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Her cry was the saddest sound of orgasm I had ever heard.

—Haruki Murakami, Norwegian Wood
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Mom died four weeks ago, but her patchouli incense still lingers in the drywall of her closet. All her crusty secondhand Persian rugs—gone. All her thrifted furniture and vintage trinkets—gone. Sold to cover funeral costs. All is quiet. All is empty. All except a rack of kaftans, three boxes, some photo albums, and 200 hits of Molly in a Ziploc bag.

I scoff. This is so Mom. Always leaving her latest projects lying around the house. I had just finished lugging an armful of gladiator sandals into a box for Goodwill when the bag dropped from an overhead shelf, landing on my big toe like a beanbag tossed from the void. A ghost’s invitation to play.

I give the drugs a shake in her direction. “Are you kidding me with this?”

Across the room, a bright blue urn stares back at me. Even in death, my mother has found a way to minimize my frustration, her quick quips and cheeky winks milled down and compacted to ash inside a vessel no bigger than a coffeepot. She sits, perched on the floor next to my crumpled sleeping bag. I’ve been sleeping in her room.

“Seriously, you couldn’t have flushed your stash before you jumped ship? Maybe gifted it to your horny women’s circle?”

I keep waiting for her to respond, to waddle after me like some enchanted Disney houseware whenever I turn my back. Mom was anything but passive; this silence is new for me.

“I know you can hear me,” I hiss, returning to her closet.

The scent of fresh cardboard hits my nose. I’m still waiting for the lights to flicker, the closet door to slam shut behind me. For weeks, I have waited for Mom to fuck with me from the afterlife. Ghosts, spirits, messages from beyond—so not my thing, but definitely her thing. Mom was witchy. She sold herb-infused candles and crystal dildos. Refurbished velvet love seats and vintage tees. Every moon, she saged my jeans and blessed my virgin bed with ginseng root until one day, at eighteen, I finally snapped, “I have done it, you know. You can stop now.” Selling propagated plants was her specialty, but her real passion was light drug dealing.

“I dabble,” she told neighbors in confidence. Stagnant housewives. Exhausted carpool moms. Women who had lost a grip on their truer selves, thinking my eccentric free-spirited mother—with her Stevie Nicks top hat and vegan-friendly ankle boots—could revive and cure them by association. What I wouldn’t give to hear those ankle boots thudding floorboards right now.

I chuck a handful of wire hangers into a box, loud enough so she can hear. I’m not pissed because I found the drugs. Mom was street-smart; I trusted she could wiggle her way out of any situation, even illegal ones. I’m pissed because I got up early to clear out her closet, tugging housedresses off hangers, swatting at overhead shoe boxes I couldn’t reach—waiting, just waiting for a sign of her haunting. Yes, the bag fell, but the AC kicked on right before, and my logical brain is too hardwired to ignore a scientific explanation. Once again, I trust science before trusting my mother.

“We call that physics, Ma.” I tape a box closed and kick it to the corner.

It never bothered me—the light drug dealing. In a way, it was cute watching Mom weigh little baggies of shrooms on her food scale in the kitchen, calling up old girlfriends for orders. It was the small things that kept her going and made her smile, and that’s all I wanted. To see her smile.

But over the last week, a spell of newfound bitterness has cast itself over me, its angry magic growing more impenetrable by the day. The more I accept her silence—the more I wait for the urn to waddle or the toilet to flush beneath me when I pee—the angrier I feel.

I sigh, deflating my back against the closet wall. I study the unmarked bag of pills. Little Mollys. Has to be Molly. The colors are so cheerful—a large scoop of tricolored pastel babies cradled in the pit of my palm. When I flex my fingers, their cries skitter beneath their cellophane blanket. Looking closer, there’s a small M embossed on each translucent round gel casing. I try snapping a photo on a pill identifier app, but nothing comes up. They look like layer cakes. Teeny-tiny macarons for mice.

Jesus, Ma, if Aunt Jean had found this bag, in the house she’s currently selling no less, she’d—

“Arvy?” Aunt Jean’s voice echoes from down the hallway, its volume growing louder as she draws near. “Arvy? Arvy?”

Shit. I search the closet for a hiding spot, if not for me, then for the pills. “Arvy?”

Shitshitshitshit.

I scamper out into Mom’s bedroom. It’s weird crossing floorboards this naked, surfaces I’d never seen or heard unrugged until yesterday after the movers left. For reasons I can’t explain, I dash for the urn next to my sleeping bag.

You’d think ashes were loose, but no—they pack them in a vacuum-sealed bag so they don’t scatter should the vessel tip or shatter. I unscrew the lid, stash the bag of pills on top of Mom, and screw it shut just in time to turn and see Aunt Jean standing in the doorway. Her face falls.

“Oh, Arvy.”

I furrow my brow. Then I remember who I’m holding. “Oh!” A nervous chuckle escapes me. “N-no, I-I was just moving it.”

“Don’t explain, dear.” Her feet are faster than her words. She jerks me into a perfumed hug, the bulbous hips of the urn digging into my ribs and against my chest. I’m not wearing a bra.

“I’ve told you a hundred times,” she coos, “you can talk to me.”

I swear to God if she uses the term safe space one more time—

“I’m a safe space, Arvy, safe space. Shhh.”

Her neck cradles mine like a swan’s. After the movers loaded the last of my stuff into a portable storage unit bound for California, Jean begged me to sleep at her house, to vacate my childhood home in the days that remained before Mom’s house officially sold. But I’m my mother’s daughter. I’m too proud to accept professional advice.

“Bottling up these emotions—Arvy, it’s not healthy.”

Every cell in my body groans. Ever since the memorial, Aunt Jean has monitored me with the tired eyes of a newborn mother, anticipating some frantic cry for help that I have yet to give. At first, the attention was comforting. Now, it just feels nosy. She’s always touching me. My hair. My hands. All the boxes I’ve packed. It is as if she thinks her magic touch will somehow summon my tears. If only she understood; I’m not hiding my grief. I just keep forgetting Mom is dead.

“Was just moving it off the ground, Jean. I’m fine.”

She pulls away, a glint of mascara tears collected in her lashes. “I’m sorry to interrupt your moment, but didn’t you say your first final is at nine?”

I whip my phone out of my back pocket. 8:41 a.m.

Shit! I dash across the room, wiggling my toes into a collapsed pair of checkered Vans. Ever since Mom died, my sense of time has gone ass-up, something that stupid grief counselor at the medical examiner’s office didn’t tell me in her little impromptu one-on-one. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

“Well here, let me take the—”

“No!” I hug the urn. “No, uh… I-I want her with me. For luck.” I cop a smile, but Jean’s alarmist tone stalks me down the hall.

“Well, at least let me drop off the rest of the boxes—”

Her loose jewelry jingles behind me—the same pitch as my mother’s favorite bangles. I walk faster.

Damn. Car keys. I turn back, snatching them from a pile of yesterday’s dirty clothes.

“Arvy, please reconsider staying at my house, at least while Greg and I are out of town. Had I known you’d insist on sleeping here, I wouldn’t have arranged for the relocation movers to transport all your things this week. Arvy, that sleeping bag. On the floor—”

“Have a great trip, Jean!” I peck her cheek, half apologizing when my ponytail whips her across the face.

“Arvy.” Her pleas accelerate with my stride. “The utilities are being shut off tomorrow. I’ve told you, there is no point in you staying in a dark, empty house. It’s not normal—”

Not this again. I round the corner of the hallway, straight for the front door—

WOOF!

I trip over Shelley, the urn slipping from my grip. A bowling ball—fumbled. Jean’s hands shoot out, but I grab it just in time. A gasp seizes us both. WOOF, WOOF!

“Goddamn this dog.”

“Arvy! What a thing to say.” Jean cuts in front of me to coddle Shelley, her latest foster dog. Shelley is a geriatric basset hound, blind in one eye and deaf in both ears. Her bladder is so shot we can’t even move her without brown piss sputtering out beneath her. The dog is fucking miserable, and we’ve got the bite marks to prove it—Jean’s fingers are covered in Band-Aids, her arms spackled with concealer.

“I must have left the back door open,” she says. “Come on, Shelley, come on.”

She tows the dog by the collar, crouching her way through the open living room toward the glass door. Shelley growls, her untrimmed nails carving check marks in the floorboards that Mom spent years protecting. Dribbles of pee and pebbled shit leave a breadcrumb path.

On tiptoe, I navigate the obstacle course of piss spatter in the entryway. “I promise to have everything out by Thursday.”

“The buyers are closing on Friday—”

“I’ll leave my key under the mat.” I reach for the front door.

“OK, but remember to lock the door and empty the fridge. And don’t forget to feed Shelley!”

I whip around. “What?”

She pulls a roll of paper towels from her handbag, rushing to wipe up Shelley’s mess.

“I thought you were taking her with you.”

“I was, but your Uncle Greg is livid—says we need quality alone time. I’ve been juggling so much. Why else would he insist we still go on our anniversary trip as planned? The man needs romance, Arvy, I can’t deny him that.” She crawls around the empty living room on all fours, checking for unseen puddles with a soiled yellow napkin, scrambling to find a trash can. But the movers took that too. “I’ll leave her outside with a box fan and water. Just take your final and let her in when you get back. If you walk her five times a day, she won’t pee as much, I promise. I’ll be back on Friday morning to sign the closing contracts and drive you to the airport. You have my house key, right? Oh, will you email me your itinerary? Oh, and Arvy?”

I slam the front door, clenching my teeth, my eyes, my toes, Mom’s keys—

I hate this. Hate! Hate feeling tethered to other people’s good graces. Hate needing help whether I ask for it or not. Before this month, I didn’t even talk to Jean unless there was a holiday or funeral; Mom and I made a sport of dodging her around town. Now she’s everywhere, leading the charge, and I’m left to follow because of Mom’s will.

That fucking will—How could she? I wouldn’t even be in this situation had Mom not added conditions.

Therefore, being of sound mind and body, I leave all my remaining assets to my daughter, Harvey Moon Keening, on the condition that she must present proof of a college degree from an accredited university before obtaining control of my estate. If proof of a college degree cannot be provided, my sister, Jean Annabel Giger, shall inherit my estate until notarized proof of a college degree is provided.

It doesn’t make sense; Mom vilified Jean. Watching them share space was like watching a pagan choreograph a moon dance with a nun. They disagreed at every turn. Even in childhood photos, they stood three feet apart.

The clause was dated a week after last Christmas, a detail that sobered me the second I heard the lawyer read it aloud. Last Christmas, Mom was in one of her funks, the worst I’d seen or felt in a long time.

The funk. That’s what we called it. The thing that latched on to my mom for as long as I can remember, like a virus that would flare and go dormant. It’s hard to describe what the funk felt like. After all, I was only a spectator who sensed its presence. The funk followed us on vacations. It rode in the back seat on road trips and lingered patiently on holidays. It hated weddings. Somehow using the funk as a euphemism made Mom’s condition seem less serious. After all, a funk is manageable. The funk comes to town? Go to a yoga class. The funk sticks around? Watch a Jeopardy! marathon. The funk gets worse? Drive the Caddy around the block until it goes away. Works every time.

“Of sound mind and body?” If only they knew.

But dog-sitting Shelley—ugh. I can’t refuse Jean a favor, not now. Jean holds all my cards and has been nice enough to let me play them from behind her shoulder. I could have kept the house, but the money was too tempting. Paying off student loans and getting a place of my own sounded like a win, and I needed a win. I had no desire to live in a college town for the rest of my life, or to become a landlord for student renters. Jean disagreed, but luckily, she felt embarrassed enough about her executorship to ultimately let me decide its fate, agreeing to conserve the profits until I graduate. Jean’s kindness has me in her debt. She even found me a cheaper sublet in San Francisco a few blocks from my impending internship. I can’t deny her a favor, not now.

Friggin’ dog.

Hard sunlight sizzles off the driveway. I climb into Mom’s massive 1989 Cadillac, its hot-pink paint job still holding strong after all these years. I buckle Mom in tight behind the furry passenger seat belt, imagining that this was her view of me when I was a little girl.

For the first time today, I mutter the question—the question I have muttered into the void every day since she died. “Why did you take my car that day, Ma?”

I wait for the waddle. For a ceramic hand to sprout from the lid, honk my nose, and slap me across the face. I wait for her voice.

Silence. She’s in one of her moods.

It takes only about ten minutes to get anywhere in Westheimer if you speed, which everyone does, but Mom’s pink Caddy is practically a hearse in her absence—it draws attention. Eager to speed but not enough to risk it, I sail University Drive at 15 mph. It couldn’t be more obvious that it is finals week—all the good parking is taken. Not one human in sight except for a small brigade of middle-aged female speed walkers. They slow when they see Mom’s car. She was always seen cruising around town, smiling, glowing, gracing people with her feel-good chatter and charismatic presence. I wave sheepishly.

I didn’t really think this whole urn thing through, only now realizing that I’m about to escort 200 hits of Molly onto a university campus. I consider stashing the drugs in the trunk, but that doesn’t quite sit well either. People are always peering into this car’s windows to admire the blood-red fabric upholstery. No one peers into me; I’d sooner honk.

Running far too late to park anywhere legal, I zoom into a faculty parking spot. This test should take me forty minutes, tops. I’ll be back before they can find me.

I look down at Mom in the passenger seat, strapped in like a toddler. My gut says stash her, but the thought of leaving her alone, in a hot car, no less… In high school, the drug dogs were always seen patrolling the parking lot, never the classroom.

I check the time. Fuck.

I grab Mom and haul ass to the science building.
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