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Wednesday, August 9, 1989
3:23 PM
Great. CJ Kirk clenched his jaw, preparing to face a new reality.

He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel while waiting for the stoplight to turn green. Dozens of parked cars lined the road, three blocks from the Riverside Club. Friends and neighbors, and some not so friendly, gathered to pay their respects to his newly widowed mother.

At the club, CJ drove up to the valet and flung the door open. He snatched his coat out of the passenger seat before the attendant could spring from his stool.

“Mr. Kirk,” the valet stammered, “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, Doug.” CJ strode away without taking the claim ticket. Instead, he hurried to the grand old club entrance, drew a deep breath, grabbed the door handle, and slipped inside.

Groups of people dressed in somber clothes clustered around the room, speaking in hushed tones. Although CJ tried not to call attention to himself as he entered, people glanced in his direction, and his closest friends stepped toward him to offer their condolences. He searched the crowd for his family members as he spoke with well-wishers.

There’s Mother. And Allison and that schmooze bag she married.

Disgust roiled in CJ’s stomach as he observed his older sister and her husband, Ron, slither from person to person, acting as though they appreciated each guest’s small talk.

While Allison and Ron gravitated toward the more influential guests, Mother stood amid her countless admirers in the musty, shadowy room. Dread rose in CJ’s chest, but speaking with his mother was inevitable. He straightened his shoulders and resolved not to let her get under his skin again.

“Charleston, I’m so sorry about your father. What a shock it must have been.” Michelle stood in his path, blocking his progress toward his mother. He felt thankful for the interruption, despite his recent avoidance of her.

“Yes, yes, a shock.” CJ raked his sandy blond hair off his forehead. He nodded at her as Michelle smiled and slipped her hand underneath his arm. Her heavy layer of makeup and familiar perfume assaulted his senses. Why she buried her otherwise pretty face was beyond his understanding.

“Is there anything I can do?” Michelle gazed up at him and gave him a flirtatious grin.

“No, thank you.” His terse response did nothing to shake the girl his mother had picked out for him.

What can anyone do? His life collided with his father’s world, one which he had been desperate to avoid only days ago. Now, he didn’t know whether to embrace his future or run away from it.

If I marry Michelle, I’ll get Mother off my back, but I can’t take smelling her nasty morning breath every day for the rest of my life.

“I need to get to Mother,” he said, struggling to shake his arm loose from her grasp.

“I’m sure you don’t want to be alone.” Michelle entwined her arm with his and attempted to hold his hand as she fell into step with him. He clenched his fists, trying to discourage her proprietary air, as Michelle pulled him along like a wayward puppy.

“Charleston Jasper, how nice of you to grace us with your presence.” His mother’s cloying voice rasped on his nerves as she presented her cheek for his obligatory kiss. Her papery skin smelled faintly of cinnamon, although he was sure she had been nowhere near a kitchen, unless she had been brewing up her latest kettle of tea.

“Michelle, you’re looking well. How have you been?” Mother diverted her attention to the young woman on CJ’s arm and bent forward to accept her embrace.

“Thank you, Mrs. Kirk. I’m so sorry about Mr. Kirk.” Michelle stepped forward and showered Mother with a fawning smile.

“Thank you, Michelle,” Mother acknowledged the girl, then skewered her son with her gaze. “CJ, your sisters have been looking for you. Lucy isn’t taking this well—you know her vagaries.” Mother turned and tittered with the surrounding guests as though she were joking, serene as a swan under her coiffed salt and pepper hair.

CJ did know, but how was she supposed to take their father’s death? At least Lucy’s anguish was sincere, but he wasn’t sure about their mother and older sister. A chill spread throughout his chest, squeezing the air from his lungs, making each breath an effort. “Where is she?”

Mother’s eyes narrowed as she glanced toward the cluster of younger people near the bar. A laugh rose above the hum of serious conversations from their midst, followed by a quick shush. Lucy’s best friend was handing her a fresh glass of what must have been vodka and soda, and Lucy handed back a watery glass of ice with a mangled lime.

Mother’s imperious voice cut through his thoughts. “You need to do something, CJ.”

He jerked free of Michelle and strode away, glad to put as much distance between himself and the two women as possible. Guests offering condolences filled in around Mother. Charleston Kirk, Sr., had left a wide-open space in their world with his untimely departure.

The light from the bar threw shadows on Lucy and her friends, but CJ saw the concern on their faces. A handsome young man stood at her elbow, giving some support, but stepped back when he spotted her brother’s scowling face approaching. Most of the other friends drifted away, but Lucy’s best friend, Teddie, stood her ground as though daring him to lecture them.

“Lucy, Mother sent me to relieve you of your drink.” CJ held out his arms to her.

His younger sister’s hand shook as she opened her arms. He wrapped her in a hug. Her drink spilled down his back, but he pressed her blond head against his chest and asked Teddie, “How many has she had?”

“I’m not sure. She was drinking when I got to her place this morning, even though she knows how much I hate alcohol.” Teddie shrugged her shoulders and looked him in the eye.

His eyebrows rose in faint surprise. “Why didn’t you stop her?”

“Ha, you try it. Stopping a freight train with my bare hands would be simpler.”

“Every bigwig in town is here, witnessing Lucy falling apart and embarrassing our mother.” CJ searched Teddie’s eyes for insight as his inebriated sister leaned into him.

Teddie’s cheeks colored as she frowned at him. “Your showing up twenty minutes late for your father’s wake isn’t just as embarrassing?”

Teddie knows far too much about us after spending twenty years attached to Lucy’s side. Why does Lucy keep her around?

But he knew the answer. Lucy had no one else, especially now.

Allison appeared at his elbow, grimacing. She peered at her younger sister. “Oh, Lucy. Are you alright? Let’s get you some water before you make another scene.”

Allison stepped away and raised her eyebrows at CJ, and he returned the glance. She turned her back to them, providing CJ with an escape from the hordes of Charleston Kirk devotees. He took Lucy’s hand and led her to the empty hallway, with Teddie on their heels.

“Hey, CJ, I’ll take her to the restroom, but I don’t think she’ll make it all afternoon. I can drive her home, if that’s okay with you.”

“Yes, thanks, Teddie. I’ll appease Mother and Allison, then come by, and we can talk.” Placating his mother and older sister was his priority, and telling Lucy he hadn’t found their father’s will would be next.

Lucy’s gaze rose from the floor to her brother’s face. Mascara puddled under her blue eyes and stained her blotchy cheeks.

“You can’t bring him back to life, and that’s the only way to save us,” she muttered.

“Lucy, go with Teddie, please. I have to handle Allison and Mother. I need your help, but not in this condition.”

Lucy drained her drink and slammed the glass on a nearby console table with a resounding whack. A hiccup escaped her lips. She fluttered an unsteady hand in front of her mouth. “You can have the drink. I don’t care about those two. I can’t wait to leave all of you.” Lucy swayed toward the table and caught herself before she fell. “Stupid heels.”

“Well, take them off, Luce.” Even Teddie sounded exasperated as Lucy wrestled her black pumps off and thrust them at her friend.

“This ought to embarrass the proper Ann Kirk and Allison Gardiner.” Lucy’s defiant words didn’t escape her brother’s attention, and his resolve to hide her rose.

“Why do you care? Look how drunk you are.” CJ reached out to take her arm, but she pulled away.

“I’m not that drunk,” Lucy hissed at him.

“Go home with Teddie, and we’ll talk later.”

Lucy sagged against the wall, and Teddie stepped in to put her arm around Lucy’s waist. Her brother took the other side, and together, they hauled Lucy out.

“Did you valet?” CJ asked.

“No, I don’t have that kind of money to squander.” Teddie eyed him with a look of annoyance.

“You could have put it on my father’s tab like you do everything else.”

Teddie halted. “I’ll consider the shock you’ve experienced and not tell you how rude that statement was.”

“Take my car, but be careful with it.” CJ scanned the packed parking lot for the valet. “Doug! Bring my car around, quick.”

The man’s eyes widened, but he turned and jogged away without a word. Then, less than a minute later, CJ’s vintage baby blue Thunderbird convertible rolled to a stop before them. As the valet stepped out of the car, CJ picked Lucy up and deposited her in the passenger seat. The contents of her purse spilled onto the floor around her feet, and she growled out an expletive. He shook his head and shut the car door.

“Keep her safe. I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Kirk.” Teddie glared at him. “Here, catch!”

Her large key fob almost hit him in the skull, but he snatched it out of the air, stinging his hand.

“My truck is right outside the gate to the left.” Teddie nodded her head southward.

That’s almost half a mile away. CJ rolled his eyes, half hoping Teddie noticed. He pivoted his back to her and walked into the club, bracing to face the crowd.

❖

IT’S BEEN OVER TWO hours. How long do these things go on?

CJ sensed his mother tracking his every move. In defiance, he sauntered to the bar for another drink. The younger crowd had dispersed. Most of the ones lingering nearby were closer to his mother’s age. He spied his friend Steve deep in conversation with Michelle in a corner of the room. She laughed at something he said and twirled a long strand of honey-colored hair on her shoulder. His jealous streak would have gotten the best of him any other day, and he suspected she knew it.

He watched Allison and Ron working the room like skilled politicians. They had left their twelve-year-old son, Chas, draping himself on a chair, and rumpling his stiff-looking suit as he read a book, while two-year-old Angela clung to her nanny.

CJ took a heavy swig of bourbon and approached his mother with caution. She was conversing with visitors and balancing her smiles with misty eyes.

He reached out to touch her shoulder. “Excuse me, Mother, may I have a brief word with you?”

The woman glanced up at him. “Just a moment, Son. We’re just saying goodbye.”

He tapped his foot as he waited until the couple finished their visit. “I want to check on Lucy.”

Mother spoke quietly and kept a neutral look, but he believed she was playing the part. “We still have guests. She’ll be fine. I’m sure she’s sleeping off her little stunt. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life. Why were you late?”

“My car was running on empty, so I stopped for gas.” He hesitated, wondering how much to tell her. Playing it close to the vest seemed the more intelligent option.

“That’s odd. Does it take twenty-two minutes to get gas?” Mother cocked her head and narrowed her eyes.

“I got stuck behind an eighteen-wheeler on Highway 710 near Sterling.”

“You drove out to the ranch? Why?” Mother’s shrewd black eyes pierced his conscience with alarming acuity.

He noted her sharp tone but managed a straight face in her presence.

“The city was too busy... I needed some space.” He shrugged as he swivelled his eyes away. He knew she would interrogate him once all the guests were gone.

“Listen to me; you will not leave until I tell you to. And put that drink down now. Lucy’s performance was bad enough without you adding to it.” Mother’s even tone belied the anger he guessed was bubbling within her.

The young man glanced at his glass, downed the rest, and walked away as another couple moved in to express their condolences to his mother.

No one will ever find out how convenient the timing of Dad’s death was for her.

❖

AT 5:25, THE ROOM WAS vacant except for the Kirk family. Michelle had given up trying to draw him out of his stoic reverie after he snapped at her for a disparaging remark she’d made about Lucy. She had walked out the door beside Steve and not given CJ a second look.

I understand why Mother is so set on me marrying her. The family’s wealth and connections would be a desirable acquisition. But worth it?

“Well, that was a nightmare.” Mother sucked in her cheeks and glowered at her son. “Now, you may check on your sister and make sure she’s not inebriated the next time I see her.”

As if I control her. But he nodded and took Teddie’s jangle of keys from his pocket, and without a backward glance, walked away.

Allison intercepted him before he reached the door. “Where are you going? Can’t you see we’ve got to get Mother home?”

“You and Ron can handle her.” He had no intention of spending more time with them than necessary.

“But I’ve got the children. What am I to do with them?” Allison frowned at him intensely. The vein in her forehead swelled, which CJ recognized as a familiar precursor to her wrath.

“You haven’t figured that out in twelve years? A dog would make a better parent.”

Allison sputtered, “You... you and Lucy are so self-centered. Why is this family always my responsibility?” She pinned her arms across her chest as her angry stare bored into her brother.

“Because you do it so well, dear sister.” CJ marched out the door as Allison began to spit out another thing he didn’t want to hear.

The golden sunshine of late summer, along with the heat and humidity, struck him as he stepped out from under the awning at the entrance. He shed his suit coat, still damp from Lucy’s spill, loosened his tie and top button, then took a deep breath. The walk through the now almost empty parking lot out of the club’s gates to Teddie’s truck helped clear his mind. He fumbled through the multitude of keys on her fob, located the right one, and climbed into the cab.

How does that little girl drive such a gigantic truck?

CJ cringed at the amount of dog hair on the seats, but got in. His knees almost touched the steering wheel until he moved the seat back. He punched the air conditioner to its fullest and turned up the radio before adjusting the rearview mirror. Even though traffic was light, he took his time pulling out into the street. He dreaded the scene with Lucy.

Maybe if I drive slow enough, she’ll sober up before I get there.

CJ turned into the townhouse complex sooner than he would have liked. He rolled down the window and stabbed the code in to open the gate. As it swung open, his sparkling clean Thunderbird in the back corner of the parking lot caught his attention. Over the open top, he saw Teddie and Lucy still sitting in it. His heart dropped to his stomach as he pulled up in the parking spot to the left of them. He jumped out of the truck and took a few long strides toward his car, fuming.

I cannot believe this idiot of a girl. “Teddie, what are you thinking? It’s over 100 degrees out here! Why didn’t you take her inside?”

“She’s passed out, CJ. What do you want me to do, drag her across the parking lot?”

“You are so inept.”

“Shut up and help me get her inside. I can’t carry her up the steps all by myself.” Teddie swung her car door open, and she scrambled out of the driver’s seat, her auburn hair sweaty and tangled. She looked CJ in the eyes and stood with her hands on her hips.

CJ pressed his lips into a thin white line while studying her pretty, but defiant face. She has a point. Lucy is much taller than Teddie. “Okay, I’m sorry I took my anger at my crazy family out on you.”

Teddie raised her eyebrows and said, “I’m sorry, too, CJ, about everything.”

His anger dissipated, his shoulders slumped, and unexpectedly, he heard his rough voice whisper, “Thank you, Teddie. You’ve been a good friend to us all.”

“Your dad helped me so much, you know, he and your
mother—”
“Just help me get Lucy into her bed. I don’t know how much more I can manage.” CJ dropped his eyes as he shook his head.

Teddie gave him a quick nod as tears welled up and threatened to spill down her cheeks. “Of course, CJ.”
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September 1969

Lucy loved her hair whooshing in the hot wind as she swung back and forth on the creaky old swing set. The rhythmic swinging soothed her nerves and distracted her from the sound of her parents’ angry voices. This was her preferred retreat, except during the few chilly months in Texas.

The family’s Golden Retriever, Bingo, trotted along the side fence where the large, old trees shaded him from the golden late-afternoon sunshine. He sniffed as he went, stopping here and there for further inspection. Dad called this activity “perimeter checks.” Bingo’s protection reassured Lucy. Especially right now.

Another squawking, angry voice rang out, closer this time. Lucy jumped off the swing and landed on the prickly grass a few feet away. She looked at the dog, who cocked his head toward the house. His eyes echoed Lucy’s own concern.

“Come on, Bingo, let’s go!” Lucy ran as fast as her six-year-old legs could manage, with Bingo on her heels. She reached the back door, flung it open, and raced around the corner of the long hallway leading to their bedrooms. At the other end, Dad stood between her siblings, with their mother standing behind them.

Her father roared, “I can see that, CJ. What are you two doing here? Eavesdropping?”

Lucy froze at the irate growl of her father’s voice. The thought of the consequences of their eavesdropping filled her with dread. That was one of the few spoken rules in the household. The bright sheen of tears in CJ’s brown eyes as he covered his nose frightened her. Whatever it was, it must have hurt a lot. CJ never cries.

“She hit me,” CJ whined through the blood streaming down his face.

Allison backed into the den doorway as though she were the one receiving the blow. “He said I was—”

“Maybe we should check his nose,” Mother interrupted as the shock on her face dissolved into a frosty anger. “What if it’s broken? What are we going to tell the doctor? We must take him in. He can’t have a crooked nose for the rest of our lives. And look at the blood on the carpet!” Mother’s voice rose in pitch with each word.

Lucy stared at her family, looking for a clue as to what had happened. CJ stood still, holding his nose in his hands. Mother’s scowling face was bright with rage, mirrored by Allison’s. Dad glanced at the carpet and demanded Allison get a towel to clean up the blood. Nursing the fist that had caused all this trouble, she ran to her room and slammed the door, muffling the sound of her furious sobs.

“Look at the mess he’s making,” Mother said.

“CJ, pull your shirt up to catch the blood.” Her father’s voice was calm, but Lucy detected an edge to it. “Let’s go get your nose looked at. I’m sure you’re fine. My nose has gotten broken plenty of times. Lucy, please get Alma to come clean up this mess before it’s permanent.”

Lucy turned and ran toward the laundry room. Most likely, the woman was there ironing, trying to stay out of everyone’s way.

“Alma, Alma, come quick! Mother’s worried there will be a stain on the carpet.”

The woman looked up, seemingly unsurprised at Lucy’s words. She perched the iron on the ironing board and turned it off before she reached into the cabinet for cleaning supplies.

“Hurry!” Lucy stamped her foot in frustration.

“Where are they?”

“By Mother and Dad’s room. It’s a mess.”

The housekeeper lumbered after the little girl. Lucy twisted to look back when she heard Alma’s gasps, but kept rushing to the scene, only to find her family and Bingo gone.

Alma knelt and sprayed the carpet, then dabbed at the spots. “You’d best go to your room, too, honey. And don’t go bothering your parents or your brother and sister.”

Lucy had no intention of entering her parents’ bedroom when the door was closed. She hated hearing her mother scream at her. She had no intention of bothering her sister, either. Allison’s screaming was as bad as their mother’s, and Allison pinched her.

Lucy wandered off and found their dog in CJ’s room, a convenient hiding place when her brother and dad were gone. She sat on the floor with her back to the bed, and Bingo curled up next to her. The dusty trophies on the shelves almost obscured the motorcycle poster behind them. Lucy hated it.

What if CJ got hurt even worse than today? The thought constricted her lungs, and a slight wheeze broke the silence.

Lucy stroked the dog’s fur and gave him a tummy rub. She picked up the Hardy Boys book from the nightstand and read to take her mind off CJ. Books helped her escape from her desolate life.

❖

“TEDDIE, YOU SHOULD see my brother’s nose,” Lucy told her new best friend at school on Monday while they were waiting for their rides home. “It’s broken. We’re supposed to say he was playing football, but really, my big sister hit him in the nose. It’s all swollen and bruised. He acts like it’s proof he’s tough.”

“Why did she hit him?”

“I don’t know. No one will tell me what happened, but I know Allison punched him. She wouldn’t come out of her room until this morning.”

“Wow! Maybe I’m glad I don’t have a sister or a brother.”

Lucy spotted their maid’s car pulling up to the curb of the elementary school pickup line.

“There’s Alma. Where’s your mother?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I walk home.” Teddie shrugged, as if it were no big deal.

“Alma will give you a ride.”

“Really?”

“Yes, she’s the best.” Lucy took Teddie’s hand and pulled her to the car, where Alma was waiting. The long-time maid nodded at Lucy’s request, and the girls climbed into the back seat of the old car. The smell of cigarettes permeated the air, but Lucy didn’t mind because it reminded her of the dependable woman’s reassuring presence.

“Where do you live, child?” Alma asked in her rough voice.

“I live at 900 South Main Street. It’s across the street from the used car lot.”

Lucy couldn’t picture where Teddie was talking about until they pulled up at a rundown apartment complex. Her eyes widened. “This is where you live?”

“Yes, number 126. Right there.” Teddie pointed at a shabby door. “Thank you, Miss Alma.”

It’s so dirty. How can Teddie live here?

Lucy longed to pull Teddie back into the car and take her home, but Teddie was already climbing out.

“Bye, Lucy. See you tomorrow.”

“Bye, Teddie.” But the smack of the car door swallowed her words.

❖

TEDDIE’S HOME REMAINED on Lucy’s mind throughout the week. On Wednesday, she approached her mother to ask if she could have her friend spend the night on Friday. Her mother’s permission surprised her, and although joy filled her chest, she stayed calm in Mother’s presence. She couldn’t wait until the next day to ask Teddie if she would like to spend the night. Like Christmas Eve, the night dragged on until Lucy fell asleep.

The next morning, as they filed back from the assembly room where they recited the Pledge of Allegiance every morning, Lucy caught up with her friend in the hallway. She looked around for their teacher, and when she was relatively sure the teacher wouldn’t catch her speaking, whispered, “Teddie, can you come spend the night at my house on Friday?”

Teddie whirled and looked Lucy in the face. “Yes!” Teddie’s eyes sparkled.

❖

ON SATURDAY AFTERNOON, Lucy approached her mother in her large closet, rifling through her dresses. Lucy gingerly waited to be noticed. Teddie kept a pace behind her friend, wide-eyed.

“Mother?” her voice squeaked out.

“What is it?”

“Can Teddie stay another night?”

“Yes, but you need to make sure it’s okay with Teddie’s mother. Alma is babysitting while your father and I go to the gala.”

“Oh, my mother won’t care,” Teddie told them.

“Don’t you want to call her?” Mother pulled another dress from the rod to peruse, then scooped the other dresses out of the way to put it back in.

“No, I promise she won’t care.”

“I think you should call her first. I don’t want her to be upset with me.”

“It’s okay. Margaret doesn’t mind when I’m gone.”

Mother frowned as she turned to the girls. “You can’t stay unless you call her and get permission.”

“Okay, Mother, we’ll call.” Lucy grabbed Teddie’s arm and dragged her to the den to make the phone call.

“Wow, I think this room is as big as our entire apartment. And look at all the books.”

“Here’s the phone, Teddie.” Lucy looked around the familiar room, seeing it with fresh eyes. How can their apartment be only this big?

Teddie took the handset and dialed slowly. The girls listened to the phone ring over and over.

“She won’t answer.” Teddie looked Lucy in the eye, confident in her assertion.

“How do you know?”

“She never does. In kindergarten last year, I got sick, and the principal’s office called her, but she didn’t pick it up, and I spent the rest of the day in the nurse’s office.”

Why doesn’t she answer the phone? Mother and Dad always answer, especially Mother.

“We can try later,” said Lucy. “But why do you call your mother Margaret? I never heard of anyone doing that.”

“She didn’t want to be a mother, so she told me to call her by her first name,” Teddie said.

“Oh ...okay,” Lucy said. “Let’s go to my room.” Lucy led Teddie back to her bedroom, where they continued to spend most of their time playing with her stuffed animals and redecorating Lucy’s large dollhouse.

❖

AS PREDICTED, TEDDIE’S mother never answered the phone.

“Isn’t she ever going to pick it up?” Lucy asked. “My mother runs for the phone like she might miss something important if she doesn’t get there in time.” Lucy giggled at the memory, prompting a grin from her friend.

Teddie shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Just tell your mother my mother said it’s okay. I didn’t ask if I could stay last night.”

“You didn’t?” Lucy’s mind raced. She’d never considered not showing up after school when she was supposed to. Her mother would have been furious. “Isn’t she worried?”

“I don’t think so,” Teddie said.

“But where does she think you are?”

“I don’t know. Margaret doesn’t pay much attention, especially at this time of day.”

“My parents would kill me if I didn’t come home when I was supposed to.” Shivers raced down Lucy’s spine as she considered the consequences of doing such a thing. Especially now, with the icy silence hovering over the family since CJ’s nose got broken.

“Margaret’s busy with her friends a lot of the time. I just try to stay out of the way. Sometimes they scare me.” Teddie’s voice trailed off.

“What do you mean? My parents’ friends are super boring. All they do is play bridge and talk about stuff.”

“They’re kind of weird. They go into Margaret’s room and lock the door, so I don’t think she’ll notice if I’m gone.”

“Wouldn’t she notice at dinnertime?” asked Lucy.

Teddie shrugged. “Nah, we don’t eat dinner together. I just grab peanut butter crackers or cereal for dinner.”

“Your mom sounds kind of strange.”

“She drinks a lot of vodka and smokes. When she’s not asleep, she’s cranky unless her friends are over. And then she falls asleep again, or she rambles on about my father or her parents. I hide in my room until her friends go away.”

“She drinks a lot?” Lucy’s eyes widened as she tried to imagine one of her parents drunk. The vision evaded her mind. “But how do you stay alive? Do you have to go to the grocery store by yourself? Do you have money?”

“My grandfather’s handyman delivers food and stuff on Mondays. Grandmother doesn’t like us much, but Grandfather pays for our apartment and sends us things. And Mr. Juan is nice. He brings me his daughter’s old clothes and toys.”

“Why doesn’t your grandmother like you?” Lucy asked. Her usually vivid imagination was at a standstill.

Teddie shrugged. “Margaret got pregnant with me in high school and dropped out. Then my dad left, and they never got married or anything. Her parents were so mad, they wouldn’t let her live with them. She tried to take me to see them when I was a baby, but she said they wouldn’t even open the door.”

Lucy frowned. “That sounds terrible!”

“Margaret is sad most of the time. I try to cheer her up, but she just gets mad at me for ruining her life. It’s okay. Some of her friends are kind of nice.”

“I’m sorry, Teddie.” Lucy’s heart ached for her friend, and she gave her a squeeze. Now her friend’s place of residence made sense, although nothing else did.

The telephone shrilled next to them, and their conversation ceased, leaving the den feeling empty and looming. Lucy’s teenage sister zipped into the room, barging between the girls on her way to answer the phone.

“Get out of here, you brats!” Allison yelled. “It might be my boyfriend.”

“Come on, let’s go talk to my mother.” Lucy caught Teddie’s hand and pulled her toward the hallway leading to her parents’ bedroom. The door was open, which Lucy took as a good sign.

Although she wasn’t sure Teddie’s plan would work, Lucy pressed on and told her mother the agreed-upon lie. Dressing for the evening consumed Mother’s attention, and she muttered, “Yes, fine. Run along now. I’ve got to be ready when your father gets home.”

The girls skipped from Mother’s room to Lucy’s, where they fell on the floor, bubbling with laughter and delight.

❖

SUNDAY MORNING ARRIVED bright and hopeful. Lucy’s spirits were high since she had successfully kept her mother from discovering the truth. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes, then turned to see Teddie sitting up, reading one of Lucy’s books.

“What are you reading?” asked Lucy.

Teddie shut the book, leaving a finger to hold her place, and looked at the cover. “Um, it’s Little House in the Big Woods. It’s great.”

“Oh, one of my favorites.” She jumped from her bed to Teddie’s and took the book from her. “Where are you in the story?”

A knock on the door interrupted them. Lucy’s dad poked his head in. “You girls are going to miss pancakes if you don’t hurry.”

“Oh yummy! Thanks, Dad.” Lucy gave him a big smile.

“We’re still celebrating closing on the ranch last week.” He gave them a wide smile and shut the door.

“Oh, boy.” Lucy felt her heart drop and shifted her eyes to the floor.

“What’s wrong?” Teddie looked from the shut door back to her friend.

“Mother isn’t too happy about this ranch idea.” Lucy shook her head with a frown. “Dad says it’s his dream to have land of his own, but Mother says he’s never made a good decision about buying anything since they got married.”

“Is she angry?” Teddie’s eyebrows drew together as Lucy looked up at her.

“I think so. She says he took her to some horrible place to live when they got married and promised to get a nice house as soon as he could, but it took too long,” Lucy said, nodding. “Then he bought a crummy house without even telling her. And after they moved in, he told her he’d found a dead snake in their bedroom when he was fixing the house up. She said she never slept a wink in that house.”

“That sounds bad,” said Teddie. “I guess I’d be angry too, but I don’t know. I’ve only ever lived in our apartment.”

“We gotta get dressed, Teddie. You can borrow one of my dresses for church. I didn’t think about it yesterday.”

Teddie shook her head as Lucy turned to her closet, not noticing the look of confusion on her friend’s face. She flipped through hangers, looking for a dress that wouldn’t be too big.

“Here, try this.” Lucy thrust a dress toward Teddie and turned back to choose one for herself. The smaller girl put it on, even though the dress was obviously not going to fit.

After Lucy selected her own, she emerged from the closet with a belt in hand, which she handed to Teddie. “It’s okay. Your tennis shoes don’t show much underneath the skirt. My shoes won’t fit you.”

Teddie cinched the belt tight around her waist. “I’ve never been to church. What’s it like?”

“It’s nice. We’ll go to Sunday School while my parents go to big church. You’ll like it. It’s fun.” Lucy nodded with assurance.

“Okay. I’ve never had pancakes either.”

“No way!” Lucy narrowed her brows. “I can’t believe it. You’ll love pancakes; they’re super yummy. Just wait. And you’re going to love Miss Natalie at Sunday School. She’s the nicest ever.”

Teddie’s face seemed to clear as Lucy prattled on about breakfast, and the people and activities at church. After brushing her own medium-length hair, Lucy handed the brush to Teddie. “Here, you should brush your hair before we go to breakfast.”

“Okay.” Teddie reached for the brush and tried to rake it through her snarly hair.

“Maybe you should start with a comb.” Lucy rummaged through the top drawer of her small but elaborate dressing table. “Come here, let me try.”

Comb in hand, Lucy picked up sections of her friend’s auburn hair and gently tugged at the knots, working her way from bottom to top, the way her mother’s hairdresser did when Lucy got her monthly haircut. Teddie squirmed at first, then shut her eyes until Lucy finished.

“I’ve never seen such long hair, but you look nice,” Lucy said when she finished. “Come on, let’s go.”

In the kitchen, Dad stood at the stove while Mother set plates piled with pancakes on the dining table. CJ tucked into his breakfast with relish, but Allison pushed forkfuls of pancake around her plate.

“I don’t want to go to church,” Allison blurted, glaring at her parents.

Mother said, “It doesn’t matter what you want; you’re going. This family goes to church every Sunday unless you’re ill.”

“Well, then, I’m ill.”

“Allison, calm down,” said Dad. “What’s the matter? You just look like you’re in a bad mood, not sick.” He stacked another two plates for the young girls and handed them to Mother.

“I am sick. I’m sick because Bart didn’t call yesterday like he said he would, and I will throw up if I see him at church with that stupid Melissa.”

“You hold your head up and never let on he upset you,” Mother advised. “You’re better than that. His family isn’t even members of the country club, for Pete’s sake.” She set the two plates onto the younger girls’ placemats and shook her head at Allison.

Lucy stifled a giggle, remembering Allison’s intrusion into the den the day before, and smothered her pancakes and Teddie’s with syrup. Serves her right for being so mean. I can’t imagine why anyone would want to call her.

❖

ON THEIR WAY BACK FROM church, Lucy and Teddie got to sit in the middle seat instead of the back of the station wagon. The “way back” was Lucy’s usual realm, and sitting up front gave her a thrill of importance. From behind her, she could hear her siblings trading insults.

Pulling out of the parking lot, Dad asked, “Where do you live, Teddie?”

“I live on Main Street across from Rudy’s Used Car Lot.”

Lucy heard her mother say, “Sounds familiar.” But she wasted little time thinking about it.

Now they’re going to see why I wanted her to come home with me. I wonder what they will say. Maybe they’ll let me keep her with us.

Turning to Teddie, Lucy broke into a smile. The girls chattered non-stop as Dad drove down past the older, gradually more dilapidated buildings past downtown. CJ and Allison taunted each other in what would have erupted into a full-blown fight if Dad hadn’t pulled into the parking lot of the Ambleside Apartments right then. The car fell silent. Heat emanated in waves from the trash-strewn, weed-infested parking lot.

Teddie pointed to the left and said, “I live in 126, the second one from the stairs.”

“Oh, my.” The words escaped Mother’s lips.

In silence, Dad pulled up and stopped the car to let the little girl out.

“Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Kirk.” Teddie looked at her friend. “See you tomorrow, Lucy. I’ll bring your dress back then.” Teddie hopped out of the car and was scampering in the doorway to her apartment before anyone could reply.

Lucy waited for her parents to say something, her attention fully captured by wanting to witness their reactions. Silence reigned as their parents entered another discussion, threatening turmoil.

“That’s old Mrs. Rafferty’s apartment... I mean, she’s probably dead by now, but.... This place is in worse shape than when you first brought me here. I could have killed you for that surprise.” Mother’s back stiffened and her face twisted.

“I am well aware, Ann.” Dad’s narrowed lips gave Lucy a shiver of dread, and the familiar tightening in her chest shallowed her breaths.

“I never wanted to see this place again. She lives next door to our old apartment. The door is unlocked, on the first floor where she could just wander out and—” Mother’s words ended in a strangled gasp.

Lucy stared at her parents as the shock faded from their faces and they fixed each other with cold, menacing eyes.

“Who is this girl? And who are her parents? And why does she call her mother Margaret?” The quiver in Mother’s voice betrayed her calm demeanor.

“I’ll find out,” Dad said. “I’ll call Fred when we get home. He knows everyone in town.”

The knots in Lucy’s chest loosened at her father’s self-assured words.

They’re just as confused as I am. At least I’m not alone anymore.

“Wait, people live in there?” Allison shrieked from the back seat, startling Lucy.

“Yes, Allison. People live there. Not everyone has the resources we do.” Mother didn’t turn to face her daughter but stared straight ahead at the old building.

“But it’s nasty. Teddie must be trash.” Allison’s determination to let everyone know her opinion was not to be trifled with. “Never bring her to our house again, Lucy. You big dummy. I can’t believe you’re friends with trash.”

Tears filled Lucy’s eyes as she said, “I hate you, Allison! You don’t know anything about Teddie. She’s my best friend, and she’s a good person.”

CJ punched Allison in the arm. “Stop being mean to Lucy! She didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Enough!” Dad’s deep voice reverberated through the vehicle. “Do not speak again until we get home.”

He shifted into reverse and began their quiet drive home.

❖

A SENSE OF FOREBODING flooded over Lucy when her father instructed the siblings to change out of their Sunday best and meet their parents in the formal living room. Dad sat them down on the long green sofa while he and Mother sat in the two uncomfortable armchairs across from them.

“Lucy, did you know that’s where Teddie lives?” Dad’s deep timbre did nothing to soothe Lucy’s nerves and tightened lungs.

Although her anxiety almost overcame her, Lucy did her best to keep her voice from squeaking. “Yes, sir. Alma and I take her home from school almost every day.”

Mother’s eyebrows arched. “Almost every day? Why doesn’t her mother pick her up?”

“Teddie said she naps a lot. She used to come pick her up sometimes, but she always looked horrible. I haven’t seen her in a while.” The words tumbled from Lucy’s mouth, now that she’d started speaking her mind.

“What a crummy place to live,” CJ inserted.

Allison spoke up. “I wouldn’t ever live in such a nasty place.”

Dad looked each of his children in the eye before speaking. “Your mother and I lived in that same apartment building when we first moved to town. We got out as soon as we could, but it took both of us working full-time jobs. When Annie came along, we had to get a safer place to live.” Dad cleared his throat before continuing, and Mother looked away.

The siblings waited quietly for their father to finish. Their parents always had difficulty speaking about their firstborn, perfect child, Annie. A driver had struck her in the apartment building’s parking lot shortly before Allison was born. Although the siblings had overheard plenty of arguments between their parents about who was to blame for taking their eyes off the toddler, they were never clear which parent was at fault.

“That time in our lives haunts me to this day,” Mother said. “Making us live there was unforgivable. And it still is!”

Dad ignored Mother and asked Lucy, “Do you know anything about Teddie’s family?”

“Um, I only know her grandparents don’t like her mom, and her dad ran away when she was a baby. And Mr. Juan brings her food and stuff because her mom doesn’t have any money.”

“Mr. Juan?” Dad asked.

“He’s her grandfather’s helper man.”

“Who are her grandparents? What is Teddie’s last name?”

“Blake. She says ‘Blake’ and ‘mistake’ rhyme, but I don’t think it’s very funny.” Lucy’s bleak words trailed off.

“You’re right; it’s not funny at all.” Dad’s voice took on an edge.

“And why on earth does she call her mother by her first name?” Her mother’s annoyance made Lucy shrink back a little further.

“Um, it’s because her mother told her to. Teddie was born when her mother was in high school, and she didn’t want to be a mother. So, she told Teddie to call her Margaret, like they were sisters.”

Dad shifted in his chair and cleared his throat. “You don’t know who the grandparents are?”

Lucy shook her head. Both her father’s validation and the concern on her mother’s face calmed her. She took a deep breath, which was a relief because, without realizing it, she’d been holding her breath almost since the conversation began. Her lungs eased as she relaxed.

“Lucy, would you like to ask Teddie if she wants to spend next weekend with us, too?” Dad’s words surprised her.

“Super, Dad.” Joy flooded over her as she jumped off the sofa and hugged her dad as tightly as she could, feeling secure in his arms for a moment. “I’ll ask her tomorrow.”

Turning back around, she saw Allison’s eyebrows rise while CJ directed his face to the floor. Her joy was so great, her siblings’ reactions did nothing to subdue her enthusiasm, especially when she heard her father say, “I’ll call Fred and find out who the grandparents are.”

Mother replied, “A story like this doesn’t stay quiet in a town this size. It won’t be difficult.”

Maybe we can save Teddie after all. A smile spread across Lucy’s face, and the tightness in her chest subsided.

❖

MONDAY MORNING AT SCHOOL, Teddie walked into the noisy classroom looking downcast. As the teacher called the class to order and quiet fell on the students, Lucy watched her friend sit down and pull a pencil out of her desk. She squinched her eyebrows together as she tried without success to get her friend to look in her direction. Impatiently, Lucy twirled her small ponytail in her fingers. Teddie kept her head down to her schoolwork, where she wrote something, then erased and rewrote it, intent upon her task.

“Lucy Kirk. Keep your eyes on your own work.” Mrs. Shed’s strict voice cut through Lucy’s thoughts, and she jumped. Her papers fluttered to the floor, so she dove beneath the desk to retrieve them as the boy behind her tried to scooch them away. Swatting at his feet, she recovered them with a scowl.

“Billy and Lucy, stop that horseplay. Get back to your work this instant.” The teacher reprimanded the children.

Discouraged, Lucy settled her papers on her desk, trying to ignore the boy kicking the back of her chair. He is such a jerk! Why is everything going wrong today? Now I guess I’ll have to wait until lunchtime to talk with Teddie.

When the noon bell rang, she jumped out of her seat and maneuvered herself in line behind her friend, bumping into another classmate and stepping on his foot. He tried to push her away, but she was determined to get next to Teddie, and she turned her back on him. He pulled her ponytail, but Lucy ignored him.

“Teddie, hey, Teddie.” Lucy reached out to touch Teddie’s arm as they walked single file to the school cafeteria. Talking in line was strictly forbidden, but Lucy couldn’t resist whispering.

Teddie pivoted toward Lucy. “Oh, hi, Lucy.”

“What’s wrong? You’re acting so weird.” Lucy searched Teddie’s hazel eyes.

“Nothing... just, Margaret was mad at me when I got home yesterday.”

“I thought you said she wouldn’t notice you were gone.”

“Yeah, I was wrong.” Teddie shrugged as her usual enthusiasm faded.

Oh no. But she has to come home with me on Friday. I told Dad I’d bring her.

“Maybe you can ask for permission first. I want you to come over this weekend.” Lucy felt desperation crawling up her spine.

“I don’t know if she’ll let me. She was pretty mad.”

Lucy’s heart sank.

❖

HOWEVER, BY MIDWEEK, Teddie’s outlook had improved, lifting Lucy’s spirits. On the playground, they huddled together by the corner of the building to protect themselves from the heat and the gusty breeze, which picked up sand from the playing field on the other side of the short fence.

“Margaret’s acting more like herself at last.” Teddie’s bright eyes beamed through strands of hair picked up by a burst of wind.

“Yay! Great, Teddie. Do you think she’ll let you come over?”

“Maybe. Seems like she forgot I was missing last weekend.” Teddie said. “I’ll try asking her this afternoon... or maybe tomorrow.”

Lucy clapped her hands and smiled. “If she says yes, don’t forget to pack a dress for church.”

“I don’t have nice dresses like you do, but I can ask Mr. Juan if his girl has any old dresses she doesn’t want, except I won’t be able to ask him until Monday afternoon, when he brings our stuff.”

Although Lucy couldn’t fathom not having clothes of her own, she said, “You can borrow another one from me this Sunday. I bet I have some dresses I’ve outgrown, too. And I still have the toothbrush you used last time, so you don’t need anything else.”

“Maybe pajamas,” the young girl giggled, and Lucy joined in.

Lucy nodded her head toward their other classmates. “Come on, let’s get out on the field. They’re already choosing teams for Prisoner’s Base, and we’ll get picked last if we don’t hurry.”

“I’m always chosen last, you silly. I’m too little to be any help at all.” Laughter bubbled up from Teddie’s throat.

“You’re the silly one. You’re way stronger than me.” Lucy pulled her
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