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We had a real dime store when I was a kid. Not a Kmart or a Target, but a Woolworths, where you could buy wonderful things like a live goldfish and bowl for your brother, or a bottle of eau de toilette in a satin-lined box for your mother, or a ceramic ashtray in the shape of a clowns head for your dad. One year, instead of the usual box of chocolate-covered cherries, I bought my mother a plastic snow globe for Christmas. Only I was so excited about spending a whole dollar on her that I made her unwrap her gift two days early.

I shook the globe hard and little white flakes of something that looked like snow swirled around in the perfect little world encased in plastic. Inside that snow world there was a tiny church with a white steeple, and a green fir tree, and a minuscule ice-skater. See, I told Mama. Its a snowstorm.

When the snowflakes settled, I grabbed the globe out of her hand and went to shake it up again. Even then, I guess, I preferred a world in constant motion. But the globe flew out of my hand and bounced off the mahogany chest of drawers. The plastic covering cracked, fluid seeping out all over the bedroom carpet. I dont remember crying, but I can remember being certain I had spoiled Christmas.

Never mind, Mama told me. I like it better this way. Who ever heard of snow in Atlanta at Christmas?

For years, the snow globe came out with the Christmas decorations and it held a place of honor on the coffee table, along with a lumpy red candle my sister made as a Brownie project, and the genuine Italian ceramic manger scene my brother Kevin bought one year when he was flush with money from his newspaper route. The crack was never mentioned, although it grew wider every year until one year, in my early teens, it broke in two in my mothers hand as she was unpacking it. Edna took the pieces, taped them together, wrapped them in tissue, and tucked them back in the cardboard Richs department store box where she kept all her Christmas decorations. It never got unpacked after that year, but she never threw it away, either. I think she thought it would eventually heal itself.



Youre using up a whole, perfectly good pound cake for that mess?

Edna put down her mixer and peered over my shoulder. I was cutting finger-sized slices of pound cake and layering them in the bottom of my grandmother Alexanders big cut-glass bowl. I was preparing English trifle. You would have thought I was cooking haggis or water buffalo or something. My mother sniffed her disapproval and turned up the volume on the CD player. She knows I cant stand Perry Comoso there was Perry, blaring in my ears about how there was no place like home for the holidays. Perry didnt have a clue. His mother probably never came unhinged if somebody cooked something new in their kitchen.

Edna went back to her corner of the kitchen counter, where she proceeded with her Tom and Jerry batter. Edna is famous for her Tom and Jerrys. She got the recipe decades ago from an Italian family in our old neighborhood, and every year since, at Christmastime, we make quarts and quarts of the stuff to give away as gifts and to serve at Christmas Eve dinner, along with the fruitcake and the pound cake and the Coca-Cola baked ham and the ambrosia made with real, honest-to-God fresh-grated coconut.

Most people these days dont even know what a Tom and Jerry is. Its probably better that they dont. All those uncooked eggs, along with heavy whipping cream, confectioners sugar, brandy, rum, and cognaca nutritional nightmare. And thats just the batter. To make the actual drink, you heat up a tot of the batter with a cup of milkwhole milk, of courseand toss in a stout dose of bourbon. Not for the weak of heart, literally.

So the beaters were whirring and Edna was cracking those eggs like a fiend, tossing the eggshells right at me, not caring that she was splattering me with egg yolk and beaten cream. I could complain, but that would be picking a fight, sure as anything.

Thats what you get for getting above yourself, I could hear her thinking as she pelted me with shells. Miss Smarty-pants. Miss Too-good-for-Jell-O-salad. Miss Dried-apricots-in-the-fruitcake.

This office Christmas party was your idea, you know, I said loudly.

Her shoulders stiffened, but she didnt turn around.

Edna and I run a cleaning business called the House Mouse, right out of this same kitchen where we were currently holding our annual Pillsbury bitch-off. The house is a cozy little Craftsman bungalow in an intown Atlanta neighborhood called Candler Park. Well, inside its cozy. Outside, the neighborhood is sometimes a little edgier than we would have wished. Last year, we ended up chaining our wreath to the front door after it was stolen twice in the same weekend. But Im optimistic that things are changing for the better. Id decided on an Elvis Presley Blue Christmas decorating motif this year, with yards of silver garlands and festive strings of blue chasing lights and a spotlit portrait of a pre-Vegas Elvis smiling down from its perch atop the porch roof, and I think even the homeless guys who sleep in the vacant house on the corner were leaving us alone, out of respect for The King.

The girls who work for us love Christmas. Edna had been baking nonstop since the day after Thanksgiving, wed worn holes in our Perry Como/Andy Williams/Nat King Cole/Bing Crosby CD collection, and the tree in the living room was already swamped with wrapped gifts. Even Cheezer, our only male House Mouse and resident oddball, loves the season. Everybody was in the Christmas spirit. Even, for once, me, Julia Callahan Garrity, owner and president of the House Mouse, not to mention Callahan Garrity Investigations.

Usually I think of Christmas as just one long headache. Our clients always want to switch their cleaning schedules around, traffic is a huge hassle, I hate malls and shopping because I never know what to buy anybody, and nobody ever buys me what I really want. I always end up spending too much, eating too much, and pouting too much. Christmas never meets my expectations. It hasnt, not since the watershed year I was twelve and I got a ten-speed bike and a ski jacket with a fake-fur collar and my first stereo. After that year, Christmas was just something to endure.

This year though, things were different. I found myself humming along with the radio. The girls were healthy and working hard and the House Mouse, for once, seemed fiscally sound. Edna was in good shape, too. Wed started taking regular morning walks around the neighborhood in the fall, and had kept it up until it got too cold for both of us.

Id finished my shopping, too, and Christmas was still a week away. I had mail-order catalogs and a single marathon power-shopping day at Richs to thank for my current sense of well-being.

And my love life was just fine, thank you very much. Andrew MacAuliffe and I had been together more than five years. Wed weathered his fling with his ex-wife and my brush with breast cancer, and more close calls with disaster than I like to recall. Weve had tough times together, Mac and I, but weve finally come to the realization that were better together than we are apart. Besides, we had to stay together for the dogs. His black labs Rufus and Maybelline produced a litter of five fat, wiggling puppies a year ago, and onethe runt of the litter, naturallyhad stolen into my heart while I wasnt watching. Of all five puppies, Tammy Faye whimpered the longest, barked the loudest, and peed the most often on the floor. She was irresistible. Since he lives in a log cabin in the woods with plenty of space for the dogs to run, Mac has physical custody, but Tammy Faye knew, and I knew, that she was mine.

This year, for once, I really wasnt being the Grinch. Edna was the one who was getting all twitchy about this clambake. I was just trying to be practical.

It would have been a lot easier to just give everybody a fifty-dollar Christmas bonus, I pointed out to Edna. Maybe pick up a cheese ball and some chicken wings and call it a night.

Ednas lips tightened.

We promised them a Christmas party. Theyre all excited. Ruby went out and bought herself a new hat. Cheezer says he might bring a date. And you know how worked up Baby and Sister are. Neva Jeans taking them for their hair appointments first thing in the morning. Are you gonna call them up and tell them they got all cut and curled just to sit home and watch Christmas with Kathie Lee?

Well have the damned party, I assured her. But would it kill you if I made something new?

Nobody in our family ever made anything you could call fancy. Our cooking was substantial, solid, Southern. Nobody ever made anything new. Every holiday dinner, every Sunday supper, had a set menu in our family. Thanksgiving meant turkey, Christmas meant ham, Easter was leg of lamb, Monday night was vegetable soup and corn bread, Fridays meant macaroni and cheese or Mrs. Pauls frozen fish sticks. I can still remember the heady feeling that pervaded our kitchen that first time in the early nineties when Edna served chicken burritos. You would have thought shed discovered penicillin.

But Id had trifle at a dinner party somewhere, and Id been besotted with it ever since. Id waited a whole year to try out that trifle recipe. Id made custardfrom scratch. Set aside one of our famous lemon pound cakes to cut up and sprinkle with the twenty-dollar bottle of sherry Id been hoarding. I bought imported English raspberry preserves, apricots, kiwifruit, strawberries, and fresh raspberries so expensive I had to look the other way when the cashier at the grocery store rang them up.

The girls dont like fancy stuff like this, Edna said, waving her hand at the cut-glass bowl. Its pretentious. Youll make them feel funny. Besides, weve got my pound cake and fruitcake, and Rubys fudge, and all those boxes of candy customers have been dropping off. All these desserts will put them in sugar shock.

I made a veggie platter, I said stubbornly. Anybody who doesnt want my trifle can eat celery and carrots.

Fine, Edna said. Makes no difference to me. Its your house. Your business. You do as you please.

She took a dishcloth, ran it under the faucet, and started mopping up the counters. Then she reached under the sink and got a bottle of Fantastik.

We Garritys are generally nonviolent people. When we fight, its usually either with words or, worse, with silence. Not Edna. Her favorite weapon is a bottle of spray cleaner. She spritzed the entire countertop. I had to take my trifle and move it over to the kitchen table to get it out of her line of fire. She took the dishrag and began swabbing the countertop. Her jaw was set, her eyes narrowed. This was war.

I decided to ignore her. With deliberate ceremony I dribbled the sherry over the pound cake and poured over it a thin layer of custard. I was concentrating on cutting up the kiwifruit when I heard the knock at the back door. I looked up. Edna kept spritzing and muttering to herself.

Knock, knock, a deep voice called.

Edna dropped the bottle of Fantastik, right on to the floor. Her eyes were riveted to the back door.

It had been years, but I knew that voice.

Knock, knock, he called again.

Who is it? I answered.

Edna was trying to untie her apron, but she was only knotting it worse.

Sam and Janet, the voice boomed out.

Ednas hand jerked badly and she knocked the cognac bottle to the floor, along with the bag of confectioners sugar. When she picked it up her face was covered with a fine white sheen of sugar.

Sam and Janet who? She coughed as she said it.

The beautiful bass voice boomed the answer. Sam and Janet eveningYou will meet a stranger
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Well, stranger! Edna threw the back door open and enveloped my brother Brian in a hug that left them both breathless.

Brian was a good foot taller than our mother, and he grinned over her shoulder at me. I stood rooted in the doorway, wondering what I should do. How many years had it been since wed heard from my baby brother? Daddy had been dead a little over ten years. Brian had shown up out of nowhere the day of the funeral, too. Riding a motorcycle, full of tears and apologies for not knowing about Daddys long, lingering illness. He wouldnt stay at Mamas house that night, said hed be more comfortable in a motel, but would call in the morning. Hed missed ten years worth of mornings by my count.

But by Ednas reckoning, her baby boy was back, and it was Christmas a week early.

Look at you, Edna cried. Youre skin and bones. She wouldnt let go of him, hugged his neck again, rubbed the sleeve of his navy blue nylon windbreaker. He leaned down and picked up a huge plastic sack full of lumpy objects.

Christmas presents! I may be a Wandering Jew, but Brian Garrity never skips out on Christmas presents!

Oh, now, Edna started.

He took a step toward me and gave me a quick, awkward hug. Jules, he murmured. You smell like likker.

I punched his shoulder playfully. Weve been cooking. Anyway, you smell like beer. Same old Brian.

He smelled of stale beer and stale cigarettes and something else. Something odd, sort of flowery or powdery. He was taller than I remembered, and thinner by at least fifty pounds. His hair, worn in dark brown, shoulder-length curls when Id seen him ten years ago, was cut in a close-cropped crew cut that showed a surprising amount of gray for a man who was only thirty-six. His face was tanned and weathered, the skin of someone whod spent a lot of time outdoors.

I had to hug myself to keep warm. The cold and damp from the back stoop was already seeping through the thin soles of my bedroom slippers.

Come on out to the truck, Brian said, pointing to the driveway. I got a surprise.

Youre a surprise, Edna said. Thats enough for me for one night. Why didnt you call and let us know you were coming?

Just you wait and see, Brian said. A rusty black Toyota pickup was parked in the driveway behind my new van. Brian walked over to the passenger side and flung it open wide.

Looky here, he said proudly. Look what I brung yall.

I peeked in the truck. At first I thought it was a pile of dirty laundry. Given Brians past history, I was expecting laundry. Or maybe Amway samples, or a case of beer that had fallen off a truck somewhere.

But then the lumpy pile of clothes began to stir. A little girl sat up, blinked, looked at Brian, then Edna, then me. She had pale blond hair, nearer silver than gold, and it stood up in ringlets on top of her head. Her eyes were big and dark and solemn. She was dressed in an oversized mens white undershirt and a diaper. My brother reached out his arms to her and she squirmed away.

Mama, she whimpered.

Sweet Jesus, Edna said sharply, edging closer to the truck to get a better look. She steadied herself with one hand on the hood of the truck.

Brian, is this your idea of a joke?

Brian scooped the child up in his arms.

Jokes on you, Grandma, he said, winking at Edna. Yall. This is my daughter, Maura. Maura Jean Garrity. I been telling her about how Santa Claus loves to come visit little girls at their grandmas house. Aint that right, Aunt Julia? Dont Santa Claus come right down the chimney at Grandmas house at Christmas?

All the time, I said dryly. Grandma is Santa Clauss girlfriend.

Noooo, Maura wailed. No Santa Claus! She was squirming in Brians grip.

Edna reached over and took the child in her own arms, smoothing her hair with one hand, rubbing her cheek against the little girls. Its all right, darlin, she crooned. Grandmas here. And Santa wont come in tonight.

Shes soaking wet, Brian, Edna said. And cold. Shes like a little Eskimo baby.

Edna hustled the child into the kitchen. By the time Brian and I caught up with her, Edna had Maura propped on the kitchen table and was wrapping her in a big bath towel shed just pulled out of the clothes dryer in the adjacent laundry room.

How old? Edna demanded, rubbing Mauras tiny pink feet between the palms of her hands. Two?

She was three in September, right around your birthday, Mama, Brian said.

You dont have any idea when my birthday is, Edna said briskly. I was born in October. You say this child is three? Mighty tiny for three. And still in diapers? Weve got to get her in some decent clothes before she freezes to death.

Shes fine, Brian said. Mauras a big girl, arent you, sweetheart? Well get her all the clothes she needs in the morning. Right now, shes doing just great in her daddys T-shirt. A T-shirt was good enough for all of us kids for a nightgown, wasnt it, Jules?

Callahan, Edna said quickly. Everybody but me calls her Callahan now, Brian.

They have since college, I pointed out. Of course, Brian hadnt actually been around me since I was in college, but he had to know anyway.

Whatever, he said, shrugging.

Finish warming her up, then give her a little cup of milk, Jules, Edna ordered. She threw a quick look at Brian. She does drink out of a cup, doesnt she?

Sure, Brian said. I told you, Mauras a big girl now.

I poured a couple of inches of milk into one of those plastic go-cups they give you when you buy a Coke at the convenience store, and Edna stepped into the laundry room and started rooting around in the cupboards.

Maura sipped her milk, holding the cup with one hand and tugging at one of the silver curls with the other.

Edna came out of the laundry room with a faded, blue fleece sleeper, which I recognized as once belonging to one of my brother Kevins boys, who are now eight and ten. She had a pair of thick, white cotton training underpants in the other hand.

Come here, sweetheart, she cooed to Maura, taking her onto her lap. She started to unfasten the tape on the diaper.

Uh, Mama, that might not be so good an idea, Brian said.

Are you telling me this child isnt potty-trained?

I rolled my eyes. I remembered well this stage with my two nephews and with various other unsuspecting mothers and their toddlers over the years. Edna Mae Garrity is a potty Nazi. All four of her children, she liked to brag, had been completely toilet-trained by no later than eighteen months. Edna was the kind of person who stopped women in the diaper aisle at the Kroger to deliver sermons on the subject. Pull-Upsthe kind of disposable diapers designed to allow children to pull their diapers up and down like underwearwere, in Ednas well-voiced opinion, even worse an abomination of the industrial age than instant iced tea or canned biscuits.

Brian picked up the bottle of sherry Id been using for the trifle and knocked back a long swallow.

Hey, I said, snatching it away from him. Thats for my trifle.

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and grimaced. Tastes like crap anyway. Wheres the real stuff?

I handed him the bourbon bottle. Is this more what you had in mind?

He poured himself three inches and plopped down on one of the oak kitchen chairs.

Daddy, Maura said. Edna had zipped her into the sleeper and was rocking gently to and fro, humming some wordless song that sounded a lot like Mona Lisa.

Brian blew her a kiss. Daddys good girl. Let Grandma take you night-night.

No night-night, Maura said, her lower lip starting to tremble.

Well stay right here by Daddy, Edna said. Just rest your eyes now, sugar.

Edna hummed and Brian sipped and I watched. Before two minutes had passed, Mauras milk-pale eyelashes started to droop, then flutter. Her heavy, steady breaths filled the warm, light-filled kitchen.

My brother got up to refill his glass. He held up the bottle to offer me a drink, too, but I shook my head no. It was amazing. Here we all were in my kitchen, a week before Christmas. My brother had turned up from nowhere after a hiccup of ten years. Youd think hed just gone down to the corner store for a pack of cigarettes.

Brian reached over and rubbed a fleece-covered toe. Best little girl in the whole damn world.

Whered you get that baby? I said, unable to hide my curiosity.

He laughed. The usual way. Dont tell me you hadnt tried it yourself, Jules. Youre no old maid.

Whose is she? I asked. Wheres the mother? Where have you been all this time, Brian Garrity? My voice got louder and more insistent with each question. He was drinking my bourbon. I deserved some answers.

Shh! Edna said fiercely. Youll wake her up. She pushed her glasses down to the end of her nose and gave Brian that look. Is she really your child? No fooling around now, son.

Shes mine, Brian said firmly. You get a look at her toes? Look exactly like mine, especially that long little toe.

Edna wouldnt let him off the hook. Whos the mother? Does she know youve taken the baby? Whats this all about, Brian?

Brian took a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. It was a blue work shirt, faded and in need of washing. He shook a cigarette out and lit up.

Im the daddy. Thats the most important thing for Maura. And no, her mama dont know where shes at. Her mama dont know nothing but partying and whoring around. He looked around for an ashtray, but I didnt offer one, so he cupped his left hand and flicked ashes into it.

Shay doesnt deserve to know where my babys at. Shay dont care nothing about this little girl. All she cares about is that big shot real estate broker she works for and screws on the side. Partying. Smoking dope probably. Sleeping with men in the same room with my baby daughter. You see those clothes Maura had on? Her other clothes were wet when I picked her up. Thats all the extra clothes they had in her diaper bag at the day care. Not even a pair of shoes and socks. Not even a goddamn jacket.

Shay. Edna looked down at Mauras upturned face. The sound of her soft breaths filled the kitchen. Not Shay Gatlin. Are you telling me this is Shay Gatlins child?

Fraid so, Brian said.

I tried to keep my face expressionless. Talk about a blast from the past.

Shay Gatlin had lived down the street from us, growing up out in the suburbs in Sandy Springs in the sixties and seventies. Her mother, Annette, had been the neighborhood tramp, a bottle-blond divorce with an endless supply of no-account boyfriends moving in and out, and Annettes only child a detail the mother didnt seem terribly interested in.

Shay was a tough little stray, the kind of kid whod show up on your doorstep right after school and stay through dinner and on into the evening until Edna insisted it was time for her to go home. Edna probably fed Shay most of the hot meals she ate in her childhood, with Colonel Sanders and Ronald McDonald providing the rest. Shay had been just a kid when I left home for college, what, seven or eight? Shed be in her late twenties now, at least seven years younger than Brian.

She told me she was on the Pill, Brian said, dipping a finger into the bowl of Tom and Jerry batter. You remember how skinny she always was? She didnt even show until she was seven months gone. Thats when she told me. Said she quit taking the Pill cause it made her gain weight. By then, it was too late to do anything about it. We got married as soon as I knew. Well, pretty soon after. Right after Maura was born. My names on the birth certificate. I made sure of that, Mama.

Edna sucked in her breath, glancing down at the baby. Her face softened as she traced the outline of the childs ear with her fingertip. My first granddaughter, she said. And I didnt even know.
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We sat up past midnight. Brian drank bourbon, I asked questions, Brian ignored most of them. Edna watched, enraptured, as Maura slept, wrapped tight in her arms. Her curiosity was killing her, I was sure, but shed evidently decided to leave it up to me to be the one to ask all the questions. Eventually, I heard a short, exaggerated snort. Ednas head shot up and she blushed, embarrassed at being caught snoring.

Some things never change. The old lady still snores like Popeye, Brian drawled.

And youre still a smart-aleck horses ass, Edna retorted. With effort, she heaved herself out of the rocker. She shifted the sleeping child in her arms, and kissed the top of Brians head. He had the grace to blush.

I reckon you wont leave without her, will you? she asked. Callahan will get you some sheets and blankets. Ill put Maura down in my bed. Poor thing. Shes worn out. She shuffled off down the hallway, toward her bedroom.

You see that? Brian stood up and stretched. I knew Mamad do that way. I feel better already, seeing Mama with my baby. Now I know Ive done the right thing. OK by you if I sack out on the sofa?

Fine, I said. Is this, uh, a temporary arrangement?

He hooted. You mean, am I trying to move in with yall, dump the baby on you? No, Jules. Its just for tonight. See, me taking Maura was kind of a sudden decision. The place Im staying, Im not exactly set up for kids yet. I need a day or two, get a crib, see about a baby-sitter, all that kind of thing. And I thought it was high time Mama met her granddaughter.

Youre crazy, I said flatly. You cant just take a baby from her mother. I dont care what kind of mother she is; you dont do that, Brian. Its called kidnapping. The cops will throw your butt in jail.

Brian ran his hand over his chin, where the stubble was decidedly gray.

Shays got no right to have Maura. Shes a unfit mother.

I looked him over. He was underweight, unwashed, more than half drunk. From the look of the junk in his pickup, I had an idea the place hed been staying was right there in that truck.

Like youre a fit father, I said.

He didnt flinch.

Where were you? I asked. What the hell has happened with you, Brian?

Ive been around, he said simply, shrugging. Im gonna go get some clothes out of the truck, take a shower, hit the sack.

He headed for the back door. Just like he had ten years ago, after Daddys funeral.

No, I said simply. Ill get you some towels. Ill wash your clothes for you. Ill even fix you something to eat. But youre not going to sleep until I get some answers.

Shit, he muttered under his breath. I shoulda gone to Maureens. He put his hand on the doorknob. Im just going to get my stuff. OK? Let me get a shower and then you can give me the third degree. Swear to God.

Deal, I said.

But I stood in the doorway and watched him get his stuff.

Still a cop, huh? he said, when he was back inside. What was that you were saying about food?

Scrambled eggs, bacon, toast.

Biscuits would be better, he countered.

Im not your mama, I reminded him. And this is no diner. Take it or leave it.



I scrambled half a dozen eggs, fried eight pieces of bacon. The bread was getting a little moldy, but I scraped off the green parts and made him four slices of toast. I left the milk jug on the table in front of him.

He sat at the kitchen table, took his knife, and cut the toast in neat triangles. Just like Edna had always done for us. His hair was wet, his eyes red-rimmed from the soap and shampoo. Hed put on a clean brown flannel shirt and left the shirttails sticking out, and he reminded me for the first time of the kid brother who used to hog the Frosted Flakes box every morning.

Everybodys still pissed at me, huh? he asked, picking up a slice of bacon and nibbling at it.

Kevin told Edna you were probably dead. That she should quit waiting for you to come home.

My big brother, Brian said sourly. What a guy.

Whatd you expect?

I never meant it to be so long, Brian said. Daddy dying, I couldnt handle that. Guy I knew said he could get me a job working on one of those oil rigs, out in the Gulf. Good money. Fifteen, twenty bucks an hour, he said. But my bike broke down before I got to New Orleans. Time I got there, theyd given the job to somebody else. Let me tell you something, Jules. People in Atlanta think its hot here, theyve never been to New Orleans in July. Christ! Its like being melted alive.

You were in New Orleans all this time? I asked. Howd you hook up with Shay?

Nah. Hell, I only stayed in New Orleans a couple weeks. Lets see. From there I went to Houston. You ever see pictures of that big SunBanc building, looks like a pyramid made out of aluminum foil? I helped build that. Company I was working for got some contracts out in San Francisco, so I spent a couple years there. Then my boss quit that company, got a job in Seattle, so I went up there for about six months. Never did see a full day of sunshine. Atlanta was looking good when I got back here. I tell you, I got down and kissed that ugly red clay, I was so glad to be back home. And wouldnt you know it, the first friendly face I see when I get back to Atlanta, its little, skinny ole Shay Gatlin. I go into the bar at the Marriott down at the airport, there she is, sitting on a bar stool, sipping a glass of white wine. She knew me right away, but I had no idea who she was. I mean, you wouldnt know her, either, Jules. She was a fox.

Id fixed myself a cup of tea, and I sipped it slowly. You said Mauras three. So you moved back herewhat, four years ago? And youve been here that whole time? And you couldnt bother to pick up the phone and let anybody know you were alive?

He poured himself a tall glass of milk. What would it have changed? he asked. Shay moved in with me. We were living down in Jonesboro. Some of the time, I didnt have a job. Some of the places we lived werent so great. Was I gonna call you up and say Hey, yall come on down here to the trailer park, and by the way, could I borrow fifty bucks?

Were family, I said. Weve all been broke before. Out of work. Nobody cares where youre living, Brian. For Gods sakes, what do you take us for?

Brian drained the glass of milk, wiped his face with a wadded-up paper napkin. He leaned forward.

Look. Im not like yall. Im not into all this family mess. I dont ask for nothing from nobody and I dont expect nothing. Besides, after I got together with Shay, well, I could just hear what you and Maureen and Mama would say about her. That she was trash. Maybe she isyeah, well, she definitely isbut I didnt need to hear it from my family.

Wheres Shay now? I asked. What happened that made you take Maura and leave?

He got up from the table and scraped his scraps into the trash. I left six months ago, he said. He took his plate to the sink and started washing it. It was a side to my brother that Id never seen. Growing up, hed been the consummate slob, leaving a trail of clothes and toys and trash in his wake.

She was screwin around on me. I knew it for a long time, but I wouldnt admit it to myself. I caught her once, sneaking into the apartment when she thought I was asleep. Had her panties in her purse. After that, I left. Shay couldnt afford the apartment without me. Her and Maura moved in with Annette and her boyfriend, Chuck, a couple months ago. Theyre living down there in Jonesboro, one of those big condo complexes right near the airport. Chucks a lawyer. Slicker than cat shit.

Annettes still around? I didnt hide the surprise in my voice.

Still claiming shes thirty, Brian said. She tells people Mauras her sisters kid. Hey, youll get a kick out of this. Annettes a cop.

No way.

Well, a security guard. At the airport. Shes got a gun and everything.

I could imagine Annette Gatlin with a Colt malt liquor in her hand, but the idea of her patrolling the airport with the real thing was a scary thought. Remind me to hop a Greyhound next time I leave town, I said.

He laughed.

Is the divorce final?

Not that I know of, Brian said. Chucks her lawyer. Her and Annette think they run the world. Shes working as a secretary for some real estate tycoon down there in Clayton County. Guy owns half the county. Hes big in politics, pals around with all the lawyers. Thats how Shay got temporary custody. All those judges down there buddy around. A working man like me doesnt have a chance.

Shays got custody of Maura? I asked sharply. Full custody?

Im supposed to get her every other weekend, Brian said, looking around for something to dry his dishes. It is so fucked up you wouldnt believe it. Chuck got the judge to say I can only have Maura for the day. Not even overnight.

I sighed. You big moron. Shays lawyer probably has a warrant out for your arrest for violating that custody order.

He shook his head vehemently. You dont know Shay. She probably hasnt even figured it out yet. That day care, its a twenty-four-hour-a-day operation, cause of all the people who work over at the airport. Shay drops Maura off, and Annettes supposed to pick her up. But hell, you know those two. They go out and party half the night. Imagine that? A mother-daughter team of sluts?

So get a lawyer, I said. The way to get a custody order changed is not to kidnap your three-year-old.

Lawyers cost money. I already owe my guy sixteen hundred bucksand thats what he charges for screwing up my life and giving my little girl away. So I said, fuck it. Shays so dumb its pathetic. I followed her this morning, watched her drop Maura off at day care. This afternoon, I followed her when she left the office. You know where she went? The Days Inn on Riverdale Road. Whys a mother need a motel room when shes got a condo two miles away? So I went over to the day care, and I told the chick working there, Shay had a late appointment and needed me to pick up Maura. No problem. You shoulda seen Mauras face when she saw it was Daddy picking her up. Like a little beam of sunshine.

Like felony abduction, I said. Youve got to call Shay and tell her where Maura is.

I didnt come here to get lectured to, Brian snapped. This is just for one night. Tomorrow, I gotta go to work, pick up my paycheck. Then I can pay the deposit on this new place, and get us situated.

And what then? I demanded. Just go into hiding, like some damn outlaw on the lam? Get real, Brian. Get a lawyer. Let us help you. Were your family, dammit. We want you and Maura in our lives.

Then mind your own business, Brian growled. He got up and headed toward the den. Im going to bed.
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In the morning there was an oil puddle in the driveway where Brians truck had been parked. The truck was gone. But Maura was sitting at the kitchen table, propped up on a stack of telephone books, happily spooning Cream of Wheat into a face already smeared with what looked like grape jellycovered toast crumbs. Edna sat across the table from her, drinking coffee and admiring her new grandchild.

Shes the smartest youngun Ive ever seen, my mother announced.

What about me? I asked. I always thought I was the smartest youngun youd ever seen. You told me I could read by the time I was four.

That was before Maura, she said, giving me a dismissive wave. Show Aunt Callahan how smart you are, sweetheart, Edna coached.

Maura put her spoon down on the tabletop and her dark eyes took me in, faded flannel pjs, sleep-matted hair, red and black Georgia Bulldog bedroom slippers. I was a mess. Aside from the food on her face, however, Maura was a picture of good grooming. She wore a red-and-white striped long-sleeved shirt and a pair of red corduroy overalls. The clothes were clean but faded. Her hair had been combed and clipped with a red plastic barrette in a curly topknot on top of her head.

No Callahan, she said calmly.

I yawned and poured myself a cup of coffee. Youre right, Ma, I said. Shes brilliant. Must be Shays gene pool.

This youngun knows all her numbers, Edna said. Even her phone number, including the area code. And right before you came in, she was singing Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.

Wheres her daddy? I asked.

Gone when I got up. And I got up at six, she said. He left a note, though. Had to go to work. But he said hed call before noon.

Daddy? Maura said, cocking her head to one side. Daddys bad.

Edna raised an eyebrow at me. Wonder where she heard that?

Its a big mess, I warned my mother, gesturing with a nod of my head toward Maura, who was listening intently. Maybe she really was a little rocket scientist. Hell, the Garrity side must have contributed something to the kids DNA. I tried to talk to B-R-I-A-N last night. He wont listen. You-know-who has custody. Legal custody. Hes not even allowed overnight visits, Ma.

Her face paled. Good Lord. What kind of lies has Shay been telling about him?

Hes broke, I said. No money for a lawyer. And he has no intention of taking our friend home or telling her M-O-M where she is.

Well give him the money, she said, as though that would solve everything. Get his life back on track. Ive known that S-H-A-Y since she was this ones age. Shes not fit to raise a cockroach, let alone a child. And as for that Annette

Shh, I cautioned. But it was too late.

Granny Annie! Maura said, twisting a strand of hair that had escaped from the topknot. Wheres my Annie?

At work, Edna said, patting her hand. But Grandmas here. And Aunt Callahan. And weve got lots to do this morning. Can you help Grandma?

You had to hand it to Edna, she was smooth.

Can we watch Barney? Maura asked, looking from Edna to me, not sure who was the boss of this outfit.

Sure, Edna said. Whatever that is.

Its a kiddie show. The star is a big purple dinosaur who sings and dances, I said. Kids love it. Personally, it makes me want to puke.

Maybe well watch Barney after we go to the store, Edna told Maura. Were having a party tonight! A Christmas party. And you get to help make the cookies. How about that?

Store? Mauras face brightened immediately. Buy me a toy?

Groceries, Edna said. But maybe we can get you a treat.

I coughed tactfully. Uh, Ma. You cant take Maura to the store. You dont have a car seat in your car.

Edna frowned. Ive got seat belts in my car. Ill strap her in good and tight. She doesnt need a special seat. And its just up to the Kroger. Not even a mile away.

State law, I said. Children under six have to be in child safety restraints.

Pooh, Edna said. I raised four kids and they hadnt even invented seat belts.

Yeah, but Maureens still got a scar on her forehead from where she hit the dashboard Jesus, that time you had to slam on the brakes to keep from hitting the Shoemakers dog, I reminded her. Anyway, weve got to talk Brian into taking Maura back to her mom as soon as possible. If this child has a single tiny scratch on her, you know theyll blame him. And us.

All right, Edna said. She kissed the top of Mauras head. You stay here and watch Barney with Aunt Callahan. Grandma will be right back.

Hey, I said, I didnt volunteer to baby-sit. Ive got a lot of errands to do this morning.

Never mind, Edna said. You can bond with your niece while Im gone. Be nice, now. And dont forget to put her on the potty right after you clean her up from breakfast. All this cereal shes had, she should be ready for a really big job.

Potty? I put down the banana Id been peeling. I didnt sign on for potty duty. Definitely not. You can just put her back in a diaper, Ma, until you get home. I spent my whole childhood cleaning up Brians butt. Im not starting over on his kids.

Were out of diapers, Edna said. I was going to pick some up at the store. Just until we get her schedule working smoothly.

My mother took a damp washcloth and gently dabbed Mauras face with it. The child wriggled and shook her head and giggled, but Edna had dealt with much tougher customers than this kid. Come on, now, she coaxed. Lets get this pretty face cleaned up. Edna clamped down on Mauras left hand, but she unwisely left her right hand free.

Plop. Edna looked up, surprised. A tablespoonful of Cream of Wheat was sprayed across the crown of her head.

Shit, Edna said, putting her hand up to feel it.

Shit! Maura agreed.



It took five minutes of scrubbing to get the hot cereal out of my mothers highly teased pink bouffant. Now I got flat hair, she complained, looking at herself in the bathroom mirror. Cant have an office Christmas party with flat hair. Ill run by the beauty parlor after the store and have Frank wet it down and comb it out nice.

Uuuuh, Maura sang out.

Edna gave her a fond glance. Maura was seated on the toilet, the red corduroy overalls hanging down over her feet. Good girl, Edna said. Make a big potty for Aunt Callahan. Shell be so proud.

Shell be so disgusted, I muttered. This is why I never had kids, you know.

We stayed in the bathroom for another ten minutes after Edna left. Maura making noises like an elephant in childbirth, me making encouraging noises. But there were no really encouraging signs that Maura was about to achieve big potty status.

Almost done? I asked, leaning wearily against the bathtub.

She shook her head. Read me a story.

A story. The kid liked to read in the bathroom. She was definitely a Garrity.

Stay right there, I said, dashing out into the living room to look for reading material. Story, I muttered. Need a story for Maura.

We were woefully short on childrens literature. No Cat in the Hat, no Madeline. Kevins kids didnt come over very often, and when they did, they brought their own handheld video games to combat the boredom of being at Grandmas house. The coffee table held a stack of old magazines, TV Guide, Readers Digest, Atlanta Magazine, like that. I seized one and ran back to the bathroom.

Here, I said, holding out a year-end double issue of People magazine. Its got Princess Diana and Michael Jackson. Hours of reading entertainment.

She spread the magazine across her lap and flipped through the pages. Barbie! she said excitedly, pointing to a photograph of Heather Locklear hanging on the arm of a menacing-looking rock star.

Kids good, I said.

I turned on the water in the shower. If we were going to spend the morning in that bathroom, I might as well get clean while we were doing it.

You stay right there while I take a shower, OK? I said, stepping into the tub. Let me know when you make big potty.

OK, Maura agreed.

I was still nervous that she might decide to get up and leave and do God knows what. I remembered the last time Id baby-sat for one of Kevins kids. Id gone into the house to answer the telephone and in the minute I was gone, the little vandal had managed to get the garden hose turned on full power so he could wash my van. With all the windows open.

Lets sing, I said. If I could hear her voice, I rationalized, she couldnt be getting into too much mischief.

Row, row, row your boat, I warbled.

Gently down the stream, she answered.

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream.

We sang, and I sudsed up. I poured a capful of shampoo in my hair and worked it into my scalp. Mauras high-pitched little voice went on and on about rowing down the stream. I lost track of the verses, thinking about my prodigal brother and his idea of a Christmas surprise. I washed my hair twice, rinsed it with conditioner, and then stood for a long time under the stream of hot water, trying to sort out my emotions. I stepped away from the water, lathered myself up, then let the water sluice the soap away.

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, Maura said, a little out of breath.

My right hand slid across the flesh of my left breast, felt the slight pucker of tissue from the lumpectomy Id had six years ago.

The water was scalding hot but I felt myself go cold all over. I left the water running, stepped out of the tub, and stood, dripping wet and naked in front of the bathroom mirror. I wiped at the fog-steamed mirror. Maybe the mirror would tell me something my fingertips couldnt. But there was nothing new. A slice of red puckered tissue hiding a mass of free-floating cancer anxiety.

I do the breast self-exams every month. Sometimes the anxiety and fear bubble up from nowhere and I panic. Calling my surgeon helps. Talking to Mac helps. I keep the mammograms under the bed, and when the panic strikes, I pull them out and examine them, to reassure myself Im clean.

But sometimes, usually in the shower, the panic hits. I pressed the breast again with my fingertips and tried to remember how everything should look.

Maura was still sitting on the commode with the People magazine opened to a pictorial history of Liz Taylors hairstyles and necklines. She didnt seem all that surprised to see her aunt emerge dripping wet and naked from the steam clouds of the shower to poke warily at her own bosom.

I did a breast self-exam exactly the way my gynecologist showed me, only ten times more intensively than usual. It took longer, too, because I had to stop two or three times to deal with the dry heaves that kept overcoming me every time I tried to form the word cancer in my brain. I had to puke in the bathtub, because Maura was still taking her own sweet time about that potty business.

She read and sang, and I puked.

Row, row, row your boat, she repeated. And then, finally, as I was struggling to get dressed, she said the words. Oh, looky. Big girl. Good girl.

I wiped my mouth on a bath towel and swallowed hard. She hopped off the commode so I could get a look at what shed accomplished. It was everything Edna had hoped for.

Maura got to flush the toilet. She did that, and I clapped, and we sang gently down the stream, which seemed mightily appropriate.

Then I knelt down unsteadily on the tile floor and helped her pull up my nephews too-big underpants, and snap the shoulders of the red overalls, which I realized had been his, too, six or seven years ago.

She was so proud of herself. Her hair was as damp as mine from the steam, and her cheeks as pink as mine from the heat. She patted my cheek, and then, with a chubby forefinger, repeated what shed just watched me do, poking my left breast, directly on the lumpectomy.

Boo-boo, she said. She kissed her fingertip, then pressed it to my scarred breast. Better?

Better, I said. I took a deep breath.

Sing some more, Maura begged. More.

I stood up and we sang the last verse.

Life is but a dream.
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Maura and I decided to play house. Clean the house, that is. We put my grandmothers special crocheted lace tablecloth on the dining room table and took Ednas fancy cut-glass wine goblets out of the china cabinet. We cut out the sugar cookie dough on the kitchen table: stars, hearts, a reindeer, a candy cane, and a Christmas tree. Maura really did know all the words to Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.

Shh, I said, holding a finger to my lips. Dont tell Grandma you sang it to me.

I cut up the vegetables for the relish tray for that night; Maura got to mix the Liptons onion soup mix into the sour cream for the dip. She flung onion dip all over the kitchen, screaming with glee each time a glob landed on me. We split a bag of potato chips; they were the baked kind, so I felt they were fine for a toddler.

We were having a high old time grating the cheddar for the cheese ball when Edna staggered in the back door under the weight of an armload of groceries.

Maura took a long calculating look at all the grocery sacks. Treat?

Just like her Daddy, Edna said, giving her granddaughter an indulgent peck on the cheek. Did you make potty for Aunt Callahan?

Big potty! Maura boasted.

It was impressive, I admitted. I was going to save it, but

Never mind, Edna said quickly. She held her pocketbook out to Maura. Look in Grandmas
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