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“ DON’ T GET IT, ” I SAID AS I HEARD THE RINGTONE of our apartment phone. Call it a premonition, paranoia, but something about that sound severed every comfortable feeling I had managed to stitch around myself.

“It’s a 281 number,” my boyfriend Dane said, sautéing tofu in a pan, dumping in a can of organic tomato sauce. Dane was a vegan, which meant we used soy protein in place of ground beef in our chili. It was enough to make any native-born Texan cry, but for Dane’s sake I was trying to get used to it. “I can see it on the caller ID.”

281. Houston. Those three digits were enough to start me hyper-ventilating. “It’s either my mother or my sister,” I said desperately. “Let the machine pick up.” I hadn’t spoken to either of them in at least two years.

Ring.

Pausing in the act of stirring a handful of frozen veggie crumbles into the sauce, Dane said, “You can’t run away from your fears. Isn’t that what you always tell your readers?”

I was an advice columnist for Vibe, a magazine about relationships  and sex and urban culture. My column, called “Ask Miss Independent,” had started at a student-run publication, and I had quickly developed a following. Upon graduating, I’d taken Miss Independent to Vibe, and they offered me a weekly feature. Most of my advice was posted publicly, but I also sent private paid-for replies to those who requested it. To supplement my income, I also did occasional freelancing for women’s magazines.

“I’m not running away from my fears,” I told Dane. “I’m running away from my relatives.”

Ring.

“Just pick it up, Ella. You always tell people to face their problems.”

“Yes, but I prefer to ignore mine and let them fester.” I sidled closer to the phone and recognized the number. “Oh God. It’s Mom.”

Ring.

“Go on,” Dane said. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

I stared at the phone with fearful loathing. “In the space of thirty seconds, she could say something that would send me back to therapy indefinitely.”

Ring.

“If you don’t find out what she wants,” Dane said, “you’ll worry about it all night.”

I let out an explosive breath and snatched up the phone. “Hello?”

“Ella. This is an emergency!”

To my mother, Candy Varner, everything was an emergency. She was a shock-and-awe parent, the ultimate drama queen. But she had covered it up so adeptly that few people suspected what went on behind closed doors. She had demanded her daughters’ collusion in the myth of our happy family life, and Tara and I had given it to her without question.

At times Mom wanted interaction with my younger sister and me, but she quickly became impatient and surly. We learned to watch for every sign that would indicate the fluctuations of her mood. We had been storm chasers, trying to stay close to the twister without getting swept up in it.

I headed to the living room, away from Dane and the clatter of pans. “How are you, Mom? What’s going on?”

“I just told you. An emergency! Tara came to visit today. Just appeared with no warning. She has a baby.”

“Her own baby?”

“What would she be doing with someone else’s baby? Yes, it’s hers. You didn’t know she was pregnant?”

“No,” I managed to say, groping for the back of the sofa. I propped myself against it, half-sitting, half-leaning. I felt sick to my stomach. “I didn’t. We haven’t been in touch.”

“When was the last time you picked up the phone to call her? Have you thought about either of us, Ella? Your only family? Do we have  any place on your list of priorities?”

I was struck mute, my heart pounding like a dryer full of wet sneakers as an awful-familiar feeling from my childhood settled over me. But I was no longer a child. Reminding myself that I was a woman with a college degree, a career, a steady boyfriend, and a circle of good friends, I managed to answer calmly, “I sent cards.”

“They weren’t sincere. That last Mother’s Day card didn’t say one word about all the things I did for you while you were growing up. All the happy times.”

I clasped my hand to my forehead in the hopes that it would keep my brain from exploding. “Mom, is Tara there now?”

“Would I be calling you if she was? She—” My mother was cut  off by the angry wail of an infant in the background. “Can you hear what I’m dealing with? She left it here, Ella! She’s gone! What am I supposed to do?”

“Did she say when she was coming back?”

“No.”

“And there was no guy with her? Did she say who the father was?”

“I don’t think she knows. She has ruined her life, Ella. No man will ever want her after this.”

“You might be surprised,” I said. “A lot of unmarried women have babies nowadays.”

“There’s still a stigma. You know what I went through to keep that from happening to you and Tara.”

“After your last husband,” I said, “I think we would have preferred the stigma.”

Her tone turned icy. “Roger was a good man. That marriage would have lasted if you and Tara had ever learned to get along with him. It wasn’t my fault that my own children drove him away. He loved you girls, and you never gave him a chance.”

I rolled my eyes. “Roger loved us a little too much, Mom.”

“What do you mean?”

“We had to sleep with a chair wedged against the door to keep him out of our bedroom at night. And I don’t think he was planning to straighten our covers.”

“That’s all in your own mind. No one believes you when you say things like that, Ella.”

“Tara believes me.”

“She doesn’t remember anything about Roger,” my mother informed me triumphantly. “Not anything at all.”

“Does that strike you as normal, Mom? To have large episodes of your childhood blocked out completely? Don’t you think she should remember something about Roger?”

“I think it’s a sign that she’s been doing drugs or drinking. Those things run on your father’s side.”

“It’s also a sign of childhood trauma or abuse. Mom, are you sure Tara didn’t just go to the store?”

“Yes, I’m sure. She left a goodbye note.”

“Have you tried her cell phone?”

“Of course I did! She won’t answer.” My mother was nearly choking with impatience. “I gave up the best years of my life taking care of you. I’m not going through it again. I’m too young to have a grandbaby. I don’t want anyone to know about this. You come get it before anyone sees him, Ella! Do something with this baby or I’ll give it to Social Services.”

I blanched as I heard the edge in her voice, knowing it wasn’t an empty threat. “Don’t do anything,” I said. “Don’t give the baby to anyone. I’ll be there in a few hours.”

“I’m going to have to cancel a date tonight,” she said darkly.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m coming. I’m leaving right now. Just hold down the fort. Wait, okay?”

The phone clicked. I was anxious and trembling, the air-conditioned breeze glancing off my neck and making me shiver.

A baby, I thought miserably. Tara’s baby.

I trudged into the kitchen. “Until this moment,” I said, “I thought the worst thing that could happen tonight was your cooking.”

Dane had taken the skillet off the burner. He was pouring something bright orange into a martini glass. Turning, he handed it to me, his green eyes warm with friendly sympathy. “Have some.”

I took a swallow of gingery-sweet gruel and grimaced. “Thanks. I was just thinking I needed a good stiff slug of carrot juice.” I set aside the glass. “But I’d better take it easy. I have to drive tonight.”

As I looked into Dane’s concerned face, the calmness of him, the sanity of him, was like being wrapped in a soft blanket. He was casually handsome, blond, and lean, with the perpetual toasted-and-salted scruffiness of someone who had just come in from the beach. Most of the time Dane dressed in denim and hemp and enviro-sandals, as if he were perpetually ready for a spontaneous trip to some equatorial region. If you’d asked Dane to describe his perfect vacation, it would have been some survivalist trek through an exotic jungle, equipped with only a nylon water bag and a pocket knife.

Although Dane had never met my mother or sister, I had told him a lot about them, furtively unearthing memories like fragile artifacts. It wasn’t easy to talk about my past, any part of it. I had managed to trust Dane with the basics: my parents had divorced and my father had left us when I was five. All I heard of my dad after that was that he had gotten a new wife, new children, and there was no place for Tara and me in his second time around.

Regardless of his failure as a dad, I could hardly blame him for wanting to escape. It bothered me, however, that my father knew what kind of parent he had left us alone with. Maybe he reasoned that daughters were better off with their mothers. Maybe he had hoped my mother would get better over time. Or maybe he feared one or both of his daughters would turn out exactly like her, and that was not something he could handle.

There had been no significant man in my life until I had met Dane at the University of Texas. He was always gentle, reading my signals,  never demanding too much. He made me feel safe for the first time ever.

And yet for all that, there was something missing between us, something that nagged at me like a pebble that had worked its way into my shoe. Whatever that missing thing was, it kept Dane and me from reaching absolute closeness.

As we stood in the apartment kitchen, Dane put a warm hand on my shoulder. The shaky-cold feeling began to subside. “From what I was able to hear,” Dane said, “Tara dumped off a surprise baby with your mother, who’s planning to sell it on eBay.”

“Social Services,” I said. “She hasn’t thought of eBay yet.”

“What does she expect you to do?”

“She wants me to take the baby off her hands,” I said, wrapping my arms around myself. “I don’t think she’s given much thought to anything beyond that.”

“No one knows where Tara is?”

I shook my head.

“Want me to go with you?” he asked gently.

“No,” I said, almost before he could finish the question. “You have too much to do here.” Dane had started his own environmental monitoring equipment company, and business was expanding almost too fast for him to handle. It would be difficult for him to take the time off. “Besides,” I said, “I don’t know how long it will take to find Tara, or what shape she’ll be in when I do.”

“What if you get stuck with this kid? No, let me rephrase—what are you going to do to avoid being stuck with this kid?”

“Maybe I could just bring it here for a few days? Just long enough to—”

Dane was shaking his head firmly. “Don’t bring it here, Ella. No babies.”

I gave him a dark look. “What if it were a baby polar bear or a baby Galápagos penguin? I bet you’d want it then.”

“I’d make an exception for endangered species,” he allowed.

“This baby is endangered. It’s with my mother.”

“Go to Houston and take care of the situation. I’ll be waiting for you when you come back.” Dane paused and added firmly, “Alone.” Turning to the stove, he picked up the pan of veggie sauce and dumped it over a bowl of whole-grain pasta. He sprinkled shredded soy cheese over the top. “Eat something before you go—this’ll give you sustained energy.”

“No, thanks,” I said. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

A wry grin crossed his lips. “Like hell you have. Ten minutes after you leave, you’re heading to the drive-through window of the nearest Whataburger.”

“You think I’d cheat on you?” I demanded with all the innocent outrage I could muster.

“With another guy, no. With a cheeseburger . . . in a heartbeat.”




TWO
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I HAD ALWAYS HATED THE THREE-HOUR DRIVE BETWEEN Austin and Houston. But the long stretch of quiet time gave me the opportunity to sift through childhood memories, and try to figure out what had led Tara to have a baby she wasn’t ready to care for.

I had realized early in life that too much of anything wasn’t good for you, and that included beauty. I’d had the good luck to be born moderately pretty, with blue eyes and blond hair, and a milk-colored complexion that, when exposed to the cruel blaze of the Texas sun, went straight to sizzling-red. (“You have no melatonin,” Dane had once marveled. “It’s like you were meant to live in the library.”) At five-four I was average height with decent measurements and good legs.

Tara, however, belonged in the realm of goddesses. It was as if nature, having done the necessary experimentation with me, had decided to create the pièce de résistance. Tara had hit the genetic jackpot with her fine-chiseled features, luxuriant platinum hair, and pillowy lips that no amount of collagen could mimic. At five-ten, she was a long-stemmed size two and was often mistaken for a supermodel. The  only reason Tara hadn’t gone on that predestined career path was that even the minimal stores of discipline and ambition required of a model were beyond her.

For those and other reasons, I had never envied Tara. Her beauty, the sheer magnitude of it, simultaneously distanced people and invited them to take advantage of her. It caused people to assume she was stupid, and truth be told, it had not exactly driven Tara to prove her intellectual mettle. A gorgeous woman was never expected to be smart, and if she was, most people found it off-putting. There was only so much good fortune a normal person could forgive in another. So a surfeit of beauty had only earned trouble for my sister. When I’d last seen Tara, there had already been too many men in her life.

Just like our mother.

Some of Mom’s boyfriends had been nice men. They had first seen her as a beautiful and vivacious woman, a single working mom who was devoted to her two daughters. Eventually, however, they came to understand what she was, a woman who badly needed love and yet was unable to return it . . . a woman who struggled to control and dominate the people who tried to get close to her. She drove them all away and brought in new ones, a constant and exhausting turnover of lovers and friends.

Her second husband, Steve, had only lasted four months before he’d filed for divorce. He’d been a kind and rational presence in our household, and even that short time of living with him had shown me that not all adults were like Mom. When he had said goodbye to Tara and me, he had told us regretfully that we were good girls, and he wished he could take us with him. But later Mom had said that Steve had left because of Tara and me. We would never have a family, she had added, if we didn’t behave better.

When I was nine, Mom had married Roger, the last husband, without even telling Tara and me about it beforehand. He was charismatic and good-looking, and he took such a friendly interest in his new step-daughters that at first we loved him. But before long the man who read us bedtime stories was also showing us pages from porn magazines. He was fond of playing tickling games that went on too long and were not at all what grown men should have been doing with little girls.

Roger took a particular interest in Tara, taking her on father-daughter outings and buying her special presents. Tara began to have nightmares and nervous tics, and she picked at her food without eating. She asked me not to leave her alone with Roger.

Mom went into a fury when Tara and I tried to tell her. She even punished us for lying. We were afraid to tell anyone outside the family, certain that if our own mother wouldn’t believe us, no one else would, either. The only option I had was to protect Tara as much as I could. When we were at home, I stayed with her every minute. She slept next to me at night, and I kept a chair against the door.

One night Roger tapped at the door for nearly ten minutes.

“Come on, Tara. Let me in, or I won’t buy you any more presents. I just want to talk to you. Tara—” He pushed harder at the door, and the chair creaked in protest. “I was nice to you the other day, wasn’t I? I told you I loved you. But I won’t be nice anymore if you don’t move that chair out of the way. Open it, Tara, or I’ll tell your mama you’ve been acting up. You’ll get punished.”

My little sister curled into a ball against me, trembling. She put her hands over her ears. “Don’t let him in, Ella,” she whispered. “Please.”

I was scared, too. But I pulled the covers around Tara and got out of bed. “She’s sleeping,” I said, loud enough for the monster at the door to hear.

“Open it, you little bitch!” The hinges rattled as he pushed harder. Where was my mother? Why wasn’t she doing anything?

In the feeble glow of a Rainbow Brite night-light, I frantically rummaged beneath the bed for the craft box where we kept our art supplies. My fingers curved around the cold handles of a pair of metal scissors. We used them to cut out paper dolls, pictures from magazines, and cereal box tops.

I heard the thud of impact as Roger put his shoulder to the door, so hard that the chair began to crack. Between each thud, I heard the sound of my sister weeping. Adrenaline raced through me, sending my heartbeat into a drumming fury. Panting, I went to the door, gripping the scissors. Another thud, another, with sounds of wood vibrating and splintering. Light from the hallway shot into the room as Roger shoved the door wide enough to get his hand in. But as he began to push the chair aside, I darted forward and stabbed his hand with the pair of scissors. I felt the sickening give of metal penetrating something pliant. There was a muted roar of pain and fury, and then . . . nothing . . . except the sound of retreating footsteps.

Still gripping the scissors, I got back into bed with Tara. “I’m scared,” my little sister had wept, soaking the shoulder of my nightgown with her tears. “Don’t let him get me, Ella.”

“He won’t,” I had said, stiff and shaking. “If he comes back, I’ll stick him like a pig. You go to sleep, now.”

And she had slept huddled against me all night, while I stayed awake, my heart jolting every time I heard a noise.

In the morning, Roger had left our house for good.

Mom never asked either of us about that night, or what had happened, or how we felt about Roger’s abrupt departure from our lives.  The only thing she ever said about it was, “You will never get a new daddy. You don’t deserve one.”

There had been other men after that, some of them bad, but never quite as bad as Roger.

And the strangest part of all was that Tara didn’t remember Roger, or the night I had stabbed his hand with the scissors. She was bewildered when I told her about it a few years later. “Are you sure?” she had asked with a puzzled frown. “Maybe you dreamed it.”

“I had to wash the scissors the next morning,” I told her. It frightened me that she looked so blank. “There was blood on them. And the chair was cracked in two places. You don’t remember?”

Tara had shaken her head, mystified.

After that experience, after the parade of men who never stayed, I was leery and gun-shy, afraid to trust any man. But as Tara had gotten older, she had gone the other way. For her there were innumerable partners, and prolific sex. And I wondered how much real pleasure, if any, she had gotten out of it.

The urge to protect and care for Tara had never left me. During our teen years, I had driven to strange places in the night to pick her up where a boyfriend had stranded her . . . I had given her my waitressing money to buy a prom dress . . . I had taken her to the doctor to get birth control pills. She had been fifteen at the time.

“Mom says I’m a slut,” Tara whispered to me in the doctor’s waiting room. “She’s mad because I’m not a virgin anymore.”

“It’s your body,” I had whispered back, holding her icy hand in mine. “You can do what you want with it. But don’t get pregnant. And . . . I think you shouldn’t let a boy do that to you unless you’re sure he loves you.”

“They always say they love me,” Tara had told me with a bitter smile. “How do you know when one of them actually means it?”

I shook my head helplessly.

“Are you still a virgin, Ella?” Tara had asked after a moment.

“Uh-huh.”

“Is that why Bryan broke up with you last week? ’Cause you wouldn’t do it with him?”

I shook my head. “I broke up with him.” Glancing into her soft blue eyes, I tried for a rueful smile, but it felt more like a grimace. “I came home from school and found him with Mom.”

“What were they doing?”

I hesitated for a long moment before replying. “Drinking together,” was all I said. I thought I’d cried until no more tears were left, but my eyes watered again as I nodded. And although Tara was younger than me, she put her hand on my head and pulled it down to her narrow shoulder, offering comfort. We had sat together like that until the nurse came and called Tara’s name.

I didn’t think I would have survived my childhood without my sister, or she without me. We were each other’s only link to the past . . . that was the strength of our bond, and also our weakness.

 

 

TO BE FAIR TO HOUSTON, I WOULD HAVE LIKED IT A LOT more if I hadn’t been viewing it through a prism of memories. Houston was flat, humid as a wet sock, and surprisingly green in parts, dangling at the end of a belt of heavy forestland that extended from East Texas. There was a furious amount of development in every crevice of its spider-web layout—condos and apartments, retail and  office buildings. It was an intensely alive city, flashy and spectacular and filthy and busy.

Gradually the summer-braised pastures turned into oceans of smoking-hot asphalt with islands of strip malls and big-box stores. Here and there a lone high-rise shot up like a plant runner sent out from the main growth of central Houston.

Mom lived in the southwest region, in a middle-class neighborhood built around a town square that had once harbored restaurants and shops. Now the square had been taken up by a large home-improvement store. My mother’s house was a two-bedroom colonial ranch style fronted with skinny white columns. I drove along the street, dreading the moment I would pull up in the drive.

Stopping in front of the garage, I hopped out of my Prius and hurried to the front door. Before I even had a chance to ring the doorbell, Mom had opened the door. She was talking to someone on the phone, her voice low and seductive.

“. . . promise I’ll make it up to you,” she cooed. “Next time.” She laughed at little. “Oh, I think you know how . . .” I closed the door and waited uncertainly while she continued to talk.

Mom looked the same as always: slim, fit, and dressed like a teen pop star, no matter that she was pushing fifty. She wore a tight black tank top, a denim miniskirt cinched with a rhinestone-encrusted Kippy belt, and high-heeled sandals. Her forehead was as taut as the skin on a grape. Her hair had been bleached Hilton blonde, falling to her shoulders in meticulously sprayed waves. As she glanced over me, I knew exactly what she thought of my plain white cotton camp shirt, a practical garment that buttoned down the front.

While listening to the person on the other end of the line, Mom  gestured toward the hallway that led to the bedrooms. I nodded and went in search of the baby. The house smelled like air-conditioning and old carpets and tropical air freshener, the rooms dark and silent.

A small dressing-table lamp had been left on in the master bedroom. My breath quickened in anxious wonder as I approached the bed. The baby was in the center of it, a lump no larger than a loaf of bread. A boy. He was dressed in blue, his arms out-flung, his mouth clamped tight as a powder compact as he slept. I crawled onto the bed beside him, staring at this defenseless creature with his little-old-man face and tender pink skin. His eyelids were so fragile they were tinted blue as they lay closed over his sleeping eyes. The small skull was covered with soft black hair, and his fingers were tipped with nails as tiny and sharp as bird claws.

The baby’s absolute helplessness made me intensely anxious. When he woke up, he was going to cry. And leak. He was going to need things, mysterious things that I knew nothing about and had no desire to learn.

I could almost sympathize with Tara for having foisted this overwhelming problem on someone else. Almost. But mainly I wanted to kill her. Because my sister had known that leaving him with Mom was a stupid idea. She had known that Mom would never keep him. And she had been aware that I would probably be recruited to do something about it. I had always been the family’s problem-solver, until I had opted out in an act of self-preservation. They still hadn’t forgiven me for that.

Since then I had often wondered how and when I might be able to reunite with my mother and sister, if we all would have changed enough that we could have some kind of workable relationship. I hoped maybe it would turn out like one of those Hallmark movies, a lot of soft-focus hugging and laughing as we sat on a porch swing.

That would have been nice. But it wasn’t my family.

As the baby slept, I listened to his soft kitten-breaths. His smallness, his aloneness, caused an invisible weight to settle over me, sadness mixed with anger. I wasn’t going to let Tara run from this, I vowed grimly. I was going to find her, and for once she would have to deal with the consequences of her actions. Failing that, I was going to find the baby’s father and insist that he bear some responsibility.

“Don’t wake him up,” my mother said from the doorway. “It took me two hours to put him down.”

“Hi, Mom,” I said. “You look great.”

“I’ve been working with a personal trainer. He can hardly keep his hands off me. You’ve put on weight, Ella. You’d better be careful . . . you get your figure from your daddy’s side, and his people always ran to fat.”

“I exercise,” I countered, annoyed. I was not at all fat. I was curvy and strong, and I took yoga three times a week. “And I get no complaints from Dane,” I added defensively, before I could stop myself. Immediately I was tempted to smack myself in the head. “But it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks of my figure, as long as I’m happy with it.”

My mother ran a dismissive glance over me. “You’re still with him?”

“Yes. And I’d like to get back to him as soon as possible, which means we need to find Tara. Can you tell me again what happened when you saw her?”

“Come to the kitchen.”

Easing myself from the bed, I left the room and followed her.

“Tara showed up without calling first,” my mother explained as we reached the kitchen, “and said, ‘Here’s your grandbaby.’ Just like that. I let her in, and I poured some tea, and we sat down to talk. Tara said she’s been living with your cousin Liza, and working at a temp  agency. She got pregnant by one of her boyfriends, and she says he’s not in a position to help. You know what that means. Either he doesn’t have two nickels to rub together, or he’s already married. I told Tara she should put the baby up for adoption, and she said she didn’t want to do that. So I said, ‘Your life will never be the same. Everything changes after you have a baby.’ And Tara said she was starting to figure that out. Then she mixed some formula for the baby and fed him while I went to the back room to take a nap. When I got up, Tara was gone and the baby was still here. You’ll have to get him out of here by tomorrow. My boyfriend can’t know about this.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want him to think of me as a grandmother.”

“Other women your age have grandchildren,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“I’m not my age, Ella. Everyone thinks I’m a lot younger.” She seemed offended by my expression. “You should be happy about that. To know what’s in your future.”

“I don’t think I’ll look like you in the future,” I said wryly. “I don’t even look like you now.”

“You might if you put some effort into it. Why is your hair so short? You don’t have the right face for that style.”

I lifted a hand to my chin-length bob, which was the only practical style for my straight, fine hair. “Can I see the note Tara left?”

Mom brought a manila folder to the kitchen table. “It’s in here along with the hospital papers.”

I opened the folder and found a piece of notebook paper on top. The sight of my sister’s handwriting, all loopy and uneven, was painfully familiar. The words had been dug deep by a ballpoint pen that had nearly perforated the paper with its desperate force.

Dear Mom,

I have to go somewhere and figure things out. I don’t know when I’ll be back. I hereby give you or my sister Ella the authority to take care of my baby and be his guardian until I’m ready to come get him.

Sincerely,

Tara Sue Varner



“Hereby,” I murmured with a wretched smile, leaning my forehead on my hand. My sister had probably thought a legal-sounding word would make it more official. “I think we’re supposed to get in touch with Child Protective Services and let them know what’s happened. Otherwise someone could claim the baby has been abandoned.”

Sorting through the contents of the folder, I found the birth certificate. No father listed. The baby was exactly a week old, and his name was Luke Varner. “Luke?” I asked. “Why did she name him that? Do we know anyone named Luke?”

Mom went to the refrigerator and pulled out a can of Diet Big Red. “Your cousin Porky—I think his real name is Luke. But Tara doesn’t know him.”

“I have a cousin Porky?”

“Second cousin, once removed. He’s one of Big Boy’s sons.”

One of the legions of extended family that we’d never had anything to do with. Too many explosive personalities and disorders to put in one room together—we were a living catalog of the DSM-IV, the doctor’s manual of mental disorders. Returning my attention to the certificate, I said, “She had him at Women’s Hospital. Do you know who was with her? Did she say anything about it?”

“Your cousin Liza was with her,” came my mother’s sour reply.  “You’ll have to call her to get the details. She won’t tell me anything.”

“I will. I . . .” Dazedly I shook my head. “What’s going on with Tara? Did she seem depressed to you? Did she seem scared? Did she look sick?”

Mom poured the Big Red over ice, watching the pink foam rise to the rim of the glass. “She was heavy. And she looked tired. That was all I noticed.”

“Maybe this is some kind of postpartum problem. She may need antidepressants.”

Mom poured a shot of vodka into the Big Red. “Doesn’t matter what pills you give her. She’ll never want that baby.” After taking a swallow of the fizzy-bright liquid, she said, “She’s not cut out for having kids any more than I was.”

“Why did you have children, Mom?” I asked softly.

“It was what women did when they got married. And I did my best. I made sacrifices to give you the best childhood I could. And neither of you seems to remember any of it. It’s a shame, how ungrateful children are. Especially daughters.”

I couldn’t begin to reply. I had no way to describe how I had struggled to collect every good memory possible. How every moment of my mother’s affection—a hug, a bedtime story—had been a gift from heaven. But mostly how my childhood, and Tara’s, had seemed like a rug pulled out from under us. And how her complete lack of motherly instinct—even the basic urge to protect her offspring—had made it difficult for Tara and me to have relationships with people.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” I managed to say, my voice thick with regret. But I was fairly certain my mother didn’t understand what I was sorry for.

A high, mewling cry came from the bedroom. The sound chilled me. He needed something.

“Time for his formula,” my mother said, going to the refrigerator. “I’ll heat it up. Go get him, Ella.”

Another cry, this one sharper. It made my back teeth hurt like I’d just bitten into tin foil. I sped to the bedroom and saw a small form on the bed, wriggling like a baby seal. My heart went so fast that I couldn’t feel any spaces between the beats.

I leaned over, reaching tentatively, uncertain how to pick him up. I wasn’t good with children. I had never wanted to hold my friends’ babies—they had never appealed to me. I slid my hands beneath the small flopping body. And the head. I knew you were supposed to support the head and neck. Somehow I gathered him up against me, his weight somehow fragile and solid at the same time, and the crying paused, and the infant looked up at me in a squinty Clint-Eastwood sort of way, and the crying started again. He was so unprotected. Helpless. I had only one coherent thought as I went to the kitchen, and it was that no one in my family, including me, should be trusted with one of these.

I sat and clumsily readjusted Luke in my arms, and Mom brought a bottle to me. Cautiously I put the silicone nipple—which wasn’t shaped anything like a normal human one—against the tiny mouth. He latched on and went quiet, intent on feeding. I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath until I let it out with a sigh of relief.

“You can stay here tonight,” Mom said. “But you have to leave tomorrow and take him with you. I am much, much too busy to deal with this.”

I clenched my teeth to hold back a burst of protests—this wasn’t fair . . . none of it was my fault . . . I was busy, too . . . I had my own  life to get back to. But what kept me silent, aside from the knowledge that my mother didn’t care, was the fact that the person who was really getting the raw deal was the one who couldn’t speak up for himself. Luke was a hot potato, doomed to be tossed back and forth until someone was forced to keep him.

And then it occurred to me: what if the father was a cokehead or a criminal? How many guys had Tara slept with, and was I going to have to track them all down and have them tested? What if some of them refused? Was I going to have to hire a lawyer?

Oh, this was going to be fun.

 

 

MOM SHOWED ME HOW TO BURP HIM AND TO CHANGE the diaper. Her competence surprised me, especially since she had never been a baby person, and it had undoubtedly been a long time since she had last done such a thing. I tried to picture her as a young mother, patiently attending to the never-ending tasks of caring for a baby. I couldn’t imagine she had enjoyed any of it. My mother, with only a baby for company, a needy, noisy, inarticulate creature . . . no, it was impossible to envision.

I brought in my bags from the car, changed into my pajamas, and took the baby into the guest bedroom.

“Where is he going to sleep?” I asked, wondering what you did when there was no crib available.

“Put him next to you on the bed,” Mom suggested.

“But I might roll over onto him, or accidentally push him over the side.”

“Then make a pallet on the floor.”

“But—”

“I’m going to bed,” my mother said, striding from the room. “I am worn out. I’ve had to look after that baby all day.”

While Luke waited in his plastic carrier, I made a pallet for both of us on the floor. I rolled up a quilt to make a bolster between us. After laying Luke on his back on one side of the pallet, I sat on the other side and flipped open my cell phone to call my cousin Liza.

“Are you with Tara?” Liza demanded as soon as I said hello.

“I was hoping she was with you.”

“No. I’ve tried calling her a thousand times and she won’t pick up.”

Although Liza was my age, and I had always liked her, we’d never had much to do with each other. Like most of the women on my mother’s side, Liza was blond and leggy, and possessed a perpetual appetite for male attention. With her long face and slightly horsy grin, she wasn’t as pretty as my sister Tara, but she had it, the unmistakable quality that men couldn’t resist. You would walk through a restaurant with her, and men would literally turn in their chairs to watch her go by.

Through the years Liza had managed to get access to some fast circles. She dated rich Houston guys and their friends, becoming sort of a playboy-groupie, or to put it more unkindly, a local starfucker of sorts. There was no doubt in my mind that if my sister had been living with Liza, she had been the eager recipient of Liza’s leftovers.

We talked for a few minutes, and Liza said that she had a few ideas about where Tara might have gone. She would make some calls, she said. She felt sure Tara was okay. She hadn’t seemed depressed or crazy. Just ambivalent.

“Tara was going back and forth about the baby,” Liza said. “She wasn’t sure she wanted to keep it. She changed her mind so many times the past few months, I gave up trying to figure out what she was going to do.”

“Did she get any kind of counseling?”

“I don’t think so.”

“What about the father?” I demanded. “Who is he?”

There was a long hesitation. “I don’t think Tara is all-the-way sure.”

“She must have some idea.”

“Well, she thought she knew, but . . . you know Tara. She’s not very organized.”

“How organized do you have to be to know who you’re sleeping with?”

“Well, we were both partying a lot for a while . . . and the timing’s not easy to work out, you know? I guess I could put together a list of the guys she went out with.”

“Thank you. Who are we putting at the top of the list? Who did Tara say the most likely father was?”

There was a lengthy hesitation. “She said she thought it was Jack Travis.”

“Who’s that?”

Liza gave an incredulous laugh. “Doesn’t that name mean anything to you, Ella?”

My eyes widened. “You mean a Travis Travis?”

“The middle son.”

The head of the well-known Houston family was Churchill Travis, a billionaire investor and financial commentator. He was on the golden Rolodexes of media people, politicians, and celebrities. I’d seen him on CNN more than a few times, and in all the Texas magazines and papers. He and his children inhabited the small world of powerful people who rarely faced the consequences of their actions. They were above the economy, above threats from men or governments, above accountability. They were their own species.

Any son of Churchill Travis had to be a privileged, spoiled jerk.

“Great,” I muttered. “I’m assuming it was a one-night stand?”

“You don’t have to sound so judgmental, Ella.”

“Liza, I can’t think of any way to ask that question without sounding judgmental.”

“It was a one-night stand,” my cousin said shortly.

“So this will be coming out of left field for Travis,” I mused aloud.

“Or not. It’s possible he gets this all the time. Surprise babies popping up like daisies.”

“Jack dates a lot of women,” Liza admitted.

“Have you ever gone out with him?”

“We’ve hung out in the same circles. I’m friends with Heidi Donovan, who goes out with him sometimes.”

“What does he do for a living, aside from waiting for Big Daddy to kick the bucket?”

“Oh, Jack’s not like that,” Liza protested. “He’s got his own company . . . something about property management . . . it’s at 1800 Main. You know that glass building downtown, the one with the funny-looking top?”

“Yes, I know where that is.” I loved that building, all glass and art deco flourishes with a segmented glass pyramid on top. “Could you get his number for me?”

“I could try.”

“And in the meantime, you’ll work on that list?”

“I guess. But I don’t think Tara would be too happy about that.”

“I don’t think Tara is especially happy about anything these days,” I said. “Help me find her, Liza. I need to see if she’s okay and figure out what to do for her. I also want to find out who the father is and to work out some kind of plan for this poor abandoned baby.”

“He wasn’t abandoned,” my cousin protested. “A baby isn’t abandoned if you know where you left him.”

I considered explaining the flaws in her logic, but it was clearly a waste of time. “Please work on the list, Liza. If Jack Travis doesn’t turn out to be the father, I’m going to have to force every man Tara slept with last year to take a paternity test.”

“Why go stirring up trouble, Ella? Can’t you just take care of the baby for a while like she asked?”

“I . . .” Words failed me for a moment. “I have a life, Liza. I have a job. I have a boyfriend who wants nothing to do with babies. No, I can’t sign on indefinitely as Tara’s unpaid nanny.”

“I was just asking,” Liza said defensively. “Some men like babies, you know. And I didn’t think your job would get in the way . . . it’s mostly typing, right?”

I had to smother a laugh. “It definitely involves typing, Liza. But I have to do a little bit of thinking, too.”

We talked for a few more minutes, mostly about Jack Travis. Apparently he was a man’s man who hunted and fished, drove a little too fast, lived a little too hard. Women were lined up from Houston to Amarillo in hopes of being his next girlfriend. And from what Heidi had confided to Liza, Jack Travis would do absolutely anything in bed, and had an insane amount of stamina. In fact—

“TMI,” I told Liza at that point.

“Okay. But let me tell you this: Heidi said that one night he took off his tie and used it to—”

“TMI, Liza,” I insisted.

“Aren’t you curious?”

“No. My column gets all kinds of letters and e-mails about bedroom issues. Nothing can shock me anymore. But I’d rather not know  about Travis’s sex life if I’m going to have to face the guy and ask him to take a paternity test.”

“If Jack is the father,” Liza said, “he’ll help out. He’s a responsible guy.”

I wasn’t buying it. “Responsible men don’t have one-night stands and get women pregnant.”

“You’ll like him,” she said. “All women do.”

“Liza, I never like the kind of guy that all women like.”

After I got off the phone with my cousin, I stared at the baby. His eyes were round blue buttons, and his face was puckered with a disarming expression of concern. I wondered what his impression of life was after his first week in the world. A lot of coming and going, car rides, changing faces, different voices. He probably wanted his mother’s face, his mother’s tone. At his age, a little consistency wasn’t too much to ask. I cupped my hand lightly over the top of his skull, smoothing the black fluff. “One more call,” I told him, and flipped open the phone again.

Dane picked up on the second ring. “How’s Operation Baby Rescue going?”

“I’ve rescued the baby. Now I’d like someone to rescue me.”

“Miss Independent never needs to be rescued.”

I felt the hint of a genuine smile appear on my face, like a crack in the winter ice. “Oh, right. I forgot.” I told him everything that had happened so far, and about the possibility that Jack Travis was the father.

“I’d approach that claim with some healthy skepticism,” Dane commented. “If Travis is the sperm donor, don’t you think Tara would have gone to him by now? From what I know of your sister, getting knocked up by a billionaire’s son is the highest pinnacle of achievement.”

“My sister has always operated from a system of logic that is nothing like ours. I can’t begin to guess why she’s behaving this way. And when I find her, I’m not at all certain she’ll be capable of taking care of Luke. When we were younger, she couldn’t even keep a goldfish alive.”

“I’ve got connections,” Dane said quietly. “I know some people who can help place him with a good family.”

“I don’t know.” I glanced at the baby, whose eyes were closed. I wasn’t sure I could live with the idea of giving him to strangers. “I have to figure out what’s best for him. Someone has to put his needs first. He didn’t ask to be born.”

“Get a good night’s sleep. You’ll figure out the right answer, Ella. You always do.”



THREE

[image: 003]

IT WAS A MARK OF DANE’ S UNFAMILIARITY WITH babies that he had suggested, without irony, that I get a good night’s sleep. My nephew was a living, breathing sleep disorder. It was without exception the worst night I had ever spent, a series of harsh awakenings and crying and formula-mixing and feeding and burping and diaper-changing, and then after about five minutes of rest it all started again. I didn’t know how anyone could live through months of this. After one night, I was a wreck.

In the morning I showered, turning the water up to near-scalding in the hopes that it would ease my aching muscles. Wishing I’d had the foresight to bring a more impressive outfit, I dressed in the only clean clothes I had: a pair of jeans, a fitted cotton shirt, and leather flats. I brushed my hair until it was neat and smooth, and looked at my haggard, stone-white face. My eyes were so irritated and dry that I didn’t bother with my contact lenses. I decided to wear my glasses, a pair of sensible rectangular wire-rims.

It didn’t improve my mood when I went to the kitchen, bringing Luke in his carrier, and saw my mother sitting at the table. Her fingers  were knobbed with rings, her hair curled and sprayed. She wore shorts, her legs smooth and tan, and one of the pedicured toes that peeped from her wedge sandals sparkled with a tiny crystal toe































































































































































OEBPS/lisa_9780748123377_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lisa_9780748123377_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/lisa_9780748123377_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lisa_9780748123377_oeb_003_r1.jpg





