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CHAPTER ONE

The only thing I was worried about as I headed back to my apartment building was the spot on the back of my hand where hot fat had left a burn the size of a nickel. Small, but mighty, the burn throbbed and ached, reminding me it was there. It was worse when the sun hit it, which it did frequently. It was one of those perfect, mild days in December, when you could actually see the sky over L.A. and it was blue.

Who am I kidding? The burn spot wasn’t the only thing I was worried about. If you were to ask me, I could rattle off a dozen major and minor problems, including the sumo-sized rat I suspect was trying to take up residence under my kitchen sink. But those were all chronic problems.

The burn on my hand was new and painful. I didn’t need new problems and was trying my best to ignore it until I could slather aloe vera gel on it. Marjorie, at the diner, had hacked off a leaf from the plant sitting in the pot outside the kitchen door when Deborah, the assistant manager, hadn’t been looking. Marj had wrapped the leaf in plastic. It was in my bag, along with the serving of pecan pie which Deborah had ordered the waitresses to throw out because it was too old. Three days old…there was nothing wrong with it, and it had more calories in it than the egg and toast I had lined up for dinner.

In this world that wasn’t the one I would voluntarily choose, today was turning out okay. Pecan pie, and Hobgoblin of History in my ears. I had been waiting weeks for book fifteen of M.K. Lint’s fantasy series. The library had doled it out to me yesterday and I was on chapter three. Harry the Hobgoblin was looking for the Fairy Eloise, this book; he’d lost her at the end of the last one, because he hadn’t closed the Doors of Eternal Flame in time and a demon had abducted her.

I like reading. I like it a lot.

My building was a white monstrosity that did nothing to enhance the L.A. skyline. The white had long ago turned to a stained, dull grey. Five years ago, a fire had broken out on the top floor and burned out a few apartments. The black smoke had billowed up out of the windows, staining the walls above them. The stains were still there and every time I saw them, I had to remind myself they were smoke stains, not black mold taking over the building. Black mold seemed more appropriate.

I turned off the audiobook, stashed my phone in my pocket and headed for the front door. I only used the front door when I came home from work. Usually, I used the side door, because it was closer to the bus stop.

There was another homeless person sitting on the front steps, leaning against the wrought iron banister as if they couldn’t prop themselves up, their jean jacket pulled in tight. It wasn’t that cold, although this late in the afternoon, any warmth in the day was beginning to fade.

I swung around the homeless person’s worn boots, and up the steps, digging out my key.

“Mom?” The voice wavered.

I whirled, my heart rate climbing, to face the woman rising from the steps, a denial on my lips.

Blue, short, spiky hair. A nose ring. Black eye makeup that had run…or that she had been wearing for too many days. The black looked like bruises.

“Ghaliya?” I asked, for the high cheekbones, narrow chin and high forehead were hers. So were the blue eyes—even if they were blood shot. The next question was right there, behind my teeth. What the hell are you doing here?

Ghaliya pulled the jacket in around her once more. She’d lost weight since the last time I’d seen her…two years, two months and five days ago. And about thirty minutes.

“The super said you’d be home around now,” Ghaliya said. She bent and picked up a small black backpack that had been sitting under her knees and straightened.

Was it possible she’d got taller? She’d been an inch shorter than me. I didn’t think she was shorter than me anymore, and I am nearly always the tallest woman in the room.

I didn’t ask why she was here. That was obvious. She needed help.

I hefted my keys instead. “You’d better come in.”

●

I live on the fifth floor. Apartments on the fifth floor and top floor got a 4% break in rent because the elevator didn’t work. It hadn’t worked since I had moved in.

Ghaliya was blowing like a bull by the time we stepped through the fire escape door into the hallway. I stopped, a touch concerned, and she put a hand on the wall, her head hanging down, and sucked in heaving breaths.

“You’re smoking now?” I asked her.

She lifted her chin and shook her head, still bellowing.

The man in the apartment across the hall from mine—late thirties, long hair, trimmed beard and nice teeth—an actor with a day job, I had guessed—strode down the hall toward the fire escape. He stepped around us, nodded at Ghaliya. The corner of his mouth lifted. “Hey.”

She nodded back.

I stared at him as he straight-armed the fire escape door and stepped through. I’d been living here for three years and he’d never once said a word to me. Not even a nod. I was invisible to him.

I’d become invisible not long after turning 40. Anyone scanning the area I was in would see all the younger women, and the men. Me, they’d dismiss as a middle-aged non-entity. After twelve years of not being noticed, I should be used to it. Yet every year it pissed me off just a little bit more.

Ghaliya straightened up from the wall. “I’m okay,” she told me. It took her two breaths to get it out.

I headed for the apartment, while selecting the key on my key ring, conscious of Ghaliya trailing behind me. She’d never been here, even though I’d taken the apartment the same month Jasper had announced our marriage was over. Ghaliya had chosen to stay with Jasper…although she had lived to regret the choice.

I pushed all the bitter old history out of my mind, unlocked the door and moved inside. I couldn’t help but compare the apartment to the house that Ghaliya and her brother, Oscar, had grown up in.

Ghaliya stepped in behind me, paused in the kitchenette and looked around.

I did, too, and saw the apartment the way she would see it.

The kitchenette was directly inside the door, with a miniature fold up table at the end, under the aluminum-framed window. Living area to the left of the door, that a full sized sofa couldn’t fit into. Bedroom off the living area, with a tiny bathroom coming off the bedroom.

I’d repainted the walls white, because they had been yellow from cigarette smoke when I moved it, and I’d hung cheap posters – I couldn’t afford frames. I’d studied the Ikea website pictures of tiny apartments for days when I’d first moved in. I could have Ikea-rized the guts out of this place and it would have been glorious, only I didn’t have a few thousand dollars to spare to buy all the furniture and bits and pieces it would take to turn the apartment into a tiny oasis.

I’d stretched to get a love seat and a bed, and had been slowly adding pieces here and there, most of them in a must-have priority order. Like coffee mugs. And a saucepan, as I like to eat hot, cooked food occasionally.

This morning’s dishes were still in the sink. Everywhere, on the floor, stacked up against the walls, and piled upon any flat surface, were my books, because bookcases were a luxury.

Ghaliya pulled her jacket in around her again. “Umm….”

Well, at least she didn’t say it was nice. Or worse, that it was cozy. Which it was, but we both knew that.

“Sit,” I told her, pointing at the tiny table. There was a second chair folded up and stacked against the wall under the window. I’d only wanted to buy one chair because no one but me ever came here, but there had been a sale, a second chair at half off. I sometimes used it as a step ladder to reach the upper shelves in the kitchen. My chair had my current books on it.

Ghaliya moved over to the table. She hesitated, then lifted up the leaf on the side where the chair leaned against the wall, bent, and swung the arms out to support it. That made the table about three feet across. Then she unfolded the chair and sat gingerly.

“Are you hungry?” I asked.

“Starving,” she admitted.

There was a note in her voice that made me ask, “How long since you last ate?”

Ghaliya looked away from me, her gaze settling on the books on my chair. “Umm…breakfast,” she admitted.

“And what was breakfast?” I asked suspiciously. I moved over to the range and fired up a burner, and put the frypan over it. Then looked back at Ghaliya for her answer.

“I used the last of my cash for the bus ticket,” she said, her tone defensive.

“Bus fare is a dollar seventy-five.” I got the eggs out of the bar fridge, and the bread, and dropped two slices into the toaster on the shelf over the sink. “You only had two dollars?”

“Twenty-four dollars, Mom.”

I glanced at her, startled. “Where did you come from?”

Her red-rimmed gaze met mine. “San Francisco.”

“Oh.” I couldn’t think what else to say. In the two years (and two months, five days and forty minutes) since she had told me to go to hell and left, I had always assumed she was somewhere in L.A. Somewhere where her father could help out if she needed it. Somewhere safe, with better appointments than this apartment.

My gut tightened. My chest squeezed. Where had my daughter been living? What had she been doing? Because she didn’t look as though she had been thriving.

I opened the half carton of eggs. I had three eggs left. She could have two of them.

I pulled out the butter, and dropped a tablespoon into the frying pan. It sizzled, a sound I got to hear all day at the diner. The burn on the back of my hand gave out a throb, reminding me it was there. I ignored it, and rinsed off the spatula from this morning. Then I dropped the eggs into the pan, and corralled them with the edge of the spatula.

As soon as they were behaving themselves, I got two plates down from the shelf and put them on the table in front of Ghaliya. I actually had four sets of utensils, because that was how many the package had held. I pulled two knives and forks out of the scrubbed-out soup tin on the back of the sink, and put them on the table with the plates.

Ghaliya moved the plates so they were sitting in front of each chair, and arranged the knives and forks on either side.

The toast popped and I put both slices on Ghaliya’s plate and fed another slice into the toaster for me.

Then I carefully flipped the eggs. Ghaliya hated runny eggs. So did I. Just call us weird, but if there was any sort of yellow glistening beneath the egg white, neither one of us could eat it. She’d started refusing runny eggs at the tender age of four, declaring them to be “gross” – one of the first words she’d learned.

And I spent my days cooking eggs sunny side up and watching customers slop their toast in the yellow glop on their plates. Ugh. To each, her own.

The eggs were ready just as my slice of toast popped up. I dropped the toast onto the plate in front of my chair, then slid the eggs onto each plate.

Ghaliya didn’t make any comments about the poor meal. Instead, she used the salt and pepper liberally, then picked up her knife and fork with a barely concealed eagerness. She’d eaten a mouthful and was loading her fork again by the time I moved my books out of the way—onto the floor in the corner behind me—and sat down.

Ghaliya finished before I was half-way through my single slice of toast and egg. She put her hand to her stomach and held still. It wasn’t an Ahh! That was good! expression she was wearing.

Her face turned greyish white as I watched. I put down my knife and fork, alarmed. “Ghaliya?”

She swallowed, her throat working. “Bathroom?” she croaked.

“Through the bedroom.” I pointed.

She jumped up, nearly overturning her chair, and ran.

I chewed my lip, worry making my gut twist. Any appetite I’d had was gone. I could hear her retching, and wanted to rush into the bathroom and wipe her face, and put a damp cloth on the back of her neck…all the usual mothering things one would do with their child.

But two years of silence was a barricade that kept me in my seat.

I ate the last of my egg and toast, because I didn’t want it to go to waste.

A few minutes later, Ghaliya returned to the table. Beneath the blue hair, which was damp and plastered to her forehead, her face was milk white, where it wasn’t discolored by smeared makeup. She was moving normally enough. She’d taken off her jacket.

I studied the two lines of intertwining rose garlands running up her arms, and underneath her tee shirt.

The tats weren’t a full sleeve. They were…well, if there was a tasteful way to get tattoos, this was probably it. The garlands and roses looked like…

I sat back, as I realized where I had seen them before. The garlands were the same as the white plaster molding that had run just underneath the banister railings in our house. The house we’d both once lived in.

Only Ghaliya’s roses were red.

Ghaliya sat down slowly and carefully.

I waited.

She put her knife and fork together and pushed the plate away from her. Not far, because there simply wasn’t that much room on the table. Then she looked at me. “I’m pregnant.”

She burst into tears. There was enough room on the table for her elbows, and she buried her face in her hands and wept, her shoulders jerking with the power of her sobs.

Screw the two years. I moved my chair around beside hers, and took her in my arms. Ghaliya wrapped her arms around my waist and wept even harder.


 

CHAPTER TWO

I gave Ghaliya the slice of pecan pie and a clean fork. “Eat it slowly,” I told her. “You have to keep something down.”

“Nothing stays down,” Ghaliya said. But she took the fork and scooped the corner off the slice of pie, anyway.

I filled the saucepan with water and put it on the front hotplate, put the dirty dishes in the sink—I’d deal with them later—and the French press on the table. Ground coffee was in the little cannister in the fridge door. Every few days, at work, I would fill a baggie with coffee from the massive twenty-pound cannister and tuck it into my apron pocket. I barely considered it pilfering, when I compared it to the wholesale, systematic theft some of the other staff at the diner conducted. The only reason the small mountain of disappearing resources and food didn’t alert Deborah or the owner, Ashwin Sosa, was because the staff had been doing it for so long that the rate the diner used up supplies and food looked normal.

I sat back at the table. I’d run out of things to do and didn’t want to launch into dishwashing just yet. My gaze met Ghaliya’s. She was clearly waiting for me to speak. She probably wanted to measure my reaction to her news.

I sighed. “You can’t get pregnant,” I pointed out.

Ghaliya had been eighteen when the second of two gynecologists had backed up the first’s opinion; she had a hostile womb. No child she ever conceived, if she managed to conceive at all, would ever be bought to term.

Ghaliya had changed, after that. Our beautiful, strawberry blonde, outgoing daughter, who had bubbled with plans for her life, had withdrawn. From everyone. She stopped playing soccer. Stopped studying. She had dumped her boyfriend and her friends.

And less than a year later, when I had moved out of the house, she had chosen to stay with her father.

I’d always figured she blamed me in some way for her barren state. I know she blamed me for the divorce, because she had told me so, just before she’d told me to go to hell, two years ago.

“They didn’t tell me I would never conceive,” Ghaliya said now. “Just that I probably wouldn’t carry a child to full term.” She put her hands over her face once more. I was beginning to understand why her makeup was smeared. “I wish I’d remembered that,” she whispered into her hands.

“You had unprotected sex,” I concluded.

She dropped her hands. Her eyes sparkled with defiance. Her back straightened. “So?”

“And the father?”

Her chin came up. Her high cheekbones seemed to grow even higher and haughtier.  The expression made her nose ring and blue hair look out of place. “It doesn’t matter.”

“He might think differently.”

Her tone was cool. “I guarantee he wouldn’t give a damn, and he never will.” She sounded as though she was my age, and full of weary wisdom. Again, I wondered what she had been doing in San Fransisco. But that was a conversation for later.

“So, what are you going to do?” I asked her. The million-dollar question.

Ghaliya’s defiant posture collapsed. She shrank in on herself. Her hand came up to her mouth. She wiped her lips, her gaze skittering around the kitchen. Then, her shoulders straightened a little. “I want to keep the baby.” Her voice was firm. Then she swallowed. “That is, if I can keep the baby,” she whispered. Her eyes filled with tears. “I want to try. To see if I can. I got pregnant, Mom! It’s…it’s a one in a hundred chance and it happened.”

“The odds are higher than that,” I told her. “They said you were unlikely to ever conceive.”

She nodded. Her mouth quivered into a weak smile. “It would be insane to get rid of it. This one chance… I have to see if I can do this.”

My heart ached for her. “You know how unlikely it is that you’ll bear the child to term, don’t you?”

Ghaliya’s eyes filled with more tears. “I know,” she said softly. “But…I have to try. Now this has happened, I have to try.”

I sighed, because she was right. “Eat your pie,” I told her, instead of the million other things I might have said about the fear and the heartache she was voluntarily walking into, and the years she was facing as a single mother. She was so unprepared, so…vulnerable.

●

Even though it was still early, I insisted that Ghaliya shower and then sleep. Everything else—all the talk, the decisions, the planning that would be needed—could wait until tomorrow.

I changed the sheets on my bed while she was in the bathroom. The loveseat unfolded into a bed that I could use. Ghaliya needed a good mattress more than I did.

I was pulling out the extra quilt and pillow from the very top shelf of the shelves behind the head of the bed when Ghaliya stepped out of the bathroom. She wore a clean tee shirt and panties, which meant I could see even more clearly how thin she had grown. She looked frail.

“Why didn’t you keep the house, mom?” she asked. “You sold it off like it didn’t mean a thing to you.”

That stung. “You have no idea…” I began, my tone heated. Then I saw, once more, the paleness of her face.

“You’re not working at the production company anymore, either,” Ghaliya added.

I felt my lips open in surprise.

“I went there first,” Ghaliya said. “The middle of the day, I figured you would be there, working, as you always were.” She tilted her head. “What do you do, now?”

There was an accusatory note in her voice.

I drew in a deep, deep breath. Then another one. It wasn’t working.

“I’ve closed the blinds,” I told her. “Sleep as long as you need to. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

I marched out of the room and shut the door. Then through the living room and the kitchen. I fumbled at the apartment door, because I couldn’t really focus. I should have stayed in the apartment, but after listening to my next-door neighbors’ sex games for three years (he liked to dress up as Obi Wan Kenobi), I knew exactly how thin the walls were.

I got the door open at last, stepped outside and shut it as silently as I could.

Then I leaned my head against the door jamb and let the panic take me. My breath came shorter and shorter, while my heart tried to climb out of my chest. It was the palpitations that scared me the most, and my fear added to the whole cycle.

I began to tremble—that was the lack of oxygen from my panting. Oh, I knew every signal and symptom. But that didn’t help take these moments away. Knowing I was having a panic attack didn’t reduce it.

Sometimes, it made it worse.

The dizziness was also lack of oxygen and restricted blood flow. That was why I gripped the door frame and leaned against it. I put my arm up over my mouth, so that my exhaled air could accumulate in the crook of my elbow and I’d breath it back in. It was a makeshift paper bag.

When my breathing slowed, the pressure in my head receded and my pulse calmed. That just left the headache.

I turned and leaned against the doorframe, my head back against the wood. My legs were trembling, but they were holding me up, for now. There was no way I was going to sit on the filthy carpet in the hallway.

How the hell could I afford to care for my pregnant daughter? And what if, miracle of miracles, Ghaliya managed to bear a child? How could I support both of them? I could barely support myself.

I wasn’t living in this shitty apartment by choice. I had commitments. Legal commitments. I’d signed away any hope of a decent life, six months ago.

●

Eighteen months before Jasper told me our marriage was over, he had gone through what I can only call a midlife crisis. I think what kicked it off was selling his plumbing business to a deep-pocketed investor. Royston Harrish had been a casual friend for years. He’d made an outrageous proposal to buy the business, which Jasper had accepted.

And suddenly, Jasper was out of work, after working twelve-hour days for years. It had set off…I don’t know. An introspection about his life, so far? And even though he didn’t tell me, in hindsight I can guess that he found his life lacking and his future uninspiring.

Instead of finding work, or even starting another business, Jasper had…changed. He bought a new car, turning in his perfectly good Ford Explorer for a screamingly bright red Tesla Roadster.

He bought two thousand dollars worth of art supplies and spent his days in one of the spare bedrooms, smearing paint on canvases. He didn’t paint landscapes or portraits. He embraced abstract art, that, when I looked at it, I was never sure if I should praise it or carefully disparage it.

Most of the time, Jasper was unhappy with what he produced. But he seemed driven to put something of himself on the canvas, so I let him be.

Honestly, I was too busy with my own job. I had started at Finesse Films as a badly paid receptionist when Ghaliya had started school. Now I was vice president of client relations, which was a fancy way of saying that I still greeted and looked after investors. I just did it for more money, because I could keep them in the room and talking even after Danny Ortiza, the owner, pissed them off. Investors came with money, so smoothing things over was how we got movies produced.

So I left Jasper alone and focused on my own career, and figured he’d work it out. Or he could talk to me when he was ready.

But we never got to talk it out, because Jasper decided that he didn’t want to go on with the marriage.

I suppose the separation had been inevitable. His midlife crisis and my focus on my career were both blunt weapons that would kill any relationship when put together.

The kids, Oscar and Ghaliya, had been devastated. It had come out of the blue, for them.

The painful practicalities only made the kids resent us more. Jasper didn’t have a job, but the house was paid for, plus there were the proceeds from the sale of the business, so it made sense that he would stay in the house.

I had a well-paying job, so I agreed to move out and find a house of my own, where the kids could have their own rooms. Only neither of them wanted to move out with me. Ghaliya was finishing high school, and didn’t want to move schools and lose all her friends. Oscar was interning at an alternative power company, and talking about opening his own business. He was saving to underwrite that business and didn’t want to move, either, as he could bike to work from the house.

I found a temporary hostel to live in while I hunted for the ideal house. I suppose the silver lining in that was that I didn’t have time to buy a house and wasn’t tied up in mortgage and tax payments when Danny Ortiza fired me.

Danny’s explanation was shallow. My attitude toward investors had changed. I wasn’t as effective at dealing with them anymore. And he needed my high salary for other budget items.

When I saw the twenty-year-old former model he’d hired, I understood. I’d grown too old. Too invisible. I couldn’t deal with investors effectively anymore, because I had wrinkles beside my mouth and eyes and a pot stomach that had grown overnight when my metabolism had slowed down—one of the delightful side effects of menopause.

I wanted to go on a three-day bender, and throw darts at Danny’s photo on the wall, but I suddenly couldn’t afford the booze or the time. I had to find another job. Fast.

Only, no one wanted to hire a fifty-year-old woman with nothing but a high school diploma. My years of experience didn’t mean a damn thing. Everyone wanted nimble people who could think creatively. I could read that code. They wanted someone much younger than me. A degree was the bare minimum for any job that wasn’t paid by the hour, and was a way of eliminating me from the running.

I found myself in a diner where the coffee was cheap, after the latest failed job interview. I drank endless coffee and re-read Death to the Shadows, Harry the Hobgoblin’s second venture, where he learned he could cast spells, as long as he spoke them backwards. It stopped me from thinking very hard.

Then I spotted the hand-written sign on the back wall of the diner. Short order cook wanted. Aply within.

I ignored the spelling mistake and asked the waitress about the job. She went away and the short, fat man I would come to know as Ashwin Sosa came up to my table.

“I need someone with energy,” he told me. “It’s a fast-paced job.”

“I know what a short order cook is,” I told him. “You don’t know that I don’t have the energy.”

He looked me up and down. “You got any experience?’ he said, in a tone that said he didn’t think I did, and that would give him a way to tell me ‘no’.

“I’ve cooked three meals a day and endless snacks for four people for over twenty years,” I told him. “If that’s not enough experience, you’re not going to find a cook anywhere in L.A. with more.”

Sosa licked his lips.

“Give me a week,” I told him. “If I don’t have enough energy, you can fire me. No hard feelings.”

Sosa still hesitated. “Look, lady…you don’t seem to be the type who would…fit in, here.”

I was wearing the last Armani suit I’d ever get to buy, and Louboutins. “This is L.A.,” I told him. “Everyone disguises themselves here. I’m a jeans girl. Really.”

Sosa wiped his hands on his dirty apron. “Well, I really do need a cook,” he admitted. “One week. Starting tomorrow at five.”

“PM?” I asked, surprised.

“Morning,” he replied grimly. “We do breakfast all day here, but six is our rush hour.”

I’d found a job. And I kept it by gritting my teeth, tying my hair in a tight knot at the back of my head, and sweating through kitchen scrubs as I figured out how to plate a dozen meals in three minutes. I mastered the massive griddle inside the week. And I swore I would never eat another slice of bacon again, after the pounds of it I cooked each day. The smell got in my hair and clothes.

But I was employed.

I gave up the hotel, when I realized it was going to take a while to find a real job, and moved into the apartment block where Ghaliya found me three years later.

Jasper, in the meantime, found a Great White shark to handle his side of the divorce proceedings. I scraped up the cash I could to hire my own and the two squared off, minnow to supreme hunter.

My minnow lawyer did the best she could, but six months ago, Jasper and his predator had found the big bat to beat us with. Lucinda, my lawyer, had a bad case of the shakes as she explained it to me. “You were supporting your husband, while he pursued his artistic career. Under the law, he can seek to find compensation for the life that he lost when the marriage broke down.”

“What are you talking about, Lucinda?” I was developing a case of the shakes, myself.

“Alimony,” she breathed. “They want you to pay alimony.”

I stared at her across the coffee table—she paid for my lunches when we met, even though the cost came out of the fees I was paying her. “I can’t afford alimony,” I said slowly. “I can barely afford rent.”

Lucinda’s mouth squeezed down into a thin line.

“What?” I demanded.

“Alimony isn’t based upon what you earn now,” she said gently.

I pressed my hand against my chest as my heart did a sick little flutter. I thought I might throw up. “It’s based upon what I was earning when we split…”

“So that his lifestyle is preserved as much as possible.” Even Lucinda’s tone was sour.

It took only five days to arrive at a compromise, the only compromise I could afford. I signed over my half of the house to Jasper, and agreed to pay the taxes on it each year. In dollar value, Jasper wasn’t getting as much as he had wanted, but it would leave me close to destitute.

Jasper had stood at the plate glass windows of the high-rise office building where we signed the papers, and stared out at downtown L.A. and the smog hanging over the sea, which was a blue strip on the horizon. He was a tall man, with blond hair that was still thick and wavy, and blue eyes that had melted my knees the first time I had met him. It was hard to remember
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