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I need to fix this. Now. I swipe my phone from the kitchen counter,
ignoring the missed call and text alerts, and dial her. She picks up on the
second ring.
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“Anak!” By the way she bellows her preferred Filipino term of
endearment for me, I can tell she's grinning.
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Her tone is a relief and a joy to hear. Then that familiar crushing
disappointment hits me. This is the kind of love and forgiveness parents
have for their kids, even when the kids are well into adulthood. If anyone
else cut off communication with you for weeks on end, you'd likely not be
in a hurry to talk to them.
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But Mom is always excited to hear from me.
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“Mom. Hi.” T do my best to inject a dose of cheer into my voice.
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“How are you doing? Good? You're not working yourself too hard,
are you?”
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Bombarding me with multiple questions at once is her trademark
move whenever there's been a long gap in our conversations. I pause and
swallow to keep from groaning out of fatigue.
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“Only a little.” T chuckle to make things sound light. Tt comes off
like I'm being strangled.
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The way she tsks on the other end of the line tells me she doesn't buy
it one bit.  “You sound tired.”
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“I'm fine. Tt's just . . . I'm on the interview committee for this job
opening we have in the pharmacy. I got bogged down reviewing

applications.”
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“Mm—hmm.”
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Her annoyed hum in lieu of actual words says it all. T can picture her
disappointed stance perfectly because I do it when I'm annoyed too. That
narrow gaze, crossed arms, the disapproving look on her face broadcasting
just how much she hates that her only daughter, who used to visit home
once a month, has become a textbook workaholic and hasn't seen her in
months.
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“I'm sorty it's been a while since I've called.” Thope my apology is
enough to get things back on track. I want this conversation to at least he
pleasant.
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“How is work going for you?” T ask when she doesn't say anything
right away.
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Mom's job is a safe direction to veer in. She's the overnight customer
service manager for a grocery store in my hometown of Kearney, which is
smack—dab in the middle of Nebraska. It's nearly three hours away from
where I live in Omaha. Her store is part of a nationwide chain that's open
twenty—four hours every day of the year. She always has plenty of stories
to tell about bizarre customers or quirky employees.
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“Busy as ever,” she says, her voice a tad lighter. “You wouldn't
believe what happened last night. Some customer came into the store so
drunk he couldn't even walk straight.”
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“Really?” T spin around to the kitchen island and flip open my
laptop, half listening as she recalls how the drunk customer crashed into a

candy bar display in the middle of one of the aisles. I skim through an
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email from one of the pharmacy residents. She's asking me to proofread a
PowerPoint slide that she's presenting at a regional conference next week

about beta—blockers.

‘et 7 R BRI B G, FTIFEICAHN, —ll

— V0 S0 24 3 B BRI H BB o it b3 FR AR — TR LTAT
R, MREAE T R — A6 F B -2 URBEH 7 A X e il R
“There were chocolate bars everywhere,” she says. “It was a

”»
mess.
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I make a  “hmm” noise as I skim through the info on my laptop

screen.
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“And then, he fell asleep!” Mom's high—pitched voice cuts into my
mental review. “Can you believe that? On top of a pile of candy bars, he
just started snoozing. How is that even comfortable?”
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“Ha. Yeah, I don't know.” 1 frown as one half of my brain attempts
to read through the resident's notes while the other half listens to her story.
Silently, I move my lips as I follow along with the text on the screen.
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Beta—blockers are used to control heart thythm, treat angina, and
reduce high blood pressure.
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Beta-blockers work by blocking the effect of the hormone
epinephrine, also known as adrenaline.
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Beta—blockers cause the heart to beat more slowly and with less force,
which lowers blood pressure.
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Side effects of beta—blockers include dizziness, weakness, fatigue,
cold hands and feet, headache, upset stomach, dry mouth, or—
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“Did you say something about blood pressure?”  she asks.
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My lips stop moving when I realize I must have been reading out
loud.
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“Are you even listening to me, Chloe?”
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“Of course [ am.” My face heats out of pure shame. “How is your

blood pressure these days, Mom? I've been meaning to ask.”  It's a shaky
recovery, but I manage.
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Her sigh rings heavy in response. My ears perk up, and all of my
attention focuses on her. I don't like the sound of that. When she says
nothing, I press her again.
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“I'm fine.”

“HARL”
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“Are you? Like, the doctor says you're fine?”
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“Yes.”  She practically spits out the word.
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If there's one thing Mom is known for, it's this: she loves my younger
brother, Andy, and me to the moon and back. She'd lie down in traffic for
either one of us without a second thought. But when we try to tell her what
to do, even if we know better, it drives her up the wall. She hates it even
more than that annoying adolescent phase I went through where I used to
call her by her name, Mabel, instead of Mom.
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“Chloe. I said I'm fine.”
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I force myself to swallow through the sting of her annoyance. If I
don't, I'll scoff. And if there's one thing Mom hates more than being fussed
over by her adult kids, it's being scoffed at by her adult kids. It's
disrespectful, she says. Every single time this has happened before, even
when 1 apologize—and try to explain that I'm only concerned for her
health and well-being—she doesn't care. She pulls her typical mom-guilt
move. The one I'm one thousand percent sure she's pulling now, even
though I can't see her.
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It's the pursed lips and the brow furrowed so deeply that I wonder if
the lines will stay in her richly tanned skin forever. But when she eases
her expression, her skin is always smooth again. It's like the lines were
never there at all. The disappointment lingers, though. Like an invisible
damp fog in the air.
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I try again, this time with a gentler tone. “Mom. T ask because I
care.”
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“No, you're fussing. I don't need you to fuss over me, Chloe.”
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Whenever she says my actual name and not anak or anakko, I know
I'm testing her last nerve. The punch she puts at the second syllable of my
name signals I can't sweet—talk or apologize my way out of my comment,
no matter how well intentioned. It lands hard and sharp, like a rubber
band snapping against the inside of my wrist. It's enough to make the
muscles in my neck tense just the slightest bit.
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