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The Collateral We Keep
At a picnic table, on the bench, which must have once been painted but now scraped against open thighs, sat two individuals. The boy was eating an orange, and the girl was sucking her thumb, which was weird given their ages. His, eighteen months, and hers, 21 years. She was surprised at how quickly the orange’s juice had turned an old cut to acid and was no longer interested in the boy. The boy, now looking at her, now moaning, uses strangled baby sounds instead of words to ask for more orange. The girl, now alleviating the sounds, hands the toddler the rest of the orb, which he stares at confusedly, no longer recognizing it as an orange. 
Inside one of the scattered trailers of a park made up by squatters’ rights, their mother’s body lay, and had been lying, on the one bed that didn’t fold into something else during the day, since Lauren’s return. Whether the body was alive or dead wasn’t much concern to either sibling on the bench. If their mother wasn’t far enough gone from her ceaseless theories of inner-upper echelon fund circulation, she was about to die by refusing to participate in any fund circulation at all and having given birth to Tao at home, alone.
At eighteen months, Tao’s food groups consisted of his mother’s milk and their neighbor’s donations. If Enid didn’t have to pay for it, she’d open it. With Tao under one arm or horizontal on a couch that your average adult would sit in and sink, Enid would pop cans and crack shells. These weren’t from the store. They were refuse, a surplus. If others didn’t need them, that meant they were extra, and that meant that when Enid and Tao ate them, they were eating the food of the rich. They were opening the pantry of the inner-upper echelon and feasting. 
As Enid saw it, Le-Ron did not need to come home from school. She did not need to go to school in the first place. School was a place where they told you to choose a track or climb a ladder to reach the inner-upper echelon. It was embarrassing that her own daughter bought into this stuff when she could run laps and reach higher right here for free. Just two doors down, YeahMa was making dream catchers that could hold entire journeys, and Enid herself knew how to harness past lives. Le-Ron was trying to detach from hers. She had hacked her Father Spirit from herself with a new spelling of her name, and because of one phone call, she was coming home in a car with a cellphone. 
“I can’t just not come,” said Lauren just a few short weeks ago.
“No one asked you to come,” Enid had said, holding Tao, who was wailing.
“No, Mom, I know, I just want to check in,” said Lauren, on her bed, another book full of murky religious allegories lying open, staring blankly at her.
“Don’t check in on us,” said Enid, “we’re fine.” Tao’s wails moved away from the receiver.
“It’s me,” said Lauren, quickly pivoting, standing up, pacing, “I want to come home.”
“You want to come home?” said Enid, “Ha. The last time you were here, you couldn’t jet off fast enough.” 
“I’m just gonna come back for a bit, meet Tao,” said Lauren. 
Tao continued to scream in the distance.
At the sound of someone coming for Tao, Enid hid him in the couch and crept towards one of the blinded windows, peeked out, and moved to the next.
“Mom?”
“You don’t take Tao,” said Enid, snapping a blind shut.
“I’m not gonna–”
“Don’t make him like you,” said Enid.
The sound of Tao crying had stopped altogether.
“Mom, is Tao okay?” asked Lauren.
“Tao’s fine!” yelled Enid, hanging up the phone.
But Enid, too, heard the crying stop the minute it did, and was already running to the couch to pull him from the cushions as the phone fell to the floor. 
	Enid had stayed hidden on the bed with the curtains drawn and the lights off in the week leading up to Lauren’s arrival in case Lauren were to show up early. If Enid was still enough and quiet enough, Lauren might not see her, might leave her and Tao alone. Tao, who lay next to his mother and tried rolling over his swollen body stuffed with beans and cold cuts for this hibernation, satisfied his dim hunger on what was left of his disappearing mom. 
	Lauren’s arrival and the shocked shouts of disgust that she threw at her mother’s form landed on Tao’s rashy skin, where a fungus was already growing. 
	Enid said nothing. Enid didn’t move; except the arm that had been holding Tao’s head at her breast went limp and fell towards the floor as the boy who smelled like the morning and lay in the dark was lifted away. 
	Lauren knew as much about babies as her seventh-grade health class had taught her; a movie pushed in on wheels some rainy day during gym class that she’d spent under the bleachers shelling out lower-echelon tickets to free shows. The kind her mother called hussy business and wouldn’t consider being young love. “If you’re not doing it for the Lord, you’ll be paying for it.” Like all couples who didn’t wear white on Sunday and plan their outfits around premeditated children were implicitly impoverished. “It’s how I got you, isn’t it? And look at us now.” It was always her mother’s final retort. Lauren, being the offspring of her mother’s lower-echelon hussy business, and 100% confirmation that unplanned activities lead to unwanted situations, made Lauren the first person her mother was likely to discredit. When Lauren started printing off articles and positive statistics about mother-daughter relationships and leaving them around the house, Enid began to suspect that the government was targeting her. Any humans resembling happy single-parent homes were banned from the trailer park, and a boyfriend was clearly an invader, come to create another daughter in her house. 
	What Lauren wouldn’t give right now to have engaged in more hussy business, to have made her own Tao and not be holding this one between a too-small sink and a mildewed tub, trying to decide where to put Tao while she looked for cleaning products. The floor was not an option. Whatever was growing in the tub had made a ring around where a bathmat used to lie on the floor, and besides the mildew, the laminate was bare. Tao’s body was spherical. He made no effort to lift his upper half separately from his lower and hung limp in her arms. 
	Besides the mildew and dark spots marking the untouchable from the soon-to-be, there wasn’t anything in the house that necessarily needed babyproofing. There was no coffee table with sharp edges, no big-screen TV with a cord dangling low waiting to be pulled over; the trailer had one small island curving into her center for extra food prep and as the only place for dining. The wall, which had been smoothed over by late nights during Lauren’s childhood when ends weren’t meeting, and Enid would come stumbling in, to the tone of her opening night marquee, a stranger coming to pay the distance. Strangers with names like Tug and Ham, who would wait around for another few weeks, for the next production. A production that never came for the same stranger twice, that closed up shop, and sent back posters still wet with kisses until every last groupie, so convinced the show was a hit, shook their heads and told themselves it never happened, sometimes left an envelope with some spare cash and a letter of remiss on their way back to the bar. 
	“You see what I’m telling you?” Enid would remind Le-Ron over the years, “Even in this life, surrounded by these nobodies, they can’t help but remember who I am and pay tribute to who I was.”
	Over the years, Le-Ron’s excitement at this story turned to eyerolls and, finally, to deep breaths: “And what is that, Mom?”
	“A star!” Enid would whisper-scream, holding whatever item had come out of the most recent envelope.
	“Sure, Mom,” said Le-Ron, for what was the last time, holding out a permission slip for housing at UVM. “Can you sign this?”
	“Just like everyone else,” said Enid, her wink and her nipple both slipping out.
	That was the last thing Le-Ron needed to move on, to be gone, and now it was a reminder of why she was here and what else needed to be done.
	The couch was the only real piece of furniture in the room. A few TV trays and foldable lawn furniture were stacked together in the corners, and all the sockets were bare. If now was the time Tao learned to roll, sit, stand, or do anything age-appropriate, Lauren needed him away from the sockets and joints of the temporary furniture. She needed him swaddled in immobilizing cushions, and now that he was there on the couch, she needed to clean this room too, just for a minute, just while she had the supplies, just on their way back to the bathroom. 
	And so, she did. Lauren took the crusty rags from under the sink, and as they soaked up the bleach, she could no longer tell that they felt unwashed. She put her hands inside gloves, which she imagined she was opening for the first time, and she began moving a rag across a counter she imagined she’d never seen before. The house made sounds like a throat, learning that it was part of breathing, and she hummed along to a sort of song with it. 
	And then her mother started gasping. 
	Even though it had been more than two years since Lauren had been witness to one of her mother’s shows, it still took effort to try to block it out. It’s just your mom begging for attention, she thought, pressing harder into the grime; she just wants you to go in there. Stay here. “Stay here,” she told herself, and she tightened her grip on the rag, her body, and her need to change the counter. 
	“Tao,” she heard her mother choke out. “My baby,” she said. “My baby, Tao,” came her mother’s strangled voice from the bedroom.
	Lauren didn’t want to look up; she begged herself not to look up. She knew nothing was wrong with Tao, that her mother was nuts. But all the same, she looked up to where Tao was supposed to be on the couch, but wasn’t.
	With her gloves covered in bleach and her hands stuffed inside, she ran to the couch and unearthed a suffocating Tao.
	Her mother had known, had set her up. 
	In the bedroom, Enid could be heard taking deep breaths of air.
	“You knew!” shouted Lauren, tossing the ball of Tao from the couch onto the bed with Enid, “you knew he’d suffocate in there!” With her bleached gloves, she grabbed for open skin, which her mother gave willingly. Lauren wanted to break bones, to burn skin, to leave no sign of anything here. 
	Enid looked back with eyes already gone and said nothing, just stretched the skin of her lips.
	Next to her, the balloon of Tao lay, practicing the same movements with wrists and toes.
	The breathing sound came from Lauren as she decided how to let her mom’s hands fall away.
	The tub water was warm, thanks to a heating system that all the trailers were connected to. Lauren could feel it through her glove as the water rose and mixed with the bleach. Already particles of grime were floating on the surface of the water, and what the rag had touched as she ran it along the tub’s sides stayed caked to it. Lauren would need additional rags and trash bags to complete this project. But first, she needed this, to see this: this bit of the muck come undone while her mother and Tao made baby sounds from the bedroom, even if it’d never fix anything, even if it were just another smoothed-over edge in the scheme of things.
	After she drained the tub, she brought Tao to it, took off the soiled onesie and the soiled diaper underneath, doing what she could to wipe off what was stuck to him, and then began to rinse the rest. 
There was no telling how long it had been since someone had bathed him, but long enough that he jerked and thrashed at the water. In the bedroom, Enid moaned. 
“You’re fine, Tao,” said Lauren. “It’s just water, it’s just water in spaces. Just water,” she said, now to herself as she held open wounds between his fat rolls, and he shrieked. “Just water,” and she could feel her emaciated mother in the other room, crying. With the sound of the water and the baby and her mother, Lauren let herself cry too.
When Tao was clean and wrapped in the towel Lauren had brought with her, Lauren went into her mother’s room carrying him at her hip.
“Do you want to shower?” asked Lauren.
There was no cackled retort. Instead, Enid pulled a blanket up and over her head.
There were no clean clothes for Tao, no bottles, no toys. There weren’t any machines pushing out fresh ones. The idea of putting Tao back with their mother disgusted Lauren. She couldn’t live like this again. She needed a restart, a do-over button. Tao needed a restart, a do-over button. Didn’t even Enid deserve one? What if Enid just pulled down the covers, and she didn’t have to be a mom anymore? Didn’t have to eat refuse anymore? What if this wasn’t it and there was something more? What if, this whole time, Lauren could have changed everything?
Lauren closed the door.
She repacked her suitcase and took it and Tao outside. She put her suitcase in the trunk of her car and took Tao to the picnic benches she and her mom used to eat on when she was a kid, cradling her leg around him so he wouldn’t fall backward. 
On her phone, she found the number for Child Protective Services and called. As the dial tone filled the speaker on the table, she kept her hands busy, pulling the skin off an orange, and handed Tao a slice before breaking one off for herself. 
A man answered at the same time the juice found a cut.
“Gah,” she said into the air.
“Child Protective Services, how may I direct your call?”
In her lap, Tao started to fuss, reaching his pussy little arms towards the orange Lauren no longer wanted to touch. 
Thinking of old cuts and new wounds, Lauren says, “I have an abused child with me.”
“Can you tell me about the nature of the abuse?”
Lauren can only think about the marks, the mold, the infestation; that she’s the next of kin. In her lap, Tao moans for more orange. Instead of saying any words herself, Lauren disconnects, hoping someone got an address via satellite, and hands Tao the rest of the orange as it is.
Tao cries louder at the strange thing in his hands. 
He’s still holding it when Lauren drives him to the fire station and leaves him.
And then Lauren drives home.
She arrives at the trailer park as the sun is setting, and her mother’s trailer, once decorated with lights for the passing spirits and lost souls, is completely dark. On the stairs to the front door, cans of beans and a carton of eggs are sitting out, which Lauren takes to the dumpster. Her mother does not eat refuse. She is not impoverished. She does not need their shame. And replaces her jacket on the hook of a windchime by the door to keep it outside.  
In the bedroom, her mother’s body is in the same position: covered in a blanket and staring out a window that doesn’t exist. She could be on a daybed surrounded by flowers and nice music. She could be taken care of by doctors and nurses, but she always chose this: her trailer at the farthest corner of the world. And here, now, Lauren sits down and very carefully takes off her shoes, turns her body towards her mother’s, and takes on a similar form. The body she cradles stiffens.
“Don’t worry, Mom,” says Lauren, feeling the skeleton and the whisper of breath under the action, “Tao will be back soon.”
“My Tao?” Enid barely makes out, like a concept she’s refamiliarizing herself with.
“Mh hhm,” says Lauren, snuggling her head into the back of her mother’s neck and clasping her tighter.
“My-“
“Just rest, Mom,” says Lauren, feeling for the first time her mother here, snuggled with her, and knowing it’s the last. 
For a while, Enid barely breathes, but still, she’s breathing. Lauren counts the breaths. She waits for them to separate. She tells herself it’s just breaths stopping as she holds her mother’s body against her own and wraps a pillow around the face firmly, and firmer still. For hours, Lauren holds herself like this, counting, putting the pillow down, and feeling for an exhale. Like a corpse, she lies next to Enid alone. She feels her own body breathe. She feels her own heartbeat beat, and she tells herself to get up; she’s not dying here anymore. 
And then she takes what was living and what could have lived and washes it down the drain. 



