid. She reached out her arms. And her sisters were there, they stood in the grass with her. They formed a triangle and held their arms up, so their fingers were touching. Nanette whispered something.

			“Say that again,” Laurel asked. Sloane’s fingers were warm. Sloane was going through menopause; Sloane was hatching into something new. Nanette’s fingers were cool, like the moon. She’d been wrong. Sloane was a witch. Nanette was a witch too. This must mean Laurel was also a witch.

			“Fearfully,” Nanette said. “And wonderfully.”

			Yes, that was true, that was exactly right. Was that a prayer? Or a spell? It didn’t matter.

			“Fearfully and wonderfully,” said Laurel.

			“Fearfully and wonderfully,” said Sloane.

			“Fearfully,” said Laurel. “And wonderfully.”

		

	
		
			Barbara

			(The Past)

			
			There was a tree in her backyard that Barbara called the Listening Tree. The tree didn’t actually listen, but Barbara liked to imagine it did. She knew she was imagining, she didn’t fool herself about it. She was nine!

			Sometimes she told the tree it was beautiful. She knew it heard her. Sometimes she gave it words to say.

			“Thank you very much,” the tree always said. “I appreciate that.”

			Barbara had books with fairies in them, and witches. The fairies were usually good, and the witches were usually bad, although The Wizard of Oz had both good and bad witches.

			Barbara didn’t pretend she was a witch. She didn’t have a broomstick or wand or special hat. She couldn’t make things happen or do spells.

			The Listening Tree wasn’t a friend, exactly. It was more like the grass, or the dirt. It was alive and you could imagine it could hear, but that was just you.

			Still, it was best to be polite. Barbara ran her hand gently over the grass. “Thank you,” said the grass. “That feels nice.”

			That was it, that was the story. Nothing more had to happen. You didn’t always need a story, which could go either way—good or bad—and often didn’t go at all the way Barbara would have chosen.

			She could just look at the grass and the tree, which maybe looked at her too, or maybe didn’t.

			This day, Barbara felt that the grass and the tree knew she was there. She had a real sense of it, how the grass and the tree noticed her.

			Her. Not her name or even that she was a girl. Which made sense because they didn’t particularly know they were grass, or a tree. She might call them grass and tree but those weren’t their real names.

			Barbara put out her hands and touched the grass, and let the grass touch her. She leaned against the tree, gently, and knew the tree was gently leaning back. When Barbara stood to leave, the grass and the tree let her go.

			Perhaps they knew her body would return to them, in the end. Her body, which would carry the memory of this moment in a way her mind, in later years, could not.

			In this way, it was never lost.

		

	
		
			XII

			 

			
			They tucked Laurel into bed, just before dawn, with the help of headphones and Sloane’s ambient playlist. Nanette had taken a long shower, something she never got to do at the convent, where they shared three stalls and one ancient tub between them all, and a vow of poverty meant being mindful of the water heater.

			They dozed, they took turns with Barbara, when she got up. Sloane and Barbara did yoga. Nanette and Barbara played backgammon. Laurel emerged from the sunroom around noon. Sloane would have liked to question her sister about her experience on mushrooms, but didn’t want Laurel to feel self-conscious or that she’d revealed too much of herself.

			“Weirdly,” Laurel said, “I got my period. It’s a week early.” She consented to make use of Sloane’s box of tampons, which at least were the kind without applicators.

			“Do you think my period came because of the mushrooms?” she asked, while Barbara was in the bathroom. “Like the drugs kicked off my hormones?”

			“I think it’s the amount of estrogen we’re circulating,” said Sloane. “Even me, depleted as I am. Nanette, do you all cycle together at the convent?”

			“There’s only two of us that still have it.”

			“When did your perimenopause start again?” Laurel asked Sloane.

			“The hot flashes started when I was forty-six, but I felt it before then. I’d get these bursts of rage. I remember leaving a restaurant, and I was walking down this not-great street, to my car, and I suddenly wanted someone to try and attack me. I knew I would win. I was walking down the street like an aggressive dude, just like ‘Come at me.’ I was disappointed when no one did. It was hard to tease out what was happening, because it was post-election time, and everyone was in a daily rage, but it had a different quality than oh-my-God-our-country.”

			Laurel realized the hairpin was no longer in her pocket. In the bedsheets? In the grass outside? She was not, she thought, still high, but she had a strange sense of her own longitude and latitude. Like her body was a map. And there were places, on the map of herself, where she could see fault lines. Fantasies of her husband doing something so she could leave him. Resentment of her own child’s gender expression. A wish to find a gun.

			Had these come not from her mind, but her body?

			“It was personal,” Sloane said. “The rage. And horrible but almost delicious. How I’ve heard women describe cutting themselves.”

			Yes. It was personal. It was the map of the body, speaking.

			“It didn’t occur to me that I might be starting menopause,” Laurel said. “I mean, I’ve been listening to you talk about it for years, and it still didn’t occur to me.”

			“That’s how it operates,” Sloane said. “It’s fucking crafty.”

			But Laurel remembered the sensation of hearing Vee’s voice. “It has to end sometime.” She had been profoundly comforted by those words. She was still comforted. She still felt the hands of her sisters.

			“Thank you for being with me last night,” she said.

			

			—

			Had anything been decided? The sisters couldn’t speak to one another, so they sent texts from a distance of two or three feet.

			Sloane: Let’s make a list tonight. She has dr’s appointment next week. We’ll get her back on Donepezil or whatev current drug is. We’ll get the MRI. I’ll need to go back to LA to organize before coming back for longer stay. We can talk to Roberta? Interview home health aides?

			Nanette: Are you mad I’m not staying?

			Laurel: No! (I mean that)

			Sloane: Not at all, but are you okay to go back? I mean because of video, attention, etc.

			Nanette: Yes. Will ask for help. (Sister Superior, maybe therapist, also YOU KNOW WHO)

			They’d broken through. Finally, their bodies moved about the house in alliance. Barbara seemed to sense the change too. She appeared less anxious, less irritable, though still quiet. Sloane drove them all to the park. There were paths wide enough for them to walk four abreast.

			Nanette began a chant as they walked. “LEFT. LEFT. LEFT-RIGHT-LEFT. Remember, Mom?”

			“Oh sure.” Barbara picked it up.

			“LEFT,” she chanted. “LEFT, LEFT-RIGHT-LEFT. I LEFT my husband with forty-nine children and only one casserole LEFT.” She didn’t match her steps to the words, but she got all the words out. She looked triumphant.

			“What is that?” Sloane laughed.

			“Oh, some old thing we used to get going,” said Barbara.

			“It’s a weirdly dark chant,” Sloane said. “I mean: abandoned starving children.”

			“It’s a midwestern feminist anthem,” Laurel said. “She left him a casserole.”

			“It didn’t happen,” Barbara said. “It’s just pretend.”

			Nanette repeated it, for her sisters. They completed a round as a group.

			Barbara seemed to walk with more purpose.

			In the afternoon they all took naps. By evening there was a festival air. Laurel made a plate of cheese and crackers. “Oh fancy,” Barbara said.

			Sloane opened the fridge and took out the bottle of wine.

			Sloane looked at Laurel. “At this point.”

			Their mother, whose hearing was so sharp, heard the cork being drawn out.

			“Oh good,” Barbara said.

			Laurel took down three wineglasses. Nanette came to the kitchen and pulled down a fourth.

			Sloane suggested music and Laurel investigated her mother’s CD collection. Barbara did not have strong taste in music. There were mostly themed compilations: Piano Masterpieces for Relaxation, Around the World with Guitar. To make her sisters laugh, Laurel put on Jazzercise: Senior Gold.

			“Girls, calm yourselves,” said Barbara.

			We’re looking at each other more, Sloane thought. She’s sensitive to it. Barbara had been reacting to their stress, their dysregulation. There was some key here. Or maybe not, maybe it was just a good day. But that meant her mother could still have good days.

			While the lasagna was in the oven they ate cheese and crackers and drank wine. Nanette produced the nice coasters. These were things only done at holidays.

			Sloane pulled out her mother’s photo album from college and they gathered around the coffee table. Her mother at eighteen, nineteen. Leggy in cutoff shorts; hair in rollers; reading on a narrow bed. Barbara at her desk, in a university sweatshirt and rolled-up jeans. Barbara in a lemon-yellow dress with a scarf around her neck and a straw pocketbook, next to a slim girl with a bouffant, in a plaid miniskirt.

			“Who is that?” Laurel asked. She peeled the photograph gently from the page and looked at the back. “Barbara and Carol, Currier Hall, 1967. Carol was your roommate, right, Mom?”

			“Oh yes,” Barbara said.

			“You look so pretty, Mom,” said Sloane. “And look at Carol’s hair. Amazing.”

			“We were amazing, all right,” Barbara said. She took the photo from Laurel’s hands and gave it to Nanette. “You keep that one,” she said.

			Nanette found a pad of paper in their mother’s den and made a quick drawing of Barbara’s hands.

			Sloane got the Uno deck, and they played, as they hadn’t since—

			“Nineteen ninety-nine,” Laurel said. “The year before I got married. The last time it was just the four of us, for Christmas.”

			The sisters remembered. Sloane, back from New York, Laurel, home from college, Nanette, thirteen. Nanette was the only one who never minded if she lost or won at cards. Their mother, the best at math, always kept score. Laurel kept the scorecard now.

			“Weirdly, Mom,” Laurel said, “you’re winning.”

			“That’s how the cookie crumbles, I guess,” Barbara said. She looked at Laurel. “You’re so smart.”

			“I’m smart because you’re smart,” Laurel said. “I got it from you.”

			“Is that how it works?” Barbara asked.

			“No, but in this case, I think so.”

			“Laurel,” said Barbara, with some emphasis.

			“That’s me.”

			“Laurel.” Barbara seemed to get emotional. “You know you could have a fish if you wanted to. That’s fine by me.”

			“A fish?”

			“For a pet,” Barbara said. “I’d get you a fish if you wanted. My mother always said, ‘Fish die,’ but if you want one, I’ll get you one.”

			“Thank you, Mom,” said Laurel. “It’s okay. I actually have two cats.”

			“You do?” Barbara’s relief was almost comic. “Oh, that’s wonderful. You have cats. That’s fine, then. That worked out.”

			Laurel understood. She kept a list of mistakes she’d made, as a parent. Her children would probably produce entirely different lists of her mistakes. Laurel wanted to tell her mother she had done everything perfectly, but even with Alzheimer’s, Barbara would know that couldn’t be true.

			“It worked out,” Laurel said. “You were a good mom.”

			“I’m still your mom,” Barbara said.

			Laurel thought, If that’s the last thing we said to each other, I would be okay. I would be happy.

			

			—

			Nanette was the one to put their mother to bed that night.

			“Where’s—?” Barbara raised her head off the pillow.

			“Here he is.” Nanette put Percival the Pig on her mother’s chest.

			Barbara patted the space next to her.

			“You can stay,” she said. “Stay a little.”

			Nanette breathed in her mother’s scent. Dove soap and fabric softener. There were three framed photos on the dresser, one of each of them.

			“Do you mind if I say a prayer, Mom?”

			“You can do that.”

			
				Yours is the day, O God, yours also the night

				Darkness is not dark to you, O Lord

				Darkness and light to you are both alike

				Most merciful God, we confess that we have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done, and by what we have left undone.

			

			Nanette took a breath, to steady her voice.

			
				We entreat you, O Lord

				Tend the sick, Lord Christ; give rest to the weary, bless the dying, soothe the suffering, pity the afflicted, shield the joyous; and all for your love’s sake. Amen.

			

			“That’s a nice one,” Barbara said.

			Nanette would try to live in love, with God. She would pray for all suffering to be eased. She would help her mother die, in this way. With prayer, with love, with trust.

			“Nanette,” said her mother.

			“Yes, Mom.”

			“You know I put some pills in here.”

			

			—

			It was said so casually, Nanette reacted before she could think about it.

			“Yes.”

			“Do you know where they are?”

			Barbara’s expression was calm. This was her mother’s calmness. This was her mother.

			The test had come. But Nanette didn’t need to be tested. Hadn’t they decided? She could not do this.

			Her hands were Christ’s hands.

			Her mother’s hands were also Christ’s hands.

			“Nanette, do you know where they are?”

			“Yes,” Nanette said. “I know where they are.”

			“I need you to give them to me.”

			Barbara took Nanette’s hand in hers. Nanette closed her eyes. She could feel all of her mother, through her hand. Her mother’s will had returned to her body.

			“Go quickly,” Barbara said.

			

			—

			Nanette walked past her sisters, who were still chatting on the couch, and got the glassine envelope from the chest of drawers in her room. To get back to her mother’s room she would have to walk past her sisters again. She would put the envelope in her pocket. The habit had deep pockets.

			Was it fair, to not let her sisters say good-bye? To say “I love you” one last time?

			Her mother didn’t want that. Her mother was waiting.

			

			—

			Her sisters stopped her. Somehow they knew. Something in the way she moved through the room. Or perhaps they had heard the whisper of the envelope as she picked it up.

			“She asked for them,” Nanette said, and held out the pills. “Help me.”

			“It’s okay.” Laurel took the pills from Nanette. “It’s okay, sweetheart.”

			“I can’t do it,” Nanette said. “Alone.”

			“It’s okay,” Laurel said. “You came this far. I can do the next part.”

			“Thank you,” Nanette whispered.

			

			—

			Sloane watched Laurel move to the bedroom door. In a moment, Sloane thought, Laurel would remember her children.

			

			—

			Laurel had already said good-bye to her mother. She didn’t need to say good-bye. Something was wrong with her body. She couldn’t move forward. She wasn’t frozen. She couldn’t move forward because she needed to stay.

			

			—

			So Sloane stepped forward, and took the pills from Laurel’s hand. Nanette saw her draw a circle around Laurel, to keep her safe. To keep them both safe. She watched Sloane walk into their mother’s bedroom, and shut the door.

			

			—

			Barbara was sitting upright against the headboard. There was a glass of water on the bedside table.

			

			—

			Sloane remembered. A phone call, Roberta. Panic, mixed with relief. She would have been devastated if her mother had taken her own life then. She would have been devastated and relieved.

			This would not be easy. This wasn’t easier than taking years to watch her mother die. This wasn’t Sloane’s easy way out.

			It might not happen. Barbara might have forgotten.

			“Where did you go?” Barbara asked.

			“I was in the other room.”

			“Who was just here?”

			“Nanette was just here.”

			“It’s so hard,” Barbara said. “Because I was going to do this thing by myself and then I just can’t find—in my head. It’s extremely frustrating. If you would just tell me.”

			Exhaust yourself, Sloane instructed her body. Sweat, scream, cry, be empty of all your tricks, all your best moves, until only the core of yourself remains, and then offer that.

			“You remembered about some pills,” Sloane said.

			“Oh thank God,” Barbara said. For a moment it looked as if she was going to laugh. “Thank you. Did you get them?”

			“Yes.”

			Her mother’s shoulders relaxed and she nodded. She held out her hand.

			“Do you know what will happen?” Sloane asked. “If you take these pills.”

			“Oh yes,” Barbara said. And then, almost absently, “I’ll die.”

			Sloane thought of her sisters, waiting in the other room. What if they turned on her. What if this was something Sloane regretted for the rest of her life. Or regretted not doing.

			“Mom, you don’t have to— Mom, I love you.”

			“I love you too.”

			“Mom, we want to take care of you. We can help.”

			Barbara nodded at the pills in Sloane’s hand, and then at her nightstand. “Put them there,” she said. “Please.”

			“Mom—”

			“Will you tell—” Barbara shook her head. “My friend. Who was here.”

			“Roberta?”

			“She should know it’s okay,” Barbara said. “That’s important.”

			“She knows. She loves you too, Mom. She can come back and stay with you.”

			“Everyone needs to be okay,” Barbara said, with some firmness. Sloane felt her mother was getting impatient. Perhaps her mood would shift. She might forget—

			Barbara put on her reading glasses.

			“There was a thing,” Barbara said. “How to do. A list. With the—”

			Yes, there was a list, in the envelope. Instructions, in her mother’s handwriting. Sloane watched herself, watched her hand retrieve the paper and give it to her mother.

			Barbara smiled at the list.

			“Oh good,” she said. “I did numbers. I’m better with numbers.”

			She looked up.

			“Oh it’s you.”

			“It’s me,” said Sloane.

			“Oh, I’m so glad it’s you, Sloane.” The expression on her mother’s face was new, but this was her mother. The steel inside the softness. “No, really,” said her mother. “I’m so, so glad it’s you.”

			Sloane found that she couldn’t speak.

			“This is my piece,” Barbara said. “I have my piece.”

			Sloane heard the word peace. She had never seen such heroism. She would try to let her mother’s courage be part of her own body. She would live with this choice.

			Barbara pointed at the door.

			“Quick now,” she said. “I’m getting my ducks in a row.”

			

			—

			Sloane stood outside her mother’s door. She heard her mother move on the bed, once, then twice. Her sisters were standing in the hall behind her. Laurel put her hand on Sloane’s back.

			They got pillows and blankets and made a nest for themselves, where they could still see the door of their mother’s bedroom. They knew it was possible that after Sloane had shut that door, Barbara had gotten distracted by something, and forgotten about the pills. They knew it was possible Barbara had taken one or two of the pills, and gotten confused, and stopped. They knew it was possible their mother was alive, still. These things were possible.

			They would wait, they decided, in whispers. They would wait till morning and then they would open the door.

		

	
		
			Coda

			
			In the years to come, they would tell each other the story of that night, and what they had thought about while they waited. They’d been surprised to discover how each of them remembered their mother standing in her kitchen, aerating flour with a scoop, making a fluffy pile of it in a measuring cup before leveling it with a knife and saying, “A scale is more accurate, but if you do it correctly, you can get one hundred and twenty grams in a measuring cup.” Had they all witnessed her do this together, or had she shown each one of them? And why should they all remember this, what was the significance? Sloane wished she believed in ghosts. It would have been a delightful way for her mother to stage a last visitation. But Sloane wasn’t that kind of crone.

			It was her mother’s hands, Sloane decided. They’d all been thinking of her hands. Her confidence in her own ability to measure. When to level. When to say “This much and no more.”

			They all thought, during that night, of how they would explain. “Her heart stopped in her sleep, it was sudden, but it was peaceful.” This would do for most people. Not Roberta. They were their mother’s daughters, they would all write Roberta letters, to say how much they knew Barbara loved her, and how much they appreciated Roberta’s care in their mother’s last years. “We got to spend her last days with her,” Laurel would write. “I will always be grateful to you. You will always be welcome in our lives.”

			They had all imagined consequences for their actions. Although none of them imagined that one of the police officers who came to the house would be a Star Trek fan, who recognized Sloane, and who would not ask many questions about Barbara but would want to talk a great deal about Star Trek lore, and that after the officers left, they would all sit in a stunned silence, until Nanette said, “So the Bajorans ended up joining the Federation?”

			They had discovered that when you hold a vigil for your possibly dying mother, you will also think of other things. Not just thinking of work, of children, of your own bodily needs, but also a remembered scene from a movie that had nothing to do with the situation at hand, or an imagined ending of a conversation from three weeks ago. Even Nanette would find this to be true. Grief, unlike ducks, does not travel in a row.

			Still later, they would tell the story of that night to others. Michael, Sister Superior Phoebe Catherine, and—in time—Daniel. These were all good people to tell, people who loved them. “It won’t do us good,” Sloane said, “to make it a secret.”

			It was not a secret, but there were still mysteries. Barbara’s daughters would never know the name Barbara had given herself, nor how she had loved her friend Carol, nor how she had been made love to by their father on the floor of a bathroom in Paris, and was happy not to be married to him nearly forty years later, in a bedroom in Indiana. They didn’t know about the day at her own mother’s nursing home when Barbara decided to keep the last piece of her puzzle for herself, or how, in the final moments of her life, she had been able to locate it.

			They didn’t know about the little girl, in the grass, leaning against the tree.

			Nanette would make three paintings of their mother’s hands, from the drawings on Barbara’s last day. One for each of them. The paintings were not the same, which, as Laurel would point out, was exactly right. These paintings came close to the mysteries. So did the words that Sloane and Laurel and Nanette would sometimes find themselves whispering to themselves, language that brought them close to the body that had borne them, and the bodies of each other. Fearfully, wonderfully, they would whisper. Fearfully, wonderfully. Fearfully. Wonderfully.
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