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      Praise for Tanya Anne Crosby’s The Girl Who Stayed:

      “A beautifully written, page-turning novel packed with emotion.” – #1 New York Times bestselling author Barbara Freethy

      “The Girl Who Stayed is a deeply moving story. I am fascinated by the concept and by Tanya Crosby’s stunning storytelling.”

      – Stella Cameron, New York Times bestselling author

      “Crosby tugs heartstrings in a spellbinding story of a woman trying to move beyond her past.”

      – New York Times bestselling author Susan Andersen

      

      And Redemption Song:

      “Crosby’s second foray into women’s fiction (after The Girl Who Stayed, 2016) is a quick read with charm and quirk.”

      – Booklist

      “A woman searches for closure, meaning, and maybe revenge in Tanya Anne Crosby’s latest, Redemption Song. Delving deep into the core of a damaged soul, Crosby cleverly contrasts the warmth and harmony of a family not so different from the protagonist’s own. Masterful.”

      – Pamela Morsi, USA Today bestselling author of Simple Jess

      “Packed with raw, emotional power, Redemption Song is an insightful and moving exploration of one woman’s triumph over grief. When you come to the last chapter, you’ll feel breathless as you reach for the tis- sues. This is Tanya Anne Crosby at her very best and marks her as a strong new voice in women’s fiction.”

      – Julianne MacLean, USA Today bestselling author

    

  


  
    
      This one is for my sisters around the globe. Together, we’ve navigated rough waters and, though some have been lost amidst the storms, and some of our sails are battered and worn, there’s Terra Firma ahead. Now, altogether, let’s fill our sails and glide into port, a fleet of intrepid sailors, prepared to take our place in the promised land.

      And also to the men who stood ashore to cheer us on... my husband being one. Thank you, Scott.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to be.”

        – Ralph Waldo Emerson
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            THE VIRTUES OF CATS

          

        

      

    

    
      Gillian’s husband left. That’s who she was. She was the girl who’d married too young, whose husband couldn’t, or wouldn’t, stick around. As far as pity parties went, there must be worse, but it didn’t stop Gilly from celebrating her desertion with impunity.

      And oh, how she celebrated.

      For one, she’d witnessed enough sunrises by now for that miraculous event to seem mundane, although it wasn’t always that way.

      A memory teased her—Kelly, high atop the roof of her grandmother’s house, and all that natural beauty sending her fifteen-year-old pulse into overdrive. Arm in arm, they’d lain, watching a Texas sunrise and listening to the thump, thump of their hearts under a pink and yellow sky. It was the first time a boy had ever put a hand in her pants.

      She’d crawled out through her bedroom window in her pajamas, sans underwear, and the surprise of Kelly’s exploring fingers, along with the look of shock on his face when he discovered her moist, trembling bud, was enough to make them pull apart, like polarized magnets. Afterward, they’d lain staring at the sky, enjoying God’s mastery, as the electricity produced by their bodies relayed pleasure across their synapses. Funny how she could still feel those spectacular currents coursing through her body with but a memory, and still the notion of pursuing similar results under similar circumstances was about as thrilling as a Neti pot.

      Gillian also visited local animal shelters the way some people toured cemeteries, but not out of some misplaced sense of social responsibility. It wasn’t anything so noble as that, because Gillian realized long before walking in the door, she wouldn’t be taking home a new pet.

      Nor would she be volunteering at a sidewalk adoption, because, let’s face it, she was usually too hung over in the mornings. It was all she could do not to puke.

      The most good she ever did along that vein was to push prospective adopters toward taking home a fur baby of their own. “Aww, he’s adorable,” she said to woman at the shelter this morning.

      A bit overweight, with frazzled red-gray hair, she stood petting a three-year-old male Maine Coon. The feline was far too lovely to end up in a shelter. Either he’d gotten lost, or he’d peed on somebody’s socks one too many times. If it were the latter, it served his master right for leaving clothes all over the floor.

      Her husband used to do that. Kelly would leave his clothes everywhere, shedding them like snakeskin the minute he walked through the door. Gillian hated that habit of his so much, and yet she’d spent a great majority of the past three years drinking too much, and alternately hating him and daydreaming he would come back to do it some more.

      Clearly, ambivalence had become her MO—her marital operandi—because she certainly didn’t display that sort of contradictory emotion where anything else was concerned. She loved her grandmother. Loathed her father. Felt sorry for her mother. All strong, straight-up emotions without the least bit of a willy-nilly mixed in.

      Rubbing the inside of one brow to will away a lingering headache, she eyed the wilting man standing behind the cat-loving woman, his expression bored as he waited for his wife to decide which kitty to buy. Her shirt was generously smudged with garden dirt and much too tight, revealing extra lumps on top of her natural breasts, like a second pair of boobs. Evidently, she didn’t pay much attention to her appearance, and yet she still managed to keep her man.

      Unlike you, Gillian.

      “Isn’t she lovely?” the woman asked. She smiled as Gillian reached out to caress the cat’s lush fur. How hot the poor thing must be? It was 107 degrees in the shade. After two weeks of one-hundred-plus-degree temps, the city was considering brownouts. The back of Gillian’s neck was damp and her hair stuck to her skin as she continued to pet the cat. The woman’s smile faded. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Were you considering this one?”

      Considering him? As in taking him home? “No.” Gillian shook her head. “I already have three.” Not true. She didn’t have one. Gillian sighed. “But I would . . . if I could.” No, again. She would not. Three years of visiting pet shelters and she still had an empty house, because Kelly was right: she had an unhealthy fear of commitment.

      The woman knit her brows, looking confused. “Do you work here?”

      Gillian shook her head. “No,” she said, and smiled, though there must be something innately wrong with her that she didn’t run like wildfire from moments like these. To the contrary, she was like a self-flagellating priest, punishing herself for even considering the joys of communing with another warm-blooded being. This was how she knew she wasn’t a sociopath, because sociopaths weren’t compelled to self-recrimination.

      The woman frowned. “Well, if you don’t mind . . . I think I’m taking him home.” Smiling nervously, she pulled the cat out of Gillian’s reach, as though she suspected Gillian of being some peculiar breed of cat burglar, lying in wait to steal other people’s prospective pets. “Sweet baby,” she cooed, dismissing Gillian.

      And that’s usually the way it went, with Gillian looking on as another potential fur baby shuffled off to a new home, feeling inexplicably resentful and thrilled for the animal’s good fortune.

      But this was the inalterable truth: in her current condition, Gillian wasn’t fit to adopt. In fact, some part of her longed to be adopted herself. So this was why she visited shelters, not because she longed to save animals, but to commiserate with them and comfort them, because she understood full well what it felt like to be rejected. Someday, she hoped to provide a stable home for a pet, but until she fixed herself, she didn’t trust herself with an innocent creature’s life.

      “Good luck,” she called after the woman, waving as the trio wandered over to speak to the handler, who in turn smiled companionably over at Gillian—it wasn’t the first time her presence had incurred a sale for Operation Kindness.

      “Honey? Do you like him?” the woman asked her sweaty husband.

      “Uh? Yeah. I do,” he said, more animated now that the wife had chosen her cat. Probably because now he would get to go home and put his feet up in his La-Z-Boy, somewhere near a window unit that would blast cold air directly into his face.

      “Here,” said the lady, dumping the hairy cat into her husband’s hairy arms. “What now?” she inquired of the handler.

      “Do you have any other cats at home?”

      “Only one. She’s a baby,” the woman said. “They’ll get along fine.”

      Without missing a beat, the handler said, “If not, he’s welcome back. You may return him for a full refund within seventy-two hours. After that, you can bring him back, but we’ll be unable to refund the adoption fee.”

      “How much is the fee?”

      The woman cast a glance at Gillian as she stuck a finger into another cage containing a highly adoptable young tabby—the question annoyed her, because under no circumstances should you be allowed to take home a living being on a trial basis. Sometimes life threw curve balls, but you had to know up front that you were willing to play for keeps.

      The kitty in the cage immediately came forward to sniff Gillian’s finger and she nuzzled the cat’s wet nose, pretending to ignore the woman adopting the Maine Coon.

      “One hundred twenty, but that includes neutering, a microchip, and all vaccinations, including FeLV and FIV. Plus, all our cats have been treated for fleas and dewormed.”

      “Wonderful!” the woman said, pulling out her wallet.

      The handler asked, “What will you name him?”

      “Maurice,” the woman said, smiling at the husband, who now had his overlarge fingers threaded into the animal’s thick fur. “What do you think, honey?”

      The husband nodded dutifully, repeating, “Maurice.”

      Gillian probably would have named him Charlie. He looked like a Charlie. Oh, well. She hoped he’d found a stable home. She had been visiting him for a week, even though she’d realized the cat wouldn’t last. Heartsick over the fresh loss, she pretended to duck into the store for pet supplies.

      It was a particular form of torture, putting herself through these visits; simply because she never brought one home didn’t mean she didn’t grow attached.

      Once inside the store, Gillian paid a visit to the fish, peering at them through smudged glass. Fish would be easier . . . safer. But she didn’t believe in putting living beings into a bowl for one’s viewing pleasure. Fish were meant to swim free. She’d rather see them out in their own habitat, diving through the reefs. Kelly always said he would take her snorkeling, but in all their years together, not once had they ever come close. It was always work, work, work.

      Gillian also hated zoos. Animals belonged in the wild. It was different with cats and dogs, because cats and dogs had domesticated themselves. They craved human contact.

      Point in fact: You couldn’t pet a fish, could you? No. Nor did fish aspire to living in bowls, where they were at the mercy of humans. On any given day, what if its human was lazy? Leaving excrement to swirl about in the bowl. Poor fish would suffocate in a PH nightmare—a fate only slightly worse than living with a man who couldn’t look you in the eye.

      In the end, that’s how it was with Kelly.

      He could barely acknowledge her, and whenever he did, he’d had that intensely unhappy look in his deep, dark eyes—part fury, part disgust, part pity. But it was easy for him to judge. He was a paragon of virtue, always taking the high road, while Gilly opted for the low road—but then, of course, shouldn’t that be expected? She was a Frazer, not a Noble.

      Damn you, Kelly Ruby.

      Bored with the fish, Gillian moved on, opting not to wander aimlessly through the remainder of the aisles. Only this time, before heading out the door, she did something she didn’t normally do: She made her way over to the tag dispenser and chose a tag—you know, those silly name tags pet owners stuck on the collars of their newly acquired best friends. She chose a black bow tie. Going through the process a bit aimlessly, she engraved the tag with the name “Charlie” and then gathered up her items and took them through the line at the register.

      After that, she left the store, quietly amused by her purchase, because, what the hell? She could buy a name tag, but not a cat.

      Gilly, Gilly, Gilly . . . what is wrong with you?

      Something, for sure.

      She felt the proof of it like a black hole, straight through her soul. It wasn’t so much a thing that could be defined, or a tear with boundaries. It was like a great sucking vacuum, threatening to pull her inside. If she let go, she might never be seen again—and worse, the entire event would probably go unnoticed, like a stray cat who’d come around now and again, only to vanish, his absence as insignificant as the squashing of a mosquito on the back of your arm. It would be gone for months before someone idly noticed, and then, in passing, wondered what befell him.

      Someday she would stop just being a visitor and bring a pet home, she promised. Someday. But a cat. Not a dog. Dogs were too needy, and though Gillian loved the idea of needing and being needed, she couldn’t bring herself to cross the line, not even in her head.

      Out in the parking lot, she unlocked the door to her Z-3 and slid inside, tossing her purse onto the passenger seat, along with her brand-new purchase in its royal purple velvet bag. No sooner had she climbed inside and settled behind the wheel when her phone rang. Wondering who could be calling so early on a Saturday morning, she fished the cell phone out of her purse—the instant she saw the name on the caller ID, she wished she hadn’t bothered.

      It was her dad. Joe Jr. was not someone she ever aspired to talk to. Ever.

      Letting the call go to voicemail, Gillian checked her other missed calls—two more this morning, one from an unknown number. Sensing the calls must be related, she waited for the phone to beep with her father’s message, and then proceeded to check them all at once. “Gillian.” His voice was stern. “Call me.”

      Not in this lifetime.

      Not unless she must.

      The next message was from a woman whose voice Gillian didn’t recognize. “Hello, I’m trying to reach Ms. Gillian Frazer, concerning Ms. Rebecca Frazer. Please call as soon as possible.”

      Gillian’s heart thumped. She blinked, staring at the number, then hung up and punched call return without bothering to listen to the second message.

      “Texas Health Presbyterian Hospital, Plano.”

      A sudden tremor appeared in Gilly’s voice. “Hi, uh, this is Gillian Frazer. I understand you’re trying to reach me about my grandmother, Rebecca Frazer?”

      The woman was silent a long moment, presumably checking her records. “Please hold,” she said. All the while Gillian waited for the woman to return, she chewed the inside of her lower lip, feeling tension build in her shoulders. Thursday. That was the last time she saw Gigi—a quick stop before going to happy hour. But she was fine then, wasn’t she? Why was she in the hospital? Why hadn’t Gigi called? Had the hospital called Joe because they couldn’t reach Gillian? Despite Geeg having two sons, Gillian knew good and well that Gigi would have referred them to her, which only meant her grandmother wasn’t alert enough to speak. A sick feeling settled in Gillian’s gut.

      Thursday, Friday, Saturday.

      She counted days on her fingers. It had been two and a half days since she’d last talked to her grandmother. Two whole days. No missed phone calls. Guilt mixed with fear and gurgled in her belly—she was an awful granddaughter. Self-medicating had taken precedence over caring for the people she loved. Quick on the heels of guilt came a massive dose of self-reproach.

      Stop drinking, Gillian. What the hell are you doing to yourself? Stop drinking.

      It was an interminable moment before another voice appeared on the line, and the woman’s tone bled with sympathy. “Hello. Ms. Frazer? This is Karen Hobbs, a nurse with Texas Health Presbyterian Hospital, Plano. Your grandmother . . .” She paused. “Well . . . I’m afraid she’s had an . . . event. Can you please come in?”

      “Is she okay?”

      “I’m sorry, I’m not at liberty to discuss that on the phone.”

      Gillian fought a tidal surge of nausea. “I’m on my way,” she said, and hung up. The instant she ended the call, she unlatched the car door, shoved it open, and leaned her head outside, puking on the white striping of the asphalt parking lot. After she was finished, she shut the car door and stabbed her key into the ignition.
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      Gigi’s “event” was a massive stroke.

      Evidently, this was how they referred to potentially life-altering cataclysms that befell old folks—an event, not like a concert but more like a total eclipse, after which, when the light returned, things might or might not remain the same.

      Upon Gigi’s arrival in the ER, they’d given her a tissue plasminogen activator through an IV, followed by a mechanical thrombectomy, during which they’d removed a large clot. Fortunately, the procedure stopped the brain bleed. However, because of her condition, as well as her advanced age, they’d opted against more invasive surgical procedures. By the time Gillian arrived, she was resting in a drug-induced coma. They had her stabilized and Gillian was allowed to see her for a total of thirty seconds—eyes closed, mouth twisted horrifically, stretched across a wheeled bed—before they whisked her away for more tests. Her grandmother wasn’t gone five minutes when Gillian’s father and uncle arrived, arguing emphatically. Her Uncle Jeff marched into Presby waving her grandmother’s DNR like an eviction notice. “Says here she don’t want to be susitated,” he announced to Gillian, his lip curling with contempt as he pointed to the document he held in his hand.

      Meanwhile, her dad attempted to wrest the legal document from his brain-dead brother, lowering his voice, but hardly approaching a whisper. “I ain’t saying no. All I’m saying is we ought to read the damned thing afore we hand it over. Give it to me, eegit!”

      Jeff shook his head, but with one quick tug, Gillian plucked the document from her uncle’s oil-stained fingers. “Resuscitated,” she corrected. Then, ignoring the complaints that erupted at her back, she marched Gigi’s will over to the nurse’s station, handing the document over to the nurse on duty. Afterward, she returned to banish her father and uncle to the waiting room, where, presumably, they would continue to argue the merits of keeping their mother’s end-of-life wishes to themselves.

      “She’s your daughter,” her uncle said in response to something her father said.

      Gillian didn’t catch Joe’s muttered complaint, but she wished she had; anger toward the men in her family was a welcome distraction. As for herself, she opted for the hall, pacing while she awaited the doctor’s return.

      At this point, Gigi’s vitals were stable; a DNR wasn’t applicable or necessary. But that wouldn’t stop Jeff or Joe from continuing their debate, to little avail. Her grandmother’s living will provided that Gillian, and Gillian alone, was authorized to make decisions on Gigi’s behalf. Leave it to her father and uncle to go searching for a will for all the wrong reasons. Both of Gigi’s sons were testosterone-impaired sperm donors. Neither had the good sense God gave a rattlesnake. At least rattlers intuitively understood the consequences of sparring with another of their species. No good ever came of two poison-fanged creatures locking jaws, and yet those two did at regular intervals, no matter who stood by as witness.

      Fight. Impregnate women. Sleep. Fight some more. This was the life cycle of a Frazer male. During their fifty-some years, both men together had ruined more women’s lives than a Catholic all-girl’s prep school and a high school prom, combined. With Gigi gone, Gillian felt utterly and hopelessly alone. The thought alone made her long for a good cry, but luckily, she was particularly adept at keeping tears in check. If, at any given moment, she dared give in to her grief, she would end up in a quivering mass on the floor, worthless to everyone.

      In this way, she was not unlike her grandmother. Gigi never bowed to her circumstances—unlike Gillian’s mother. Both women had married good-for-nothing men, but Gigi had brushed herself off, held her head high, and kept on living as best she could. “Don’t be a woman who needs a man,” she’d said. “Be a woman a man needs.”

      On the other hand, her mother would say, “Gilly, honey, it’s a woman’s lot to suffer. That’s the way of the world.” And even more insidious was this: she’d often said such things while trying to convince Gillian to compromise herself, something Gillian was not predisposed to do. So, she took her examples from the woman who’d raised her, not from the one who’d given birth to her.

      Nevertheless, she forgave Maria everything, because Maria was a victim, who wore her badge willingly, though not wittingly. There was a difference. One accepted her lot in life, because she couldn’t conceive of shedding it. The other wore it vengefully, pinning the same badge on her only daughter, because she believed: “I am screwed, and therefore we are both screwed.”

      To Maria’s credit, having realized who she was, she had driven six-year-old Gillian to Gigi’s house one day, tearfully acknowledging her inability to be the parent Gillian deserved, and then she’d left, returning only now and again for misty-eyed reunions Gillian mostly endured, though not so much because she was angry. Deep down, even as a child, Gillian had suspected her mother’s days were numbered, and so she’d braced herself for the inevitable outcome every time she walked out the door. In the end, the abandonment had been a good thing, because Gillian only ever understood “normal” after living with Gigi.

      It was close to 1:00 a.m. There was something about walking the empty halls that exacerbated Gillian’s sense of loss. As she paced, she had the most incredible yearning to call Kelly—a longing she realized she shouldn’t cave to. He was probably sleeping in anticipation of an early meeting, and the last thing he needed was a phone call from his ex-wife about a woman who was no longer part of his life. But it didn’t escape her that, even now, he was the only person she longed to call.

      Finally, they wheeled Gigi back into her room and Gillian caught another terrifying glimpse of her grandmother’s face, and then it was a good forty minutes longer before the doctor reemerged into the hall. Crossing her arms, Gillian’s throat constricted as she listened to the doctor’s explanation. Because of Gigi’s stroke, much of her brain was compromised. Her motor skills were affected. So were the language areas of her brain. She had what they suspected was global aphasia, a condition in which individuals were unable to understand language in written or spoken form. She was also affected by paralysis—hence the alarming facial expression.

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      The doctor’s smile was barely discernible. There was a note of sympathy in her tone. “I don’t know. We’re running tests . . . she has yet to speak or show signs of cognizance. I’m sorry, Gillian. We hope to know more soon. Her vitals are strong,” she offered as reassurance.

      Gillian nodded, swallowing past the knot in her throat. Her eyes burned like twin coals on fire. “So . . . how long will you keep her?”

      It was a dumb question, because Gigi clearly wasn’t in any condition to go anywhere, much less home. But it seemed pertinent, somehow—not for the least of reasons: the simple act of asking implied the situation must be temporary, and therefore her grandmother might eventually wake up and go home. More to the point, Gillian realized hospitals no longer kept patients for extended stays—especially not old people with no hope of recovery. There would be next steps to consider, and soon.

      “Ms. Fraser . . . it’s simply too early to say.” The woman reached over and placed a comforting hand on Gillian’s shoulder.

      Gillian nodded again, peering in through the open door at Gigi’s contorted face.

      The woman who’d raised her—who’d bandaged her skinned knees, who’d made sure she never went without a meal—looked perpetually on the edge of a heart attack, even during sleep. The unsettling countenance made Gillian want to go home and shove her head beneath a pillow.

      Later, she would kick herself for not asking more questions, but at the moment, all she could think was that Gigi needed her. “Can I go sit with her?”

      “Yes, of course. We’ll move her into a private room in the morning, then you can feel free to stay as long as you like while she remains here.”

      Gillian crossed her arms. “Thank you. Okay. Thanks, that’s what I’ll do,” she said, and peered down at her sandaled feet, because the carefully guarded sympathy in the doctor’s gaze threatened to unravel her composure.

      “I’ll let your father and uncle know they can join you.”

      Gillian hugged herself tighter, wishing she wouldn’t do that, even though it was as much their right to see their mother as it was hers. “Thank you,” she repeated, and she stood rooted in place for a moment as the doctor moved away. Steeling herself, Gillian waited until the doctor was out of sight and then pushed open the heavy door and walked into the antiseptic-smelling room.

      “Gigi,” she called softly.

      The woman in the steel-framed bed, dressed in faded green cotton, lay so still, her resting body and terrorized expression so at odds that it made Gillian’s stomach burn—or maybe that was the headache powder she’d slipped into her coffee an hour ago? It hadn’t touched her headache, but, thankfully, she had an extra one in her purse.

      Gigi looked smaller than she had only a few days ago, diminished in a way a loose cotton gown and a tightly fitted twin bed shouldn’t accomplish on their own. Her metal-framed bed was surrounded by blinking, beeping apparatuses, one connected to her finger, some to her arm and some to her torso. “I’m here,” Gillian said, heartbroken, approaching the bed and taking Gigi by the hand.
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        “Have dinner ready. Plan ahead, even the night before . . . Most men are hungry when they come home . . . the prospect of a good meal (especially his favorite dish) is part of the warm welcome needed.”

        —The Good Wife’s Guide, Housekeeping Monthly

      

      

      

      6:00 p.m. Tuesday, July 5, 1960

      

      The air was dry and stale. The kind of dry that left nostrils feeling baked and the back of the throat raw. No matter how many times you swallowed, you couldn’t get past the feeling that one more speck of dust would throttle your windpipe.

      Something has to give.

      A small army of black ants marched across the pale-green Formica, disappearing into a crack at the edge of the counter, where the chrome trim buckled away from the wood. They weren’t there an hour ago, but now they were, carrying’ on as ants must, putting one spindly leg in front of the other, searching for something better—like Rebecca’s parents, running away from Black Sunday. Lured by the promise of black oil and cheap, dust-ravaged land, they’d stopped short of clear skies and settled in McKinney, Texas. Believe it or not, they were the lucky ones.

      Sometimes people got stuck.

      Rebecca observed the ants a moment longer. Good little soldiers, all doing their part. But it wasn’t their day. Fishing under the sink for the chlorine bleach, she groped about for the new plastic bottle, and then, finding it, she hoisted it up, unscrewed the cap, and doused her washcloth over the sink. Now, with a more streamlined shape and a four-fingered grip, it was so much easier to handle than those amber-glass bottles.

      Her already parched nostrils flared against the sharp scent, and she glanced up at the clock on the wall as she swept the washcloth over the kitchen counter, sweeping curled, dead ants into the sink. Poor little things. They looked like granules of black sand. She brushed a few off the counter and onto the floor, then turned on the faucet to wash the remaining ants down the drain.

      Perfect.

      Pristine.

      That’s what Joe expected. No amount of bemoaning the lives of God’s little creatures was going to soften his heart. Her pa had warned her; she didn’t listen. She’d been hoodwinked by that Frazer charm—sweet talk that dried up like a stingy oil well the minute her parents kicked up their toes. Now, the mill was failing, so too was the ranch.

      What were they supposed to do?

      Some folks were taking money to burn fields, drive up prices, but that didn’t set well with Rebecca. And Joe—that n’er do well—he’d gone and bought himself that car!

      However, Rebecca didn’t believe in crying over spilt milk. Even so, a bit of her bristled over marrying him still. Her husband was a grifter. No amount of do-gooding on her part would ever change that fact. Loving him, not loving him, made no difference at all. She was a married lady now, with two small boys, and she had a responsibility to her ranch. She was excited about the new job prospect, even if Joe wouldn’t like it none at all. As far as Rebecca was concerned, they’d been struggling for too long. He might just be greedy enough to allow it, if only she could present it just right. Southwestern Bell paid very well, the pensions were wonderful.

      For Pete’s sake, Dottie Shepherd said she knew a woman who retired at the age of forty-five with all her benefits and a salary to boot.

      More ants emerged from the counter crevice, recoiling from the bleach, stumbling away like drunken little men. As much as they didn’t cotton to it, there were far too many to turn back. Rebecca took a bit of the washed-out gum in her mouth and shoved it into the hole in the counter, stopping the invasion once and for all. “Evenin’, Joe,” she said, practicing her lines. She rinsed the washcloth, rinsed out the sink, and tried again. “Evenin’, honey.”

      No. That was no good.

      What would Joe think if she suddenly up and spoke to him that way? No, he liked her best when she was . . . motherly, he said. Not formal, ’cause then he claimed she was stiff—whatever that meant. Boards were stiff, dead folks were stiff, Becky Lee Frazer was not stiff.

      “Evening, honey.”

      Making ready for her husband’s eminent arrival, she rushed about the kitchen, swiping at everything within reach. “You need Clorox to get out the dirt suds leave in,” the ads all said. “When it’s Clorox clean, it’s safer for family health!” Well, Rebecca’s family was her priority. Why else would she take a job outside the home? Even Joe must appreciate her willingness to work.

      She went to retrieve his newspaper from the porch, folding it just the way he liked, with the front-page headlines front and center. Today’s top headline read: Johnson Finally Makes It Official —He’ll Run. On the same side of the page, close to the bottom: Bandits Rob Euless Bank.

      Rebecca sighed. These were desperate times. If only she had the gumption to do such a thing; all they needed was a bit of help to get ahead.

      She placed the paper on the table in front of Joe’s chair, sharpening the crease. Sometimes he enjoyed reading while he ate, although she wished he would talk more to the boys. Never mind, the dinner hour was over. The boys were outside playing.

      Stopping now to peer out the kitchen window to see if she could spy them in the field, she marveled over how big they were growing.

      At eight and six, Joe and Jeff were so much like their pa, right ready to scuffle at a moment’s notice. She supposed that must be part of a man’s personality, but she didn’t like it all that much. God knew, she wouldn’t need any job at all if those boys were more inclined to help.

      Outside, the sky appeared as though it were on fire—beautiful in a frightening way. They were due for a good rain. Droughts always put the fear of God in a body, ’cause everyone knew how that story went. There wasn’t a natural born Texan over the age of twenty who didn’t have a dust-storm story to tell. Although Rebecca had been young, she could still recall the day her family fled Farwell after the worst day of the year. Black Sunday. Her pa used to tell stories about that day, when a wall of dust five hundred feet high came rolling through town. On the first clear day afterward, her pop loaded up the truck. They left so quick they raised up a dust storm of their own. All the kids, Rebecca included—well, she must have been two or maybe three—all named the place they’d left Farewell, Texas. “Farewell, Farwell,” they’d said, waving from the back of the truck.

      “Good riddance,” her pa always grumbled at the end, no matter how many Sundays that story was told.

      Outside, there was no sign of the boys and Rebecca worried they were up to no good. Last week, Joe Jr. took a hammer to the chicken coop and Jeff stuffed piles of hay into her father’s old cotton gin. The only thing those boys ever paid any mind to was their daddy’s belt, but that was something Rebecca was never inclined to subject them to, so they ran about, wild as coyotes.

      Shaking her head, she continued cleaning, sweeping her bleach-soaked rag over the countertops. The smell was awful, but Joe loved a clean house. And this was something she knew she would have to keep up with, with or without a new job. It wouldn’t matter much if she was tired by the end of the day, Joe wasn’t going to be any help. Anyway, she wouldn’t dare ask. She could tell straight away where that would lead—nowhere good, and fast.

      The bleach bottle in her hand jiggled a bit. Some of the bleach splashed out, onto her blouse. She frowned, guessing that “no-drip” promise was too good to be true.

      Glancing again at the clock, she returned the bottle beneath the kitchen sink. It was her last one, so she must be sure to get more the next time she made it to the store. But now, it was nearly six. Usually, Joe came home straight after work to get a bite to eat before heading back out the door. He was late.

      One last time, she ran her bleach-soaked cloth over the enameled sink, then rinsed it out and hung it over the edge to dry. Better yet, she should put it outside, because as much as Joe appreciated a clean house, he hated the smell of bleach—especially when she reeked of it herself. Lord, she was smelling like a freshly scrubbed toilet right now. The aroma of dinner would mask the scent in the kitchen, but it wouldn’t help Rebecca.

      After a quick check on the roast, she hurried into the bedroom to freshen up and change her blouse. She’d barely made it into the room when the front door opened and slammed shut so loudly it shimmied the floorboards. “Becky!” her husband roared.

      Rebecca tugged a pink gingham blouse off the hanger in the closet, shrugging into it as quickly as she was able.

      “Goddamn it, Becky Lee! Where you at? Dinner ain’t gonna serve itself!”
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      On the bedside table, the spines of Darkness Visible and Blackout: Remembering the Things I Drank to Forget stared back at Gillian. Both books sat beside an empty glass that once held two ice cubes and a few fingers of tequila. Annoyed, she turned around, reaching into the space her husband used to occupy. Palm flat, she absorbed the coolness of the sheets.

      Damn you, Kelly.

      It didn’t matter.

      She had more important things to consider right now—like, they were moving Gigi into a senior care and rehabilitation facility. Her vitals were still strong, but Rebecca Frazer was never coming home. Her stroke had left her unable to speak, and in its aftermath, the expression frozen on her face reminded Gillian of a Bill Burr skit, except there was nothing funny about her grandmother’s condition. Her eyes remained wide, like a perpetually frightened child, and the vacant blue-green irises, once so like Gillian’s, might have been glass marbles for all the emotion registered there. Her grandmother had made it eighty-four years, fending for herself; now she couldn’t feed herself without help. Changes must be made.

      For one, the house in McKinney was vulnerable, all its history and valuables laid bare with no one around to protect them. This, Gillian realized, was now her job—to protect the house, the cornerstone of her family, and even her life.

      Her father and uncle no doubt had already ventured in to grab whatever their hearts desired, and what their hearts desired mostly had shiny gold and silver surfaces.

      According to Gigi’s will, the house and nearly all its contents would someday belong to Gillian, but for now, while Gigi was still alive, the thought of her father and uncle raping her grandmother’s house turned her stomach worse than any hangover.

      And no, it wasn’t because she coveted anything of her grandmother’s. She loved that house, but even more than that, she needed it to remain whole and unviolated. Like Samson who got his strength from his hair, Gillian’s strength was born in that house. So as much as it disgusted her to think of material things with her grandmother in the condition she was in, if she meant to save anything for later, she would have to safeguard it today. Given the opportunity, her father and uncle would prowl the house and pawn everything that would bring a half-dollar.

      Plus, there was her grandma’s horse to consider. For the time being, a friend was looking in, but that was bound to get old fast.

      Why bother hanging on to the apartment?

      Because.

      Giving up her Turtle Creek apartment was like giving up a rent-control flat in New York City. They didn’t come available often. So what? It was just an eight-hundred-foot flat, hardly worth considering. So what if the floors were engineered satin wood? So what if the six-inch trim was above and beyond the norm? So what if the cabinets weren’t pressboard and the counter tops were granite. The house in McKinney was her real home.

      Rise and shine, Gilly.

      It was Gigi’s voice in her ear, and so, with a sting in her eyes, Gillian dragged herself to a sitting position and slid her legs off the side of the queen-sized mattress—a mattress and box spring, no headboard or frame. Because Kelly was right: she was going through the motions.

      After the divorce, she’d gathered only what was necessary—enough to give her life some semblance of order, but really, just enough so she wouldn’t be tempted to compare herself to her mother, a tragic figure whose downhill slide was only partly due to her father. Still, it gave her a measure of satisfaction to blame him. Joe Jr. was like his dad—a shadowy figure Gillian barely knew by name. Her grandmother had never spoken much of her delinquent husband. From the stories Gillian had heard—mostly told by a son who was too much like his dad to recognize the similarities—Joe Sr. was a grifter. After sucking the Noble ranch dry, he’d walked out the door one day and never returned.

      Was it any wonder Gilly was afraid of commitment? Not one significant male in her life ever gave her a reason to see things differently. Her grandfather left her grandmother. Her dad left her mom—or rather, he kicked her while she was down, literally, and then couldn’t leave fast enough to avoid arrest. And then her own husband divorced her—never mind that she couldn’t blame Kelly for leaving. The fact was that he hadn’t been willing to stick around to prove her wrong.

      What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?

      That’s what Gigi used to say.

      Only, right about now, Gillian doubted that particular nugget of wisdom. Squeezing her eyes shut over the ache in her head, she touched her toes to the Berber carpet, groaning aloud.

      Stretching her neck, her gaze was drawn to the black bow tie tag she’d purchased at PetSafe, neatly placed beside the empty glass of tequila and her cell phone. The sight of it made her snort and she reached for the phone to check the time.

      11:15 a.m.

      Holy crap. There was so much on her plate today. Work was the last thing on her mind.

      Why haven’t you told him yet?

      There was no rational reason.

      She and Kelly co-owned a web design firm. While her ex-husband handled day-to-day operations, Gillian schmoozed customers and led the design team. Kelly managed the office, mostly because she no longer kept an office. She worked from home, giving direction via conference calls. If anyone asked, this was why they hadn’t dissolved the business with their marriage. Neither had to ever see the other if they didn’t wish to, though Gillian’s work hours easily doubled Kelly’s. Her job remained a priority, because she understood full well that a lack of regard for deadlines and responsibilities were signs of alcoholism. This, too, was why she worked ungodly hours, stopping only for “happy hour” intermissions, many of them work related.

      Up until now, Gillian had been perfectly content to be a worker bee. The one thing her husband had never found fault with was her work. Conversely, he thought she was the worst wife on the planet. And maybe she was.

      Shuffling into the kitchen, Gillian plucked a water glass from the cabinet, then pulled open the utensil drawer. She ferreted out a headache powder from beneath the spoons, unfolded the package, and dumped the contents into a glass. Then she opened the fridge and grabbed a water bottle, and after pouring fresh water over the powder, she stared at the white sediment that remained at the bottom of her glass. Narrowing her eyes, she swirled the contents, hearing Kelly’s grumble at her ear. “That shit’s going to burn your liver.”

      Gillian had given him an eat-shit glare. “Why don’t you say what you really mean, Kelly?” Because what he’d really wanted to do was complain about the late night she’d kept.

      Nevertheless, unlike her father—who’d dished out ultimatums over everything from skirt lengths and cleavage to the color of her mother’s lipstick—Kelly had never once put his foot down. Consequently, it had been difficult for Gillian to read him, up until the end, and she’d always assumed he didn’t care. “You’re a grown woman, Gillian,” he would say. Always Gillian when he was angry with her. “I want you to do what you want to do.” Passive aggressive bullshit.

      Who knew the man was keeping score, and that each failed test was a yardstick of her worth to him. That never failed to infuriate her. In fact, it downright pissed her off, even now, as she lifted her glass, swirling the water to mix her powder.

      Defiantly, she chugged down the morning’s hangover meds as images flashed through her head of Kelly’s disapproving glare. The bitter taste of the powder made her grimace.

      God knew, if she had to count how many powders she had hidden throughout the house, she couldn’t do it. Whereas alcoholics hid cheap vodka bottles, Gillian hid headache powders—not that anyone was paying attention. There was no one around to count drinks or powders. Nobody gave a crap how many she opened during the course of a day—one, two, three, four. Whatever.

      Naturally, you had to keep one handy for when you woke up with a hangover, and then it didn’t hurt to take another before bedtime, on the off chance you could avert a hangover. Therefore, she always needed one in her purse, in case she didn’t make it home. The prospect disgusted her, but she did it anyway.

      Why?

      Gillian frowned. That she didn’t need a drink was perhaps the worst of the lies she’d told herself, but it wasn’t the only one. Okay, so physically, she didn’t crave alcohol. Her body didn’t shiver and shake without it, nor did it give her sweats. If she could figure out a way to feel good sober, she would walk away and never be tempted again.

      The fact was, she didn’t feel compelled to hide her drinking, nor did she think about drinking twenty-four-seven, devising ways to do it.

      It wasn’t like that. To the contrary, Gillian simply didn’t want to think—or feel—and the easiest way to accomplish that was to drink. After a few shots of tequila, everything was Zen.

      Maria, on the other hand . . . Maria was a true-blue, dyed-in-the-wool alcoholic. Maria, not mom or mother—because that’s how Gilly thought of her—lived to drink. Everything she did, every job she ever took, every place she ever lived in, she chose specifically to facilitate her addiction.

      If you ever visited whatever long-stay motel Maria had chosen to “manage” because it gave her room and board and easy access to her private stash of zinfandel, you’d be hard-pressed to sit anywhere in the room and not find alcohol paraphernalia—a tall plastic cup infused with the scent of vino, a corkscrew in the cushions (for times when she might feel like splurging on bottles with a cork), and a vase in the middle of the fold-down table, filled with wine-stained corks.

      It was difficult to say if Maria valued them, keeping them as tokens of bygone celebrations, or if she was simply too lazy—or too drunk—to walk over to the trashcan, and instead tossed her corks into the collection until, one day, it rivaled the collection of shoes at the Holocaust Museum.

      As for Gillian, she rarely kept alcohol in the home. Last night had been an exception. Her drinking was most often pursued as a sport, or celebration, wherein tears weren’t allowed, laughter was encouraged, and reverie was expressly prohibited. She drank responsibly. No drinking and driving, ever. She was good about never getting behind the wheel of a vehicle while under the influence . . . though she might ask herself why she chose to live in a tiny, cramped apartment within walking distance of West Village and its pubs.

      But that was beside the point. While Gillian drank to “happy up,” she suspected Maria drank to maintain a level of sadness. She had often contemplated, “Which came first, the bottle or the tears?” And, although she couldn’t say for sure, she suspected which had come last. Maria died with a bottle in her hand, and a blood-alcohol level of 0.45, which no doubt had left her in a state so benumbed that it probably didn’t allow for tears.

      “Forget about it,” she said, as she made her way back into the bedroom to grab her phone. Taking it from the nightstand, she
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